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The pale, scar-crossed, impossibly thin figure of Marilyn Manson looms over the last decade of the twentieth century like some sinister, corset-clad marionette. When, with characteristic bashfulness, he declares that the 1990s have been ‘The decade of Marilyn Manson’, even his sternest critics have to concede that he’s made the transition from rock singer to cultural phenomenon. And critics are not in short supply: from young rock fans who dismiss the flamboyant, self-acclaimed ‘Nineties voice of individuality’ as a pretentious faggot, to ageing reactionaries of Church and State like Senator Joseph Lieberman, who declared Marilyn Manson, the band, to be ‘perhaps the sickest group ever promoted by a mainstream record company’. Governor Frank Keating of Oklahoma was positively apocalyptic when he concluded a rant against the star by dubbing him ‘further proof that society’s moral values continue to crumble’.








SPLITTING PERSONALITIES








Dissection is the only way to cut through the multiple personalities of a creature that uses them as both camouflage and armour. Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the self-invented identity of Marilyn Manson – with a name split between the theoretical opposites of America’s most infamous killer, Charles Manson, and her most beloved Hollywood star, Marilyn Monroe. As their rechristened namesake has observed, ‘I thought that those two – positive/negative, male/female, good/evil, beauty/ugliness – created the perfect dichotomy of everything I wanted to represent.’





Of course, the violent disapproval of ‘the Establishment’ only establishes the band’s status in the eyes of their army of fans. As the singer himself observed, ‘Deep down most adults hate people who go against the grain. It’s comical that people are naïve enough to have forgotten Elvis, Jim Morrison so quickly.’ When the authorities try to remove Marilyn Manson from concert bills featuring previously ‘unacceptable’ acts like Ozzy Osbourne and Nine Inch Nails, it just increases their outlaw credentials. Worse than Ozzy Osbourne, the demonic rocker pursued through the law courts for allegedly recording ‘back-masked’ messages in the name of Satan! Worse than Trent Reznor’s Nine Inch Nails, electronic hatemeisters who recorded their masterpiece on the site of the infamous mass murder of Sharon Tate and her friends!


Such conservative reaction had previously been responsible for introducing the ‘parental advisory’ stickers – supposedly to dissuade impressionable kids from buying controversial records – that sold so many albums and were worn proudly as T-shirt emblems and tattoos by rebellious youth. Attempts to ban Marilyn Manson gigs are just 300-foot-tall ‘parental advisory’ stickers in psychedelic neon. Just as the condemnation of specific albums by his Christian teachers helped Brian Warner (the future Marilyn) select his musical entertainment in his early teens, so a new generation of disaffected teenagers were led to forbidden pleasures by the warnings of their elders. ‘I’ve always enjoyed being hated,’ observes the singer, ‘the people who hate you make it all worthwhile. On my Antichrist Superstar tour, I think I upset all the right people; even if people are angry at me, at least they’re talking about Marilyn Manson, and I’ve succeeded.’ The truth is that he not only withstands the blizzard of bile directed at him but feeds upon it, growing stronger with each outpouring. Combine this with a mainline into the world’s commercial arteries, courtesy of Trent Reznor’s Nothing Records, and we have the toxic cocktail that is Marilyn Manson – from obscure Floridan cult band to the cover of Rolling Stone in a few short years. But does it add up to anything more than a combination of slick marketing and shock tactics?


Marilyn Manson’s critics in the rock media are inclined to dismiss him as just another Iggy Pop, Alice Cooper, KISS, or whatever rock’n’roll animal was rattling the bars of respectability when they were adolescents. Indeed, when asked about originality, Marilyn conceded that ‘nothing is really ever new. It’s a reinvention of a kind, as everything is these days. Everything comes back eventually, but whatever trend is reinvented it’s always with a different angle.’ Decadent behaviour and popular music have a far more enduring relationship than most of his critics seem aware. Classical icons like Mozart and Paganini – posthumously elected to the ranks of respectability – led lives of sex, substance abuse and Satanism that make many modern musical monsters seem mild by comparison.


Neither is the idea that shock tactics sell an invention of the contemporary marketplace. Russian composer Igor Stravinsky’s savage classical work Le Sacre du Printemps (The Rite of Spring) was inspired by a vision of a girl dancing herself to death at a pagan rite. (Satanist Blanche Barton includes it among her list of satanic music in her history of the Church of Satan.)








PORTRAIT OF AN AMERICAN FAMILY
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Marilyn Manson’s 1994 debut album, Portrait of an American Family, appeared as the first release for Nothing Records – the label run by Trent Reznor, best known as the harsh but well-respected industrial act Nine Inch Nails. It was initially produced by Roli Mossiman of New York noise legends the Swans, but Marilyn himself dismissed the original mix as too clean and polished. Reznor, working on his angst-classic Downward Spiral at the time, agreed to take over the production. The result is industrial rock blended with more gothic playfulness than Reznor would ever allow himself on his own projects. Its pathological exuberance doesn’t always hide the technical limitations, but it’s good, contagious, toxic fun all the same.


The eponymous lead singer’s cheerful doodles of hypodermic syringes and lollipops adorn the sleeve, alongside photos of the band appearing like nascent shadows of the goth-androgynes who later haunted countless magazine covers. The label vetoed Marilyn’s plan to include pictures of himself naked as a child, and a faked polaroid of his horribly mutilated girlfriend, on the inside cover – though they reluctantly allowed a curious, nursery rhyme-like piece entitled ‘My Monkey’, based on a song by Charles Manson, to remain.


‘I wanted to address the hypocrisy of talk show America,’ explained the band’s figurehead, ‘how morals are worn as a badge to make you look good and how it’s much easier to talk about your beliefs than to live up to them. I was very much wrapped up in the concept that as kids growing up, a lot of the things that we’re presented with have deeper meaning than our parents would like us to see, like Willy Wonka and the Brothers Grimm.’ Conceding it was a bleak album, despite his allusions to children’s literature, he added that ‘there’s a lot of moments of true pessimism, but I think in the end there is a shred of light at the end of the tunnel . . .’





The piece debuted in Paris, 1913, causing a riot. Valentine Gross, a ballet tutor present at the event, observed, ‘Nothing that has ever been written about the battle of Le Sacre du Printemps has given a faint idea of what actually took place. The theatre seemed to be shaken by an earthquake. It seemed to shudder. People shouted insults, howled and whistled, drowning the music. There was slapping and even punching. Words are inadequate to describe such a scene.’ Stravinsky himself gave a more candidly revealing insight: ‘After the “performance”, we were excited, angry, disgusted and . . . happy.’ The head of the ballet company declared the riot to have been ‘Exactly what I wanted.’


After a 1999 Marilyn Manson show in Munich degenerated into a riot, when the characteristically-petulant frontman abandoned the stage citing ‘technical problems’, he later observed: ‘I think, if I was a person and I went to a concert, if I had the chance to have a riot, I would be happier to have a riot than to see a concert. That’s something they’ll remember their whole lives. I’m glad no-one got hurt, but I think a riot’s good. Chaos is always important in music.’


According to its main man, there’s more to the whole Marilyn Manson sideshow than albums, gigs and cynical money-making. And it’s true that there are interesting cultural parallels beneath the surface – such as the striking resemblance between the ‘affidavits’ issued by the American Family Association, describing blasphemous excesses supposedly occurring at Marilyn Manson gigs, and the descriptions of witches’ sabbaths contained in the witch-hunting manuals of medieval Europe. As Manson fan Paula O’Keefe observes in her perceptive article on the Antichrist archetype, ‘Apokalypsis’, the affidavits are ‘Nearly pornographic in their detail and encyclopaedic in their debauchery – drugs, nudity, oral sex, anal sex, bestiality, paedophilia, masturbation, voyeurism, violent rape, bloodshed, full Satanic Mass complete with gory baptism – they quite frankly read like personal fantasies, not only of what a really Satanic rock show would be like but of everything nice people dread yet find fascinating.’


Similar pathological fantasies fuelled witch-hunters’ descriptions of the witches’ sabbath four centuries before, with the same ingredients of perverse sex, bloodshed, drug abuse and devil-worship. Just as Marilyn Manson concerts are not mythical events, however, containing elements which fundamentalist Christians find genuinely offensive, so some historians are coming to the conclusion that the witches’ sabbath did take place – even if it was exaggerated by Christian opponents. Perhaps, just as their persecutors claimed, medieval witches were trying to ‘turn the whole world upside down’ with their deviant sexuality, demonic spirituality and political nihilism.


But even so, surely any connection between Marilyn Manson’s performances and the blasphemies of the witch cult are nothing more than coincidence? Perhaps not. An early band newsletter reproduced a Renaissance woodcut of a witches’ sabbath. (The US postal service used the illustration to support a legal objection to handling Marilyn Manson merchandise, claiming that a detail of witches boiling children was ‘inciting people to cut other people up and boil them’.) The band’s debut album also featured the song ‘Dogma’, with the refrain ‘burn the witches’, which Marilyn later explained was ‘from their point of view. The phrase “burn the witches” is spoken in a sarcastic tone . . . the song is about persecution.’








SMELLS LIKE CHILDREN








[image: Illustration]


A curious follow-up to Marilyn Manson’s debut success, the 1995 EP Smells Like Children is wildly uneven, and was charged by critics as being an ill-conceived cash-in. Marilyn himself described it as ‘an EP of remixes, cover songs and audio experiments to encapsulate our mind-set at the time, which was dark, chaotic and drug-addled . . . It was like stitching together an elaborate outfit for a party but catching the hem on a nail and watching helplessly as it unravelled and fell apart.’ He claimed its theme of ‘use and abuse’ made it a disturbing sort of children’s record, ‘seeing everything from a child’s point of view . . . Grand and ugly at times, Smells Like Children is almost a metaphor for me trying to hold onto my childhood.’


Almost suicidally self-indulgent, the inane audio experiments and dearth of fresh material were countered, as far as early Spooky Kids were concerned, by abrasive remixes of Marilyn Manson favourites by Dave Ogilvie (from trauma and terror merchants Skinny Puppy) and the Manson catalogue of in-jokes and veiled references. One of the covers, a dark rendition of the Eurythmics’ ‘Sweet Dreams’ which brought the song’s disturbing aspects – ‘Some of them want to abuse you, some of them want to be abused’ – to the fore, introduced the band to the MTV generation and became a surprise success.


Established Spooky Kids were less than impressed by the track’s popularity, derisively dubbing new fans ‘Sweet Dreamers’, whereas Marilyn had always wanted to infect the mainstream with his personal brand of decadence, deeming this more accessible offering ‘a clever piece of cheese on a rat trap’. With typical perversity, Marilyn Manson’s weakest release was the one that launched the band on the yellow brick road to superstardom.





The lead singer’s lyrics and graphics invite speculation about their meaning – he obviously loves word games, puzzles, obscure connections and in-jokes. The Internet is full of sites established by Spooky Kids (borrowed from the original band name – Marilyn Manson and the Spooky Kids), as dedicated fans style themselves, devoted to deciphering his oblique references and diverse allusions. Part of the motivation for this book is to explore these references, and put them into their cultural context.


Dissecting Marilyn Manson is not centrally about the band’s music – while I’m not ignoring it, it’s seldom the most interesting part of the Marilyn Manson package. As Marilyn himself observed in a 1998 interview, ‘Once I assumed the role as a villain, the whole thing stopped being about music. I had started out just exploring something, and pretty soon it was having this effect in politics and culture. It raised conversations in families and churches.’


The man behind the bizarre composite name is not a musician, but a rock star who rarely refers to his work in standard musical terms, preferring to describe his creative output as performance art or, more interestingly, ‘science projects’. Images are conjured forth of a mischievous schoolboy with a chemistry set, or Dr Frankenstein calling down lightning from the heavens to bring his blasphemous creation to life, and both are equally true. Marilyn Manson is a monster stitched together from the pieces of a thousand other creatures. This book will pick open some of that stitching.


Before he was a rock star, Brian Warner was a rock writer who tried to find his voice reading poetry at an open mike spot in a small club in Miami. However, the most potent vehicle for making a statement in modern America is not poetry, or journalism, but rock’n’roll and music journalism only convinced him that his destiny lay in being the subject – rather than the author – of rock interviews: ‘Nobody had anything to say. I felt that I should be answering the questions instead of asking them. I wanted to be the other side of the pen.’


Many writers-turned-performers (most rock newspapers are staffed by frustrated musicians) tend to be more considered in their approach than their rivals. Marilyn Manson is, in this sense, a vehicle for the ideas and obsessions of the artist formerly known as Brian Warner. ‘I approach it as an art form,’ he has explained. ‘A lot of people perceived it as a product and that’s why rock’n’roll has been so safe and boring, I want to take it and make it into a religion, make it into an art.’


The eponymous Marilyn regards publicity and interviews not as a distraction from his work, but as a vital part of it. His ready wit and talent for lurid melodramatics ensure that many editors and broadcasters – while contemptuous of his shameless showmanship, and wilful advocacy of the unfashionable – can’t resist giving coverage to this perverse harlequin.








ANTICHRIST SUPERSTAR
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Recorded during a traumatic period in Marilyn Manson’s life, the 1996 album Antichrist Superstar was his most assured and ambitious project to date, though largely devoid of the poisonous playfulness of earlier recordings. As a densely-layered industrial concept album in three cycles, it follows the metamorphosis of the vulnerable human Wormboy into the merciless superhuman Antichrist Superstar.


Marilyn applied his passion for puzzles and coincidences to the occultic disciplines of numerology and the Kabbala ‘to create a musical ritual that will bring about the Apocalypse’. With ritualised degeneracy and deviant philosophy, he blurred the barriers between art and reality to birth a truly bizarre creation. Something like a Hammer horror remake of Pink Floyd’s The Wall, or David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust album produced by Aleister Crowley, ‘Antichrist Superstar was a study about the abuse of power,’ testified its creator, ‘about rock ‘n roll, religion and politics.’


Trent Reznor produced once again, though by now their relationship was becoming strained. ‘I saw Antichrist Superstar as essentially a pop album,’ explained the band’s main man, ‘albeit an intelligent, complex and dark one. I wanted to make something as classic as the records I had grown up on. Trent seemed to have his heart set on breaking new ground as a producer and recording something experimental, an ambition that often ran in direct opposition to the tunefulness, coherence and scope I insisted on . . . Antichrist Superstar was about using your power, not your misery, and watching that power destroy you and everyone around you.’ The themes called for dark, bombastic showmanship, in contrast to the savage introspection that characterised Nine Inch Nails. Marilyn Manson stuck to his guns, and was rewarded with a hugely successful album that established the aspirant Antichrist as a superstar.











MECHANICAL ANIMALS








Released in 1998, Mechanical Animals caught both fans and critics by surprise. With Trent Reznor absent from the production booth for the first time, the industrial edge and gothic kitsch of previous releases were replaced by an urbane glam rock feel, topped with a charge of synthesised cynicism – an album ‘with more skin and nerves’. Marilyn’s new twin personae for this musical exploration of the hollowness of fame, was that of an impossibly decadent rock star and an androgynous extraterrestrial. Musically, the album pays shameless tribute to theatrical and glam rock gods of the past, from David Bowie to Gary Numan, via Marc Bolan and Pink Floyd.


Perversely, the same critics who lambasted previous Marilyn Manson releases for being derivative lauded Mechanical Animals, which wore its influences prominently on its sleeve. Some fans mourned the loss of the overt darkness of the MM oeuvre, and, while it sold well, Mechanical Animals was not the phenomenon that Antichrist Superstar had been. No doubt anticipating such a response, its creator was always careful to explain that Mechanical Animals was a sequel to Antichrist Superstar, part of a progression.


‘Whatever I do musically is always kind of a reflection of my personal life,’ he explained. ‘Antichrist Superstar was a very cold, numb transformation and the result was a rebirth in some ways. Mechanical Animals documents the feeling coming back. It’s like a leg that was asleep and now it’s starting to tingle. This record is like me coming to terms with the pain and fear of being human for the first time. It’s not a regretful record, but it’s kind of [about] living in a world that you don’t belong in for the first time.’


Almost apologetically, Marilyn countered the idea that his synth-pop album was an altogether brighter, lighter experience: ‘To me, it is a pretty depressing record, and at times when it leads you to believe it’s not depressing, it’s being intentionally fake and sarcastic. The elements of glam are very ironic. I think the more people begin to listen to it, they’ll see that – the dark. When things are expressed innocuously – that’s when they’re most depressing.’
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When speaking with some of the legions of teenagers in Marilyn Manson T-shirts, wanting to know just what fascinated these Spooky Kids about their idol, I was surprised at how many of them mentioned figures like Friedrich Nietzsche – the nineteenth-century German philosopher best known for his ‘God is dead!’ dictum, one of a number of figures who presided over what one writer recently described as God’s Funeral. Even Marilyn Manson’s most cynical detractors admit that there’s something intriguing about a performer who can drum up interest amongst a generation of disaffected adolescents in the philosophers who undermined Christian belief, paving the way for twentieth-century atheism and the Satanism that will mark this new millennium. A minister of the Church of Satan, Manson regularly alludes to these iconoclastic thinkers, whose relevance will be examined in greater detail.


As important as the philosophical assault upon Christianity was the ‘Decadent’ movement that emerged from within the artistic community in Paris during the late nineteenth century – a loose grouping of artists, poets and novelists with a powerful conviction that everything was going to hell, and an equally powerful determination to enjoy the ride. Dedicated to extremes of experience and sensation – both beautiful and horrific – they held a casual disregard for common sense, morality and even sanity.


In his book Decadence and Catholicism, American academic Ellis Hanson says that ‘the decadents cultivated a fascination with all that was commonly perceived as unnatural or degenerate, with sexual perversity, nervous illness, crime, and disease, all presented in a highly aestheticized context calculated to subvert or, at any rate, to shock conventional morality. Both stylistically and thematically, decadence is an aesthetic in which failure and decay are regarded as seductive, mystical, or beautiful . . . The typical decadent hero is, with a few exceptions, an upper-class, overly educated, impeccably dressed aesthete, a man whose masculinity is confounded by his tendency to androgyny, homosexuality, masochism, mysticism, or neurosis.’


Marilyn Manson may qualify as one of the ‘few exceptions’ in not being a member of the upper classes (though he is an American media star, which makes him a part of the new aristocracy) and being self-educated rather than ‘overly educated’. Aside from that however, this description fits him like a rubber dress. As he acknowledged in a Dutch interview to promote the Mechanical Animals album, ‘Decadence is a very strong side of my personality . . . It’s also a way to make things clear. By exaggerating, by magnifying subjects you can pass on your intention in the right way. Apart from that I am just somebody who’s up for everything, to experiment with things and to discover things, even if it was just only to test your own inner powers.’


Speaking of his admiration for the famous Anglo-Irish decadent Oscar Wilde, Marilyn quoted the seminal decadent doctrine of ‘The idea of art for the sake of art.’ He might just as appropriately have come out with Wilde’s observation that ‘My existence is scandal.’The crowning scandal of Wilde’s life was his 1895 conviction and subsequent imprisonment for homosexuality, at a time when it was still a criminal offence. Recalling the traumatic episode, Wilde wrote, ‘I remember as I was sitting in the dock on the occasion of my last trial . . . being sickened with horror at what I heard. Suddenly it occurred to me, “How splendid it would be, if I was saying all this about myself!”’








THE LONG HARD ROAD OUT OF HELL








[image: Illustration]


The 1998 autobiography The Long Hard Road Out of Hell belongs among the Marilyn Manson canon just as much as the band’s recordings. Written in conjunction with Rolling Stone journalist Neil Strauss (who got to share a little MM-excess and scandal as a result), it covers the metamorphosis of plain old Brian Warner, from his childhood in suburban Ohio, to his rebirth as the Antichrist Superstar, and the accompanying, controversy-strewn Dead to the World tour in 1996. In this sense, it’s a companion volume to Antichrist Superstar, sharing the album’s division into three parts with its distinctive, artfully-grotesque visual style.


The book also lays bare some of the in-jokes and esoterica of Antichrist Superstar, previously only understood by a few of the faithful. Black magician Aleister Crowley – a profound influence on Marilyn Manson – always put great store by his apprentices keeping detailed magical diaries, and parts of the autobiography read like just such a record of excess. Repellent yet compelling, The Long Hard Road Out of Hell is a powerful piece of decadent art in its own right. While by no means universally admired, it sold in vast numbers (underlining the unusual literacy of Spooky Kids, compared to the average rock fan), whilst, at the same time, confirming to his critics that Marilyn was an articulate force to be reckoned with.





One of the most perverse features of Marilyn’s career is his determination to evoke disapproval, even disgust, to a degree that goes beyond his ambition to be ‘America’s villain’. Nowhere is this more in evidence than in his autobiography, The Long Hard Road Out of Hell, which is not so much a candid confession as a self-inflicted character assassination – he even includes the worst libels aimed at him by his enemies as a kind of perverse appendix. As vicious as he is towards many of the figures he describes, few come out of it looking worse than the author himself, at the centre of one sordid incident after another.


Once again, we find echoes of this behaviour in the lives of the Decadents. Ellis Hanson considered the case of the poet Baudelaire, who lived scandalously but wanted people to think his life more scandalous still, quoting one of his letters: ‘“Being chaste as paper, sober as water, devout as a woman at communion, harmless as a sacrificial lamb, it would not displease me to be taken for a debauchee, a drunkard, an infidel and a murderer.” The likelihood that he was none of the former and some of the latter is immaterial. He eagerly invited upon himself the sensations of shame, guilt, remorse, hatred, and ennui in a self-conscious cultivation of abjection that had little if anything to do with actual crimes. Although his life was scandalous, he still exaggerated his crimes in an effort at provocation.’


Or, as Marilyn Manson says: ‘The thing with rumours is that it doesn’t matter whether or not they are true, because it is what’s popular that everybody believes. No matter how many times you can say no, everybody still thinks something different. I’ve never minded the rumours, at least the people are talking. I think if people weren’t talking, then I would have something to worry about. A lot of the times the reality of Marilyn Manson wasn’t enough for the conservative Christian angle to really suppress what I do.’


Marilyn enjoys his villainy, encouraging dark rumours that his enemies will repeat and amplify. Ironically, they become the best PR agents he could hope for, leaving him looking like the persecuted scapegoat and themselves like hysterical liars. And they fall for it time and time again.
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The future Marilyn Manson was born in 1969 and christened Brian Warner. It was to be a pivotal year in American history, the year hippie culture reached its zenith at the Woodstock festival in New York State. Harvard psychology professor-turned LSD guru Timothy Leary later wrote, in his essay on ‘The Woodstock Generation’, that ‘the “Woodstock experience” became the role model for the counterculture of that time. The Summer of Love kids went on to permanently change American culture with principles that the Soviets in 1989 called glasnost and perestroika. Hippies started the ecology movement. They combated racism. They liberated sexual stereotypes, encouraged change, individual pride and self-confidence.’ He went on to compare Woodstock to the rites of the Ancient Greek god of wine, Dionysus, describing the festival as ‘the greatest pagan, Dionysian rock’n’roll musical event ever performed, with plenty of joyous nudity, and wall-to-wall psychedelic sacraments. And click on this: not one act of recorded violence!’


Twenty-five years on, the Woodstock festival was revived – but with little for the ‘Summer of Love’ children to groove to. Young rock fans had replaced the peace sign with the devil’s horns signal, and most agreed the show had been stolen by a band named Nine Inch Nails promoting the album Pretty Hate Machine. The original festival had resulted in upstate New York being declared an official disaster area – the naïveté or incompetence of the hippies resulting in disastrously inadequate facilities. The thirtieth anniversary festival, in 1999, had to be stormed by riot police. Timothy Leary had overlooked the fact that the wild revels of Dionysus he evoked involved not only sex and intoxication, but also violence: twelve tractor-trailers were destroyed, speaker towers toppled and concession stands looted, as festival-goers danced through fires that rapidly burnt out of control. And click on this: more than half-a-dozen rapes reported!


Marilyn Manson had been scheduled to play the 1999 Woodstock Festival, but declined when a suitable time-slot could not be found. As the British music paper NME observed: ‘Fact: while the original Woodstock Festival – high-watermark of the sixties idealism of peace, love and good music – was taking place in 1969, Marilyn’s namesake Charles was preparing for his dune buggy attack battalions to put an end to the hippy dream in a blood soaked orgy of slaughter in the Hollywood Hills. Perhaps the irony was not lost on the organisers of Woodstock ’99.’








WINDOWS ON THE SOUL








Perhaps the most striking illustration of the marriage of opposites in Marilyn Manson are his mismatched eyes. This is a pervasive theme: in The Long Hard Road Out of Hell he says that both his childhood pet, a dog named Aleusha, and the cat belonging to his girlfriend Missi had naturally mismatched eyes; David Bowie, an important early inspiration, has one discoloured eye due to a fight at school; in the 1976 Antichrist horror-fantasy The Omen (which scared little Brian Warner as a child), when Evil drives the Holy Spirit from a possessed priest it is said to escape through one of his eyes, changing its colour.


Many of those who attributed hypnotic, or even magical, powers to Charles Manson also believed they were contained within his penetrating stare. On a contemporary level, coloured contact lenses are a fashionable form of body-modification – albeit a subtler, less visceral version than the tattooing or piercing normally associated with the modern primitive cult.





When articulating the concept behind Marilyn Manson on MTV, its frontman explained, ‘I was writing a lot of lyrics five or six years ago, and the name Marilyn Manson I thought really describes everything that I had to say. You know, male and female, beauty and ugliness, and it was just very American. It was a statement on the American culture, the power that we give to icons like Marilyn Monroe and Charles Manson and since that’s where it’s always gone from there. It’s about the paradox. Diametrically opposed archetypes.’


All of Marilyn Manson’s early members followed the same formula for choosing stage names, adopting the christian name of a female sex symbol or starlet and the surname of a notorious male murderer. Marilyn Manson, however, was always destined to be the most memorable, marrying two icons at opposite extremes of twentieth century culture. Marilyn Monroe is a screen legend whose immense popularity and potent sexual magnetism, frozen in time forever by her untimely death in 1962, have turned her into the most powerful contemporary goddess of love and lust. Public revulsion at the crimes of Charles Manson, convicted of ordering his hippie ‘Family’ to conduct a series of atrocities in 1969, have made him into an icon of incomparable intensity, a devil figure symbolising hatred and death.


‘I watch a lot of talk shows,’ the 1990s Marilyn later observed, ‘and I was struck by how they lumped together Hollywood starlets with serial killers, just bringing everything to the same sensational level. But Monroe had a dark side with her drugs and depression, and Manson had a true message and charisma for his followers, so it’s not all black and white.’


Manson felt compelled to clarify his position when defending himself against accusations that his own work had inspired an act of mass murder in 1999: ‘The name Marilyn Manson has never celebrated the sad fact that America puts killers on the cover of Time magazine,’ he wrote, ‘giving them as much notoriety as our favourite media stars. From Jesse James to Charles Manson, the media, since their inception, have turned criminals into folk heroes.’ But whither the thin line between ironic comment and celebration?
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SEX KITTENS WITH CLAWS








In his autobiography, musing on the origins of his moniker, Marilyn Manson laments that ‘people always ask me about the darker half of my name but never about Marilyn Monroe’. To be fair, neither Monroe’s singing, nor the dialogue from her films, ever surface regularly in Marilyn Manson material the way that quotes from Charlie Manson do. Her importance is as an icon, a symbol of beauty and lust, though – as the contemporary Marilyn is quick to point out – this Hollywood legend also has a darker aspect. This is evident in her largely light-hearted acting career: The Asphalt Jungle (1950) and Niagara (1955) belong in the gritty noir genre, while her popular comedy Some Like it Hot (1958) is a cross-dressing farce played out against the grim background of the St. Valentine’s Day massacre.
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Marilyn Monroe – Hollywood’s tragic love goddess – with friend.


As a girl who achieved the American dream of rags-to-riches, but lived a largely miserable life, there’s something faintly unsavoury about Monroe’s onscreen persona. She was a sex symbol who – unlike more upfront or sophisticated Hollywood vamps – cloaked her sexuality in a feigned childishness which, at times, suggested an almost paedophilic appeal. Before her Hollywood break she worked on the fringes of the pornography trade, famously posing nude for a calendar. Later, after becoming successful, she became addicted to drugs.


Anton LaVey, Marilyn Manson’s spiritual godfather, claimed to have had an affair with the pre-stardom Monroe, at the very beginning of the 1950s. In his biography, The Secret Life of a Satanist, author Blanche Barton observes that, ‘In 1973 LaVey wrote in a Cloven Hoof article that Marilyn Monroe will become the satanic “Madonna” of the 21st century. In a sense that’s already happened. Since her death, she has been fashioned into a goddess . . . Marilyn Monroe is not a goddess pure and sexless, but satanically just the opposite – a fleshy goddess: passionate, flawed, enticing, beautiful.’


As with Marilyn Manson himself, other band members’ names have been a hybrid of female sex symbol and all-American mass murderer. Bassist Twiggy Ramirez took the first half of his name from a famous London fashion model of the Swinging Sixties, a short-haired, flat-chested waif who took androgyny into the mainstream. Guitarist Daisy Berkowitz paid tribute to Daisy Duke from Seventies TV series The Dukes of Hazzard – in this cheesily subversive show, where the heroes were white trash (normally portrayed as villains or comic relief) who regularly fooled the corrupt local cops and Daisy an adolescent male fantasy in provocatively-brief denim shorts. Original keyboardist Zsa Zsa Speck opted for Zsa Zsa Gabor as a role model – a former Miss Hungary and actress in such uncelebrated crap as Queen of Outer Space and Frankenstein’s Great Aunt Tillie. The epitome of the celebrity who is famous simply for being famous, Zsa Zsa is still considered part of Hollywood’s tacky aristocracy.


Current keyboardist Madonna Wayne Gacy adopted the first part of his moniker from the pop star – Ms. Ciccone – rather than the Holy Mother of God. Madonna, like Marilyn Manson, has encountered much criticism from Christian lobbyists, and was denounced as blasphemous by the Vatican for her smoulderingly-erotic ‘Like a Prayer’ video. When relations between Marilyn Manson and Trent Reznor’s Nothing Records became shaky, there was even talk of Madonna signing the band to her Maverick label. This fell apart, however, when the peroxide-blonde pop siren allegedly insisted Madonna Wayne Gacy stop using ‘her’ name – the delicious irony being the suggestion that the provocative Italian-American singer, apparently indifferent to the offence her stage name gave Roman Catholics, was herself offended by this personal ‘blasphemy’ against her.


Other starlet namesakes are, perhaps, less obvious. Drummer Ginger Fish owes his first name to Ginger Rogers, the perky Hollywood actress whose overblown song and dance epics partnering Fred Astaire during the 1930s made her a household name. Bassist Gidget Gein took his name from Gidget, the air-headed heroine of a series of unspeakably feeble teen-beach-party movies of the late 1950s and early 1960s. The original Gidget was played by Sandra Dee, described by one critic as ‘one of the least interesting teen idols in cinema history’, whose only mark on cultural history is a song in the 1978 nostalgic hit Hollywood musical Grease (‘Look At Me, I’m Sandra Dee’).











KING OF THE CREEPY CRAWLERS








On 9 August 1969, police found the bodies of beautiful, heavily-pregnant film star Sharon Tate and four of her friends at her exclusive Beverly Hills mansion. They had been brutally stabbed, bludgeoned and shot, their blood used to daub the walls with the legends ‘WAR’ and ‘PIG’. The following night, a Los Angeles couple named Leno and Rosemary LaBianca were stabbed to death at their suburban home. This time the dripping crimson graffiti read ‘DEATH TO PIGS’, ‘RISE’ and ‘HEALTER SKELTER’ (sic), while ‘WAR’ had been carved into Leno’s stomach. When the perpetrators were caught, to the horror of both ‘straight’ society and the counterculture, they turned out to be members of a hippie commune calling itself ‘the Family’.


Eight members of the Family were found guilty of connected charges, with four sentenced to death (later commuted to life imprisonment) in a controversial courtroom drama that at times resembled a medieval witch trial. Among those receiving the ultimate penalty was a short, bearded ex-con named Charles Manson, who, while not present at the murders, was still found guilty of conspiring in the crimes by virtue of being the Family’s nominal leader. To this day his supporters maintain Charlie never killed anyone, while less sympathetic commentators have linked him to as many as 35 unsolved murders. The truth, not least concerning what motivated the horrific Tate-LaBianca massacres, is now swathed in a thick cloak of mind games, drug abuse and modern myth which is devilishly difficult, perhaps impossible, to penetrate.


Charlie Manson was born the illegitimate son of a promiscuous wild child named Kathleen Maddox in 1934. By age twelve, the state had put him into the ‘care’ of a brutal Catholic boys’ home, from whence he graduated, via a life of petty crime, to a series of reform schools and gaols. Despite the appalling abusiveness of these institutions, by the time of his parole in 1967 the jailhouse was Charlie’s entire world (‘My mother’, as he would later claim) and he begged not to be released.


The world Charles Manson found outside was in the grip of the psychedelic revolution. When he drifted to its epicentre on the USA’s West Coast, the hippies’ free love and drugs blew his mind. But Charlie’s mind games, and the survival skills developed in gaol, proved just as mind-blowing to the semi-nomadic ‘Family’ that assembled around him – not least the young girls who became the unlikely guru’s harem. Cleverly, perhaps brilliantly, manipulative, Charlie was also indelibly scarred by his dysfunctional upbringing. Somehow, in August 1969, the cocktail of drugs, frustration and youth rebellion combined with the ex-con’s mind-control complex to send the Family spinning into the helter-skelter vortex of violence that shocked the world.





The first song on Marilyn Manson’s debut album has the opening line ‘I am the god of fuck’ – a direct quote from Charlie Manson, later appropriated as a title by his new androgynous namesake. Just as some early concerts were peppered with readings from Dr Seuss, others featured quotes from Charles Manson; early promotional material was also littered with references and graphics easily identified with Charlie by the counter-cultural cognoscenti. Marilyn fought hard to keep the song ‘My Monkey’ – based on the Charles Manson song ‘Mechanical Man’ – on Portrait of An American Family, despite the deep reservations of his record label.


Brian Warner discovered Charlie’s music back in high school, buying the killer’s notorious Lie album. Later, he would integrate Charlie’s lyrics into the poems that finally evolved into Marilyn Manson songs. He recalls first becoming intrigued by the notorious criminal via the song ‘Mechanical Man’, describing its creator as ‘a gifted philosopher, more powerful intellectually than those who condemned him. But at the same time, his intelligence (perhaps even more so than the actions he had others carry out for him) made him seem eccentric and crazy, because extremes – whether good or bad – don’t fit into society’s definition of normality. Though “Mechanical Man” was a nursery rhyme on the surface, it also worked as a metaphor for Aids, the latest manifestation of man’s age-old habit of destroying himself with his own ignorance, be it of science, sex or drugs.’


‘A gifted philosopher’? Isn’t Marilyn Manson – just like the mainstream media he seems to despise – recreating his criminal namesake as a folk hero? Is the criticism of the Reverend Charles ‘Tex’ Watson – formerly of the Manson Family, now a born-again Christian – that Marilyn Manson is bringing ‘the Manson madness into the hearts and minds of millions’, valid? If it is, then he is only one of a long tradition of counter-cultural figures who have fallen under the spell of Charles Manson.


At the same time Woodstock ’99 was descending into chaos, fashionable photographer Geoffrey Cordner was preparing an exhibition entitled These Children That Come At You With Knives for a Hollywood gallery, consisting of a series of staged photos re-enacting the Manson massacres. The roll call of models included members of such hip bands as the MC5, Porno for Pyros, Tool and the New York Dolls. Guns ’n’ Roses recorded one of Charlie’s compositions, ‘Look At Your Game, Girl’, on their album The Spaghetti Incident? – much to Marilyn Manson’s displeasure, as he claimed Axl Rose had stolen his idea of recording a Charles Manson song. (It wasn’t only Manson’s wrath that the band incurred – Manson victim Sharon Tate’s sister Patty was outraged, leading Guns ’n’ Roses to give up any profits from the recording.) There is talk of an animated feature based on Charlie’s life and crimes, featuring the voices of bands like White Zombie, L7, the Ramones and Rancid, while – in perhaps the ultimate white-trash tribute – Charlie Manson has already starred in an episode of cartoon show South Park.








KILLER TUNES








Discussing Charlie Manson’s influence on Marilyn Manson, his namesake explained, ‘I think Charles Manson is the greatest rock star of all time. He was all about music. He never even had to have a hit and he’s one of the biggest stars that you could ever find. That’s something that we can thank America for, whether you like it or not, America put him there.’


Whatever roles Charlie Manson, the mirror man, adopted for those around him, as far as he himself was concerned all he wanted was to be a successful musician. Taught to play guitar in gaol by gangster Alvin ‘Creepy’ Karpis (former member of the Ma Barker gang and one-time Public Enemy Number One), on his release Charlie used his influence on the hippie scene to try to launch a musical career – even cutting a demo album with members of the Family. (One theory concerning the Tate killings was that the intended target was a record producer, Doris Day’s son Terry Melcher, who Charlie believed had discarded him).


Charlie cultivated a friendship with Dennis Wilson, the reckless drummer of sunny surf sensations the Beach Boys. For a while, Manson’s Family even lived in Wilson’s luxury log cabin on Pacific Palisades, while the Beach Boys recorded one of Charlie’s compositions – ‘Cease To Exist’, suitably sanitised for public consumption as ‘Never Learn Not To Love’. But relations with the Family soured, and Charlie’s crew was evicted. Charlie responded by sending Wilson a silver bullet, the threat inspiring the Beach Boy to sleep with a gun under his pillow. Meanwhile, Charlie was becoming increasingly fascinated by the Beatles’ White Album, reading secret messages and odd prophecies into its lyrics. According to some commentators, it was these ‘messages’ which inspired him to order the 1969 massacres.


The notoriety those crimes attracted finally inspired the underground release of Charlie’s demo album, under the title Lie (its sleeve a mock-up of the Life magazine cover story on the Manson crimes). Over the years, this would be followed by a sporadic series of bootleg releases smuggled out of gaol for a growing cult audience. Charlie’s music has been memorably described by Jim Goad as ‘an incredibly depressing sonic mix of Hank Williams and the Velvet Underground’ – despite this, it continues to attract acclaim from the dark extremes of the musical avant-garde, such as satanic folk-rocker Wendy Van Dusen, of Neither\Neither World, who cites him as a primary influence. Body-building punk poet Henry Rollins spoke about trying to officially release an album of Manson’s music during the Eighties, observing, ‘He’s this five feet four inch guy, sitting behind bars, and he terrifies people.’





While Axl and company could plead that they were looking at the Manson myth from an ironic perspective, others on the dark fringes of the counterculture had been more than happy to get their hands bloody. When news originally broke of the arrest of a Californian commune for the horrific Tate-LaBianca murders in 1969, many hippies assumed it was a frame-up orchestrated by the notoriously corrupt LA police. When it became apparent, however, that these unlikely butchers were almost certainly guilty, much of that support melted away, as the Love Generation began to wonder what had happened to their dream. In the words of writer David Dalton (a hippie who initially believed the Manson Family to be innocent), Charlie had killed ‘part of ourselves, our Edenic others who had once believed we could create a new heaven and a new earth’. However, a hard core of radicals in the hippie movement continued to hail him as a martyr to their cause, lauding his atrocities as revolutionary acts. Hippie terrorists the Weathermen declared 1969 ‘The Year of the Fork’ in Charlie’s honour (one of the victims died with a fork stuck in his belly), and told fellow revolutionaries to ‘dig it’.
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Charles Manson - the hypnotic hate messiah who heralded the end of the Summer of Love.
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