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Introduction





One of the hardest parts of writing a book is the process of cutting it down: working out what can and should go; being tough enough to actually implement the excisions. With Totally Wired, I got a rare opportunity to undo and restore. Starting out, I thought, ‘Fantastic, this is an author’s dream: the chance to put back all the good bits that got thrown out, or at least some of them anyway. This will be fun.’


Well, it was enjoyable, but it was also hard work, involving its own set of difficult decisions. Narrowing down to around thirty interviews meant leaving out twice that number that were just as worthy of inclusion. The interviews that made the cut then had themselves to be cut. Nobody – not the reader, not the interviewee, certainly not yours truly the interviewer – would be well served by a verbatim transcript of these dialogues from first utterance to last. Interviews, in my experience on both sides of the mic, emerge gradually out of an amorphous preamble of meandering pleasantry before they find a rhythm. At the other end, they wind down into amiable chit-chat. In between, you’ll generally get a fair few digressions and dead ends. Overall, there’s plenty of redundancy and raggedness that can be discarded with no loss to anybody. In addition to shedding bulk, some of the interviews in this book underwent minor resequencing to eliminate double-backs in the conversation and maintain a more shapely, logical flow. What you get here is the heart of the dialogue, the fruit without the peel or pips.


Focused on a single person’s journey through the post-punk period, these interviews supply a more richly detailed picture of the biographic arc of the exceptional individuals who make up Rip It Up’s cast. There’s a stronger sense of them as human agents with back stories and backgrounds; products of a place and a time, yet also self-created beings, fantasists and adventurers who pursued their dreams and sometimes, against the odds, realized them. The end result is, I hope, something that can be taken as a companion volume to Rip It Up and Start Again but that works just as well as a freestanding book in its own right.


Totally Wired actually comes in two parts. The much larger first section collates the aforementioned conversations with some of the key figures – and best talkers – of the post-punk era. The smaller second section gathers my own further thoughts and conclusions about the period. In a sense, Totally Wired breaks down into its constituents what was gelled as one in Rip It Up. First, the human-interest stories of the stars of the show: musicians, label founders, producers, journalists. Second, my theories, interpretations, speculations, memories. Some of these take the form of case studies (pieces on the absolutely pivotal bands Public Image Ltd and Joy Division) and others are genealogies of scenes and currents-of-ideas: No Wave and mutant disco New York, the art-rock tradition of non-musician conceptualists from Brian Eno to Malcolm McLaren. There’s also a ‘final transcript’: a megamix of my overarching ideas about post-punk that draws heavily from the numerous interviews I did around Rip It Up. Books continue to write themselves in your head long after the official end of the project; the ideas keep coming, whether unprompted or catalysed by interviewers. The larger themes, the significance of the work, even one’s motives and goals all become much clearer once it’s ‘done’; lifting your gaze from the immersive graft of research, writing, rewriting, you suddenly see the wood for the trees. You also become painfully aware of all the stuff you forgot to deal with, all those too-obvious-to-need-saying things that really ought to have been pinpointed in crystal clarity because they’re not obvious unless you actually lived through the period in question. So I do feel blessed to have this opportunity to return to the subject.


Maybe all that seems a little obsessive-compulsive, yet I honestly don’t think that these two chunky books come close to exhausting the subject of post-punk. There are still many stories untold, still plenty of areas that have just glancingly been touched upon in Rip It Up and Totally Wired. The musical epoch of 1978–84 has a long way to go before it is mapped out as thoroughly as the sixties, or indeed as punk rock itself. All the signs indicate that post-punk is set to be a booming field for investigation and analysis by critics, historians and academics for some time to come. Chronicles of specific scenes, biographies of particular bands, even monographs on individual albums continue to come forth in a steady flow. And you know, I couldn’t even say for sure that I personally have run out of things to say about this remarkable period of music and culture. But this will certainly do for now.
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1: INTERVIEWS

























Ari Up


The Slits, singer





Your parents are German, but you grew up in London…
 We were in London when I was six already, then officially from when I was eight. But you can’t pin me down to a nationality because my whole family background is so bohemian. My mum was good with acting and modelling, and my dad was a singer. So it’s all bohemian. And international. I come from Gypsy – on my mother’s side there’s Gypsy blood. And then there’s the Munich side, which is again different from the rest of Germany, because Bavaria is totally different.




    





Living in London as a pre-teen, did you quickly become aware of reggae, the whole sound-system culture?


Because of my mum, I grew up with people like Jimi Hendrix and The Bee Gees around. Barry Gibb used to play the harmonica and sing songs to me when I was little, because he was going out with my mum. Hendrix never went out with her, but we knew him because she was hanging out with musicians. My stepfather was one of the musicians in Yes, so I grew up with them as well. We hated them in punk days, but I didn’t really know Yes musically as a child, just personally. The singer was a nice guy, Jon Anderson. He made a major change in my life, because he was married to a black girl called Jenny – and that was a big rarity back then. When I was a really little girl, like three years old, there were black people hanging around the family, but I thought they were white people just with darker skin. But with Jenny it hit me in a big way. The white women hanging around my mum were posh and very uptight around kids. My mum wasn’t very warm either. I could write Mommy Dearest Part 2! When Jenny came, it was the first time I had warmth of feeling. She gave me a big impression, subconsciously, of the African side of things. Very affectionate – hugging me, holding me. It was nothing I was used to from any of the family or friends that were hanging around. I got a tropical glimpse.




    





So your mum’s house was a major hang-out for rock musicians. Is that where you met the first punk rockers?


I was still in school. My mum brought people like Joe Strummer there, and he taught me guitar. He was really into R&B and old rock’n’roll. He had this beautiful guitar that looked like a fifties guitar and he taught me on that. All the boys in punk bands, they were very supportive and protective and encouraging. Palmolive [Paloma Romero] started the band because she was Joe Strummer’s girlfriend. She saw me at a gig with The Clash and said, ‘Let’s do the female band.’ Tessa Pollitt was in a band called The Castrators, an all-girl band that fell apart. We had a guitarist, Kate, who later, I think, was in The Modettes. But then Viv Albertine joined. She was very pushy and knew her shit. It was Viv who started The Slits’ fashion look mostly, although I was wild in my style, and so was Palmolive. Let’s say Viv created the Madonna style, because she was the first with ribbons in her hair and crazy rubber stockings and fishnets.




    





You think Madonna ripped off The Slits?


Not think – I know. She came to our gigs. Back then fishnet tights was only for Bryan Ferry-type girls with high heels. But we wore them with Doc Marten boots, so it took a totally different meaning. Madonna’s always been good at taking things from current waves. I won’t say she ripped off The Slits, but she was … inspired. And she could have at least worn a Slits T-shirt to acknowledge it!




    





What were the individual Slits like, as people?
 Palmolive was the real tomboy, but very sexy on top of that. She would wear crazy miniskirts with fishnet tops with her tits showing right through. We weren’t doing this as a costume to perform; this was just our on-the-street clothes. Palmolive didn’t shave anywhere, under the arms or legs, was totally sexy and female but at the same time roughneck – not like a magazine tells how a female should be. She had that tropical thing, that Spanish thing. Tessa was melancholy, what people would call Gothic now. She always wore black but had an interesting way of putting it together. Laidback and quiet and deep. She was an artist too: she painted very well and she did a couple of Slits single covers, ‘Animal Space’ and ‘Man Next Door’. Viv was the big fashion girl. And she was the side of The Slits that wanted to be poppy. She was very conscious of the pop side, but rebellious too. She was a girlfriend of The Clash’s Mick Jones and she had a group, Flowers of Romance, with Sid Vicious and Keith Levene. She was much older than us. And me, I was a total animal. Wild and crazy, like an animal let loose, but an innocent little girl with it too. Coming out of the background I did, I knew a lot of stuff and was meditating on a lot of stuff, so I wasn’t a rebel without a cause. But I’m totally the foundation of punk.




    





Wasn’t there talk of Malcolm McLaren managing The Slits at one point?


We all liked Malcolm as a manager for the Pistols. He was really eager and excited – he thought, ‘Yeah, the female Sex Pistols.’ Then he started coming more and more to our rehearsals and telling us how to play. That became a real issue. We were more bass-oriented; even before Cut we were doing tribal crazy shit. But he kept saying, ‘Guitar’s where it’s at.’ Malcolm was very male-oriented. We were very female-oriented. He said the guitar needs to be up front, not the bass. I just wish we could’ve been more mature about trying to convince him otherwise and I wish he had been more tolerant. Because if he’d managed us, The Slits might have survived longer and done more commercially.




    





I read this amazing quote where McLaren is supposed to have said, ‘I want to work with you because you’re girls and you make music. I hate music and I hate girls. I thrive on hate.’ That’s Viv Albertine’s recollection of what he said, if I remember correctly.


That sounds like Malcolm! I would trust Viv with her recollections.




    





So McLaren was a bit of a sexist, then.


He was also sexless. Not homosexual, not straight – nothing.




    





Perhaps the kind of things he’d later do with Bow Wow Wow is what he would have tried to do with The Slits. Exploitative, porno-tinged stuff. He is an exploiter! We wanted to fool around with him because he was very cunning in the way he tricked the system to get the Pistols big. But of course he ruined the Pistols with exploitation and he absolutely fucked over John Lydon.




   





You know, my first ever gig was seeing The Slits play at Aylesbury Friars!
 Was that the gig when the whole audience pushed the bouncers over and jumped on the stage and attacked us? Palmolive barely escaped with her drums. She was fighting back …




    





No, this was later, after ‘In the Beginning There Was Rhythm’. Bruce Smith was drumming … But what kind of stuff did you get up to on stage early on?


We were more crazy in the early days, and less accepted. People were more abusive to us, so we would be even more rebellious on stage. I know I had to pee on stage once. It wasn’t to shock anyone; there wasn’t a toilet near and I couldn’t piss in my pants, so I just peed on stage. Just on the side, but everyone saw it. I didn’t care.




    





Where did you all live in those early days?


A few places. All that Westbourne Grove, Portobello Road area. At that time it was a mixture of artistic, rebellious and the crazy and poor. There were blues parties all the time – reggae parties, but in houses, not clubs. All night long. The neighbours just had to live with it. They would only hear the bass, which probably drove them insane. We used to find the parties just following the bass. We would be streets away and listen for the vibrations.




    





Were you some of the few white people at these blues parties?


The only white people. In 1976, 1977, 1978 there were zero white people. There was one place in Portobello, called the Shebeen, where it became mixed. That was more like 1980, and it was a house party, but more official. But mostly I was the only white girl. And definitely the only one with dreads. It was very strict Rasta then, and I got a lot of hostile attitude from guys for not being covered. I went there in my miniskirt. They had to deal with me. ‘Rasta or not, I don’t give a shit who you think I am.’ They weren’t into punk.




    





People go on about Rastas recognizing an affinity with punk rock – as renegades against Babylon. But was there really a kinship? Wasn’t it more one-way – punks identifying with Rastas?


The musicians in reggae did see it, but the black youths who went to these blues parties were very strict into Rasta. They hated punk because they thought it was devil worship! The make-up, the dyed hair, the miniskirts. That’s where I developed my attitude that I had later in Jamaica: they had to deal with me, they had to accept me. You know why I got away with it mostly? Because I was dancing the hell out of their blues parties! Back then it was more like African dancing, not dancehall stuff with hip movements and sexy movements. Back then the style was ‘steppers’ – leg movements. I was such a good stepper! Everywhere we went in the whole of London there were only three or four top steppers, and I was one of them, stepping in the circle. All you see is weed smoke and a big wall of people surrounding, no one in the middle, just us steppers. That helped me survive as a white girl with her locks out and her mini. Nobody could tell me shit because I was such a good dancer.




    





Were you already into the spiritual side of reggae then?
 Even though I was being this outrageous anarchist girl, right away the spiritual thing came at me too. So I think that’s my contribution to The Slits. Viv was the poppy side and I was the spiritual side. When the Cut album came, it was me being very persistent with all the dubby spiritual and earthy stuff.




    





Was the famous Cut cover of the three of you naked and covered in mud your idea then?


No, it was mutual. But I was the first person to have the tree – my dreadlocks up in a tree-type shape. I always kept that reggae tribal aspect. We were in the country together doing the album. The studio was in a cottage and there was mud all around the place. We just decided, ‘Let’s cover ourselves in the mud, be naked but natural. Ruin that image that females need to be sexy by dressing sexy.’ We could be sexy by nature, naked but not pornographic – not a prescribed way of how you’re supposed to be sexy.




    





Palmolive had left the band by this point, by the time it came to make the debut album.


She left the group because mutually we all knew that the drummer’s direction had changed. The early stuff was very tribal: she was playing the tom-tom drums with the snare, very punky and straightforward. We wanted more complex rhythms, like we had on Cut. That was the sole reason we broke up with her, because artistically we loved her. We wouldn’t have separated if it wasn’t that she couldn’t do the beat. Budgie was great, but he wanted to join Siouxsie after that one album. And then Bruce Smith came in, and he was like the fourth girl of the band. He was like a male with a sensitive side, without being gay. He was in touch with his sensitive side. He was in this revolutionary band called The Pop Group.




   





The Slits and The Pop Group were really tight for a while, almost like one tribe. Viv went out with The Pop Group’s Gareth Sager, and Tessa got together with Sean Oliver, who went on to be in Sager’s post-Pop Group outfit Rip Rig & Panic.


Sean died of sickle cell anaemia. He was Tessa’s baby-father. An incredible original. The first to shave around the sides here and have dreadlocks in the middle. In 1980 already!




    





The Slits and The Pop Group were also linked by having their debut produced by the same guy, Dennis Bovell, UK dub wizard. What was he like?


Brilliant. The most excellent producer anyone could have. And being that he’s so West Indian, he was very liberal. He had that feminine side too. He let us be. We only got involved with him because we loved the dub records he did at the time. We didn’t know him in person; he could have been the biggest chauvinist. But he wasn’t!




    





One of the stand-out things about Cut is the wonderfully complex but eccentric harmony vocals, the way your voices swoop in and out of each other. Was that all three of you singing or were you multitracked?


That was the girls. And you know what? Viv and Tessa can’t really sing. If they could at least manage a note, that was good enough for us, because we wanted those different tones of voice. It has a sense of beat and hitting a note, even though they couldn’t really carry a tune. It worked. There was even a ‘Frère Jacques’ thing on ‘Instant Hit’. No one gave us credit at the time. I didn’t even realize it until I started listening to Cut again a few years ago. I had two reactions: surprise and disgust. We got this big reputation that we couldn’t play our instruments, and we even believed that stigma after a while. But we were fucking brilliant! I want to see guys do that album and pull it off musically!




    





It got pretty positive reviews at the time, though. Mostly.


In our extended Slits family, among our peers and in the press we got the best response, but I’m talking about people in the music scene and the press who were outsiders. There was a male chauvinist element that said we looked terrible, we couldn’t be managed, we couldn’t be a commercial act. As soon as we had the name Slits, that took away the chance of radio play. I did Slits because of cutting up with the knife, but then we said, ‘Oh yeah, it’s got a double meaning too.’




   





Well, it’s like the concave form of the convex Sex Pistols. Or something.


The boys got away with it, but they had a hard time with it. So imagine us girls …




    





Talking of boys, ‘Instant Hit’ is about troubled boy-men with an urge towards self-destruction … Levene or Vicious?
 That was about Keith and Sid, but mostly Keith. Viv wrote the words.




    





‘Shoplifting’ is one of my favourites.


Palmolive wrote it because she was a shoplifter. She went with a big overcoat to the big awful supermarkets. They deserved to be robbed.




    





It’s clever the way it’s preceded by ‘Spend, Spend, Spend’, which is a much more melancholy version of consumerism: ‘Satisfy this empty feeling’ …


It’s a very female song, too. When females get depressed they go shopping.




    





In ‘Shoplifting’ it’s much more gleeful and uproarious, to the point where you scream with the adrenalin rush of doing a runner and go, ‘Ooh, I pissed in my knickers!’


I probably did. That happens to girls, if you’re too excited. Probably I peed myself.




    





‘Newtown’ is a haunting vision of the new urban psychogeography that had emerged in the seventies and is now even more recognizable today: hollow zones adrift with shopaholics and blank-eyed youths in hoodies …


‘New Town’ was ‘Junk Town’ originally. It was about the shopping centres just coming in. City centres with no cars. And this big reputation of the punks being the violent, glue-sniffing crazy people. But we were the least violent. The Teddy Boy revival was very violent and all the skinheads who were Ku Klux Klan, not the punky skinheads into reggae, who were cool. Then you had the most vicious of all, the John Travolta disco followers. They were the worst. That’s the one that stabbed me in the back. It was winter and I had a big coat, and if it wasn’t winter it would have killed me. I still have a little scar there. ‘There’s a slit for you,’ he said, so he must have heard about The Slits. There was so much violence going on back then. And then there were the ‘sticksmen’. Those were the soul boys in the black community. Matumbi had a song about it: ‘Sticksman, why you do that?/Brother man, why you do that?’ There was a big rift in black Britain between soul boys and Rastas; you were either one or the other. Sticksman was gold chains, pimp hats, flares, open shirt. ‘Sticksman’ was the stigma that they would steal a lot too – pimp and steal. Sticks – it must come from ‘stick up’, being an armed robber. Rastas were really against the sticksman, they were about peace and rebelliousness against the system.




    





So it was like a split between those who assimilated to an extent but fell into Babylon’s ways and looked to America for music and style, and the Rasta who wanted to stay pure and who had a sort of earthy look. The sticksman, by contrast, wanted money and flashy clothes, to put slick stuff in their hair …


Exactly. But it was Rastas who got the stigma in the media for being the scary ones, the thieves. As punks we had that in common with the Rastas too, that we were more peaceful too. Punks did get into violence and fights sometimes but not compared to other youths. So ‘New Town’ was about how shopping-centres England was a whole other nation of glue-sniffers. We had a revolution to live up to, as punks, but these glue-sniffing kids had nothing to inspire them. And they weren’t just sniffing glue, they were looking for violence too. Punk didn’t look for violence. Those other sets of people were really scary. They had razor blades and bottles, because there was no guns.




    





So in the eighties, in Jamaica, you could say that, with the rise of dancehall, the Sticksman triumphed over the Rasta. Were you a fully-fledged Rastafarian believer?


I’m not into the word ‘believer’ and I’m not into anything that has an ‘-ism’, because right away that gets into rules. But very definitely I’m spiritually inspired. I’m just not like a dogmatic, a fanatic. It’s very dangerous to come into that area; that’s when you lose yourself in a movement. But I wasn’t in it for the little trend of it. It wasn’t a fashion. As you can see, my hair is down to my feet now. I’ve carried a lot of years of hardship and tribulation with it. But it doesn’t mean I can’t have fun with it, because people who are too religious, they can’t live up to their own rules – that’s why they become hypocrites, a lot of them. To be spiritual doesn’t mean you have to have no fun, and it doesn’t mean fun has to be something totally gluttonous, rolling in greed and feeling that anything that feels good is good. When you’re spiritual and have higher aspirations to live up to a greater creator in the universe, you gotta balance it. You can’t be too rigid. And then you get where nuns kill their own babies. They found in Europe, between the monastery and the nunnery, a big tunnel full of baby skeletons. The nuns killed their babies, because the nuns got pregnant quickly. So that’s very high holy and religious of them, isn’t it, to get pregnant and kill the babies? If you’re going to be spiritual, why can’t you also have a man and be married and have babies? In the bible God said, ‘Go and replenish the earth.’




    





After Cut you did the split single with The Pop Group. The Slits side was the amazing ‘In the Beginning There Was Rhythm’, a spiritual song linking musical rhythm, sexual rhythm, natural cycles, cosmic vibrations …


I wrote that one because rapping had become very popular. At that point it was only The Sugarhill Gang and there was some underground girls – Lady T and Funky Four Plus One. Me and Neneh Cherry went to New York and picked up these underground rap records. For us Sugarhill was already too commercial! England hadn’t heard rap at all really, and me and Neneh brought these records back and played them at Viv Goldman’s house. So I think we’re partly responsible for bringing hip hop to England. Some years later Neneh and I would do ‘In the Beginning’ live, and I realized how good the lyrics were, because at the time all the rap lyrics were like, ‘Look at me, look at my ring, look at my car.’ And I did the rapping as more spiritual. In the bible it says, ‘In the beginning there was the word,’ but I had a lot of fights with bible worshippers, saying, ‘What about aborigines who have never heard of the bible and are more spiritual than anybody you’d think of?’ ’Cos these Rastas would be saying, ‘If you don’t know the bible, you’re beneath your ability to be human.’ I had fights with people like Fred Locks [roots reggae singer] – not physical fights, but I’m like an abomination to him: a woman is like an animal. So I’d say, ‘I learn a lot from animals, and you know what? I think animals are better than human beings. I don’t see them betraying nature and the natural order.’ So they’d be like, ‘In the bible it says we are above animals.’ But I stuck to my guns!




    





Feeling kinship with the animal kingdom is something that comes through in the second album, Return of the Giant Slits, which has this green-conscious thread running through it – anguished empathy for Mother Nature and the abuse she’s suffered at man’s hands.


Yeah, ‘Earthbeat’. Isn’t it funny they had an MTV show called Planet Beat? We were the first to use these names like ‘world beat’. New Age Steppers was like that too, because when I did that name there was no New Age people. I created that name in my own head. I was writing a lot in 1979 and 1980, and I came up with that name. Then New Age religion and New Age music came along.




   





Return of the Giant Slits is an underrated album – it’s like a sister album to The Raincoats’ Odyshape. Both records are more diffuse and atmospheric than the debuts, but very adventurous.


Thanks, you’re one of the first to say that. It’s not so much underrated as it was underpromoted. CBS were using us as a tax write-off and they stuck us on the shelf. It wasn’t ever released in America. At least Cut got promoted.




    





‘Face Place’ is one of the weirdest tracks on the record. It has all sorts of eerie vocal stuff going on. Sounds like something built in the studio, rather than playable live.


That was one I didn’t even sing. Viv was singing it. It was so out there because of the jazz influence we had from Don Cherry. I got to know Neneh through her father. She came on tour with him. We were friendly with Don and we also went to a lot of Sun Ra gigs. Return of the Giant Slits still has a reggae influence, but there’s jazz in there, and African music too.




    





After that, The Slits just disintegrated?


We were without management, being sabotaged left and right. With a horrible record company. It was too much.




    





And in parallel with the latter days of The Slits, you were starting New Age Steppers?


I shared a squat in Battersea with Neneh Cherry and Adrian Sherwood and some other people. Adrian was a hustler in a true sense: he was managing various reggae artists and toasters, and selling records out of the back of his van. Distributing reggae releases from Jamaica. So he was one of the only white boys in the scene doing heavy hustling-type business. When he lived in the squat, he got this tiny little mixing machine with tiny little knobs – totally cheap, a terrible little thing – but he became a genius out of that. He taught himself to be a great mixer, engineer, producer. We partnershipped and I found the name New Age Steppers. ‘New Age’ meaning not the Old Age of the Queen and monarchy, but the new millennium. And ‘steppers’ relating to dancing to reggae. New Age Steppers was a collective, but it became more and more his thing and he basically took over. It didn’t work out. We were like the pioneers of space-age reggae,’ cos it was still dubby and reggae-ish but very space age and with a punky edge to it.




    





And then you took the whole nostalgie de la boue thing one stage further and actually went to live in the jungle, right? Jungles, plural.


Talking about Return of the Giant Slits reminded me of how I lived through the eighties, because the eighties went so yuppie. It was the cocaine age. But I just literally continued with the earthbeat thing and went into the jungle, mostly in Jamaica and also to Borneo, where I stayed with the Dayak Indians. They look and live like American Indians. Only recently have they put down bow and arrow. An amazing people. Next door was a tribe that was headhunters, so we had to be careful.




    





Were you just trying to escape Babylon?


Yeah, really trying to find the good people who were out of that, if there were any spots left on earth that weren’t in that Babylon situation. We went to Belize too later on. We had to carry a dog with us, because if we were going to be attacked by a jaguar, the dog would be the first to be eaten!




    





Did you grow your own food?


In Belize we were looking for land to buy,’ cos Belize had really cheap giveaway land to buy. An area as big as Central Park would be $20,000. You have to cultivate the land a little bit, as a farm, to get the land really cheap from the government. But the rest of it would be just wild. Which I would have continued, but I was too involved with the music. I was continually coming back for the music scene. But if I had just retired, I would have retired to the jungle.




    





Was the natural life everything you thought it would be, or a bit tough?


It’s both things. That’s the trouble. Nature was totally level. Cool. Everything we know about nature in this society, it’s totally fake. The amount of animals we run into, it’s very rare – they’re scared of people. Only if you actually step on one do they actually attack. Nature was completely kind. The only thing that is dangerous is the mixture of society with the jungle. The water was dangerous. The water in the jungle had boat’s grease and washing soap. The least problem with the river was the shit in the river, because when you shit in it you could see the fish coming and eating the shit. The fucking soap was the worst. That was really bad. And what hurt me the most was the psychological trauma of the Indonesian government coming in to blackmail the tribes or push stuff on them, to put on certain clothes or adjust to certain programming. The Indonesian government is so corrupt they could just do anything to those people. They lived really healthy and natural, and then suddenly there was this one store which was full of plastic shit, chips with colouring in, and everyone ran to it and then started to get sick. They got sticky noses, which they didn’t have before. Only one TV in that village, and then everyone’s running to that TV. It was horrible, made me throw up. People started being conscious of their breasts. They had long ears hanging to here, and the younger ones started thinking that wasn’t pretty any more.




    





So did you discover to your dismay that there simply weren’t any unspoiled places left?


Exactly. That was my horror – that there wasn’t anything untouched. If anything, we have to preserve and protect people like that. But it’s too late. One thing that was great for me to experience, and we can’t even really imagine it, but men are really so different. These tribal men had their feminine side. They were so equal rights, carrying the babies nonstop. These tribal warriors went hunting, then they were the babysitters when the women had to do stuff. They were very soft and tolerant to their women, very subdued and calm. They let the women run the shit. The guys went hunting, not the women – for some reason it’s a boy thing. The girls hung out, dancing and doing breastfeeding or cooking. But when it came to equal emotional support, they would both share in child upbringing. It made me cry.




    





And when did you come back to Jamaica?


There was jungle years in Jamaica too, but there were no animals – jungle life without the poisonous snakes and jaguars to kill us. Most of Jamaica is rural. We lived in the hills and in the beach parts, and in Lime Key, which is the island in The Harder They Come.




    





It’s interesting that you went from being on this earthy, spiritual, Rasta-influenced trip to being a dancehall queen, when the whole ragga thing is a lot more urban and materialistic.


It is a total shift, but funny enough I found an affiliation in the later dancehall in the nineties with the early steppers thing. It became very rural again and very African, those beats. At the dancehall parties, you really feel it, it’s so jungly. The eighties dancehall had a problem: they were trying to do reggae with machines. They left the good roots of what they had in the seventies, but they hadn’t found the niche of the nineties. Then a lot of people started taking crack and cutting their hair too. Eighties dancehall, naaah – but nineties dancehall was great. And radical because it has punk elements: the girls were so aggressive, so X-rated dressing without being whores. Crazy punky hair.




    





So it brought you back to the original Slits spirit. Rasta’s idea of proper womanhood is submissive …


And the dancehall idea of a woman is she don’t take no shit!



















Jah Wobble


Public Image Ltd, bassist





Let’s start with your childhood in the East End …


I grew up on the Clichy Estate, at the junction of Stepney Way and Jamaica Street – aptly enough! It was a ghastly holiday camp gone wrong, a council estate with hardly any amenities. My early memories are lots of old houses and bomb sites from the Second World War. Even in the sixties, you’d get bomb-disposal units come in and you’d see the steam because they’d steam the bombs. Old houses, but they were starting to build the new flats and moving people out to new towns. The slum clearances started in the fifties and continued into the sixties, and that was when they were building tower blocks. And you had no choice – you either took a new council flat or were moved out to Harlow or Harold Hill.




    





What was the first music you gravitated to?


The skinhead thing was going on when I was eight. There was a stall outside Whitechapel Station that sold bluebeat and ska. I bought the Trojan compilations, the ones with the girls with not many clothes on the cover. But I do remember certain Beatles tracks, like ‘Strawberry Fields’, and liking psychedelic things without even knowing it. I didn’t come from a culture where you intellectualized about things, you didn’t verbalize particularly. I liked The Who, and I was a big Stevie Wonder fan. I dabbled around a bit but reggae was the real engine room for me. Always has been.


I discovered Can through John Lydon. That was a big quantum leap. With Can, it was really the rhythm thing that stayed with me. They tailed off a bit in the mid-seventies, as a group. As players they still had it. Jaki Liebezeit is still refining what he does even now; it’s that typically German reductionist approach. Later on, during PiL, this NME journalist Angus MacKinnon that I’d become friends with introduced me to Holger Czukay. And both of them, Holger and Jaki, became teachers to me.




    





How did you meet Lydon?


I went to Kingways College in 1974, and John stood out. He had a certain kind of charisma. He was a few years older than me and into different music. And he had long hair, which I never did – I’m from a mod culture. John was also into painting. Generally with your working class, it tends to be music and movies. I’ve got really into painting and painters over the years, but in those days it was music and movies. And books too. Novels.




    





Aged sixteen I cut out and kept this 1980 interview that Angus MacKinnon did with you in NME, where you talked about being a George Orwell fan and being a regular down your local library. The story’s angle was very much: ‘Jah Wobble – the nice one in PiL’.


I can be a complete arsehole. But if I could somehow be not me and could go back in time and meet PiL, I probably would like me best out of all of them. But in a way, that was PiL – they didn’t care about being liked. It was very wilful, warped and immature. I’m a big football fan, and it’s the same with footballers – you don’t want to meet them. All they want to talk about is how big their Mercedes is. But on the pitch they might have this moment of genius that transcends who they are. Half of it with PiL was there wasn’t a manager. We could have done with management, but because there wasn’t it all went a bit free-form. Then again, if there’d been a manager, he might have been, ‘Fucking hell, don’t give this Wobble kid from the East End all this power.’




    





So presumably, knowing John, you got swept up into punk very early on …


I got swept up into it as a scene. I remember seeing John and saying, ‘Where you been the last couple of days?’ and him saying, ‘Oh, I’ve joined this band.’ And at that point in the culture nobody did that. You didn’t know people who were in bands! Punk music didn’t interest me, though. I found it ungroovy and loud. It was kind of bad rock’n’roll really. Whereas reggae had developed this bottom-end thing – around about 1973 you really started to feel the bass. When I started to play bass, from listening to so much reggae I already knew how to do block units, repeating patterns. You might work a few changes in there, but you just kind of kept the pulse going. I worked the whole system out just by looking at the frets. If the fret pattern had a nice shape visually, it would probably sound good. That’s how I still work. You have your dots on your bass guitar, and satisfying lines to me would be the open E string down to B, then D, E and F sharp. That’s a lovely shape, very symmetrical. That’s still the essence of my playing, actually.




    





Did you find out any reggae secrets about getting that deep, booming bass sound?


I learned that you want old strings for reggae. Nice and dull. New strings sound too twangy. There’s too much tone. That’s fine for funk. Some of these funk bassists will change their strings every night. I don’t change strings. And there’s other techniques, like taking all the tone off with the tone knob on your bass guitar. And you just play soft. You don’t play in a percussive way; you caress the string, so you’re dealing with just pure vibration.


I never learned notation. And the whole basis of western music is Bach, it’s development, going back to what you started with, and all the harmony that goes with that. Western pop music is still fundamentally about that: it’s chordal, it moves through chords. For me, with the bass and block units, it’s a whole other way, much nearer to an eastern way of doing things, actually. It’s much more similar to the music of Lapland or China. With a group like PiL, you don’t get much of a harmonic sense there – The Beach Boys they are not! Not moving that way through chords horizontally you get kind of a vertical thing with the repetition – kind of like a mandala.




    





Although Lydon outwardly seemed to be anti-religion, there’s a mystical aspect that he seems attuned to – that muezzin prayer wail quality to his singing, where Middle Eastern music meets Celtic ululations.


When someone can’t sing, you get natural voice tones. If you play one note or a drone, there’s an incredible pattern of subharmonics under that one note, and in a way you get in tune with the God thing with that, in a way that far outdoes the Bach way of doing things. If people say, ‘Oh, you’re out of tune, man,’ it’s a bit like trying to stop a sunset – like saying, ‘Oh, that yellow clashes with that red.’ It’s all a self-imposed grammar anyway: there are no musical laws; it’s just a filter we impose to make sense. Understandably. It’s just like we invented full stops and commas, and we did the same with music. Unfortunately, a lot of the people who want to go ‘natural’ have got no rhythm! They’re locked up in their intellects and they can’t actually play.




    





So how did Public Image Ltd actually come into being?


I hadn’t seen John for a while but I saw in the paper that the Pistols had split. And then I got the phone call from him saying, ‘I wanna form a band with you and Keith.’ I’d already played a bit of bass. Sometimes picked up Sid Vicious’s bass in the squat – we’d all sit around taking speed at night. A mate of mine nicked a bass for me – worst bass in the world, very ugly, hard to play. And he got me a practice amp, but I sold it to get a bit of beer money, and so I had to lean the bass against a piece of furniture, like the headboard of the bed, to make it vibrate, in order to get any sound out of it. I got into playing simple pulses for two or three hours. It wasn’t dedication or ‘I will practise.’ I just lost myself. It was slightly autistic, but a great comfort. Therapeutic.




    





Did you all get together and collectively formulate a concept for PiL’s sound? ‘The bass will be prominent, it won’t be rock’n’roll’ …


It was more like, ‘It’s gonna be great!’ And then we just got on with it. But yeah, it was bottom-end oriented. And we won’t be doing songs with guitar chords as such. Keith Levene was the one person of all that period who really got on my nerves, but he was quite a genius fellow back in those days. I’ve never met a guitarist like him since. His harmonic sense was fantastic. Me and him really hit it off musically, but hardly in any other way.




    





So when it came to the debut album, did PiL really make it just thirty minutes as the bare minimum fulfilment of the contract with Virgin?


It was this confrontational thing. And there was a bit of a fucking-about thing going on with the last track, ‘Fodderstompf’. That was a real mickey-take on the record company. But it’s got a great bassline, that track. A perfect funk bassline. It’s one of those tracks that is mentioned to me more than any other PiL track. People love it. It’s got quite a sense of anarchy – in its own way it’s as mental as Funkadelic.




    





Coming at the end of an album that’s relentlessly grim, or just hostile, it’s a terrific release of high spirits and humour – even though the lyrics are witheringly sarcastic about love and commitment. Did you and Lydon ad lib all that ‘only wanted to be loved’ stuff?
 I think we’d had a bit of wine or whatever that night. We were bashing on the fire extinguishers. I actually like the first album as much as Metal Box. It’s kind of rock, but with a weird feel, like on ‘Low Life’. It’s disciplined as well: we were following song structures, and that completely went out of the window on Metal Box. 




    





The debut PiL album still has some relation to punk, whereas Metal Box goes beyond rock.


It’s something else. Very total, very beyond. Around the time of making it – maybe after we finished it – I saw Apocalypse Now. Which is somehow all very zeitgeist.




    





In one interview at the time you talked about dreaming about the end of the world a lot.


There were a lot of things going on at that very specific time, 1979. Thatcher came in, and I just thought, ‘This is such bad news.’ You just knew great changes for the worse were gonna come. This person was going to attack a lot of the culture of the country. She was the contract killer, in a way – a lot of wheels were put in motion at that time both here and in America.




    





The cliché about PiL – and it’s a cliché because it’s true – is that your bass is the human element, the solid foundation. That you grounded the group’s sound in some way.


I still fulfil that function in the groups I play with. With Metal Box, we didn’t have a a full-time drummer, we didn’t have any one person playing a strong rhythm thing, so in order to put the pieces together you needed something that you could build upon. And I was that. I was always ready to put a bassline down, always ready to lay the foundations for the house.




    





Is it true that a lot of PiL stuff was made up on the spot, recorded in real-time?


With some things there was take after take, so it could get quite torturous. ‘Careering’ was a session where I really took control. I’ve done the drum track and I’m laying the bassline down, and Keith has this synth and is making textures, and John was really up for it that night. That was a quick night. But we never made demos, which I think was fantastic. John would often come in and sit on the floor while we were pulling the music together, get lyric ideas together and then maybe disappear off. And you’re waiting for this final thing, the lyrics, and you’re fascinated by what he’s going to come up with. That was an exciting part of the process. He’d never show you and he’d never ask what you thought. He’d disappear off and get really intense about it. And then either quickly or maybe three days later, bang! There was definitely this sense of performance.




    





In interviews in the last decade or so, Levene has tended to present himself as the ‘musical director’ of PiL, in the same way that one of the Ian Dury and the Blockheads albums credits Chas Jankel as being ‘musically direct’ – the songwriter, the arranger, the band leader. Mr Music.


No, that wouldn’t be true. All the PiL stuff started from basslines. Things would happen naturally. Levene had good taste. It was always very positive. I don’t even remember him ever saying, ‘I don’t like this bassline.’ And often he’d be with the guitar and he’d be like, ‘Fucking hell, I don’t know what to do with this.’ Some of the stuff on Metal Box, I think that’s why it’s left kind of bare.




    





Did you share equally in the production and mixing?


No. In the end the feeling got quite bad, and I’d go off and do the rhythm tracks in Gooseberry Studio, in Chinatown. I’d go off and do a rhythm track like the one that became Metal Box’s ‘The Suit’. With the mixing I was definitely edged out on that side. I used to feel it could have been left, without fucking around with it too much at all. Just the strong natural drum sounds and natural bass sounds. There was a lot of faffing about in expensive studios with tosser Virgin engineers. I preferred the cheaper studios like Gooseberry. And the rhythm tracks, like the one for ‘The Suit’, I used on my solo records.




    





Ah, the others were pissed off about that, weren’t they?


The reason I was releasing stuff on my own was there was no money. I was young and not getting paid. For a band like that, the amount of money that was generated, all I ever saw was £60 in cash a week. We were on sixty a week, and even struggling to get that. The vibe was druggy and not good. I could see that all coming on and I thought, ‘I don’t know how long this is going to last. I want to put some solo things out.’ I didn’t see any real money until sixteen years later: this lawyer doggedly stayed with it long after I’d given up on it. See, everything was supposed to be split four ways, from recording advances and all that. That was my introduction to the music biz, which is ‘Don’t trust anyone.’ But at the time I thought, ‘Enjoy it, use the time in studios, do some solo things.’ I’d come off the dole and I wanted to work. I was like, ‘God’s been good – fuck me, I’m a musician!’ At the time I felt frustrated. Mind you, if I’d been paid properly, I would probably have killed myself, to be honest – would have gone mental. I wouldn’t have done anything good with that money at that age.




    





The fact that you put out a stream of solo releases from 1980–3 makes a stark contrast with the relative non-productivity and indolence of PiL after you left.


It should have been more disciplined. We should have made more records, had more of a group feeling. And the drug thing comes in, and you got a lot of people around the band with different agendas. A creepy vibe. The thing with successful bands in the music business is that you get a lot of people around the group whose motives are not good. But I would never say, ‘Fucking PiL, it was terrible.’ ’Cos it was fantastic. It got me playing. It was a fantastic training ground.




    





What did you think of Lydon and Levene’s whole rhetoric of PiL as a communications corporation, an umbrella organization that would do video, films, invent musical gadgets?


I fucking hated that – having a company with a logo. At the time I was a bit of a socialist, and just look at the way the logo brand thing has turned out. It’s completely evil. I was, ‘Why do we have to have this corporate umbrella thing? Let’s just keep it simple, be a band making great music, going out and putting it to the people.’ That whole game of getting inside the machine has resulted in this American idea of ‘I’m a brand called me.’ Even back then I thought, ‘Fuck, what are we gonna do? We’re going to make a film? We’re going to do nothing!’ And that’s why I irritated people, because I’d take the piss a bit.




    





You once said PiL was three emotional cripples on three different drugs. Or was it ‘four’?


I stand by that! It was hardly four sound, mature people. It was four emotional cripples, unfortunately on different drugs. If we had been on the same drugs, we might have kept it together a bit longer! Some people on heroin, some on speed, some on very strong dope, some on combinations thereof. I was a speed freak. I learned not to do that – I laid off it at the end of PiL. And then I went back a few years later. But yeah, I was into powders in a big way. And drinking. Drinking and powders. I wasn’t a dope smoker. Never liked hallucinogens too much.




    





You also described PiL and the Gunter Grove vibe as being like Hitler’s bunker.


Definitely. All that paranoia. Which added to the vibe, the edge. You had people hanging around who were a little bit maverick, shall we say. Likely to get into trouble. I was a bit of a troublemaker – very wild, very hyperactive. So you might have the police around. Compared to nowadays, though, very innocent, in a way.


The whole vibe with PiL and Gunter Grove at that point was like that Nic Roeg film Performance. That was a bit of an influence with PiL.




    





The rock god who’s holed up, becomes a recluse, goes a bit potty?


Not with John as the rock god, but that general vibe with some of the people on that scene. I don’t think he ever saw himself as a rock god as such. That would be unfair. But there was that kind of vibe – withdrawing from the world a bit. A feeling that this drama, in here, is where it’s at, more than going out there, out into the world. And I was nineteen and I wanted to go out and do stuff. Play gigs.




    





What did Jeanette Lee and Dave Crowe, the two non-musician members of PiL, contribute?


I dunno, to be honest. With Jeanette, I didn’t like her,’ cos it was like, ‘What the fuck do you do? Hold the super-8 camera?’ But the funny thing is, Jeanette is one of the few people I’ll bump into from that time where I get on with her. I bump into her now and she’s great. Most of the people from that scene are actually quite mad. If you bump into them, you compare notes, but most of them haven’t moved on. That’s the spooky thing. Not so much the PiL people but that whole generation. Time has stopped.


Dave Crowe was supposed to be sort of a secretary. It was all fucked up. Woeful. I was one of the main people in this band and sometimes I didn’t get my sixty quid a week at all. And at that point I was thinking, ‘Well, John, you got me into this, I did it for a couple of years, I now don’t owe you anything.’ So I said to him, ‘I don’t want a big beef with you. I don’t like the vibe and I’m not getting sorted out with the dough, so I’ll see you later.’




    





So you had the solo album, The Legend Lives On: Jah Wobble in ‘Betrayal’, which you put out shortly before you left PiL in the summer of 1980. The mood is totally different from PiL – very humorous, whimsical.


Fun. There was exuberance there. My attitude was, ‘I’m free here to try a few things. I can just enjoy this.’ There’s a bit of horseplay even now in the studio.




    





What did you feel about the direction PiL took after you left – the bass-less, tribal-rhythm sound of Flowers of Romance?


Flowers, to be honest, flattered to deceive. It’s a bit lightweight. But the next album that I did hear that I thought was very good was the one that had ‘Rise’ on. The album produced by Bill Laswell. Anything Bill does will have a focus, will make sense.




    





Meanwhile, you were doing things like starting a new band, The Human Condition, a power trio including the first PiL drummer, Jim Walker. And doing EPs with Holger Czukay and Jaki Liebezeit. What was it like, working with your heroes?


At this point I’m twenty-one, I’m just out of PiL, and I’m with these guys in their forties. I’d got extremely frustrated in PiL, even though we’d laid down some great music, but it was like baby stuff, in a way. And suddenly I’ve left that, and just as I’ve left it I meet the Can fellows. And that was a fantastic, fantastic thing for me. I did an EP with them called How Much Are They, starting at Gooseberry Studios. And I really wound Holger up because I was young and impulsive, and after we’d had this nice meal and knocked back the wine, I insisted on going to the studio. Just insisted. This is at midnight. But by three in the morning we had this great thing happening. Jaki is naturally a wonderful drummer. And Holger was a real teacher to me. He knew his musique concrète, having trained with Stockhausen, but he also brought a sort of spookiness factor – there was a spiritual thing going on.




    





Czukay must have just done his album Movies, right? The one where he used a short-wave radio recording of an Iranian pop singer for the track ‘Persian Love’. In that NME interview I cut out you went on about listening to short wave, and I’d always thought you meant those squiggly interference noises, but presumably you were actually listening, like Czukay, to exotic foreign music from all around the globe?


No. I listened to both, but it was those very low oscillations, which are linked to sunspots. So your first thought was right: the drones, the random abstract sounds. You’re listening to the stars. Stockhausen used a lot of short-wave sounds. I liked the sound of ethnic singing, especially because there’s that natural phasing effect you get as it bounces down from the stratosphere to the earth. But what I really liked was those very low oscillations. And I’ve driven people nuts, because I couldn’t sleep without that on at night. It would send me to sleep, which I don’t think is a mystery – it’s that broad frequency thing of the mechanical hum, like the heater in a car, or a fridge, that induces sleepiness.


Those tracks with Holger and Jaki were cult dance-floor hits in New York. There was this underground post-disco scene, people like Larry Levan, Arthur Baker and François Kevorkian. I worked with Kevorkian in 1983, on ‘Snakecharmer’, and he introduced me to the whole after-hours New York scene. All the girls there loved Englishmen. All you had to do was say, ‘Hello,’ and they were like, ‘Say that again, you’re cute.’ Fantastic memories. Nineteen eighty-three really stands out. I’d continued to develop as a musician and I’m drinking like a fish, but I can handle it at that point. In 1983 I toured America as Invaders of the Heart. We were playing Egyptian motifs, because I’d heard this Egyptian female singer, Om Kalsoum, who had sold more than the Stones and The Beatles put together, and I’d started getting into Islamic scales.




    





So you were starting to feel the pull of spirituality at this point?


Very much. It’s always been about that, really. I felt it in PiL but didn’t articulate it to myself. You’re pulled like magnetism in certain ways; you just follow it, and your perception clears. I feel so lucky to have found my path. I’m still doing what I did in PiL, but with a wider vision.




    





Did you always have this spiritual sensibility or did it come to you later in life?


It’s a way of looking at the world. I was brought up Roman Catholic, and it’s a way of looking at the world that you kind of feel under pressure to bury,’ cos you’re supposed to look at the world with the intellect and just reason. But it kind of returned over the years, and I’m very comfortable with that. You can say ‘God’ or you can say ‘life force’ or prana. I just happen to use the word ‘God’ a lot.


Music is an interesting interface between dark and light. With PiL there’s a great darkness. It’s like Blake’s paintings: they’re very dark, but there’s a luminosity to the darkness. The darkness glows. Rather than pop music, which is major key, smile-smile-smile, or Shostakovich, which is sad and sombre, I like the in-between thing which you get with modal music or with impressionism. Light and dark diffusing; spirit meets matter.


The PiL thing – it’s nice that people take an interest, but there are times that it wears you out, to be honest.




    





I’ve been trying to fix up an interview with Keith Levene. And perhaps for similar reasons – exhaustion with the subject, the weight of the past, ‘This person’s had enough of useless memories,’ to quote John – Keith’s been proving elusive. His most recent – and seemingly final – communication with me was: ‘Been there, done that – I’m living in the space age now. Nothing personal.’
 [explodes with laughter] You’ve suddenly brought back a memory. When we were in PiL, Keith used to go on about NASA all the time. He had this thing about how it’s still the space age. It was like we had to get to NASA. Actually, I think he’s living in a flat in Hackney now.



















Alan Vega


Suicide, singer





The neighbourhood we’re in right now, Soho – Manhattan south of Houston Street – was Suicide’s home base back in the early seventies. It’s long been gentrified, and today it’s nothing but clothes boutiques and galleries. But back in the day …


Nothing but rats and roaches! You know how it goes: the artists move in and make it so people notice – ‘Ooh, this is a nice area.’ The rents go up, the artists have to move out again. We moved to Soho in 1971. It was all factories and, over on Broadway, cheap clothing stores. Very dangerous at night: you took your life in your hands walking out; it was pretty deserted. We used to play music at three or four o’clock in the morning, all-night-long jam sessions. We used to sit out on the stoop, at this Project of Living Artists place on Greene Street, where we lived. All of a sudden people started walking by, giving us weird looks like we don’t belong there, and then you know it’s time to move again. First I moved to Tribeca, further south in Manhattan, and when the same crap happened again, I moved further down to Fulton Street, where it was great until they started building up the Seaport. Now I’m all the way down to the Wall Street area. I’m on the tip of Manhattan after being pushed out of every place I’ve lived in this city. But I’m not going back to Brooklyn. That’s where I grew up. I left Brooklyn when I was seventeen.




    





All through Suicide you were also a visual artist, under the name Alan Suicide. You did some exhibitions, had a bit of a reputation. What came first, the art or the music?
 I started out as a painter. I went to City College in Brooklyn. Studied Physics and Fine Art. I had been drawing since I was three or four. My mom wanted me to be a physicist or a doctor. But around fifteen I got into painting – oils, acrylics. But that didn’t really work for me. And then one day I discovered the whole light thing. I was working on a huge purple painting, just one colour, and there was a single light in the studio hanging from the ceiling. And I noticed as I was walking back and forth that the colours changed because of the light bulb. I didn’t want this to be an out of control factor; I wanted the canvas to be that colour all the way across. So I got a socket and wired it up and stuck the light in the painting, so I could control the quality of the light. I’d always been into physics and astronomy, building telescopes and looking up at the colour of the moon and the stars. My father was a diamond-setter and engraver, and I did some work for him, looking at diamonds and the glinting light. So I realized it was all about light for me.




    





What was the first work you constructed out of electrical lighting alone?


It must have been 1970–1 that I got into working with light and plastic. For a while I fell in love with using day-glo plastic. But then I made the big jump of deciding to do just the lights. One day I was like, ‘Something’s not right – either you work with light or you work with plastic.’




    





Electric lights and plastic: they seem like very twentieth-century materials, whereas oil and canvas seem eighteenth century. Was that an attraction?


I’ve done some decent paintings, and the other day I walked by this art-supply shop, and I love the smell in there, all the new metallic colours. But yeah, like you say, painting felt old. Lights are twentieth century. But it’d be nice to get into the twenty-first century. Who knows what that’ll be about.




    





What was this Project of Living Artists outfit you were involved with?


I started out with something before that, a series of meetings that artists were having at that time under the name The Art Workers’ Coalition. Around 1969–79, artists were trying to see themselves as ‘art workers’. It was a socialist concept. We wanted to get paid when they put pictures of our works in books. And we started to make demands of museums. We actually barricaded the Museum of Modern Art and the Whitman. From there I met a bunch of people, and we tried to form an organization. One of the people managed to get money from the New York State Council of the Arts. There were about six of us involved and we kept this space open twenty-four hours a day so that any artist – could be a tap dancer or anybody – was able to work there. That was The Project of Living Artists. Often it was a lot of different people doing a lot of different things all at the same time, so there always had to be two or three of us present at all times. We were janitors, but peacekeepers at the same time. A lot of homeless people would come in, and deranged people too.


The Project was located near New York University at Broadway and Waverley. And that’s where Suicide started. Marty Rev came in one day. He’d just got tossed out of NYU – they asked him to play Beethoven, and he played it his way. Marty was one of the weirdest-looking guys I ever saw: a white guy with an Afro. He just hung around, not saying a word to us, for weeks. He’d just come in every night. At that time I was working with a couple of guys doing electronic music, with tapes and guitars and all kinds of stuff.


Eventually I had to live at the Project, illegally. I was saved by a friend who gave me a sleeping bag, because it was freezing in the winters, man. In the early seventies we were all starving. I used to eat a tuna sandwich from Blimpie every day. It cost a dollar. Marty would have a tomato and lettuce sandwich. We had no money but we managed to survive. Broke, but we managed to make things happen. We were young and we were going to change things. This was the time of the Vietnam War and Nixon. I used to go on peace marches. Went down to Washington a few times. Tear gas. Got my head whacked by the cops.




    





So this was a period when the art world was quite engaged, politically?


That’s why we started the Art Workers thing. It had a socialist connotation. More Trotskyist than Maoist.




    





Was that why Suicide did ‘Che’, that gorgeous paean to Che Guevara, on the first album?


He was a hero. More than Castro, he was the real guy. He wanted to continue the revolution. And, of course, the American government hunted him down in Bolivia and killed him. Bin Laden, as much as I hate the guy, his whole way of thinking is kind of like Che Guevara. For the Muslim world, he’s their Che. Che was glamorous – a wall-poster icon of radical chic. A revolutionary pin-up.




    





Talking of pin-ups, your artworks have lots of iconographic material and pop-culture jetsam woven in among the lights – kitsch Catholic trinkets and images of Jesus, magazine photos of movie stars, porno playing cards… Was Pop Art, especially Roy Lichtenstein’s comic-book canvases, a big influence?


It’s like a regurgitation. My way of handling that stuff, as opposed to Warhol’s. In the eighties, when I was showing at Barbara Gladstone, I had a lot of pieces using comic-strip things. I painted a big iron man on a crucifix. And I have a piece using Mike Tyson, before he was really famous, juxtaposed with Sigourney Weaver from the first Alien film, when she was just becoming famous.




    





Some of the Suicide songs have that pulpy, ultra-stylized comic-book quality. The characters are heroic and larger than life. And you use very simple language, adding to the cartoon-like, two-dimensional quality.


In ‘Cheree’ there’s the line: ‘Cheree/my comic-book fantasy.’ ‘Ghostrider’ was from a comic book that was my favourite comic. It had all these religious, metaphysical things going on in it. Transformations. One of its issues was titled ‘Satan Suicide’, and at that time me and Marty and a friend were trying to think of a name for the band. We were laughing our heads off at all these stupid names we came up with. It was three of the funniest days of my life. Then I saw this issue of Ghostrider and I was like, ‘There’s the title: Satan Suicide.’ But Marty was like, ‘Wait a minute, let’s just take Suicide.’ We were talking about society’s suicide, especially American society. New York City was collapsing. The Vietnam War was going on. The name Suicide to us said it all. It was the worst choice we could have made, though. Held us back a lot. Kept us off the radio. Thirty years later it’s a little better. There’s all these bands with worse names! It’s funny we’ve lasted thirty years with a name like Suicide. Ironic. There are hardly any other bands who’ve lasted as long.




    





So the first Suicide gig was actually at The Project of Living Artists?


We did a couple of gigs there, before the Project petered out. Initially it was three guys in Suicide, Marty and me plus this character Paul we called Cool P. He played guitar. We didn’t have songs really; it was more a free-jazz thing. And then maybe a year into it Marty started going into this pattern and it became our first real song. Suicide was like the big bang of the universe. Pow! Chaos, the formation of the universe, then after a while the gases began to form little balls that became the galaxies. Same with us: the gases began to form little songs. The first song that came out of all that chaotic stuff was ‘Cheree’. Then ‘Ghostrider’.


Early on we used to jam for hours. I wish I had been able to keep all the tapes. I was playing trumpet in those days. So it was trumpet and Marty’s drums. He is really a phenomenal drummer, the fastest in the world. I was blowing, and then one day my body said, ‘Al, give it up.’ I had a stomach that was like a rock. Trumpet is a demanding instrument: you have to play every day, you get callused lips, you gotta keep your breath happening. It was the best thing in the world for me in a way, because I never had any trouble singing. Playing a brass instrument is the best way to learn to bring up the air. You’re supposed to sing from down in the gut, but most people in rock sing from the throat and they get nodes. I never had any trouble with my throat, despite screaming for twenty years.




    





As well as The Project of Living Artists, Suicide also played the OK Harris gallery in Soho, right?


We played our second gig there. They also put on my first gallery show.




    





The art-into-rock thing doesn’t seem to be quite as strong in America as in Britain. But then again, there was Suicide, Talking Heads, Devo …


Tom Verlaine was art school. The New York Dolls, I’m not sure they had art backgrounds, but they were very into the visual thing.




    





And they played a lot at the Mercer Arts Center, although that was more of an Off-Broadway theatre than an arts lab kind of space, right? But certainly you sense they were coming out of Warhol and the Factory, maybe acting as a bridge between that milieu’s ideas of glam and decadence and punk rock. But Suicide, you hung around the Mercer Art Center a bit and played some gigs there?


It was right around the corner from here. It started out as a theatre place, and round the front of the building was this hotel where all the famous junkies stayed. For some reason they started putting on music there. It became a place to party. The Dolls got in there. They had some heavy-duty management at the time – the same guys who went on to manage Aerosmith, who copped all the Dolls’ ideas and went on to huge fame. Suddenly a whole scene started there at the Mercer. And we eventually got in there after a year. We knew the Dolls. Marty Rev was very friendly with them. He knew a girl who was doing all the clothing for them. Marty and David Johansen became really tight. David, he’s a brilliant guy. He has this facade, but he’s tremendously into music and really funny. He actually had the nerve and balls to come up on stage when Suicide were playing, back when everyone was hating us, and he got up there on stage as a support thing. The Dolls were really hot and famous, while Suicide were at the bottom of the barrel.




    





This Mercer crowd was the same scene that would later cohere around Max’s Kansas City and CBGB.


Kinda. Suicide played very early at CBGBs, when they first opened up to this kind of music. But we got banned for several years, for a stupid reason I don’t even want to get into. Then Patti Smith played one night, and that was what really started it up. Suddenly all our painter friends started going to CBs. Before that they never went to rock clubs. Patti gave it the benediction because she was meant to be an artist, a poet. But we were hanging out more at Max’s. It was a different crowd, a Bridge and Tunnel crowd – people from Brooklyn and New Jersey – and for some reason those people got on much better with Suicide.




    





Did they respond to the aggression of the performance?
 Exactly. I just liked Max’s better anyway. It was on Park Avenue and 15th Street, and Warhol had hung out there in the sixties. Lou Reed and all those people. Eventually I wormed my way in there. I finally got a gig there. The guy who owned the OK Harris gallery gave me a note – ‘This guy is a certified artist’ – to say it’s OK for Suicide to play there.




    





Did the problem Suicide had with getting gigs – in the six years between forming and punk rock blowing up you only got to do a handful – stem from promoters and audiences not being able to get their heads around the idea of two people being on stage with no guitar and no drum kit? Synthphobia?


Oh yeah, that was a cause for a riot immediately, before you even started doing the music! We were coming out of the sixties, when guitar/bass/ drums was the sound. Marty and I knew right away we didn’t want that. We didn’t want drums, although we needed them. One day Marty walked in with this strange-looking brown box, which he didn’t even buy in a music store but in a furniture store. This furniture manufacturer was making little drum machines to be used at weddings and bar mitzvahs. Basic rumbas and sambas. And that’s where the Suicide suicide rhythm came from. These simple beats. Yeah, having no drummer was cause for a riot. Plus I was totally confrontational. In those days people just wanted to go to a show to be removed from life, for entertainment, to forget their lives for a few hours. They came in off the street, and what I did was, I gave them the street right back.


Almost every time we played was a riot. Then it only got worse when we opened for bands like The Clash and The Cars. It was riots on a larger scale! The worst injuries I received … one of them was a busted nose, from the skinheads who followed Sham 69 around. Jimmy Pursey wanted to go see Suicide, and they followed him. Hundreds of skinheads managed to get over the iron barricades in front of the stage and punch me out. But I wouldn’t leave the stage. Then there was the time in France, near the end of the set, and ironically it was going really well, and I said to Marty, ‘Let’s do more, man,’ and next thing I know, my head started going black and I heard this hissing sound. I thought I was having a stroke or something and I started to walk off stage and got my sight back, but I noticed my hand was wet. There was all this blood, and I checked my head and there was this huge bump. It just missed my eye. I went out later and found this huge wrench which somebody had clocked me with.


The things that I would see fly by me on stage! One time I was playing support to The Clash, in Glasgow, 1978, and this axe flew past my head. It was like a Western with arrows and tomahawks flying by! Nobody ever believed that story for years. And then I did this solo gig in Leeds in 1987, and Jesus and Mary Chain came backstage afterwards and said they were there at the gig and they saw the axe flying by my head.




    





There’s a vein of classic fifties rockabilly running through Suicide, which came out in your first two solo albums. The Suicide sound is like rock’n’roll meets science fiction. But the rock’n’roll is mostly located in your voice, the Elvis-like timbre and mannerisms, plus the ‘space echo’ that seems to consciously hark back to the famous Sun Studio reverb that Sam Phillips slapped on Presley’s vocals.


Maybe not consciously, but I know what you mean. I grew up on Elvis. That was the only way I could get me to school, put on ‘Hound Dog’ or something. I didn’t want to go to school. I needed something to push me out the door. Roy Orbison, though – that’s the greatest voice of all rock’n’roll. He had a profound effect on me, the way he looked with those shades. Elvis, Little Richard, Buddy Holly, Gene Vincent, Jerry Lee Lewis, Fats Domino, Chuck Berry … boy, I was lucky to be a kid when this was happening.




    





Was there a feeling at the very end of the sixties that rock had lost some of its original raw feeling through getting too arty and conceptual and technical? Rock had lost its roll.


But you still had the Iggys. He pretty much changed my life. I saw him in 1969, when I was still basically a visual artist. I had been fooling around a bit with electronic music. The only building left over from the New York World’s Fair was the New York State Pavilion, near Shea Stadium. One night I got a phone call, 4 a.m. in the morning, telling me to turn on the radio. It was ‘I Wanna Be Your Dog’, with this amazing wah-wah guitar. I didn’t know anything about The Stooges, but my friend said, ‘They’re supporting the MC5 at the Pavilion, let’s go.’ I didn’t know anything about Iggy Pop; all I was interested in was hearing that big guitar. All of a sudden I see somebody on stage standing behind this big bass amp. I thought it was a girl, with these bangs, and I was like, ‘That’s a nice-looking girl – strange-looking but nice.’ And then out walks this androgynous figure, no shirt on, muscled. He was walking out telling everybody to go fuck themselves, and he had this look in his eye and this amazing body. It kicked into ‘I Wanna Be Your Dog’, then ‘1969’, and suddenly Iggy’s flying into the audience. Then he’s back on stage and cutting himself up with drumsticks and bleeding. The bass player is humping the guitar player with his bass. The whole set lasted twenty minutes maybe. Right after the set finished … usually at rock shows they put on some rock’n’roll between the bands’ sets, but whoever was in the sound booth put on one of Bach’s Brandenburg concertos. It was perfect, because what we had just seen was great art, and the person in the booth understood that. That show was the first time in my life the audience and the stage merged into one. It was an environmental thing. Next night they played again, and I dragged this friend of mine who was a heavy theatre guy to the show, and his mouth dropped, because he’d done cutting-edge theatre, but this was heavier than anything he’d done. I realized that as an artist I could either carry on down this road and be dishonest or I had to make some moves. Whatever I was doing as an artist was insignificant at this point. That’s what got me moving in the direction of the music thing more intensely, because it was a vehicle for doing something more environmental than painting.




    





So you consciously saw Suicide gigs as attempts to create happenings, to transform what the situationists called ‘the spectacle’ into a situation, where everybody’s a participant, whether they want to be or not?


Absolutely. The confrontational thing, I couldn’t do that any more, because people are so receptive, they’ve seen it all before. I don’t bother with all that jumping off stage any more.




    





You mentioned having dabbled in electronic music before this Iggy epiphany. Were you into musique concrète and all that stuff?


I grew up with my father’s country-and-western and my mother’s opera, and then I had rock’n’roll, which I had to listen to under the covers, because they didn’t want me to be into it. And then I got into modern classical. I did the first scratch records of all time, scratching Bartók records to make them more interesting. A friend had a two-track tape recorder, and I started using toy sounds and feedback from guitars. And you could make the tape recorder itself feed back. It was related to being into science, building telescopes and spectroscopes.




    





But when you hooked up with Marty you took on the role of vocalist and frontman, rather than handling the electronics.


That’s what the Iggy thing did. I realized I had to become the front guy, get out on stage – destroy the stage, in fact. And Marty was such a brilliant musician I realized I couldn’t compete. Some of the early gigs I did do free electronics or trumpet, but gradually the lines developed.




    





In some accounts Suicide are the first group to describe their own music as ‘punk’, as opposed to a critic designating garage bands from the sixties like Count Five with that term.


That first gig at OK Harris, in February 1971, we announced it as a Punk Music Mass on flyers all round the city. As far as I know, that’s the first time, except for an article that the great writer Lester Bangs wrote on Iggy Pop in which he used the word. I’m sure I got the word from Lester’s piece, thinking, ‘That sounds good, let’s use it on the flyer,’ but never imagining that punk would become a style of music. But I don’t think Suicide were ever a punk band. Then again, this guy Ben Vaughan said everybody hated Suicide, including the punks – ergo, Suicide were the ultimate punk band!




    





And yet you were also the first post-punk band – you got rid of the guitars, the drums, you brought in the synths …


People have called us everything under the sun, but they could never categorize us. I used to say, ‘We’re a country’n’eastern band.’ We’ve been called techno, electronic, punk, post-punk, glitter, industrial, psychobilly. I always say it’s Suicide music.




    





You mentioned the street edge to Suicide, but there’s two sides to the songs. On the one hand things like ‘Frankie Teardrop’ or ‘Harlem’, which are apocalyptic, society’s bubbling over with tension and dread, on the edge of collapse. And then, on the other, Suicide songs that are almost religious, with hymnal, trance-inducing melodies and this devotional aura of tenderness and grace. A dichotomy between living in hell but dreaming of heaven?


That’s how I see my sculptures. Because they’re made of garbage that’s been thrown out, but they’re Vega icons.




    





Do you have religious or mystical feelings?


I guess I do. I don’t subscribe to any particular religion. To me there is some power out there. One day I did have this religious experience: I was staying in somebody’s home for three months, this brilliant art critic, and I found a pamphlet on infinity, about ninety pages, written by this college professor, and I started reading it, and I wasn’t stoned or anything. But suddenly I saw it, those two parallel lines that start out at infinity and meet. I got a picture of the universe and I understood what infinity was for like three seconds or one tenth of a second. And then it was gone. I tried to hold on to it, but it dissolved. I put the book away, and then a day or two later I wanted to read it again. I looked all over, but it had gone. It was like the book never existed.




    





There’s quite a lot of Christian imagery in your art pieces, crosses and the like …


I never thought the pieces made from lights were that crazy or far out, and I couldn’t understand why, despite having some shows with Ivan Karp, I couldn’t sell the stuff. And I didn’t start selling stuff until later, when I was showing at Barbara Gladstone’s gallery and I started putting crosses on the walls. They used to be more chaotic, scattered on the floor, but there was always the suggestion of a cross in there. But then I started picking the stuff up off the floor and putting them on the walls, and there were recognizable crosses. And when I started putting the crosses on the wall, I sold nearly everything at one of the shows. The early seventies’ work looked trashier, like something somebody had dragged out of the street. It looked dirty. The raw materials I got from Canal Street, same as nowadays, but they look different these days – the light sockets used to be this ugly brown, now they’re white. And the wire is different: it’s more glossy.




    





Having split your energies equally between music and visual art up until punk, you more or less focused entirely on music after a certain point, right?
 People always say this to people who want to be artists. They say, ‘Study this and use it to get a real job on the side. That way you can support your art.’ And I say, ‘I did, I have this art career – but to support my art career, I got into music to make money. Suicide is my regular job!’ In a funny way I did do that. We didn’t make very much money for the first ten years or so. But Suicide, which they say is totally non-commercial music, we’ve been been making money off of this thing. We got a Tia Maria commercial in Europe off the weirdest song: a basement two-track tape recording from 1975 called ‘Amen’. It’s an out-take from the second Suicide album’s sessions. Henry Rollins did ‘Ghostrider’ on the soundtrack of Crow, which sold 6 million copies. And overall the first Suicide album must have sold quarter of a million copies now, worldwide. It came out in 1977 and it sells quietly every year.




    





Is it true the first Suicide album was recorded in four hours?


Maybe a bit more. A lot of time was spent mixing it. But it was recorded live, me singing along while Marty played. Except ‘Frankie Teardrop’, which I redid. But yeah, it was recorded in a single evening. Then we spent months mixing it.




    





In the late seventies, after the debut came out, Suicide started getting critical acclaim and there were some high-profile tours.


We opened for The Clash and Elvis Costello. Time Out put us on the cover.




    





And for the second album you hooked up with ZE Records – a supportive home?


We were out on the West Coast. We’d opened there for The Cars, but I didn’t want to stay in Los Angeles – hated it there. I came back to New York and out of nowhere I got approached by Michael Zilkha. I really liked what he was doing back then. He’s a good guy, let me have all my publishing back. Now he’s in Houston in the oil business. I knew James Chance from before ZE, because his first day in New York, fresh out of Milwaukee, he approached us. I liked what he was doing with the sax, the audience-baiting. I really thought he was going to be a superstar. He had that Sinatra thing, the cool attitude. But the drugs …




    





Was that period when No Wave turned into mutant disco a good time for you, the Mudd Club and that whole downtown bohemian demi-monde?


It was beautiful. You’d go from one club to another, and you’d see other people walking to other clubs. The clubs shut at 4 a.m. and you had all the after-hours joints, like Berlin, which was across the street from Danceteria. It was a never-ending thing where I’d go out around 2 a.m. every morning and be out until eight in the morning. You’d walk out from the clubs into the painful sunlight, stoned out of your mind, and there’d be all these people going to work, straight people looking at you really pissed as hell,’ cos you were looking all punk, fucked-up, and going home to sleep while they’re off to work. I never had to pay for a drink, or my friends either – there was an unwritten law that if you had performed in a club, for ever after you didn’t have to buy a drink there. So I’d come in with my entourage. In the early eighties I had an entourage! I’d had the solo hit in Europe with ‘Jukebox Babe’, and then I’d signed to Elektra. But it got to be too much, actually. I was never alone, ever. And the women … At first it was great but after a while you find you’re not doing any work. You have to deliver an album and suddenly you realize you’ve only got one song, because you’ve been partying all the time.




    





Before the Elektra deal you did those two great solo albums with Celluloid.


Jean Karakos heard ‘Jukebox Babe’ and knew it could be a hit. He pushed it over there in France and it made the charts.




    





Why do you think you have such a strong connection with the French?


I don’t know. I still perform there. The editors at Libération told me that more’s been written about me and Suicide in that magazine than The Rolling Stones! I’m still a cult thing there, but ‘Jukebox Babe’ was the one time I crossed the line. I didn’t even know I had a hit. Jean Karakos had me flying around first class, so I should have suspected something!




    





Just as you were leaving behind the electronic sound with the two rockabilly-infused, guitar-driven, albeit still ultra-minimal albums Alan Vega (1981) and Collision Drive (1982), Suicide’s influence was coming through big-time with synthpop groups like Soft Cell.


In 1978 we opened for The Clash in the UK and got all the heavy shit. After that we had our own tour of eight UK cities, and it went over very well because we did have fans, but they couldn’t make themselves heard through The Clash fans shouting abuse at us. And we played Leeds and the dressing room was packed. I was scared for my life, I could hardly breathe! And a lot of the kids who came through in the eighties were these kids who were crushing me! Soft Cell, they were at the Leeds show. Dave Ball, the keyboard player, has been at me for years to make a record with me, and I’m like, ‘OK, you’re the guy with the money, make it happen.’ Every time I run into him he goes on about it. This has been going on for about fifteen years now.


We are probably one of the most influential bands ever when you think about it. REM covered our songs. Moby’s a big fan apparently. And Björk. Sigue Sigue Sputnik, whose second album I was supposed to produce. It would have been a perfect match. I really liked what they were doing and it would have been a great album. You’ve got Spacemen 3, Spiritualized … The Panasonic guys in Finland – we did a record together as VVV. They idolize Suicide the way I might have idolized Elvis.



















Gerald Casale


Devo, bassist/singer





In the beginning …


I was at Kent State, studying Fine Arts and English, a double major. And I met Mark Mothersbaugh because he was using the art facilities to print his decals of puking heads – a profile of a man puking. I’d done an irreverent blasphemous parody of a holy card with this character I’d made up called Gorge, a devolved human being.




    





So in 1970 you were already thinking ‘devolution’?


I had this idea, a college prank: there’s been art nouveau and art deco, well now there’s going to be art devo. It fell into that realm of transgressive art, performance art, fetish – taking images from pop culture that were unacceptable to high art and elevating them. It’s become an accepted postmodern credo, with Jeff Koons becoming very successful at it. But that’s what we were doing back then and where we were going, although we didn’t know it.




    





Tell me about your personal intellectual trajectory, what led you to this ‘devo’ concept.


I’d grown up very blue collar but I wasn’t stupid. I was exposed to good things and retained them. If you’d lived through the filth of American sixties politics, with the string of assassinations and the ascendancy of the right wing, and you’ve read books like 1984 and Brave New World and Animal Farm, and you tried to put it all together … We saw the onset of the corporatization of a ‘democratic country’, the manipulation of the media, and we thought things were going backwards. It seemed like evolution was a fucking joke. At best history was discontinuous and cyclical. And we were going through a devolved cycle. People were getting dumber, things were getting uglier, and the future promised in the fifties’ popular-science magazines was not in fact happening. The world was so corrupt and depressing – much like it is now, except the shenanigans of Nixon and Johnson were like kindergarten compared to now. This is the big time – the true end of democracy and the beginning of a republic-dictatorship.


When Mark and I met, we liked each other’s aesthetics, and I would spout the theoretical artsy-fartsy stuff, like, ‘What would devolved music sound like?’ So we tried to make devolved music. It involved stripping away all the artifice and conventions and histrionics of the bad stadium bands. We made our drummer drum with one arm taped to his waist. We practised in a basement and tried to use as few sounds as possible, but interlocking, so that you could hear each sound distinguished from each other rather than a wall of sound. Those were the rules. And the lyrics had to be about real things, about the contemporary world and real ideas you hadn’t heard before. We had this Devo manifesto.




    





Written down?


All that was verbal. Then Mark found this quack religious book called Jocko Homo Heaven Bound. We’d always go to junk stores, and there was plenty of this stuff in hillbilly Ohio. This pamphlet showed the ascendancy of man from the point of view of a right-wing religious fanatic. The steps to heaven – because man’s thinking is upside down – go from drunkenness and adultery to rape and murder, and it’s really the seven levels of hell. There was an ape descending the stairs. Endless evenings of belly laughs, plus the song ‘Jocko Homo’, came from this pamphlet. That same year I found a review of a book by this whacked-out Bavarian guy, a three-hundred-page treatise called The Beginning was the End: Now It Can Be Told, about how man evolved from cannibalistic apes. In this detailed pseudo-scientific Germanic style he describes how the apes that ate the brains of other apes developed an enlarged brain that grew at a rate faster than the ape cranium could contain, and this created all kinds of bizarre mutations that became the human being. They lost their fur and tails, their sixth sense, their ability to live in nature. They had to start subduing nature to survive. And it was, frankly, a more plausible explanation of human behaviour than the bible. That just sealed the deal – with those two books we had the whole devolution thing.




    





When you and Mark started collaborating, it was during the time when Kent State was closed down following the shooting of the students by the National Guard. That seems awfully symbolic: the death of the sixties dream – or one of its deaths – catalyzes Devo into existence.


I was in a little college within the college, an honours college, and I’d only got in through getting a scholarship. But it was a work/study programme where in return I had to work all summer admitting new students to Kent State University, guiding them through the curriculum. As a counsellor I got to meet Alison Krauss and Jeffrey Mill, two of the students who were murdered that day, and we became friends during the summer. And these kids, who were portrayed as dangerous subversives, were really just smart liberal kids from New York doing what we all did back then. That day we were all running from the National Guard. They were shooting into the crowd and it was largely random who got hit. And most of those who were wounded or murdered were further away than those in the front line. Jeffrey was further away than me, and Alison was thirty feet to my right. When the guns went off and people started screaming, it turned into a car accident – I don’t know if you’ve ever been in one, but it’s like all sound blows away, you go into slow motion, everything seems unreal. That’s what happened to me. Then someone started screaming her name, and I looked over, and Alison’s lying face down with an exit wound in her back and red blood streaming down the sidewalk. I just literally thought I was going to pass out. I sat down in the grass, kind of swooning. And slowly everybody started moaning. It just sounded like a kennel full of hurt puppies. Even the National Guard were freaked. We were there for what seemed like an eternity, and then we were marched off campus and the university was closed for the next three months. I had to graduate in absentia because I had been a member of Students for a Democratic Society.


That changed me. I was kind of a hippy until then. For me it was the turning point. I saw it all clearly from there on. All these kids with their idealism, it was very naive. Just shoot a few and it changed the whole world. Everybody straightened up and went home. Got their hair cut and worked for their daddies. It worked. So, in other words, evil wins. Evil wins over and over.




    





You were deeply involved in the whole sixties adventures of radical politics and radical culture?


It wasn’t that radical to be against the Vietnam War. SDS didn’t seem radical at the time. We just happened to be on the point of getting to where we are now, where it’s a corporate, feudal society. Now there is no real freedom, just consumer freedom.




    





But at one point were you flush with youthful hope about the possibility of renewing American democracy?


I used to think that things didn’t have to be the way they were and that there was a fair fight. I was silly.




    





So, with Devo, was the idea that instead of fighting against power ineffectually, we’re going to do this grotesque cartoon of it?


The choices at that point were either join the Weather Underground and start trying to assassinate some of these evil people, because that was their modus operandi – killing anybody who tried to make a difference in this society or give people hope – or have just a creative whacked-out Dada art response. That’s what Devo was.




    





And was all this formulated during the three months when Kent was closed down?


It really took hold after I graduated. I was headed for a career teaching art, and I actually did that for one semester and then got fired. I had the kids keeping their own journals and sketchbooks. They all wanted to be told how to do it, and I said, ‘You’re missing the point.’ And I brought in six sketchbooks from my graduate-student art friends to show them, and one was Mark Mothersbaugh’s. I wasn’t stupid; I knew what the limits of showing imagery in school were, so I didn’t show the X-rated stuff. But in the lunch break of this two-and-a-half-hour class a girl student went back in the room and picked up Mark’s sketchbook and thumbed through it until she found the hardcore stuff. Things like Mark’s self-portrait of himself as a butcher-doctor, where he’d take illustrations out of medical books and alter them, putting himself in as the doctor but holding two halves of a baby coming out of a woman, because he’d had to saw the baby up to save the woman. The next thing I know I’m getting summoned over the loudspeaker system. I walk into the dean’s office, and she’s there and it’s a scene out of a bad movie. She’s weeping, with her head down, and she looks up at me and then looks away right away. And there’s this right-wing conservative guy in a bad suit, and he points to Mark’s sketchbook and says, ‘Gerald, did you bring this to class today?’ And I go, ‘But see those marked pages, those are the only ones I showed.’ And he’s like, ‘Gerald, did you bring this book into school?’ And then, ‘You can go now.’ But being fired just threw me down the tunnel towards music. I’d just shut one door, so I might as well go further down with music.




    





So you’d been in bands then?


I started by playing blues: classic rural blues, electric Delta blues, Chicago blues. I loved all that stuff and I was in a band that played it. Mark was playing in a band that did Yes and ELP covers. He had long hair down to his waist, and this rich friend bought him a bunch of keyboards, so he’d sit there behind a stack of keyboards. That was what made it interesting, me with these blues roots and him with his prog. We said we’re going to go the other way here and make outer-space caveman music. I told him to take the synths and make the most bizarre scary sounds you can make – ‘Don’t do “pretty”.’ We were into Captain Beefheart and weird stuff like Morton Subotnik and Terry Riley. All that got incorporated. I love those shitty early Devo recordings; they were so bizarre. With those early, early electronic drums. Mark’s brother Jim created an electronic drum set with Remo drum pads hooked up to guitar pickups and all welded to a V-shape frame. Then he had them going through a mixer. So it was an eight-channel home-made set of electronic drums and, of course, they would mis-trigger and just fuck up. That’s on the early recordings, before we found Alan Myers, just an incredible, metronomic drummer.




    





There’s a thing you do with the bass that I really like, on ‘Come Back Jonee’ and ‘Sloppy’, where it kind of rolls and bulges …


I was trying to do something that would have really required an electronic sound but I was trying to do it with a regular bass guitar. Kind of squirty, liquid sounding.




    





Gloopy, yet dynamic – really revving the songs up. The visual side of Devo, was that more your side of things, given your ambitions to be a film director?


Mark wrote more of the music; I wrote more of the lyrics and did the stage shows and the videos. He could program synths and understand a patch bay; I knew how to shoot footage and edit it. But all the concepts were completely collaborative. Then we started working on it full time, having horrible jobs to subsidise it. I was a projectionist in a porno theatre, a counsellor at a methadone clinic, a graphic artist at a janitorial supply firm. That’s how I found Devo’s yellow suits. I used my college degree and everything I knew how to do to survive in Akron, Ohio.




    





What do you think of those ‘environmental’ theories that abound in rock history, where a certain city breeds a spirit or attitude that manifest itself in a music scene? The mystique that built up around Akron in 1978 must be one of the most unlikely examples of that.


I always thought that was totally bizarre. But it’s always been that way: a city is anointed, the media creates a myth and makes it come true. Because frankly there’s always talented and creative people everywhere. So really it’s who gets the shot. The city is anointed, and they scour the city for anybody with half a brain and half a talent.




    





Akron as an ailing industrial city seems similar to key post-punk towns in England like Sheffield and Manchester, post-industrial cities where – no coincidence, surely – the Devo vision was warmly embraced.


Akron’s rubber business started to fail and started to move out. The town was imploding and falling apart, and it was very Manchester and Liverpool – bleak and decaying and dangerous.




    





Apart from Devo, did that give Akron’s music a particular character?


Chrissie Hynde was from there, but she really formed The Pretenders in London and broke out of that city. The actual rock legacy of that area is more a late sixties/early seventies thing: Joe Walsh and James Gang, The Raspberries. That really was a home-grown scene. In terms of Devo, Akron was the perfect house of pain – big enough to be a real city, industrial and nasty. Close enough to the centre of things so that you’re aware that what’s really hip is coming out of New York, but far enough out of it that you’re just scrounging and bottom-feeding. It’s boot camp. If you can make it out of Akron, you can make it out of anywhere.




    





You guys had a real hunger to make it, to break out of there?


Oh yeah. People never knew how hard we worked to push Devo to enough of a critical mass that it mattered. We practised day and night. At weekends. When other people were out getting loaded and getting laid, we were writing songs and playing over and over until we got good. We put out two self-produced singles on Booji Boy, our own label. Drove down to Cincinnati with enough cash to get 2,000 copies pressed at Queen City Records. Mark and I sat up endless nights gluing together the covers that we printed and then putting the records in envelopes and mailing them out. Getting them to Drome in Cleveland, Bomp in LA, Stiff in London. And then I’d call up and pretend to be the manager. Or I’d drive to New York and book us into clubs. And since we wore suits they never knew it was me all along, never connected me with the guy who came in earlier with a briefcase and wearing a sweater and corduroy pants to give them a 7-inch single and a promo shot.




    





It’s quite hard to recapture just how grotesque and twisted and defective those early Devo singles sounded – the herky-jerky rhythms, the shrill chants. It was the complete opposite to the loose, fluent soft-rock aesthetic of the time.


Those first singles sound like they were made in a cold basement, which they were. We were cold, and also we were hardly playing in front of people at all back then, so we weren’t into high-energy entertainment. The getting good at performance came after those singles.




    





Was that sound – stilted rhythms, nasal, geeky voices with no R&B in them – an attempt to make a true white suburban sound?


Pretty much. We were not going to try and compete with true black musicians who were great. We had to exploit who we were, which was pissed-off punk scientists with a plan – suburban robots for real. Nobody was a leading man. Nobody was a big macho screamer.




    





The herky way the music moves and the jerky way Devo moved on stage fits together. Mark Mothersbaugh told me you’d stolen some moves from a constructivist ballet!


We watched a European production where they tried to restage Victory Over the Sun, Malevich’s Russian constructivist play. And it really got us off – it was unbelievable, the costumes, the look of the stage, the way people moved. Those people were so far ahead. I mean, I’m not complaining about the times I grew up in because in retrospect it’s about as good as it gets. But if I could I have been alive at any other time it would be Europe in the twenties. All that early painting and theatre and dance! Those guys laid down the twentieth century. All the ideas and themes that would play out for the rest of the century, they really did it.




    





Speaking as a British person, I do enjoy Devo’s vein of scatological humour. All the talk in interviews about how pop culture needs an enema. Characters like Poot Man.


That all goes back to Kent State. I was Gorge and Poot Man was his sidekick. Gorge had this enema bag bandolero full of milk. Poot Man wore black wrestling shorts and a black full-face mask like those Mexican wrestlers, and he never walked, he went around like a monkey with his knuckles on the ground and his knees bent. We’d go to the faculty art shows and graduate-student art shows and see the endless mindless landscapes and still lifes. The art was bad and derivative, and Poot Man would lift his ass in the air towards one of these paintings or rub his ass on the artwork and hold his nose. And every time Poot Man would take a pretend shit on bad art, I would give him a reward of sucking milk through the enema tube. And I’d pet him on the head. Immediately people would be horrified and disgusted and move out of the way. And somebody would go get security. And after two or three of these things, then they’d be waiting for us. I’m sorry, Simon, it all sounds soft-core now, but it didn’t take much …




    





People were more shockable in those days. There’s a whole vein of icky sick humour in Devo that seems to come from a deep-seated disgust with the human body. A tinge of misogyny at times. I know you were into Henry Miller … were you also into that whole area of avant-pornography, things like Georges Bataille?


Yes. When Jeff Koons did that show with Cicciolina, it was unbelievable … If I had turned one degree to the right or left in 1975, I might have ended up there. It’s like the Nine Inch Nails song, ‘Closer’ – getting closer to God through intense forbidden activities that obviously everybody knows are, rather than being evil, what they need and what they want. But in an upside-down Christian world, it’s supposed to be filth. Either that or it’s supposed to be meaningless. So long as you can get rid of the meaning of content you’re allowed to do anything in capitalist culture. Meaning is the number-one enemy. If you render anything trivial and meaningless, then you’re allowed to deal with the subject.




    





In one early interview you go on about how all those sixties ideas – love, understanding, freedom, self-expression, getting in touch with your innermost feelings – had degenerated into a kind of soft-core mysticism.


That’s what we thought. We felt that individuality and rebellion are obsolete in corporate society. So you get up on stage and dress like maintenance-worker geeks, and then play this very precise music that’s like if James Brown had turned into a robot.




    





It sounds like a very bleak world view. Was it a sort of post-sixties burned, won’t-get-fooled-again cynicism?


All I can say is I wish we hadn’t been right, that it was just a posture. I can’t believe what I’m living through now. It’s a horror show. I’ve lived to see the end of democracy. The 2000 election installed the son of an ex-president and CIA man, surrounded by a regime that came from the Cold War. With their military and oil interests, they’re now trying to strip away any true democracy for a full-on military republic. He’s stupid and mean and grotesque and retro. He’s bullying everyone and trying to destabilize the world. It’s a corporate, feudal society where the mob can be manipulated by right-wing TV pundits.




    





As part of your parody of regimentation, you did that track ‘Devo Corporate Anthem’, which seems prescient. As I recall, it was much later that we learned about how employees in Japan were starting the working day with the company anthem.


We got that from Rollerball, a really good 1975 movie which had the corporate anthem idea.




    





That must have been an idea floating around in the mid-seventies – that nation states would dissolve and be replaced by gigantic multinational corporations. In Network, from the following year, 1976, there’s that financier character who’s developed a bizarre corporate cosmology: ‘You have meddled with the primal forces of NATURE, Mr Beale … There is no America. There is no Democracy. There is only IBM and ITT and AT&T and DuPont, Dow, Union Carbide and Exxon. Those are the nations of the world today … the world is a BUSINESS.’
 That’s fantastic, that movie, but Network couldn’t exist without an even better movie: A Face in the Crowd, by Elia Kazan, from 1957.




    





Oh, the one about the hillbilly singer who becomes a TV star and then a cracker-barrel populist demagogue.


He develops the canned-applause machine and he’s embraced by every sponsor and all the right-wing politicians, who use him as a mouthpiece. It’s right on the money, as fresh as watching Dr Strangelove.




    





Talking of corporations, tell me the story of how Devo played off Warner Bros against Virgin Records.


That’s what it looked like because that’s how the record companies and the press wanted to portray us – as both incredibly evil masterminds and Nazi clowns. What really happened is that Warners would not come clean and make us a deal. We told them we didn’t want to make a deal through David Bowie because we didn’t like his lawyer and his production company Bewlay Brothers taking all of the money and doling it back to us. We wanted a direct deal. But they wouldn’t commit. So in the meantime we went ahead and recorded the album with Brian Eno without a commitment from Warners. Then Richard Branson descended upon us and spun this story and got us to sign for half the world with Virgin. But because somebody at Warners had given the band money to fly over to see Brian Eno, that gave them – they thought – the right of first refusal for the world, not just for America, Canada and Japan. So Branson sat down with Warners and they all decided they’d cut the deal that worked for them and just tell us what it would be. It wasn’t a good deal at all.




    





That sounds like an unusual situation to be in – recording your debut album before there’s a deal in place.


Because nobody would deal straight with us, and then they just turned around and made us look like we were incredibly scheming. And it’s not even true!




    





But how was working with Eno in Conny Plank’s studio near Cologne? Did Brian break out the Oblique Strategies pack?


It was great. We had the cards out. And plenty of pot.




    





Q: Are We Not Men? A: We Are Devo! sounds a lot different from the second album, Duty Now for the Future, which is so dry and clinical. Whereas the debut has got this wet, glistening, abjectly dripping quality, perfect for the lyrics to songs like ‘(I Saw My Baby Getting) Sloppy’ and ‘Shrivel Up’. The latter’s about mortality, gleefully gloating that your ‘maw’ is gonna die. What’s the story behind ‘Sloppy’?


That’s one of the only songs we didn’t really write. We had this friend from Kent State, a brilliant acid casualty and great artist called General Jacket. He had done so many trips. Where Charles Manson went into the evil zone, he went into the beatific zone. He had written ‘Sloppy’, and we wanted to honour him and do a rendition of it. We added some changes to the words and put the lyrics to a different kind of beat and music. We were never sure what it meant. It just made us laugh. It’s back to that scatological side, and sexual innuendo: ‘I think I missed the hole.’




    





By the third album, Freedom of Choice – and the breakthrough hit ‘Whip It’ – it’s like you’re playing a kind of disco-rock.


That’s Devo getting more influenced by the larger culture and being able to play better, so that it came together in a way that ends up more ‘commercial’. We wanted to do Devo R&B. ‘Whip It’ was inspired by Gravity’s Rainbow, where Pynchon’s got parodies of American ‘You can do it’ self-help books.




    





The promo still stands up as a high point of the pop video form. Creepy as hell, even now.


It’s supposed to be creepy. We were horrified by Reagan and the fact that he was going to be president. So we were just making fun of myths of cowboys in their cabins in the west. We had $15,000 and one day to do it. It was based on a magazine I had found, a fifties gentlemen’s magazine with soft-core nudies. There was an article about a dude ranch owned by an ex-stripper and her husband, where part of the entertainment for the guest was he’d whip her clothes off in the corral.




    





That bit where the woman’s legs start trembling in fear is indescribably abject. It’s one of several moments in the video where I think both of (early) David Lynch and Luis Buñuel.


It’s naughty. It’s just exquisitely stupid. And that’s another thing we were consciously doing. We wanted to do things that were so on purpose stupid.




    





You had these various rock-star patrons, like Bowie and Eno, and you can certainly see why there’d be some affinity between them and Devo. But the fact that Neil Young was a fan and a supporter seems really unlikely!
 He’s really a strange and complicated guy. And really tense. Very smart and very conflicted. We thought, ‘Ho ho ho, the grandfather of granola rock wants to meet us.’ But I loved his early music. Neil let me direct and Devo perform in a scene in Human Highway, his movie, where we’re nuclear-waste workers in Linear Valley. He said, ‘You decide what you want to do,’ so we decided we were waste workers pissed off about our job, loading leaky barrels of nuclear waste, and singing ‘Worried Man’. They built a whole set with a loading dock and got a truck in there. It was the only time in years that I got to use 35mm film.




    





Do you think Devo influenced Young when he did his controversial synthesizer album Trans?


It wasn’t just us, but certainly we were one of a number of New Wave influences on that album. We got thrown in with New Wave, but at least we were what was new about New Wave, as opposed to all those groups that were just like sixties garage punk bands. I don’t think anybody else looked or sounded like Devo.




    





Devo are certainly one of the truly original things in rock – a total package, from the music to the lyrics to the philosophy expounded in the interviews to the clothes to the performance moves to the videos … It’s pretty fucking impressive!


We did as well as we could for as long as we could. Everybody has so much to say, and either they have no more to say or the marketplace decides they have no more to say. You do it, and at a certain point you feel like it’s no longer within your control.




    





When did you feel like the industry was taking over again? Was it not long after ‘Through Being Cool’ and the fourth album, New Traditionalists?


Yeah, you just sniffed that sea change and knew what was happening. And thought, ‘What do we do?’




    





Devo had been crying out for something like MTV to exist for years, because you were so into the video form and wanted to do laser-disc albums. But after that initial period of playing cool stuff – including lots of Devo promos – what MTV turned out to be must have proved bitterly disappointing.


It backfired on us. At the start they came to us and begged us … I mean, we had five videos in the can before MTV existed. And then Bob Pitman and John Sykes took us to an Italian restaurant and pitched us the MTV idea, told us why we should give MTV our videos for free. And, of course, still being idealistic artists, we really thought, ‘This is it, they understand what we’ve been trying to do all along.’ From 1974 onwards we didn’t even really want to make records; we wanted to make video discs with film shorts, our songs driving the story. Put ’em out twice a year, and then perform the whole thing theatrically. Film it on the spot and then broadcast it on TV. When they said they were going to do this kind of thing with MTV, we were so elated and thought, ‘Now we’re going to be able to do what we want. We can make feature films.’ Of course, what happened is that MTV got tied into Top 40 radio, and their playlist was suddenly based solely on what was a radio hit. It had nothing to do with how innovative or good the video was. Suddenly they took all our videos off the air. And we were like, ‘How come you did this?’ And they were like, ‘You don’t have a hit.’


The coup de grâce came with a song called ‘That’s Good’, where there’s an animated French fry penetrating a doughnut. We sent it to MTV and we get this call from their programmer, and he was like, ‘All right, you can have the French fry or you can have the doughnut, but you can’t have the fry and the doughnut. Because we know what you’re trying to do, Devo.’ We were like, ‘Wait a minute – you just had that Billy Idol video where he’s singing between a girl’s legs.’ And he was like, ‘That’s just good fun, but a French fry going through a doughnut, that’s a message.’ And I was like, ‘We’re not gonna change that,’ and he was like, ‘Well, we’re not gonna play it.’ Our manager was like, ‘You really fucked up now, Casale, you and your hot-headed ideals. You wanna stick to this integrity shit?’ Sure enough, a week later I give up, and we re-edit it and turn it back in. They wait some weeks and then they say, ‘You’re not getting enough radio adds.’ So they don’t play it anyway. That song was off New Traditionalists.




    





Was the grind of the industry taking its toll on Devo by that point?


Yeah, we weren’t a step ahead any more. They’d figured us out and were telling us what to do.




    





But you’d sold a lot of records with Freedom of Choice and ‘Whip It’. Didn’t that give you some clout?


Are We Not Men went gold, nobody got Duty Now, but Freedom of Choice went platinum and sold a lot around the world, and that in turn picked up sales on the first two albums. We had that good combination of art credibility and financial credibility. But we weren’t breaking on the level that the record company was interested in. They wanted us to be at The Cars’ level. That was where it started to go all wrong.




    





I meant to ask, what was ‘Through Being Cool’ about?
 That was when Reagan was president and all these right-wing policies had free rein. They were actively trying to make abortion illegal again, taking benefits away from old people and sabre-rattling to the Soviet Union. ‘Through Being Cool’ was kinda ‘no more Mr Nice Guy’…




    





So it was kinda, ‘It’s time we fought back.’ You know, I never realized that you guys were so left-wing. I guess because you hid your bleeding-heart liberalism so well behind this mask that made it totally unclear whether you were actually celebrating devolution and cultural mind rot!


It’s truly frightening. The future of humans on the planet is at stake and these guys have the wrong vision. Oh, the planet’ll be fine but humans won’t. These guys are out of their minds. They’ve got exactly the wrong idea.




    





People once thought music was a way to ‘fight the power’. Today it doesn’t feel like music is a particularly potent arena for challenging any of the evil forces in the world.


Music is further proof of the de-evolution of mankind. It’s amazing how little you have to do to amaze people. I like watching The Vines and Hives and Strokes, but c’mon – it’s like if someone in the TV commercials field said, ‘Let’s make a TV commercial that looks exactly like the Dodge ad from 1967.’ It’s unreal that you can be a rock star and do these carefully reverential remakes. If somebody was making music for now that had the same transformative power that The Who or Hendrix had in their time in music history, it would not sound like anything we’ve heard. It would be, ‘What the fuck is that?’ And maybe some people would be like, ‘That’s not music,’ but it would be powerful and kind of hypnotic. It would take a while even to understand it. That was what music then was like. Nobody thought that was what they wanted to hear. And if they’d run it up a flagpole and had a focus group, nobody would have thought it would work. But once you heard it, you were changed. Everything now is just like rock muzak. It’s all background music.
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