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“Don’t try to understand! It’s enough if you do not misunderstand.”
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Foreword


ENGLAND 1970. IT’S ONLY TWENTY-FIVE YEARS SINCE BRITAIN’S DADS-TO-BE came home from World War II. The youngest of the postwar babies are just discovering music beyond The Monkees and The Banana Splits, as Jimi Hendrix plays “Foxy Lady” live for the very last time at the Isle of Wight festival. The pirate radio stations, Caroline and Luxembourg, transmit illicit sounds from outside the BBC’s radio broadcasting monopoly. Eager young ears listen from under the bedsheets of a postwar Britain falling deeper and deeper into recession. Ex-pirate DJ John Peel infiltrates the BBC and champions the esoteric, glamorous music of Marc Bolan, David Bowie, and Roxy Music.


England 1976. Global oil prices tumble, unemployment hits one million, Prime Minister Harold Wilson resigns, and John Peel discovers The Ramones. Regular listeners complain, Peel plays more Ramones, and within the month, the average age of his audience has decreased by ten years. Following the “Bill Grundy versus The Sex Pistols” TV incident of December 1, 1976, the Daily Mirror’s front page turns The Ramones’ “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker” into “Siouxsie’s a Punk Shocker” and lands the nineteen-year-old Siouxsie amongst the Cornflakes and Weetabix of Britain’s teenage dreamers. As 1978 draws to a close, industry strikes plunge the United Kingdom into its Winter of Discontent. Siouxsie Sioux releases her debut Scream; Johnny Rotten, now John Lydon, releases Public Image Limited’s First Issue. Ladies and Gentlemen, please rattle your safety pins for post-punk.


I was flung into punk as drummer with The Spitfire Boys, slipping into something a little more comfortable with Big in Japan, before leaving Liverpool to its own post-punkers, Echo and the Bunnymen and The Teardrop Explodes. If ever there was a time when “this town ain’t big enough for the both of us,” then that was it. In London, I drummed on The Slits’ Cut, “made a veil” for a John Peel session with ex-Pistols bassist Glen Matlock, then made the recently bisected Siouxsie and the Banshees into a trio. It was whilst touring as drummer for Siouxsie’s WWI-inspired album Join Hands that I met drummer and writer Lol Tolhurst. The Cure opening for Siouxsie in 1979 was the original imaginary trio of Lol, Michael, and Robert.


Lol and I would remain distant partners in the drummer’s dance for forty years. Then in 2019 we met for breakfast in a downtown LA diner, to talk about the future and to plan our past. As solid as elephants, drummers never forget, and if we do, it wasn’t true. Lol has proved his elephantine powers of recall and his incisive mind as the celebrated author of Cured. A lucid personal memoir by a pioneer of mesmerizing motoric beats that left drum machines blinking for mercy.


Cured also alluded to a myriad of unsung heroes, heroines, and ghost notes left unplayed. All are brought out of a forest, into the light, together here for the first time in this comprehensive and definitive Goth opus: Goth: A History.


Budgie


Berlin, 2023
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Budgie
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Author’s Note


BEFORE GOTH THERE WAS ANARCHY AND THE MYSTERY OF ANARCHY begat Goth. What was the mystery of anarchy? Isn’t Goth just the mysterious part of a nihilistic rebellion called punk?


Or is Goth the true golden thread weaving its way from the past until now and ever onwards to outsider infinity?


What interests me is the why and the wherefore. The rest is mere detail. From The Doors (of perception) to The Cure and further I’m searching for the essence that has always resonated with dark seekers. Some identify as Goths, others do not; but we are all the same tribe. These are my people.


Victorian ladies would carry a small black-and-white photo or miniature portrait in a locket as a remembrance of love lost. This book should fulfill that same melancholy longing . . .









Part One
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Origins









Introduction





From Punk to Poignancy


[image: image]


“Jumping someone else’s train” in Crawley, 1985


Credit: Richard Bellia


AUGUST 16, 1977, NIGHTTIME


I AM IN A DARKENED BEDROOM IN MY HOMETOWN OF CRAWLEY, LISTENING to the radio in the late-night gloom with a girl called The Raven. She has long, straight black hair and all black clothes. I am eighteen years old.


The Raven turns the radio’s tuning knob, trying to find something in the airless room to listen to. A crackle of static and a breathless voice eerily intones, “The king is dead. Elvis Presley, the king of rock and roll, died tonight in Memphis, Tennessee.”


To us, Memphis might as well have been the moon. It was that far from our experience of growing up in the ever-present doom of Thatcher’s postwar Britain. We knew Elvis’s death meant something, but what? The changing of the guard? A way forward?


Elvis’s journey may have come to an end, but mine was just beginning. Together with my friends Robert Smith and Michael Dempsey, we started on the path to recording The Cure’s first album, Three Imaginary Boys.


The songs were sparse and angular, somewhere between punk and pop, but the title track provided an indication of where the band was headed. Its dark lyric of longing and shadow came from a dream I had that haunted me for days. Robert perfectly melded the words with his guitar and melancholy vocal suspended on the minimalist framework of my spartan drums and Michael’s melodic pulse.


I think we knew it was the right way for us even before we really understood it. That year among the books I read were Camus’s The Stranger, Plath’s The Bell Jar, and Sartre’s Nausea. They all spoke to something darker within me, but also something more beautiful, and it inspired my playing. All of us channeled the pensive yearning of our souls into the music we were making that summer of ’77 and discovered the blueprint for The Cure’s oeuvre.


We had seen the disease. The Cure was inevitable.


Did we realize what we were on to at the end of the seventies?


We did not. In fact, we resisted it. Despite our passionate insistence that The Cure was not a Goth group, The Cure was very much a Goth group. We were like the famous quote by Groucho Marx and we didn’t want to belong to any club that would accept us as members. We were also against the idea of following anything or anybody. That was the raison d’être for our third single, “Jumping Someone Else’s Train,” which was specifically against joining any bandwagons that happened to be passing by at the time.


We were very serious young men and leery of being pigeonholed by our many critics who didn’t care for our dark music. Yet notwithstanding that idea we became the fertile ground on which the movement flourished.


Somehow everything The Cure did between 1980 and 1984 became hallmarks of this elusive subculture. Call it the enigma of post-punk. Gloomy action glimpsed at a distance in a mushroom cloud of teased black hair.


Consider the songs from what many of our most diehard fans regard as our three early dark albums, our “Goth phase,” if you will: Seventeen Seconds, Faith, and Pornography. They remain the foundation for not just a new kind of music, but a way of being in the world. The only thing we lacked was a name for it, but that came soon enough. My investigation into this led me to understand the subculture in a deeper way. This was the occasion for a startling epiphany: it’s almost unheard of in modern music for something so completely amorphous to have endured for so long.


The Cure did not have a particular style; rather, we were the essence of a melancholy spirit. That’s what struck a chord with our fans—not just in dreary old England, but around the world, where people perceived the view to be just as dim and grim as we did. It guided us on our adventure to the other side of our looking-glass future. We’d seen the futility of existence in Britain’s long postwar malaise, and we clamored for something more.


Paradoxically, Goth is often portrayed in a comical way by the media. It probably needs to be so to make it overtly two-dimensional and easily digestible for those who will never comprehend it. As with punk before it, if you can identify the main components, then you can précis the understanding of what it is.


Critics of punk rock saw the spiky hair and angry lyrics and assumed that’s what punk was all about, missing the point entirely. The choices by early punks were directed by a nonconformist impulse to go against the grain of society. That’s what the punk movement was about, not just the music they made or the clothes they wore.


As a young punk on the outskirts of London, I also understood it to be many other things: a credo, a posture, a two-minute manifesto I could wave in the face of my fear to banish uncertainty and despair, and to give me hope in a dark and diminished Britain. Our detractors never understood that, but the dark-haired boys and girls did. The Raven knew it deep in her bones. That otherworldly beauty made sure we never forgot it.


Descartes’s famous phrase—Cogito, ergo sum: I think, therefore I am—has led Western man to equate his identity with his mind, instead of with his whole organism. I think we can equate the origins of Goth, and its close cousin post-punk, with the quest to find what’s beyond the Cartesian mode of thought. If punk was pure, instinctual nihilism, Goth searched for meaning—even if we didn’t quite realize it back then. Its sources varied. They were not always music. Literature, cinema, and other visual art inspired us. The comic book version has Goths sleeping in coffins and bats flying about, too trite and easy I’d say (although I know a man in Portland that does indeed sleep like that). There’s a duality at the heart of Goth that’s beautiful and human and unearthly all at the same time, which assures its continued relevance today.


There are obvious connections with Byron and Poe and other roots macabre, but I think that is just the externalization of the impulse that drove Goth.


Most thinking and feeling teens in the UK after the first explosion of punk felt liberated from a desperate survival mode, thinking that had existed in Britain since the end of World War II. Punk came and kicked down the doors and strangely let in the light so the black heart of something like Goth could exist. It showed a whole generation that anything was possible, and it could be closer to the dark impulse, that anxious parent of the soul, that shell-shocked teens kept under cover.


Goth and post-punk allowed us as teenage boys and girls to reveal our dreads and desires, bubbling under the intense surface. So where are the roots, where are the seeds we grew from?


Goth is not really a subculture I’ve come to understand. It’s a way to understand the world. It’s the essence of a deeper metaphysical journey. If you live in England, it’s all around you, especially in London. It’s in the Victorian buildings of old London town, in beautiful mystical Gothic palaces like Strawberry Hill. It’s in Westminster Abbey, the Valhalla of British heroes: a large Gothic abbey church, a thousand years old. It’s farther out in the Kent countryside at Canterbury Cathedral. It’s in every downpour of constant rain and gloomy, grey skies. It’s in the dark alleys and foggy Thames banks. In the walls of ancient pubs and still-cobbled Dickensian streets. It is, in fact, everywhere.


We just had to locate its meaning.
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The Cure in Bourges, France


Credit: Richard Bellia









Chapter One





Gothic Psychic Geography


Our story starts in a time not unlike the time we find ourselves in now. Polarization was the order of the day in late seventies England. People of worth felt worthless, and nothing seemed meaningful except the crashing sounds of boredom and fermenting anger. We were living through Thatcher’s nightmare. The Iron Lady, together with her American counterpart Ronald Reagan, had cemented our future and it didn’t look very appealing. Where were we to go? What were we to do? We didn’t know but something told us deep inside that the old era, the old guard, had to go.


When The Clash’s first record album came out in the UK in April 1977, the band was on the front cover. In typical Clash swagger Joe, Paul, and Mick stood there, daring you to hear them. Hand-painted slogans on thrift store shirts, the real deal, disaffected London youth. No surprise there then, but when you turned the album over there was an artily blurred picture of charging police officers.


This photo, shot by Rocco Macauley, was taken during the 1976 riot at the Notting Hill Carnival in London. The carnival was an annual Caribbean festival that had taken place since 1966. In 1976 simmering tensions between the police and the community boiled over, and there were clashes between the two parties due to the harassment felt by the local population. The photo on the back shows the police running under an overpass, and in the background are blurry images of other people and street vendors. That summer of ’76 was the hottest in living memory in the UK and out of its fiery belly came the punk revolution.


This particular photo holds a special meaning for me in the psychic geography of my youth. I was at the carnival with my friend and bandmate Porl “Pearl” Thompson. We were in our late teens, not yet adults, and had decided to check out the carnival. A colorful cornucopia of sounds and sights of the Caribbean heart of West London. As the day wore on, we noticed the gradually increasing hostile atmosphere between the police patrolling the festival and the youth of the area milling about on the perimeters, both sides warily eyeing each other.


Suddenly, a bottle was lobbed from the crowd, tracing a perfect arc across the street from the side where the youth were assembled to the side where the police were gathered. The world stood still for a second with all eyes on the bottle as it appeared to spin through the air in slow motion and smashed onto the street in front of the police, shattering into a thousand small fragments, shocking us into reality with the unmistakable sound of the starting gun for the riot that was to ensue.


We took that as a sign that we should leave straightaway. We both ran toward the tube station as fast as we could. I was just seventeen, Pearl not yet twenty, and this was a little too real for sheltered young boys from the sticks. Together with hundreds of others having the same thought we squeezed down the stairs into the underground station and jumped on the next train that came through on the central line to Oxford Circus, down to Victoria, and then on to the Gatwick train to take us back home to the safety of the suburbs. For us, it was never to be that simple again.


Later that night we saw the melee on the TV and realized we had been at a pivotal moment in our personal history, a history marked by a specific place as well as time. I can never look or think about that area of London without recalling my experience that day. It has placed a permanent marker in my memory. That place and those events locked together forever. I think it is one of the strongest connections I have as it forged an association with The Clash that won’t be broken by time or other circumstances. It is an indelible mark on my soul.


Today when I see that album in people’s record collections, I turn the cover over and point to the photo and the image of people running about in the background. I point to them and say “You know that’s me there!” because even if it wasn’t actually me in the shot, I know I was there to witness the spiritual birth of punk in the UK.


I live, as we all do, in a place defined by imaginary lines and mythical times. For sure there are mountains and rivers that create boundaries marked on maps, but the borders are political and historical, and these oftentimes arbitrary demarcations define where I’ve lived for nearly thirty years, which is California. These random lines on the map do not really suit the purpose for which they are intended. They are boundaries to keep people in or out—and sometimes ideas as well—but as world events have shown, they do not hem in people’s souls as much as some other people wish they might. In short, they do not define us as much as you would imagine. In my travels around the world, these last forty years, I’ve come to realize that what holds people together are beliefs and ideas and experiences and—dare I say it—a love of those things. Although these fanciful imaginary lines have been in place for many years, this is especially true in a day and age where information and its toxic corollary, disinformation, are widely available across the globe.


Most of what we will talk about here is defined in a recent era, the seventies and the eighties, with a brief sojourn into the future now, the present moment, where we all reside. There will be some other context that we will talk about, but by and large it’s those two decades that our focus is on, and for good reason. Apart from the fact that it was where our protagonists germinated from, it was back then, if you conform to our map paradigm, a world presented in quite a different way than is now perceived.


Information was not widely available across the internet, which was not even a thing at all until the late sixties, when the fledgling ARPANET delivered its first message: October 29, 1969, a “node-to-node” communication from one house-sized computer to another behemoth machine. The first computer was at UCLA and the second at Stanford, both in California. At this point the internet was used for communication only among a few universities and government agencies. I imagine a computer mainframe version of Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone (or Elisha Gray’s or Antonio Meucci’s versions, depending on where your sympathies lie) where academics and military men sent bitmap text in Digi Grotesk—a proto-Goth name if ever I heard one.


But I digress. By and large, none of this was useful until the late eighties. In fact, I first used email, probably AOL, in the early nineties. Unlike now, when it is ubiquitous, I knew only one other person that utilized it: my lawyer. I was the only other person he knew who had it because for about a year we only received messages from each other. A strange procession of non-love notes. No, it was not really a thing until most of what I am writing about here had been firmly established.


My younger readers might wonder how did we communicate our ideas in a coherent way? With a method that, as we shall see, was powerful enough to build a cultural framework and ensure that it would continue to make waves and define a generation of misfits and outsiders that still reverberates today. This to me is the heart of the mystery of where the long-lasting and ever-evolving influence of Goth and its post-punk cousin comes from.


This is a story of traveling across the globe’s imaginary geographical lines to bring ideas through music and words to other people directly. It’s similar to dharma transmission in that it moves from one person to another by playing the music or singing the ideas or celebrating those ideas together in a way that’s almost intravenous in its spiritual directness.


Sure, there were records and the radio so that we could relive the experience of listening to the music and dissect its messages, and later some very basic host forums emerged where these ideas could be discussed, but in the beginning we had to play directly to others. It didn’t just exist on the iTunes internet island or Spotify’s music-world-domination servers.


Make no mistake, at the time I am talking about, the eighties to be specific, I had identified quickly that the lingua franca of the world was not English or Chinese or some other form of verbal communication, it was music. Everywhere I went from North America to Australia and all across Asia, I heard the same songs on pop radio in my hotel room. You might say, “Well, that’s not the true experience of the place. What about the indigenous music of these countries that wasn’t on the radio?”


It’s still there and a source of interest to me now as it was then, but what I’m identifying here are the codes we the younger generation passed from one another to communicate our feelings in our limited capacity to understand our world. It was how we delineated our place in time and history, which tribe we really belonged to. This might sound a little pretentious nowadays, but make no mistake, pop, or if you prefer, youth music, was very powerful stuff back then. It defined us all. I feel it still does.


Our music was perceived as dangerous enough to make the powers that be in, say, Eastern Europe, try to ban it. As noted in Tim Mohr’s excellent book Burning Down the Haus: Punk Rock, Revolution, and the Fall of the Berlin Wall, there were various ways the new revolution snuck in—quite literally under the wall.


Personally, when I was a teenager there were not many alternatives to the stodgy BBC radio—only John Peel’s show, which we will come to. There were some pirate radio stations like Radio Caroline that generally avoided the laws of England by being broadcast—yes, you guessed it—like pirates, from a ship in the ocean outside the national boundaries set by the British government. Their clandestine radio waves seeped across national borders, and I was able to pick this up along with other noncommercial programming on my small portable transistor radio. Late at night, with the little earpiece planted firmly in one ear, it was my introduction to all the new and non–Top 40 music.


According to Mohr, another station, Radio Luxembourg, based in the Grand Duchy, was able to go even further and sneak across completely different ideological lines in Eastern Europe. Very subversive stuff, which is why, I suppose, it was hard to get those records out there. It’s always been about the transfer of radical ideas for me. The fact of the matter is there were only two methods of direct transfer, and one of them—the radio—made our mission more difficult but was, in many ways, I believe, better.


Not for us the abstract counting of hits or followers on social media. No, we went somewhere—Boston, Brussels, Brisbane, Berlin—and then came back six months or a year later and did it all over again in a slightly different manner. In those early years we were young men with the stamina needed to constantly circumnavigate the globe. We needed to transmit the fervor we found as we were in direct competition for souls with the controlled soporific drip of the media as The Clash’s Joe Strummer sings on “London’s Burning”: “Everybody’s sittin’ round watchin’ television” (Strummer/Jones).


There was the print press, of course, which we could access. In fact, when I was a teenager, apart from the radio, that was the only other way I could find out about music for two main reasons: I didn’t have the money to buy many albums, and I couldn’t get into the venue to see bands because I was too young. In grey old England, most places that had live music were pubs or clubs, so no one under eighteen was allowed inside.


That was the main reason I was so happy when the local newsagents in my town gave me a job as a teen. First, I delivered newspapers on my bicycle to people’s houses on cold drizzly mornings. I soon graduated to “marking up,” preparing the newspapers for other teens to deliver. It fulfilled the twin areas of my desire, as it gave me enough money each week to buy a new album from my extensive “must hear” list, which was constantly fueled by reading about bands in the print press at the newsagent’s store. Three weekly music magazines—Melody Maker, New Musical Express, and Sounds—covered all the new music. Last but not least, we had the John Peel show on BBC Radio 1 every night from 10 p.m. to midnight. It cannot be overstated just how influential Peel was for a whole generation of ne’er-do-wells and misfits finding out about the really important stuff. The real music.
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The Cure at the Rainbow Theatre in London on May 11, 1979


Supplied by JC Moglia


Sure, we could tune in and listen to the Top 20 stuff on the regular radio and once a week check the television with Top of the Pops on BBC One, which occasionally by some strange quirk of programming might have someone real on like Bowie or Bolan. No, it was the John Peel show that informed us of the true music of our hearts. He played everything that meant something, and sometimes if you sent him a tape of your band, he would even play that too.


It was unheard of at the time to be able to broadcast your music to the world that way. I recall the first time I heard us as The Cure on the Peel show, it was akin to a religious experience. I’m sure I was crying tears of joy. It meant that much to us as young punks. The nearest I can relate it to in America was someone like Rodney Bingenheimer’s show on KROQ in Los Angeles. That was it. By and large, it wasn’t until the advent of college radio that we as a young band had an opportunity to be heard in the US.


Touring was the best way to bring the sounds directly to other like-minded youth across the globe. In America, that meant six months driving around to every little college town and playing most of them. It must be said it was a reliable way of existing in the early eighties as colleges provided several of the necessities of touring as a financially challenged band. Colleges had money to pay bands, which was a revelation to us when we were new to touring. We were used to unscrupulous bar and club owners or, even worse, outside promoters who saw a quick buck from naive young musicians willing to play for nothing more than a few beers. That shit still goes on, I’m sure.


Colleges, however, generally had a social fund to provide the students with entertainment that was replenished each year. Thank you, Lord! As we became more well known, we could base our tours around a few well-appointed schools whose students loved us and use the windfall to fund the whole schedule. It’s the story of my early twenties crisscrossing the US in a tour bus or a commercial plane to bring our brand of art to a whole different bunch of people directly. Although it took years to build a fan base of believers, it paid dividends and made a solid enough impression that many of those initial followers became lifelong fans, and over forty years later I still hear from them.


It’s a lesson that I still remember, never underestimate the personal touch, especially in something as intimate as music where you can make your dreams and beliefs a real part of others’ personal psychic geography.


JOE STRUMMER: THE FIREBRAND OF PUNK


JOE STRUMMER SAVED MY LIFE AND MADE ME WHO I AM TODAY. NOT literally, you understand, but he and the punk movement showed me how to become a man.


Sir Joseph Strummer (né Mellor), late of Maida Vale, West London and the West Country, saved my life because undoubtedly without The Clash, the band Joe joined from the still-warm ashes of the 101ers, I would not have started on the path that led me here. That led me to music, art, literature, cinema, et al. To true manhood. The real trip.


He saved me from being down-and-out in Horley and the home counties. DOA in suburban desolation. As I look back, I see the signposts. How the times and the music were drawing me into what has become a lifelong journey into the angst and artistic arc of this world’s truths.


Because of Joe, I chose a peripatetic life for my younger self. Punk rock educated me. The storm it threw me into was a vortex that I gladly embraced. I had seen The Clash play with Robert in our hometown and witnessed firsthand the transformative power Strummer wielded over the violent and Neanderthal skins that wanted to dismember the opening act—Alan Vega’s band Suicide from New York—for the crime of being from somewhere else. Strummer singlehandedly talked the bald beer monsters down and defused a very tense situation. Utterly awesome. I didn’t try to go backstage after the show. I was too much in awe of the whole process back then to want to step into the royal palace.
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“The man himself showing us the way”


Credit: Dina Douglass


But first . . . That night I saw The Clash with Robert, everything changed. We and a handful of others would help spearhead a new genre of music that, like punk, had its own style that continues to this day.


We were labeled new wave before anybody thought of the name Goth and, truth be told, we weren’t quite punk or any old style of rock. We were evolving into something different. Post-punk.


Personally, I was looking for something with a more spiritual, perhaps even mystical, sense than the straight nihilism of punk. Art, specifically music, had taken hold of me, or perhaps I had a hold of it. It was my way of making sense of this confusing new world. I latched onto music the way a drowning man clutches at anything floating past to save his life. It was that important to me. For us, music wasn’t just entertainment or a way to meet girls. Personally, I had to become wholly invested in it and its power to create purpose in my own world. Otherwise, I felt I might perish or, even worse, disappear in suburbia, lost forever in a happy crowd. I needed to believe in its power. In that way, what I saw that night at my first Clash show was more akin to one of Saint Augustine’s ecstatic visions than a simple rock show.


Then there were Alan Vega and Martin Rev of Suicide, the opening band. Minimal, stark, and brutal. They had Goth in their dark hearts. They called it punk music. New York punk, to be precise, and we understood it at once.


In England, the punk explosion was a direct response to the austere times brought on by the crippling recession and the totalitarian political climate that Thatcher and her cronies inspired. Yes, we were bored teenagers as The Adverts sang, but we also agreed with the Sex Pistols: there was no future for us. We had to make our own future and, initially, punk was the only attractive alternative.


Growing up in the late sixties and early seventies, we had been taught that only exceptionally gifted people could be artists. This was especially true in the class-ridden society of postwar England. We always felt the disapproval of our supposed “betters.” There was no escaping it. Punk helped turn all that on its head. We finally had a way out. The doors of perception were flung wide open and we rushed headlong out into the new punk dawn. Only then did we realize we had left something behind that we might need.
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Alan Vega of Suicide


Credit: Mick Mercer


Art, poetry, light, and darkness—especially darkness. I mean, punk was essential to our understanding of anarchy and nihilism, but once we kicked down the doors and broke the chains of repression, what was in our new Nirvana?


Not much actually. England had just joined the European community in the mid-seventies. However, we were yet to receive the benefits of such an association. Dark times indeed. We needed to believe in something. Art was a dangerous currency again. The paintings of artists like Francis Bacon served to illuminate our worldview. Whatever it was, it wasn’t clean, and it wasn’t pretty.


One of the things post-punk liberated was the sense of romantic longing that is inherent in teen lives. We were able to jump out of the misogynistic, musical quicksand of the seventies, cross over the bridge of punk, and give a voice to the thousand bedsit poets in love with the melancholy beauty of existence. You could be a sensitive young man or woman without the chest-thumping machismo or sexism of old. You could be in touch with your unease—something that every teen intuitively understands.


Out of the firestorm of punk arose a different beast more suited to my personality and particular emotions. The ghosts of some distant spiritual alchemists rising once again.









Chapter Two





The Poetry of Pain


GOTH IN LITERATURE


WHILE GOTH AS A STYLE AND A CULTURE UNDOUBTEDLY AROSE IN THE post-punk musical underground, one can also trace the prehistory of Goth through literary and artistic precursors.


While Goth as a musical genre has only been around for half a century, there are ample examples in other areas of arts and literature whose creators ruminate on the darker aspects of the human psyche.


Gothic literature began in the eighteenth century with Horace Walpole’s novel The Castle of Otranto, which was first published in 1764. The second edition of the book contained the subtitle A Gothic Story. The novel is set in a ruined and haunted castle and was inspired by a nightmare that Walpole had in his Gothic Revival–style home, Strawberry Hill House in southwest London.


According to Dr. Tracy Fahey, Walpole’s novels kicked off the Gothic genre, “sparking off a chain of other novels by Ann Radcliffe, Matthew Lewis, William Beckford, later Bram Stoker, and still later, Mary Shelley. These were novels filled with dramatic events, incest, murder, hideous deaths, and terrible secrets that inevitably came to light.”


An Irish author and academic, Fahey holds a PhD in the Gothic in visual arts, and her nonfiction writing on the Gothic and folklore has appeared in Irish, English, Italian, Dutch, and Australian edited collections. The British Fantasy Awards have short-listed her twice for Best Collection: in 2017 for The Unheimlich Manoeuvre and in 2022 for I Spit Myself Out. Since I first met Dr. Fahey in Ireland on my book tour for Cured in July 2017, we have kept in touch and corresponded occasionally in the years since. She is an impeccable source on all things Gothic.


I wondered if these books were a reaction to feelings of deep uncertainty that people were feeling at the time. This was how it was with our music, particularly in the UK during the late seventies. Goth as a musical direction was formed as a revolution. The initial spark came from punk, but the various themes of Goth music echoed those of Gothic works from previous centuries yet updated them for a new time. Did these older texts also emerge during times of political, social, and economic upheaval?


“Gothic as a mode never exists in a vacuum,” Fahey explained. “This genre evolved in the wake of the Industrial Revolution, which saw seismic changes in new technologies, and a move from rural to urban living, and it comes of age in a period of revolutions—the American War of Independence which shook the British Empire to its foundation, and the bloody Reign of Terror in France, a tinder-spark for European revolution. Historically, formulations and re-formulations of the Gothic are associated with crisis and periods of uncertainty in history.”


That makes a lot of sense to me. Conflict, which is so often the catalyst for personal change, can have larger cultural ramifications if enough people are committed to do something about it. Fahey believes that’s what united these two very different forms of artistic expression—music and novels. “What stays the same is the use of the Gothic to respond artistically to periods of conflict and unrest. As art historian Gilda Williams has commented, ‘The Gothic remains, in sum, as an enduring term particularly serviceable in times of crisis—today as it did in the late 18th century, as an escape valve for the political, artistic and technological crises underway.’”


Goth music is, first and foremost, evocative, but it’s not just the somber music and brooding lyrics that make Goth so distinctive. It has a tradition of theatricality that comes directly from these novels and the way they’ve been repurposed by scores of artists working in various media over the years.


“Gothic literature represents the dark side of Romanticism,” Fahey told me.




It is intensely theatrical, festooned with castles, dungeons, monsters, vampires, ghosts. It features staggering co-incidences and horrid ends. The turning point toward the sensational and the dramatic really started with Matthew Lewis’ The Monk in 1796; a heady mix of eroticism, corruption, murder and religious transgression. The novel was publicly condemned as a scandal and privately and avidly consumed. Reading these theatrical, extraordinary novels was an illicit and subversive experience. Similarly, the subcultural phenomenon of the Gothic saw it gather force underground, in bars and clubs, before being recognized officially on the music scene.





Right! First it was under the radar in places like The Palace in Camden and The Batcave in Soho before becoming more mainstream. It was almost a sacred experience to be part of those scenes. It was baroque and heavily ritualized, a bit like going to church only a lot more fun. However, from the outside looking in, I suppose we looked outrageous to those narrow-minded souls who didn’t understand why we were putting on makeup or wearing such peculiar clothes.


[image: image]


“All kinds of creatures of the night were drawn to The Batcave.”


Credit: Mick Mercer


“Goth has a quixotic Grand Guignol quality,” Fahey said,




which mingles diverse influences from German Expressionism to classic horror movies, is one we can trace back to the origins of Gothic literature. Bela Lugosi’s Dead, released by Bauhaus in 1979, described by Gothic scholar Nick Groom as the first Gothic single, borrows freely from Hammer Horror and vampiric lore. The love-child of punk and rock, Gothic music became its own animal; anti-consumerist, nihilist, looking to the rich heritage of the Gothic visual and literary tradition to express itself. Bands like The Damned and Siouxsie and the Banshees introduced a distinctive funereal aesthetic of dark clothes and elaborate black and white make-up, a form that would later be adopted by Neil Gaiman in his re-imagination of the character of Death in the Sandman graphic novels. The Birthday Party’s 1982 Release the Bats unleashed a flood of classic Gothic tropes from sex vampires to horror bats.





Literature inspired music and music inspired literature in an endless recursive loop, like a video of Wednesday Addams dancing into infinity. But some images and texts are so powerful, they are repeated and repurposed over and over again. Is culture a kind of Dr. Frankenstein piecing together bits and pieces that have been cast off from previous generations?


Dr. Fahey thinks so.




Mary Shelley’s 1818 Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, is a Gothic novel that examines the idea of monstrosity and otherness in a way that questions the dark side of human nature and reflects the unease at contemporary scientific developments. In Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of Monsters, Jack Halberstam says that Gothic novels use “the body of the monster to produce race, class, gender, and sexuality within narratives about the relation between subjectivities and certain bodies.” Frankenstein is a story of monstrosity and otherness explored through the patchwork of dead flesh that constitutes the unnamed monster’s body.





It’s not just the story of Victor Frankenstein, the creator of this monstrous creature, that fascinated me, but the creator of the creator: the author Mary Shelley. It can even be argued that Mary Shelley wrote the first real science fiction story. In fact author Brian W. Aldiss said just that in his work, The Detached Retina: Science Fiction and Fantasy, in which he states that the central character, Victor Frankenstein, “makes a deliberate decision” and “turns to modern experiments in the laboratory” to achieve fantastic results.


Incidentally, my first introduction to science fiction was Aldiss’s Barefoot in the Head, a book published in 1969, which I read when I was ten after finding it at the local library. The novel proposed the idea of people sitting alone in their rooms staring at screens to interact with other humans in a most prescient way. Although it is a psychedelic Gothic novel, it has more philosophical thought amongst the obvious science fiction traits.


Frankenstein’s monster is partially a criticism of society: “I am malicious because I am miserable,” Shelley writes. The monster is anti-establishment and anti-religious, both of which are very punk and Goth ideas. Shelley herself was an unusual woman for the more straitlaced Victorian times. She was reform-minded and liberal for the era. Although not as radical as her husband, the poet and philosopher Percy Bysshe Shelley, she was a feminist. Beyond her literary works, I see her as an influence for change, albeit gradually, that’s taken hold in society.


Shelley wasn’t recognized as a distinct literary force until fairly recently. The first scholarly biography of her—Emily Sunstein’s Mary Shelley: Romance and Reality—was published only in 1989. Despite the enormous popularity of her creation and its influence on pop culture up until then, her gifts were still seen partially as an adjunct to the work of her more famous husband. It seems that a great deal of attitudes changed in the eighties, some that had taken more than a hundred years.


Mary Shelley, Bram Stoker, and Edgar Allan Poe all set their works in ruined castles and haunted graveyards with supernatural figures like vampires, ghosts, and witches to create an atmosphere of terror and suspense. Poe’s work, however, with his darkly macabre tales and poems such as “The Raven,” which was possibly his most well-known work during his lifetime, always struck me as being rather explicit. It has some of the hallmarks of what we might think of as Gothic, with references to late-night hours reading the “forgotten lore,” that is, occult works.


On a dark night in December, the narrator of the poem is visited by a raven tapping on his window. He lets him in and asks him his name as the bird is perched in front of him. The raven replies, “Nevermore,” which is all he ever says.


It seems that other poets and writers did not care too much for Poe. W. B. Yeats called “The Raven” “insincere and vulgar . . . its execution a rhythmical trick.” And Ralph Waldo Emerson declared, “I see nothing in it.” It reminds me of a more theatrical version of Goth, a little like the Haunted Mansion at Disneyland, in that it looks like Goth but doesn’t feel like the version to which I respond. There are the ghostly and occult connotations in “The Raven,” but I think on the whole they are for window dressing. I am generally drawn to the more serious endeavors.
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