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MY SEARCH FOR ROCK AND ROLL




Forms and rhythms in music are never changed without producing changes in the most important political forms and ways… The new style quietly insinuates itself into manners and customs and from there it issues a greater force. It goes on to attack laws and constitutions displaying the utmost impudence and it ends by overthrowing everything, both in public and private.


—PLATO





RALPH J. GLEASON quoted those words from Plato to preface an essay he wrote in 1967 for The American Scholar, a piece he titled “Like a Rolling Stone.” Ralph helped me found Rolling Stone, and his essay laid out our esthetic and ethical underpinnings.


To us the artists were the moral compass of society, the gatekeepers of truth. Introducing our first issue, I quoted the Lovin’ Spoonful, saying that the magazine was for anyone who believed that rock and roll was “the magic that can set you free.”


It was unequivocally Black music, rooted directly in slavery, and therefore unequivocally American music. This music was from the cotton fields of the Mississippi Delta, whence sons of slaves and sharecroppers, like Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf, migrated north and electrified the blues. The music was also rooted in the gospel of the Black churches where souls were stirred and lifted up in mighty clouds of joy. Elvis, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Little Richard grew up infused by gospel and sang it all their lives. Rock and roll became this country’s native, original art and it conquered the civilized world. The music was one of the most significant cultural and social forces to cause the walls of segregation to crumble—white kids who loved Black music.


That there are no women or Black musicians in this collection is reflective of the prejudices and practices of the times. As a white middle-class kid in the Fifties and Sixties, and as a more aware college student, I didn’t hear such songs as Sam Cooke’s “A Change Is Gonna Come” (1964) as part of my zeitgeist. It was an inspirational and transporting anthem, but I didn’t internalize it as part of my struggle. My loss.


This music in its infancy and teenage years was irredeemably male. Even for the girl groups it was all about the leader of the pack. As the teen idol tide receded, the audience I saw was overwhelmingly male and enthralled with gunslinging guitar players and microphone-swinging singers. It was macho to the core. The girl singers were stuck in the lane of teenage innocence and irrelavence. The Sixties began to welcome women like Janis Joplin, Grace Slick, and Cass Elliot as powerful equals in the new rock and roll bands. This discrimination was another barrier that rock would tear down.


If you look for it, the theme of feminization of behavior and values can be traced through the history of rock, not as a sexual pursuit, but as a liberating of gender, in search of a society where the insensitivity and brutality of male energy are restrained and balanced by nurture and compassion. Elvis and Little Richard wore eyeliner and coiffed themselves with care. The Beatles epitomized androgyny. Long hair—an in-your-face sign of femininity—was now a principal, flag-waving symbol of rock stardom. It was an early cry for equality and shared humanity.


The music was everywhere, day and night, at home, in school, and in your car, in every city and suburb, from sea to shining sea. Local Top 40 stations were joining powerful regional radio signals broadcasting from the South and the big cities. American Bandstand was a national teenage television ritual. The new technologies of the 45 rpm single, the transistor, the portable radio, the long-playing record, the cassette tape, and then the compact disc, and now streaming, led to a level of instantaneous and universal communication never seen in the history of the world.


We were the first generation of Americans weaned on this music. From first kisses to last dates, from crushes to car crashes, lyrics, if often partially disguised, addressed adolescent concerns. It wasn’t only the sympathetic articulation of youthful yearnings, but the physical language of the music itself that spoke to self-discovery. I was eleven years old when I first heard Jerry Lee Lewis tell me, “Too much love drives a man insane.” It was the dance. Rock embraced the open sexuality of the Black rhythm. The body found expression and freedom, the ecstasy and abandon of the tribal and the primal as well as the slow dance, with its invitation to intimacy. It captured both soul and body. This was not bobby socks and big bands. It was going to church.


Rock and roll was our own secret language and code. It was also freely available, for anyone, including adults, who wanted to listen and understand. It was open-source code. But the reaction was neither embracing nor curious. It was threatened, derisive, and hostile. There were organized record-smashing rallies, church-led denunciations, and congressional hearings. Today this hatred and fear of social change is called “culture wars.”


It was a conversation, a dream, a shout for joy and attention and community that began speaking to and for me when I was eight, and has only become more powerful to me as I turn toward eighty.
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The Masters collects the major interviews I conducted over my fifty years as the editor of Rolling Stone: conversation with seven artists whom I listened to with awe and joy. The talent level is prodigious. I think that to read these seven, as a collection, gives us a deeper understanding of the art of rock and roll, it’s shared purpose, and a broader knowledge of the era that these artists defined.


The people whom I interviewed were part of my search for rock and roll, for its meaning and its power over me. My selection was intuitive. I wanted to join a community that was being shaped by this music and to play a role in that community. The span of these interviews, 1968 to 2023, is a chronology of my own maturation as a person, and my role as an historian and well-traveled reporter. I was a full-time fan and proselytizer. I gave myself to the music as it gathered glory and power. We all had an awareness of the serious stakes, of the sway of the music over a generation, and its hold on American culture.


Bob Dylan was nineteen years old when he dropped out of the University of Minnesota and drove to New York City. On October 26, 1963, he debuted at Carnegie Hall, singing, “Your sons and your daughters are beyond your command, for the times they are a-changin’.” One month later John F. Kennedy’s brains were blown out in Dallas, Texas. Our beautiful young president was murdered in front of our eyes. Another song Dylan performed that night at Carnegie Hall was “With God on Our Side.” One year later, Joan Baez sang it to thousands of students on the University of California campus in Berkeley as they assembled for the first of the mass student protests of the Sixties. I was in the crowd that day.


The Beatles and the Rolling Stones had by then begun their conquest of London society, and quickly engulfed British culture. Rock music was a “completely new form,” Mick Jagger said to me. “I was there at the beginning. You felt like you were one of the chosen few, one of the only ones in the world who would get to play with this new toy. We had evangelistic fervor. No one knew where it was going or if it was going to last. Rock history is full of songs hoping rock would never die.”


Jan Morris, one of the keenest historians of the British Empire, wrote: “Almost at a stroke, the advent of the Beatles altered the entire national attitude toward class, toward appearances, toward achievement and the nature of success. The kingdom seemed to be rejuvenated. In all the long centuries of British history there have been few decades more invigorating than the Sixties.”


Pete Townshend put it this way: “As individuals these people were nothing. They were England’s lowest common denominators. Not only were they young, they were also lower-class young. As a force, they were unbelievable. That was England’s ‘Bulge’; all the war babies, all the soldiers coming back from war and screwing until they were blue in the face. This was the result: thousands and thousands of kids, too many kids, not enough teachers, not enough parents, not enough pills to go around.”


The Beatles led an armada to liberate America. It was called the British Invasion. It was not a conquest, it was the formation of an international alliance, the forces of liberation. The Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show on February 9, 1964. The show was watched by 73 million people, tuned in by half of all television households in the United States, less than three months after the assassination of President Kennedy. America surrendered the day after. That morning, after seeing the Beatles, Bruce Springsteen bought his first guitar.


The stage was set.
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It was Bob Dylan who singularly and forever changed music and the culture of modern times. Nothing was ever the same afterward. He had a gift that was wide and deep. His voice had profound expressiveness, the ability to convey the full range of human feeling. Bob’s insight into the human condition, his vision of America, and the genius of his language set him apart. Not since Walt Whitman, not since Lincoln and the Civil War, had anyone spoken like this to America. That voice came through the jukebox and over the radio into every corner of the land.


Bob Dylan was “showing me a version of my country that I knew was true but had not been whispered to me previously,” Bruce Springsteen told me. “Bob was the guy that came in, pulled the veil away, and said, ‘This is where and what I’m living really looks like to me,’ and it feels like, ‘I know that person and I know this place. This place is my home, and this is who I am.’”


When the baby boomers began to enter college, they were the largest generational cohort in Western civilization—also the wealthiest, and one which had been molded by a vast government-financed system of public education. We were leaving to be on our own, no direction home.


We quickly saw that America was on the cusp of a spiritual crisis. Too many genies and monsters had been unloosed in the cauldron of a world war, chief among them the atomic bomb. Man’s inhumanity to man was ascendant.


My most vivid memories of grammar school are the wail of “Heartbreak Hotel” (“Down at the end of Lonely Street, I’ve found a new place to dwell”) and the strange mornings when we were told to hide under our desks, cover our heads, and wait for the sudden flash of blinding light and then a thundering boom just before shattered glass would come flying at us. Even then, adults were lying to us: there was no safety under a desk. We were all going to die.


What does it do to a child, to a generation, to a country, or to a world to know that your death and the death of your family are not just inevitable, but indeed imminent, just a shot away? Nuclear war had now been joined by looming environmental destruction, reinforcing our sense of perishability, displacing the church-taught promises of immortality. It was this brave new world which gave birth and sustenance to rock and roll.


The Sixties began with a murder most foul. The hopes and dreams of a generation would never fully recover. What followed was a decade of war in Vietnam, which eroded a generation’s faith in the government and the leaders of the country. The horrors of America’s racism were surfacing. We too had concentration camps. The chickens were coming home to roost.


Next came the whipsaw of 1968: the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy, looting and burning throughout the cities of Black America, and a police riot at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, and Nixon’s election. Within the “counter culture,” naïve fantasies were upended by events of its own making, Altamont and the Manson Family. Young people were stigmatized for their hairstyles, and the “War on Drugs” was officially declared against the use of the harmless marijuana, criminalizing the lifestyle of a generation.


Some recent historians call it the “Long Sixties,” but mark the dates as 1955 to 1973, which suggests a flawed history, neglecting the centrality of the conflicts that drove and divided our society in a way that they hadn’t since the Civil War. The real Sixties began in 1963 and ended in 1976 with the election of Jimmy Carter, a successful presidential campaign initially funded by the Allman Brothers.


The actual politics incompletely explains the era. Television and mass communication meant that popular culture became a window into society and ultimately shaped the debate. The soundtrack was rock and roll, it was the voice of the opposition, the soundtrack of a generation. The debate became widely accessible to the ordinary citizen. The irrelevance and ignorance of adults—the evil manifested in their deeds—proved youthful poets and prophets to be right. Graphic violence proved plain truths. Adults had lost the basis of their authority.


Because politics had become so corrupt and apparently impotent, to participate in the charade was delusional and pointless. The new radical politics of the left had no real-world applications. Bomb-throwing was abhorrent. Only rock and roll—and the values implicit in its whole stance—made sense.


I think of it as the Era of Rock and Roll in an Age of Consequences. Rock and roll became a metaphor for everything. Popular culture overtook politics and the pulpit as the righteous forum for discussions of ethics and morality. It was the new gospel and it preached democratic values.


Bob Dylan’s incandescent and spiritually profound songs (“And if my thought-dreams could be seen, they’d probably put my head in a guillotine”) gave permission to and challenged songwriters and poets to step up, with language and visions about their own souls and the real world. They were called to tell their own truth. Jerry Garcia said to me, “Whether he intended it that way or not, is completely unimportant.”
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I see the rock and roll era—roughly the second half of the twentieth century—in a larger framework, as one of those moments in world history when the genetic wheels of chance bring together a handful of creative geniuses, whose work interacts in specific socioeconomic circumstances and causes some kind of chain reaction.


In Paris of the 1920s, Matisse, Picasso, and Léger overturned and discarded the formal art that had become so irrelevant to the new postwar world. “There do seem to be constellations, electromagnetic moments when there is a concentration of creative forces… It’s possible that creation sometimes has the effect of implosion… instead of exploding, creative forces are concentrated, move toward a hidden center,” wrote the literary critic George Steiner.


The same constellation of electromagnetic forces (perhaps they were flaring solar storms) occurred in Elizabethan England, which saw the great flowering of poetry, music, and literature of the Shakespearean era. A century earlier Florence had been the center of the Renaissance, the rediscovery of humanism and human achievement. Fifth-century Athens was dominated by the playwrights Sophocles, Euripides, and Aeschylus, while Socrates and Plato and Aristotle walked the same streets. Perhaps such talent randomly exists at all times in history, and it takes an institutional or political watershed to catalyze those voices. Athens, Florence, and England were dominant world powers, mighty and rich. Because of modern communications and jet travel, it was no longer necessary to have a singular incubating geography.


America was the victor in two world wars and a near-infinite storehouse of capital and natural resources. The ideological norms that guarded America’s immense wealth and power for the chosen few came to be challenged by its own heirs. Once plugged in, new technology proved to be an uncontrollable accelerant. We didn’t start the fire.


Our own precedent to the Sixties was the Twenties, when an earlier generation of the young returned home with their eyes opened to European culture and their minds scrambled by an overseas war. They returned to a country suddenly unified by new technology, like automobiles, radios, and telephones. Fifty years later, we had vastly more powerful technology. The bland, gray-suited, three-martini Fifties were pushed aside in favor of bikinis, long hair, pot, and LSD.
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The Masters is a collection of interviews with artists engaged in their work at the highest levels. We took rock and roll seriously, so I wanted to discuss it in philosophical terms with each of “the masters,” to get to the sources of its power and depth. I wanted to understand the common threads of their youth, and their world. How did they discover rock? Whom had they heard and what did it mean to them, then and now? I wanted them to be introspective. I wanted to ask about the sources of their creativity, their technique and craft, their insights into this new art form, and, perhaps most importantly, what was this noise all about?


To get a good interview, you present yourself as a person who is sympathetic, knowledgeable, and deeply engaged with the work. You must have mutual respect. I tried to represent my reader in the room. In editing these, I’ve left various small pieces of the casual and conversational to present a dimensional voice and person. I have tried to preserve an encounter that was uniquely personal and privileged.


The interviews are presented here in chronological order to impart a historical evolution. One can get a feel for the hubris and pissed-off attitude that characterized Pete Townshend in the early days of a young man’s life, and in rock itself, along with a sense of his introspection and seriousness. He was already imagining a rock opera. He embodied the spirit of the British Invasion.


I sat with Bob Dylan in 1969, after he had taken a long break from physical and mental exhaustion at the height of his rock and roll fame. He spoke carefully, warily, about his own singular role and popularity. I was an acolyte, trying to be cool. I was struck by his handling of my hard-to-conceal naïveté. He was gracious, honest, funny, every bit a gentleman. I have tried to preserve that element here.


John Lennon’s interview surely put an end to the brief, shining age of the Beatles, Camelot as a rock fairy-tale soap opera. For me and everyone who read it, it felt like a dive into an active volcano. This is a backstage visit extraordinaire.1 In judging Lennon’s commentary, we should remember how brutalized he was by the unrelenting, unforgiving eye of fame. We shouldn’t forget that the Beatles never really had—other than screaming teenage girls—the chance to know or to interact with their audience other than from a recording studio.


Jerry Garcia was the central musical and moral influence in the San Francisco rock scene of the sixties. Our interview feels a lot like sitting around a late-night campfire, having a few tokes, and talking about the good old days. The Grateful Dead operated as a commune, and wanted to have a communal relationship with their audience. They created a style and presentation to sustain that audience and that life for themselves. Jerry was revered by his musical peers. The ideals of the Dead inspired groups everywhere. Jerry and John Lennon talk about drugs, especially LSD and how intertwined rock and roll and psychedelics were in this era. The vocabulary and sound of rock were openly and indelibly influenced by pot and especially LSD. Jerry stressed the need to have fun: “Well, good times is the key to this all.”


After Garcia, I didn’t touch the tape recorder for another thirty years, by which time it was replaced by compact digital technology. What had been a rebellious social and artistic movement led by people in their twenties was now a multibillion-dollar business largely in the hands of newly minted adults. To have reached the summit of any human endeavor was now known as becoming a rock star. Despite the seductions of success, the soul, the spirit, and the sound seemed stronger than ever. Rock and roll had become certain, sure footed, and had conquered mainstream culture and mores. Naysayers, whether adult haters or baby bomb-throwers from within, like Kurt Cobain, couldn’t convincingly challenge its fundamental integrity. With success came strength; with integrity came power.


These artists used the language and form of rock to express their restless creativity. They spoke in their unique voices, but they also were a symphony with a common vision. Bob brought the traces and memories of an old-time, small-town rural America; Jerry Garcia emerged from an urban, multiracial bohemian family; Mick and Pete were the sons of the respectable middle class; Lennon, the child from the ignored lower rungs of Liverpool. Likewise, Springsteen was stuck in a place with little future, a forgotten New Jersey union town. Bruce’s lifetime work was to tell the stories of that childhood home, the men and women who lived, loved, and died in that mythical place. He drew the strength of his ideas and the necessity for economic justice from that world.


Bono, born Paul David Hewson, two decades after Dylan and Lennon, was steeped in their work, which he heard as prayers and questions for God. To be Irish was to be raised in and by the Church, to have the Scripture and the spiritual imbedded for life. It was the window through which he discovered the evangelistic potential of rock. He told me, “It’s such an extraordinary thing, music. It is how we speak to God, finally, or how we don’t. Even if we’re ignoring God, it’s the language of the spirit. If we believe we contain within our skin and bones a spirit that might last longer than your time breathing in and out, if there is a spirit, music is the thing that wakes it up. It’s how we communicate on another level.”


I look at this collection as a whole, one ongoing conversation I had been having. It is also a colloquy among the artists themselves, speaking to one another. I think everyone had a sense that they were also speaking to history and its institutional voice, Rolling Stone.


The founders of rock and roll, the young men who first split the atom and set off the “Big Bang,” came of age in the Fifties. Chuck Berry was twenty-nine when he recorded “Roll Over Beethoven” in 1956. Buddy Holly was twenty when he wrote “Peggy Sue” in 1957. The energy they unleashed was unknowable and proved formidable. One could call it radioactive, or perhaps “radio-active.”


The masters were the inheritors. Nurtured in powerful sounds and emotions, they began to create a new lingua franca to catalyze their own times, their needs as young adults and what they discovered in the world around them. It could say everything for them. They took the tools and tradecraft of the new language and created a new literature.


Humanity could no longer survive a world war. The atomic bomb called not just for new treaties, but for a transfiguration of human behavior. “Today we no longer have a choice between violence and nonviolence,” said Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. “It is either nonviolence or nonexistence.” Rock and roll called for love and peace. That might have seemed painfully and hopelessly naïve to some, but to me it seemed a strategy for survival. “Love is the absolute power,” King said. It was gospel in the Church of Rock and Roll.


The broad claims I have made for rock and roll, a loud and disrespectful art that had emerged from the poorest economic places in society, leave me vulnerable to charges that could range from historical myopia to infatuation, blindness, naïveté. Did every leper get cured? No. Every exception to the rule, like the Monkees, will be thrown at me. I will be told to “grow up.” But it’s too late to stop now. Rock and roll didn’t speak to or for every member of the baby boom generation, nor did every great musical artist address morality or geopolitics. They didn’t need to. Rock and roll was riding the tide of history. It had spoken to and for the masses.


Inconceivable social progress has been made over the last fifty years. During those years, we have spoken the language of youth, sung the song of rock and roll, we have marched to the beat; we now spit the rhymes and drop the beats of hip-hop. Music has been the glue holding generations together.


“I associate music with emancipation and freedom for myself,” Bono told me. “If rock and roll means anything to me, it’s liberation. Not just for yourself—your sexuality, your spirituality—but also for others.”


The idea of liberation, expressed in the lyric or in the inexpressible power of the musical note, is at the heart of the modern dilemma. Rock spoke to this yearning. It had language and tools especially attuned to a modern technological society. It had the technology itself at its back.


Is it too much to make such a sweeping assertion of power for this art, to claim that it is something without precedent in Western civilization? Rock has asserted itself in global affairs—disease, poverty, the political rights of self-determination. In every presidential election since 1972, it has been a meaningful national constituency in the Democratic Party and in support of environmental, human, and civil rights.


Did we solve every problem? No. But we didn’t turn our backs or stay silent. We spoke and we acted. Our job was not to finish the work, but to get it under way.


And all the while speaking intimately and privately to our deepest hearts.


Footnote


1 The full-length, unedited transcript is in print as a book, Lennon Remembers.
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PETE TOWNSHEND



[1968]


PETE ARRIVED at my loft just after 1 a.m., still pumping adrenaline, straight from his show at the Fillmore, in the heart of the San Francisco ghetto. Bill Graham had been booking all the English rock groups on their small, exploratory tours of America. Of all the cities, it was San Francisco that was considered the most important stop—we had the hippest audience; the most influential national music critic, Ralph J. Gleason; the groundbreaking “underground radio” station KMPX-FM; and Rolling Stone.


I had seen The Who at Monterey Pop Festival in 1967, just a few months before launching Rolling Stone. They existed for me in a magic circle of enchantment I found there: Jimi Hendrix, Otis Redding, Janis Joplin, the Mamas and Papas. Unlike the mostly beaded, bearded musicians in leather boots and sandals—this was a hippie festival to be sure—The Who came out in ruffled shirts, silk scarfs, jackets, and exquisite capes, true Carnaby Street costumes. As Otis Redding similarly did in his lime-green silk suit, they blew away everyone with a real rhythm and blues–rock show. “My Generation” and “Summertime Blues” were irresistible, Keith Moon blasting away, Roger Daltrey swinging his mic in wide loops, and Pete windmilling as he played, something he told me was his attempt to look “lethal.”


A few months later, The Who came to San Francisco to play the Cow Palace, a ten-thousand-seat venue built in 1940, on a multi-act tour headlined by Herman’s Hermits. I wanted to do some kind of review for an early issue of the magazine and ended up spending the afternoon with Pete in his dressing room while he waited between shows. I was not much more than a bright fanboy, but he was eager to talk, polite and charming, a genuine English rock star. He was obviously very smart and he was quite happy to have the company.


Pete and The Who took their role as “mod” icons seriously. They looked like and led their audience, widely thought of in England as a powerful and aggressive army of teenagers. Talking about “my generation” was no joke. Pete meant it when he said, “I hope I die before I get old.” The idea of rebellion as led by a rock and roll group had special urgency for me. I saw it clearly linked—despite the difference in clothes and pills—to what we were doing in San Francisco.


Pete is a thinker and a talker, very clever, very intense, rather the opposite of laid-back. In response to my own youthful but very serious interest, he colorfully laid out how the music and style of The Who had helped galvanize the brewing baby boom (“the bulge”) in England, his own musical processes, and why he thought rock and roll was so powerful.


I asked him what he planned to work on next and he proceeded to describe a multipart work, a “rock opera.” This would be a completely new and ambitious form for rock. He wanted to call it Deaf, Dumb and Blind Boy. He said he didn’t know if he could explain it correctly “in my condition,” but the idea for it was all there, the first time he had ever catalyzed the bits and pieces of it into what would shortly become the fully realized Tommy.


The next morning, as I drove him to the airport, he said he knew he had let loose in an assertive and uncensored way. He said letting the idea for a rock opera flow felt like he had been in a dream. He wanted to know if I had spiked his orange juice with LSD. Pete was twenty-three and I was twenty-two.
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I imagine it gets to be a drag talking about why you smash your guitar.







No, it doesn’t get to be a drag to talk about it. Sometimes it gets [to be] a drag to do it. I can explain it, I can justify it, and I can enhance it, and I can do a lot of things, dramatize it and literalize it. Basically it’s a gesture which happens on the spur of the moment. I think, with guitar smashing, just like performance itself, it’s an act, it’s an instant, and it really is meaningless.












When did you start smashing guitars?







It happened by complete accident the first time. We were just kicking around in a club which we played every Tuesday and I was playing the guitar and it hit the ceiling. It broke and it kind of shocked me because I wasn’t ready for it to go. I didn’t particularly want it to go but it went.


And I was expecting an incredible thing, it being so precious to me, but nobody did anything, which made me kind of angry in a way, and determined to get this precious event noticed by the audience. I proceeded to make a big thing of breaking the guitar. I pounced all over the stage with it and I threw the bits on the stage and I picked up my spare guitar and carried on as though I really meant to do it.












Were you happy about it?







Deep inside I was very unhappy because the thing had got broken. It got around and the next week the people came up to me and they said, “Oh, we heard all about it, man; it’s ’bout time someone gave it to a guitar” and all this kind of stuff. It kind of grew from there, we’d go to another town and people would say, “Oh yeah, we heard that you smashed a guitar.” After that I was into it up to my neck and have been doing it since.












Was it inevitable that you were going to start smashing guitars?







It was due to happen because I was getting to the point where I’d play and I’d play and I mean, I still can’t play how I’d like to play. When The Who first started we were playing blues, and I dug the blues and I knew what I was supposed to be playing, but I couldn’t play it. I could hear the notes in my head, but I couldn’t get them out on the guitar. It used to frustrate me incredibly. I used to try and make up visually for what I couldn’t play as a musician. I used to get into very incredible visual things where in order just to make one chord more lethal, whereas really it’s just going to be picked normally. I’d hold my arm up in the air and bring it down so it really looked lethal, even if it didn’t sound too lethal. Anyway, this got bigger and bigger and bigger until eventually I was setting myself incredible tasks.











How did this affect your guitar playing?







In fact, I forgot all about the guitar because my visual thing was more my music than the actual guitar. I got to jump about and the guitar became unimportant. I banged it and I let it feed back and scraped it and rubbed it up against the microphone, did anything. It didn’t deserve any credit or any respect. I used to bang it and hit it against walls and throw it on the floor at the end of the act. And one day it broke. It just wasn’t part of my thing and ever since then I’ve never really regarded myself as a guitarist. When people come up to me and say, like, “Who’s your favorite guitarist?,” I say, “I know who my favorite guitarist is, but asking me, as a guitarist, forget it because I don’t make guitar-type comments. I don’t talk guitar talk, I just throw the thing around.” Today still I’m learning. If I play a solo, it’s a game to me because I can’t play what I want to play. That’s the thing: I can’t get it out because I don’t practice. When I should be practicing, I’m writing songs.












You said you spend most of your time writing songs in your basement.







A lot of writing I do on tour. I do a lot on airplanes. At home, I write a lot. When I write a song, what I usually do is work the lyric out first from some basic idea that I had and then I get an acoustic guitar and I sit by the tape recorder and I try to bang it out as it comes. Try to let the music come with the lyrics. If I dig it, I want to add things to it, like I’ll add bass guitar or drums or another voice. This is really for my own amusement that I do this.


The reason “I Can See for Miles” came out good was because I sat down and made it good from the beginning. The fact that I did a lot of work on arrangements and stuff like that doesn’t really count. I think that unless the actual song itself is good, you know, you can do all kinds of incredible things to it, but you’re never going to get it. Not unless the meat and potatoes are there. Although I do fuck around in home studios and things like that, I think it’s of no importance; I don’t think it’s really got anything to do with what makes The Who The Who.












When you work out an arrangement and figure out the bass line and the various voices, is that just directly translated onto a record that would be released?







More or less, but then we don’t really take it that grimly. What happens is I will suggest the bass riff on the demonstrations record, John [Entwistle] takes up and goes from there. I use the piano or drum—simple and effective as possible, putting the song across to the group.


Instead of me hacking my songs around to billions of publishers trying to get them to dig them, what I’ve got to do is get the rest of the band to dig my number. I know that I’ve got to present it to them in the best light. That’s why I make my own recordings: so when they first hear it, it’s not me stoned out of my mind plunking away on a guitar trying to get my latest number across.












Do you ever think of using the demo version instead of the group version?







A lot of the demos have been so good in fact that it’s scared us out of making recordings. “I Can See for Miles” and “Magic Bus” both had demos which were very, very comparable to the finished releases. They were just so exciting and so good that for a long time we didn’t ever dare attempt to make singles because we were blackmailing Kit Lambert, our producer, into doing them better. So we always put it off until Kit was very sure of himself. The same with “Magic Bus”—we didn’t want to do it. I listened to the demo and I thought that demo was good but that we’re never going to catch it on record. It’s going to bring us all down. Kit was going, “No, we’re going to do it, every little precious thing in the demonstration record, you’re going to catch and you’re going to copy it if necessary.” What happened is in the end we gave up and we went down and we did it completely differently.












How does a session start?







We walk in, we set up our equipment, and through the talkback will come, “Can we hear the bass guitar, please?” And then for quarter of an hour it’s clang, clang, where the bass guitar microphone is corrected and so on. Then “Can we hear the bass drum, please?,” and clang, clang, another quarter of an hour, and “Can we hear the top kit?,” and Keith plays the top kit, and “Can we hear the guitar?” The guitar’s always good. The guitar really is good the first time.


But by this time, of course, you’re pissed off at the whole proceedings. All you want to do is go out for a drink so that’s usually what happens. We all go out for a drink and come back in and we seem to have screwed up the balance a bit. So “Just a quick check on the bass guitar” and a “quick check” on bass rhythm and you go through the whole proceedings again. “Okay, we’re ready to go!” Then you find that you’ve forgotten something, and so by the time you’ve worked the routine out, the balance is lost again and you have to start all over again. This is the way The Who record.












What’s happened when you’ve tried spontaneous recording so far?







It wasn’t music, it wasn’t a happening, it wasn’t an event, it wasn’t a musical situation, it wasn’t a beginning, and it wasn’t an end. It was just roughly parallel musical statements. There was none of the constriction of thought or anything; it was all analytical. And if a thought went along a song, it came in A and went out a Z. With grooving or jamming or whatever you want to call it, you just pick up your guitar and—okay, you might have a very complicated lyric in front of it—you just play the lyric out. The music becomes far more realistic. In today’s time sequence, you got to make something which adds up like the present. Albums are only going to be played once or twice.












What other ideas do you have?







Well, the album concept in general is complex. I don’t know if I can explain it in my condition, at the moment. But it’s derived as a result of quite a few things. We’ve been talking about doing an opera; we’ve been talking about a whole lot of things, and what has basically happened is that we’ve condensed all of these ideas, all this energy, and all these gimmicks, and whatever we’ve decided on for future albums, into one juicy package. The package I hope is going to be called Deaf, Dumb and Blind Boy. It’s a story about a kid that’s born deaf, dumb, and blind and what happens to him throughout his life. The deaf, dumb, and blind boy is played by The Who, the musical entity. He’s represented musically, by a theme which we play, which starts off the opera itself and then there’s a song describing him. But what it’s really all about is the fact that because the boy is deaf, dumb, and blind, he’s seeing things basically as vibrations which we translate as music. That’s really what we want to do, create this feeling that when you listen to the music you can actually become aware of the boy, and aware of what he is all about, because we are creating him as we play.












And the whole album is about his experience?







Yes, it’s a pretty far-out thing, actually. But it’s very, very endearing to me because the thing is that inside, the boy sees things musically and in dreams and nothing has got any weight at all. He is touched from the outside and he feels his mother’s touch, he feels his father’s touch, but he just interprets them as music. His father gets pretty upset that his kid is deaf, dumb, and blind. He wants a kid that will play football and God knows what.


One night he comes in and he’s drunk and he sits over the kid’s bed and he looks at him and he starts to talk to him, and the kid just smiles up, and his father is trying to get through to him, telling him about how the other dads have a kid that they can take to football and they can teach them to play football and all this kind of crap, and he starts to say, “Can you hear me?” The kid, of course, can’t hear him. He’s groovin’ in this musical thing, this incredible musical thing, he’ll be out of his mind. Then there’s his father outside, outside of his body, and this song is going to be written by John. I hope John will write this song about the father who is really uptight now.


The kid won’t respond, he just smiles. The father starts to hit him and at this moment the whole thing becomes incredibly realistic. On one side you have the dreamy music of the boy wasting through his nothing life. And on the other you have the reality of the father outside, uptight, but now you’ve got blows, you’ve got communication. The father is hitting the kid; musically then I want the thing to break out, hand it over to Keith—“This is your scene, man, take it from here.”


And the kid doesn’t catch the violence. He just knows that some sensation is happening. He doesn’t feel the pain, he doesn’t associate it with anything. He just accepts it.


A similar situation happens later on in the opera, where the father starts to get the mother to take the kid away from home to an uncle. The uncle is a bit of a perv. He plays with the kid’s body while the kid is out. And at this particular time the child has heard his own name, his mother called him. And he managed to hear these words: “Tommy.” He’s really got this big thing about his name, whatever his name is going to be, you know, “Tommy.” And he gets really hung up on his own name. He decides that this is the king and this is the goal. Tommy is the thing, man.


He’s going through this and the uncle comes in and starts to go through a scene with the kid’s body, and the boy experiences sexual vibrations, sexual experience, and again it’s just basic music, it’s interpreted as music and it is nothing more than music. It’s got no association with sleaziness or with undercover or with any of the things normally associated with sex. None of the romance, none of the visual stimulus, none of the sound stimulus. Just basic touch. It’s meaningless. Or not meaningless, you just don’t react, you know. Slowly but surely the kid starts to get it together, out of this incredible simplicity in his mind. He starts to realize that he can see and he can hear, and he can speak; they are there and they are happening all the time. And that all the time he has been able to hear and see. All the time it’s been there in front of him, for him to see.


This is the difficult jump. It’s going to be extremely difficult, but we want to try to do it musically. At this point, the theme, which has been the boy, starts to change. You start to realize that he is coming to the point where he is going to get over the top, he’s going to get over his hang-ups. You’re going to stop monkeying around with songs about people being tinkered with, and with Fathers getting uptight, with Mothers getting precious and things, and you’re going to get down to the fact of what is going to happen to the kid.


The music has got to explain what happens, that the boy elevates and finds something which is incredible. To us, it’s nothing to be able to see and hear and speak, but to him, it’s absolutely incredible and overwhelming; this is what we want to do musically. Lyrically, it’s quite easy to do it; in fact, I’ve written it out several times. It makes great poetry, but so much depends on the music. I’m hoping that we can do it. The lyrics are going to be okay, but every pitfall of what we’re trying to say lies in the music, lies in the way we play the music, the way we interpret, the way things are going during the opera.


The main characters are going to be the boy and his musical things; he’s got a mother and a father and an uncle. There is a doctor involved who tries to do some psychiatric treatment on the kid which is only partly successful. The first two big events are when he hears his mother calling him and hears the word “Tommy,” and he devotes a whole part of his life to this one word. The second important event is when he sees himself in a mirror, suddenly seeing himself for the first time: he takes an immediate step back, bases his whole life around his own image. The whole thing then becomes incredibly introverted. The music and the lyrics become introverted and he starts to talk about himself, starts to talk about his beauty. Not knowing, of course, that what he saw was him, but still regarding it as something which belonged to him, and of course it did all of the time anyway.


It’s a very complex thing and I don’t know if I’m getting it across.












You are.







Because I don’t feel at all together.












On The Who Sell Out, there’s a boy with pimple problems and a girl with perspiration troubles and so on.







Most of those things just come from me. Like this idea I’m talking about right now comes from me. These things are my ideas; it’s probably why they all come out the same. They’ve all got the same fuckups, I’m sure.


I can’t get my family together. My family were musicians. They were essentially middle-class, and I spent a lot of time with them when other kids’ parents were at work, and I spent a lot of time away from them when other kids had parents. That was the way it came together. They were always out for long periods. They were very respectable—nobody ever stopped making me play the guitar and nobody ever stopped me smoking pot, although they advised me against it.


They didn’t stop me from doing anything that I wanted to do. I had my first fuck in the drawing room of my mother’s house. The whole incredible thing about my parents is that I just can’t place their effect on me and yet I know that it’s there. Fucked if I know; musically, I can’t place it, and I can’t place it in any other way. I don’t even feel myself aware of a class structure, or an age structure, and yet I perpetually write about age structures and class structures. On the surface I feel much more concerned with racial problems and politics. Inside I’m much more into basic stuff.












You must have thought about where it comes from if it’s not your parents. Was it the scene around you when you were young?







One of the things which has impressed me most in life was the mod movement in England, a movement of young people, much bigger than the hippie thing, the underground, and all these things. It was an army, a powerful, aggressive army of teenagers with transport, with these scooters, and with their own way of dressing. It was acceptable. This was important; their way of dressing was hip, it was fashionable, it was clean, and it was groovy. You could be a bank clerk, man. It was acceptable.


You got them on your own ground. They thought, “Well, there’s a smart young lad.” And also you were hip, you didn’t get people uptight. That was the good thing about it. To be a mod, you had to have short hair, money enough to buy a real smart suit, good shoes, good shirts; you had to be able to dance like a madman. You had to be in possession of plenty of pills all the time and always be pilled up. You had to have a scooter covered in lamps. You had to have like an army anorak to wear on the scooter. And that was being a mod. That was the end of the story.


The groups that you liked when you were a mod were the Who. We were mods and that’s how we happened. That’s my generation, that’s how the song “My Generation” happened: because of the mods. The mods could appreciate the Beatles’ taste. They could appreciate their haircuts, their peculiar kinky things that they had going at the time.


Music was as much a fashion as the fashion it created. It was an incredibly flippant fashion. It was as flippant as the girls in the group drinking liebfraumilch in the 1920s. Music was just a feather. You went from record to record and you went from group to group, but you always dug The Who, because they were always down at the local dance. They were mods and we’re mods and we dig them. We used to make sure that if there was a riot, a mod-rocker riot, we would be playing in the area. That was a place called Brighton.












The mods seemed to have graduated from “My Generation” and “The Kids Are Alright” to very ordinary people, with very ordinary problems.







I’m also going through the same changes. I’m becoming more and more ordinary as I go along. This is the natural progression, this is the natural progression of boring maturity and boring spirituality and boring ascendance of the evolutionary path. The thing is that you become simpler and more and more down to the simple ways of life, to be able to blunder through life without getting anybody uptight at all.


When I write today, I feel that it has to tell a little story. Seriously. And I can’t shake this. Like “Odorono” I dug because it was a little story, and although I thought it’s a good song, it was about something groovy, like it was about underarm perspiration. I still did make a story out of it, just like it was a literary piece and there’s no need to make “Odorono” a story. “My Generation” is a story; in fact, I’m getting storier and storier until now, as I just told you, the next album is just a huge, complicated, complex story, with lots and lots of aspects which I hope are going to come out in the future.


You see, as individuals these people were nothing. They were England’s lowest common denominators. Not only were they young, they were also lower-class young. They had to submit to the middle class’s way of dressing and way of speaking and way of acting in order to get the very jobs which kept them alive. They had to do everything in terms of what existed already around them. That made their way of getting something across that much more latently effective, the fact that they were hip and yet still, as far as Granddad was concerned, exactly the same. It made the whole gesture so much more vital. It was incredible. As a force, they were unbelievable. That was the bulge, that was England’s baby boom; all the war babies, all the soldiers coming back from war and screwing until they were blue in the face—this was the result. Thousands and thousands of kids, too many kids, not enough teachers, not enough parents, not enough pills to go around. Everybody just grooving on being a mod.


I know the feeling of what it’s like to be a mod among two million mods and it’s incredible. It’s like you’re the only white man in the Apollo. Someone comes up and touches you and you become black. It’s like that moment, that incredible feeling of being part of something which is much bigger than race. It was impetus. It covered everybody, everybody looked the same, and everybody acted the same and everybody wanted to be the same.


It was the first move that I have ever seen in the history of youth towards unity, towards unity of thought, unity of drive, and unity of motive. Youth has always got some leader or other, some head man. The head man was Mr. Mod. It could be anyone. Any kid, however ugly or however fucked up, if he had the right haircut and the right clothes and the right motorbike, he was a mod. He was mod! There was no big Fred Mod or something. You could get all the equipment at the local store, you get the haircut at the barber’s; there was nothing special. You just needed a job in order to get you into the stuff, and that was the only equipment you needed. It was an incredible youthful drive. It really affected me in an incredible way because whenever I think, “Oh, you know, youth today is just never going to make it,” I just think of that fucking gesture that happened in England. It was the closest to patriotism that I’ve ever felt.












A lot of people try to imbue rock and roll with spirituality, give it very deep meaning.







You can take “I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas” at any spiritual level if you want to. It is, in effect, a spiritual song, and it’s effective on every spiritual level and it’s a complete and wonderful musical effort because it can’t be criticized; it’s got to be accepted for what it is, it’s a piece of pure existence. You’ve got to work from the lowest level, and let… let the spiritual people get the spiritual bag out of what you’re doing.


Primarily, by itself, the record’s got to entertain; it’s so simple and so beautiful. It’s just a piece of entertainment, like life itself. If life ceases to entertain, what do you want to do? You want to commit suicide. It’s got to entertain.


You can’t create something as huge as rock and roll and then come along and say, “Well, I’m going to do the follow-up now, which is going to be spirituality.” Rock and roll is enormous. It’s one of the biggest musical events in history. It’s equal to the classical music, the weight of the feeling.


It’s like saying, “Get all the pop music, put it into a cartridge, put the cap on it, and fire the gun.” You don’t care whether those ten or fifteen numbers sound roughly the same. You don’t care what periods they were written in, what they mean, what they’re all about. It’s the bloody explosion that they create when you let the gun off. That’s what rock and roll is. It is a single force. It is a single impetus and threatens a lot of the crap which is around at the moment in the middle class and in the middle-aged politics or philosophy.


It blasts it, out of its sheer brashness, its sheer realisticness. It’s like suddenly everybody getting hung up on a bum trip: Mother has just fallen down the stairs, Dad’s lost all his money at the dog track, the baby’s got TB. In comes the kid, man, with his transistor radio, grooving to Chuck Berry. He doesn’t give a shit about Mom falling down the stairs. He’s with rock and roll.


That’s what rock and roll says to life: it says, you know, “I’m hip, I’m happy, forget your troubles and just enjoy!” And, of course, this is the biggest thing it has to offer, the biggest single thing it has to offer. At the same time it can have content if… if one desires content in something as incredible as it is already. The rock and roll songs I like, of course, are songs like “Summertime Blues”—man, that’s beautiful. It says everything: Don’t have the blues, it’s summertime. You don’t get the blues in summertime! There is no such thing. That’s why there’s no cure for them.












Can you pin down some of the elements that make rock and roll what it is, starting with the basic elements? It’s got the beat.







The reason it’s got to have a beat is the fact that rock and roll music has got to have that bounce; it’s got to have that thing to make you swing; it’s got to swing in an old-fashioned sense. In other words, it’s got to undulate. It doesn’t have to be physical because when you think of a lot of Beatles music, it’s very nonphysical. Sgt. Pepper’s is an incredibly nonphysical album.


But when I hear something like “Summertime Blues,” then I do both, then I’m into rock and roll, then I’m into a way of life, into that thing about being that age and, like, not being able to get off work early and not being able to borrow the car because Dad’s in a foul mood. All those frustrations of summer so wonderfully and so simply, so poetically, put in this incredible package, the package being rock and roll.











Is it because you start to take yourself seriously?







You don’t want to take things seriously, you just let things pour out. You might be thinking that you’re keeping things light and you’re keeping things groovy and you’re just making your own musical statement and life’s a ball. But on the outside they’ll think it’s probably fucked up, loaded with meaning, obviously a nostalgic bit, obviously the story has got something to do with your first sexual relationship. You know, obviously it’s got some spiritual significance: “Does Pete Townshend think he’s Jesus?” It can all be read into it. I’m sure a lot of it is there, but one doesn’t know because one is trying to avoid this. We, of all people, have got to be afraid of seriousness in The Who, because if The Who were serious, we’d admit that we don’t like each other. But because we’re not serious, we don’t have to admit it.












You talked about settling down.







I always used to work with the thought in my mind that The Who were going to last precisely another two minutes. If the taxman didn’t get us, then our own personality clashes would. I never would have believed that The Who would still be together today and, of course, I’m delighted and love it. Nothing can be better really than waking up in the morning and everything is still the same as it was the day before. That’s the best thing you can have in life: consistency.


It always amazes me. As an individual, it’s given me an incredible freedom. I know that I don’t have to do things like I used to. Our manager will create artificial pressures to try and get me to operate, but I know they are artificial so they don’t work like they used to. “My Generation” was written under pressure. Someone came to me and said, “Make a statement, make a statement, make a statement,” and I’m going, “Oh, okay, okay,” and I get “My Generation” together very quickly, like in a night.


The whole structure of our early songs was very, very simple. Now, with less pressure, I have to create the pressures for myself. I have to excite myself: this is what The Who are going to do. The Who are the impetus behind the ideas. Now our music is far more realistically geared to the time in which our audience moves. If you slow down just a little bit and gear yourself to your audience, you can give them 100 percent. If you do a slightly longer set on the stage, you can give all instead of having to cram a lot of unused energy into guitar smashing.












What groups do you enjoy the most?







I like to watch a band with a punch, with drive, who know what they’re doing, with a tight sound. I used to like to watch Jimi Hendrix; sometimes he worries me now because he often gets amplifier hang-ups and stuff—I can’t stand that, it kills me. I used to like to watch Cream until they got sad and fucked up. I still dig to watch a group like the Young Rascals, who just walk on with their incredibly perfect sound and their lovely organ and they’re so easy, the way their numbers flow out, just to watch a group stand and go through their thing so beautifully. I dig Otis Redding and Aretha Franklin. She’s been standing still and singing the blues all night and then when she’s really into it she’ll do a tiny little dance and just get her little feet going, very slightly, just a little jog, and in terms of what she’s doing with her voice, it’s an incredible gesture and really goes mad. I dig Mick Jagger, who I think is an incredible show, and Arthur Brown I think is an incredible show, too.


What I dig in a performance is to be communicated to, to feel part of an audience. I like to feel that I’m being effective as a member of the audience. I don’t mind being asked to clap my fucking hands, let’s get that straight. It doesn’t get me uptight if someone says “Clap” or “Sing” or “Shout” or “Scream” or “Do what you want to do.” That’s exactly what I want to do and if I feel like jumping up and down and dancing, I don’t want everyone telling me that I’m bringing them down or that they can’t listen to the music or something. People should be an audience, and if it’s get up and dance time, everybody should do it at the same time.












What about the sexual content in rock and roll?







It embodies it, it’s part of its life. Life revolves, if not around it, within it, if not within it, rock and roll has everything to do with sex. The process of sex is embodied in just the rock and roll rhythm. Just banging the table is like it’s the demand and it’s also the satiation as well. You bang on the table and in the same process you masturbate. At the end of the show you’re finished, you’ve had it. You’ve come your lot and the show’s over.












Did you read my interview with Booker T. & The M.G.’s?







Fantastic. It was in such a relaxing and realistic manner. Being such a huge fan of Steve Cropper, I expected the first article about him that I ever saw to be incredible. He’s been here all your life, folks, on your Otis Redding albums, on your Booker T. specials. Here he’s been, Steve Cropper, hiding from you, the most incredible guitarist in history.


When I met them, they were straight and they were beautiful. I went up to Booker T.—I’d really like to see this in print—who was my absolute idol, my absolute top man. No music gives me as much pleasure as listening to Booker T. “Green Onions” is my ultimate record of all time, and the guitar work is so tasteful; it’s everything that I want to do.


They’re so soulful without knowing it. They are playing them straight and they are playing them off-the-cuff, as they come, the sounds which appeal to them and the sounds which go down with them, things which they groove to, things which they think other people will groove to. They just happen to be totally right. They don’t know this, because nobody expects to be totally right.











Can we digress for a moment and talk about your nose?







This seemed to be the biggest thing in my life: my fucking nose, man. When I was in school the geezers that were snappy dressers and got chicks like years before I ever even thought they existed would always like to talk about my nose. Whenever my dad got drunk, he’d come up to me and say, “Look, son, you know looks aren’t everything” and shit like this. He’s getting drunk and he’s ashamed of me because I’ve got a huge nose and he’s trying to make me feel good. I know it’s huge and of course it became incredible and I became an enemy of society.


I had to get over this thing. I’ve done it, and I never believe it to this day, but I do not think about my nose anymore. And if I had said this when I was a kid, if I ever said to myself, “One of these days you’ll go through a whole day without once thinking that your nose is the biggest in the world, man,” you know, I’d have laughed.


It was huge. At that time, it was the reason I did everything. It’s the reason I played the guitar—because of my nose. The reason I wrote songs was because of my nose, everything. I eventually admitted something in an article where I summed it up far more logically in terms of what I do today. I said that what I wanted to do was distract attention from my nose to my body and make people look at my body, instead of at my face—turn my body into a machine.


What is interesting is the fact that it was me versus society, until I could convince them that there was more to me than what they thought.












What is your life like today?







Mainly laughs, actually, mainly laughs. The Who on tour is a very difficult trip; it’s a delicate one and it could be dangerous. So it’s best to keep this on the humorous side.


Life is fun and it’s fun because we make it fun. Playing is enjoyable because we make it enjoyable. We’re experienced at enjoying life as it is for us now. Whether we do a bad show to a bad audience, whether we can’t make the gig, or whether we play on someone else’s amplifiers or whether our clothes didn’t come from the cleaners or whether we’ve just heard that our whole families have been wiped out in a car crash, we still know how to enjoy life.


Some people say to be a performer what you have to do is go on the stage and be able to forget all your troubles, go up there and smile. It’s a privilege, man, to be able to do that—when you’re down, to be able to go on the stage and forget and elevate yourself back to what it’s all about, to basic simple communication.


To put it in my own terms, I think that performers are just damn lucky to have the chance. It’s a perfect way of enjoying life, when you’re on the stage, nothing, nothing goes wrong. Life is just heaven on the stage. “Life is heaven onstage with The Who”—that would be true, actually.












How is it to be a rock and roll star, people coming on all the time, people that want to lay their trip on you?







It can be a big drag, man. One of the hang-ups is that people won’t be normal, and if they won’t be normal, they won’t be themselves. You can sense it. You can sense professional groupies because they’re at ease. Me, personally, I don’t want to know about them anyway.


It’s the kids mostly and the inexperienced people that have preconceptions about you, that have read articles by you or seen what you’ve said or what you’ve written and put weight on your words. Pre-loaded, pre-emphasized meetings. Like tonight, when I walk out of an auditorium and there’s a thousand kids left in the place and one of them turns around and says, “Hey, you’re Peter Townshend,” and sticks out his fucking hand and gets hold of my hand so tight that I know I’m not going to get away. I don’t know who he is. But he knows everything about me. It’s a weird feeling.


The difference between the way Lennon and McCartney behave with the people that are around them is incredible. What Lennon does is he sits down, immediately acknowledges the fact that he’s John Lennon and that everything for the rest of the night is going to revolve around him. He completely relaxes and lets everybody feel at ease and just speaks dribble little jokes. Everybody gets into his thing and also has a generally good time.


But Paul McCartney worries. He wants a genuine conversation, a genuine relationship, starting off from square one: “We’ve got to get it straight that we both know where we’re both at before we begin.” One of them is fucking Paul McCartney, a Beatle, the other one is me, a huge monumental Beatle fan who still gets a kick out of sitting and talking to Paul McCartney. And he’s starting to tell me that he digs me and that we’re on an even par so that we can begin the conversation, which completely makes me even a bigger fan. That’s all it serves to do. The conversation comes to no purpose and all he serves to do is to confuse himself. He’s trying to say, “Oh, you know, you know where you’re at. I know where I’m at, we’re both really just us and let’s talk.” So what do you say? “I’m a fantastic fan of yours, man.”












Can you break it down in somebody? If you see it happening in somebody, can you break it down?







Sometimes. If you just blatantly snap people out of it and say, “Look, man, no need to put on a phony English accent for me,” because you know the best thing to say is “It gets me uptight.”


It’s just one of the things, the unreality you get from a lot of kids. They don’t know what you’re all about; their first words are test questions. Questions they’ve read the answers to a million times in every fucking godforsaken paper in the world, they’ve seen it. “Why do you break the guitar?” They know why. “Do you really break them?” They know. “What were the words to this?” They know the fucking words. “What’s your latest record?” and they already read it. Test questions to see if you’re really interested in knowing anything about them, in telling them anything, in performing any kind of service outside of performing on the stage.


I’ve often ended up in conversations with people who, if my first words to them were “Fuck off, I don’t want to talk to any little creep like you,” they would have gone. But in fact, because I sat down and talked to them, they ended up telling me that I’m a fool and an idiot and they’re going to go and get a Coke.












What kind of people do you like?







The breed of people that I like the most around me, in music, are the ones from whom I get what I would call—I know this is a weird thing but I’ve had it before—what I would call a positive assistance vibration. It is the difference between someone having a role in what you’re doing and being there as an ornament or as an object of the performance. People who have a purpose.


The audience out there, on the other hand, are playing a part. And we’re playing a part because we’re the fucking group and you’re playing a part because you’re writing an article about it. But they seem to have no role at all and I can never understand it. How can anyone be content to just act as the parasites of the glory, parasites of the booze, parasites of the grass, parasites of everything? I could never understand them. They’re a breed apart from me. Once a fucking groupie gets it together and does something constructive, then I’m back with them again.


I’m not a total believer, to be quite honest, in “The world turns and everything comes together.” I think the world turns if you turn it and that if you don’t turn it it’s going to fucking sit there. You can wait for eons for judgment day and it’s never going to come. You’ve got to get to it yourself.











What is going to happen to rock and roll?







I’m looking to a couple of people. I’ve heard some of the Rolling Stones’ tracks and although I dig them, I don’t think they’re anything more than what they are, which is incredible, delicious, and wonderful rock and roll and well overdue from them. The Rolling Stones should always be a nonprogressive group. I don’t think that the Rolling Stones should be concerned with what they’re doing in pop. That’s what I dig about them. Dylan, for example, could create a new thing. I think if he made his next record with the Big Pink, that could be interesting. Dylan’s thing about writing the lyric and then picking the guitar up and just pumping out the song as it comes out is a direct guide to what will happen in music.


People are going to want music to be more realistic, more honest, and more of a gift from the heart rather than a gift from the lungs, as it were. Instead of wanting to go and watch Ginger Baker run six miles before your very eyes, you’d rather dig what he’s doing. I think this is what’s happening.


It’s going to be the case that the Stones are going to groove along. A lot of other groups are going to groove along and make good music, in a transitional period, but they’re going to be part of the transition and the transition is going to be very delicate. It’s going to be, believe it or not, become a kind of a broad, unified thing. Rock and roll is going to embody itself.












Explain that.







It’s so hard to explain. I’m trying to talk about a change, to describe how I feel a change is going to come about. There’s going to be no visible change. I don’t think the way the people perform is going to change. The lyrics won’t change or anything, but rock and roll is going to change. It might be that new artists come along; anything can happen. But it’s going to be something noticeable, something big. It’s going to be something which comes within terms of pop now.


There has got to be a landmark, a milestone before one could get anything together. Something will emerge out of what already exists in music. In other words, instead of having to say, “Well, we’re going to have to completely scrap what we’ve got and get a completely new bag together,” rock and roll gives us the ingredients for the next major musical crisis, to encounter the next musical starvation or whatever is happening.


Music is going to swing, is going to be simple, is going to be impulsive. People are far more concerned now with honesty, with quite simply someone playing what they dig and with playing impulsively and realistically, than with people’s hang-ups and people’s image, with people’s so-called talent or genius. So okay, poor Eric is going to be a god again. But he was born to be a god and he always will.


Rock and roll is going to become down-home, it’s going to become realistic. It’s going to become the answer to the day’s problems. It’s going to become part of everybody’s life from now on. You can’t switch it off, you can’t change what it is so far. You can’t change the old classics, you can’t stop the classics being born.












What are the modern classics? What are the classic rock and roll songs since the Beatles?







“Wild Thing,” “I Got You Babe,” “Satisfaction,” “My Generation.” There’s lots more, lots more. I’m just trying to think. “Eleanor Rigby.” “Reach Out I’ll Be There” I thought was incredible. It’s difficult to say, because everything is so fucking good. There are a lot of classics and there is a lot of good rock and roll and it is one of the reasons it’s going to have enough impetus to carry it through to the next transition.











People are always trying to find a parallel with jazz. Do you see what happened to jazz happening here?







No. Jazz totally absolutely boiled down to a different kettle of fish. Because of the audiences. Audiences were a different breed entirely. If you’re talking about the days when the people used to do the black bottom, then maybe you’re getting nearer to what pop music is equivalent to today.


Jazz, in its entirety—modern jazz, progressive jazz—hasn’t had the effect on the world in fucking twenty-five years that pop has had in one year today. Geniuses like Charlie Parker are completely unrecognized by the world and yet groups like the Rolling Stones—very normal, very regular guys—are incredibly well-known. This is true of everything. The whole system is a different thing entirely. This is what the jazz listener was like. Okay, he’d have a few beers and he’d go down to the fucking Village Gate and shout out one “Yeah” in a night, when he thought that someone had played something quite clever. But he didn’t know what they were into. I just about know what they’re into today, listening to some recordings that Charlie Parker made nearly twenty-five years ago. God knows what people thought then.


The audiences then were smaller, they became snobbish, racist. They were pompous jazz audiences. They became slow to catch on to new ideas. They became prejudiced, dogmatic, everything bad. While pop music is everything good.


Pop is everything; it’s all sugar and spice, it really is. Pop audiences are the cream of today’s music listening audiences. They’re not the classical snobs who sit by their poxy Fisher amplifiers and listen to Leonard Bernstein conducting. Not knowing that Leonard Bernstein is completely stoned out of his crust and grooving to high heaven, thinking, “What a fine, excellent recording this is, what a fine conductor Leonard Bernstein is, really fine,” and not knowing what the fucking hell is going on.


Pop’s audience is right alongside; they know what’s happening. Pop hasn’t yet confused anybody, it really hasn’t. It’s kept up with the people, it’s kept in time with the people. The panic now is that the people feel it going out of step. They felt it go out of step in England and completely rebelled.


People just felt that pop was getting out of their hands; groups like the Pink Floyd were appearing, scary groups, psychedelic. So they completely freaked out. Nothing like the down-home Rolling Stones who used to have a good old-fashioned piss against a good old-fashioned garage attendant. This Pink Floyd—what were they all about? With their flashing lights and all taking trips and one of them’s psycho. “What’s this all about? That’s not my bag.”


So they all turn over to good old Engelbert Humperdinck, who is a phenomena of our age in England. Yet it’s a sign of the revolt; it’s a sign of the fact that the music got out of step with the people.












Why did it happen in England?







Europe is a piss place for music and it’s a complete incredible fluke that England ever got it together. England has got all the bad points of Nazi Germany, all the pompous pride of France, all the old-fashioned patriotism of the old Order of the Empire. It’s got everything that’s got nothing to do with music. All the European qualities which should enhance, which should come out in music, England should be able to benefit by, but it doesn’t.


And just all of a sudden, bang! Wack! Zap-swock! Out of nowhere, there it is: the Beatles. Incredible. How did they ever appear then on this poxy little shit-stained island? Out of the Germans you can accept Wagner, out of the French you can accept Debussy, and even out of the Russians you can accept Tchaikovsky. All these incredible people. Who’s England got? Purcell? He’s a gas but he’s one of the only guys we’ve got, and Benjamin Britten today who copies Purcell. There’s so few people.


And all of a sudden there’s the Beatles, with their little funny “We write our own songs.” “Don’t you have ghostwriters?”


It’s difficult to talk about rock and roll. It’s difficult because it’s essentially a category and a category which embodies something which transcends the category. The category itself becomes meaningless. The words “rock and roll” don’t begin to conjure up any form of conversation in my mind because they are so puny compared to what they are applied to. But “rock and roll” is by far the better expression than “pop.” It means nothing.


It’s a good thing that you’ve got a machine, a radio that puts out good rock and roll songs and it makes you groove through the day. That’s the game, of course: when you are listening to a rock and roll song the way you listen to “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” or something similar, that’s the way you should really spend your whole life. That’s how you should be all the time: just grooving to something simple, something basically good, something effective, and something not too big. That’s what life is.


Rock and roll is one of the keys, one of the many, many keys to a very complex life. Don’t get fucked up with all the many keys. Groove to rock and roll and then you’ll probably find one of the best keys of all.
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