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Introduc tion

Greil Marcus

 



 



In many ways, the piece here that bothers me the most is Jody Rosen’s “Researchers Play Tune Recorded Before Edison,” a straight New York Times report on a small technological breakthrough. Researchers had managed to translate the audio waves of a performance of “Claire de Lune,” recorded visually on paper in Paris in 1860, into sound that could be played back.

One commentator wrote that the discovery opened the possibility that, someday, we might be able to hear for ourselves the greatest of all lost voices: Lincoln’s. That was my first thought, too. There’s a way in which “the mystic chords of memory”—which is what we are forced to rely on when imagining if the delivery of, say, the lines “until every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another drawn with the sword,” from Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, matches the words themselves, undercuts them, or leaves them even more on fire than, on the page, they already are—can never be as powerful as mere chords of memory and no more, no need for mysticism: I was there.


Lincoln is just a touchstone. Anyone else might think of Emily Dickinson, Frederick Douglass—or a version of the number one hit minstrel-show play, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (for the time being we  have to rely on the Firesign Theatre recreation from their 1974  Everything You Know Is Wrong), or real slavery-time secret ring shouts in the woods, not merely the handed-down accounts transcribed in the 1930s by WPA writers or recorded by Alan Lomax in the 1940s. In other words, if Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville could invent the phonautograph in France in the 1850s, who knows what Americans, or Russians, or Japanese came up with at the same time, or even earlier? It’s 2009, one-hundred-and-twenty-one years since the Edison Company achieved playback on a wax cylinder, and we have no idea what remains to be heard: what we don’t know.

That sense of contingency and uncertainty hangs over many of the pieces in this book, from Carrie Brownstein’s “Mystery Drain” (“the unknown elevates the art . . . Robert Johnson, Bob Dylan, Badfinger, Sam Cooke, Brian Jones, Syd Barrett, Jandek, Bjork and Prince are just a few of the names that come to mind for me”) to John Jeremiah Sullivan’s “Unknown Bards” to Jace Clayton’s “Confessions of a DJ” (“I’ve died in more than two dozen countries”) to Edwyn Collins’s “This Much I Know” (“They did this routine where they mimed ripping up a piece of paper. Afterwards our manager was crying. He said, ‘The big moments are never as good as you think they’re going to be’”). But while a sense of time, eternity, and the vast catacombs of what-might-be-but-is-not-yet hangs over this book (David Remnick’s “Bird-Watcher,” William Hogeland’s “American Dreamers”), that same sense brings on a certain impatience. Get it over with! Tell me what you think! Time? As Charlie Haas once wrote of why punk songs were so short, people can’t stick around for stuff that takes ten minutes to read. People have to be somewhere  in ten minutes.

So there’s Carrie Brownstein again with “Your Trusted Source for Music Reviews” (“Bear in Heaven—Red Bloom of the Boom,” with a rating of “Double Tall Sugar Free Vanilla Latte”) and a selection from Paul Ford’s heroic, or demonic, “Six-Word Reviews of 763 SXSW Mp3s.” It’s not simply that he runs through the heart, soul, blood, toil, tears, and sweat of musicians who’ve given everything they have in a few words, implicitly dismissing music and criticism at the same time. He has to do it in six words, no more, no less. It’s a game, a challenge, a line in the sand. The Waco Brothers’ “How Fast the Time”? “I need to wash a shirt.” That makes sense, the Waco Brothers are a sweaty band. Followed by Watershed, “Obvious”: “Wish I had a clothes dryer.” Which may be cuteness, criticism as limerick without rhyme, unless “Obvious” is so dripping with sincerity you really do need to put it in the dryer. Then Wax Fang, “World War II (Pt. 2)”: “But where would I put it?” What, God help me, if I were still stacking discs?


I don’t think it’s jadedness or fatigue that’s running the show here. Writers are sensitive to the mountains of trash presented to the public as a glowing chest of perfectly individuated precious stones, but they’re looking for the stones, not the trash, unless they can turn the trash into a precious stone, as Aidin Vaziri does with his review of Guns N’ Roses’ Chinese Democracy: a one-sentence review prefaced by one-sentence reviews of nine other albums released at the same time, all in a tone of such unrelenting cynicism that when Hall and Oates’ Live at the Troubadour gets “Awesome, as usual,” you figure it probably is.

Writers are trying to reinvent what music writing might be—or discover it. Among the pieces this book was drawn from were any number of first-class, completely professional fly-on-the-wall  musician profiles; personal testimonies; critical analyses in which the writer seemingly tried to rise to the occasion that seemed to be taking place as he or she listened, as if it were the writer’s job—let’s say task—to put as much soul-force into the music as the musicians must have. They were so well done I was on the verge of including all of them, until again and again I realized I’d read it all before—the same scenes, the same idle banter framed for significance, the same irony rescued from the same closing bathroom door, the same passionate attempts to plumb the artist’s motives, to amplify the biographical echoes, to wring truth from the singer’s power. After a couple of hundred pages I wasn’t even sure I hadn’t read the same pieces before, years before, with all the same names. People are fighting their way out from under this killing legacy of critical institutionalization, cliché, banality, stupidity, and repetition, where it can come to seem that performance is a representation of another performance before it is anything else, every gesture made by any singer seems borrowed from another one, every word or angle borrowed from oneself.

This book is not an almanac. It is not a record of the best or worst or most important what-happened-in-music of 2008, the year from which all of the pieces here were drawn. I don’t know what happened in 2008, outside of a few musical events that happened to speak to me—I’m Not Jim’s uncanny “Walks Into,” Bob Dylan on election night at the University of Minnesota making “The Times They Are A-Changin’” and “Blowin’ in the Wind” into something they never quite were before, and those pieces here that I read as they appeared—and I don’t care. I distrust those who do know what happened in 2008, because I distrust the notion that something has to happen in any given year that in the future we will look back upon as a portent of something or as an  example of something else. I do trust Flipper: “Life is pretty cheap / It’s sold a decade at a time.”

That’s why, perhaps, there is so much of the past in these pages: what’s formally consigned as the past. People here are writing to open the past, to get a feel for how much remains unsolved and unresolved, for what mystifications still close questions or prevent them from even being asked. The past is not stable: as Joshua Clover reinhabits 1972, 1998, 2003, and 2007, the years can seem as distant, their languages nearly as forgotten, as Geeshie Wiley’s 1930 and her language, which in John Jeremiah Sullivan’s hands—in her hands, too—can seem more like 1830, just as David Ramsey’s “I Will Forever Remain Faithful,” a memoir about Lil Wayne and a year spent teaching in New Orleans Recovery School District, can seem antediluvian, and Vanessa Grigoriadis’s “The Tragedy of Britney Spears” the damned last words of a story that ended long ago.

The love in these pieces doesn’t gainsay the disrespect in so many others. The disrespect doesn’t question the love—it envies it, just as the love can’t fully trust its own heart. The greatest struggle a writer faces is to say what he or she truly means without fear of how it will make him or her look, to be willing to be fooled, and the form the writer chooses, or that chooses the writer, comes after that, if you’re so lucky. I think the people here got very lucky.







Guns N’ Roses, Chinese Democracy


Aidin Vaziri

 



 



Axl Rose is an idiot. He spent nearly 15 years, countless millions and a truckload of Slash replacements making Chinese Democracy only to finally put it out in the same week as just about every other major release of 2008 (and only at Best Buy stores, at that). Since he made us wait so long, it’s only fair that we make Axl wait for our verdict on the new Guns N’ Roses album after we address all the other important new stuff coming out this week. Here goes. The Killers, Day & Age: Even worse than their last album, if that’s technically possible. Kanye West, 808s & Heartbreak:  Kanye can’t sing, yet everybody involved neglected to inform him. Daryl Hall & John Oates, Live at the Troubadour: Awesome, as usual. Coldplay, Prospekt’s March (EP): The lukewarm leftovers from Viva La Vida, with a wholly unnecessary Jay-Z cameo. Barry Manilow, The Greatest Songs of the Eighties: Oh really, Barry? Where’s “Girlfriend in a Coma”? David Byrne and Brian Eno, Everything That Happens Will Happen Today: Great if you have a Ph.D. in being boring. The Fireman, Electric Arguments:  The latest from Paul McCartney’s alter ego, which at points sounds like old U2. Ludacris, Theater of the Mind: He’s stepping  it up with the lyrics, slowing it down with the beats—call it a draw. R.E.M., Murmur (Deluxe Edition): Came out 25 years ago and still capable of making knees tremble uncontrollably. Finally . . . Guns N’ Roses, Chinese Democracy: It’s a bit overproduced, isn’t it?






I Will Forever Remain Faithful

How Lil Wayne helped me survive my first year teaching in New Orleans

David Ramsey




1 . 

Complex magazine: What do you listen to these days?

Lil Wayne: Me! All day, all me.




2. LIKE A WHITE PERSON, WITH BLUE VEINS 

In my first few weeks teaching in New Orleans’ Recovery School District, these were the questions I heard the most from my students:
• “I gotta use it.” (This one might sound like a statement, but it’s a request—May I use the bathroom?)

• “You got an ol’ lady?” (the penultimate vowel stretched, lasciviously, as far as it’ll go).

• “Where you from?”

• “You listen to that Weezy?”





I knew that third question was coming. Like many RSD teachers, I was new, and white, and from out of town.

It was the fourth question, however, that seemed to interest my students the most. Dwayne Carter, aka Lil Wayne, aka Weezy F. Baby, was in the midst of becoming the year’s biggest rapper, and among the black teenagers that made up my student population, fandom had reached a near-Beatlemania pitch. More than ninety percent of my students cited Lil Wayne on the “Favorite Music” question on the survey I gave them; about half of them repeated the answer on “Favorite Things to Do.”

For some of my students, the questions Where are you from? and Do you listen to Lil Wayne? were close to interchangeable. Their shared currency—as much as neighborhoods or food or slang or trauma—was the stoned musings of Weezy F. Baby.

The answer was, sometimes, yes, I did listen to Lil Wayne. Despite his ubiquitous success, my students were shocked.

“Do you have the mix tapes?” asked Michael, a sixteen-year-old ninth grader. “It’s all about the mix tapes.”

The following day, he had a stack of CDs for me. Version this, volume that, or no label at all.

And that’s just about all I listened to for the rest of the year.




3. MY PICTURE SHOULD BE IN THE DICTIONARY NEXT TO THE DEFINITION OF DEFINITION 

Lil Wayne slurs, hollers, sings, sighs, bellows, whines, croons, wheezes, coughs, stutters, shouts. He reminds me, in different moments, of two dozen other rappers. In a genre that often demands keeping it real via being repetitive, Lil Wayne is a chameleon, rapping in different octaves, paces, and inflections. Sometimes he sounds like a bluesman, sometimes he sounds like a Muppet baby.

Lil Wayne does his share of gangsta posturing, but half the time he starts chuckling before he gets through a line. He’s a ham. He is heavy on pretense, and thank God. Like Dylan, theatricality trumps authenticity.

And yet—even as he tries on a new style for every other song, it is always unmistakably him. I think of Elvis’s famous boast, “I don’t sound like nobody.” I imagine Wayne would flip it: “Don’t nobody sound like me.”




4 . 

Every few weeks, Michael or another student—for this piece, the names of my students have been changed—would have a new burned CD that was supposedly Tha Carter III, Lil Wayne’s long-anticipated sixth studio album. “This one’s official,” they would say. I learned to be skeptical even as I enjoyed the new tracks. Nothing “official” would come around until school was out for summer, but Lil Wayne created hundreds of new songs in 2007 and the first half of 2008. Vibe magazine took the time to rank his best seventy-seven songs of 2007, and that was not a comprehensive list. These songs would end up on the Internet, which downloaders could snag for free. He also appeared for guest verses on dozens of other rappers’ tracks. He thusly managed to rate as the “Hottest MC in the Game” (according to MTV) and the “Best MC” (according to Rolling Stone), despite offering nothing new at the record store.

While Wayne claimed to do every song “at the same ability or hype,” the quality varied widely. He wrote nothing down (he was simply too stoned, he explained), rapping off the top of his head every time the spirit moved him, which was pretty much all the time. The results were sometimes tremendous and sometimes awkward, but that was half the fun. His oeuvre ended up being a sort of unedited reality show of his wily subconscious.




5. AIN’T ’BOUT TO PICK TODAY TO START RUNNING 

During the first few days of school, Darius, one of my homeroom students, kept getting in trouble for leaving classes without permission. At the end of the second day, he pulled me aside to tell me why he kept having to use the bathroom: he had been shot in the leg three times and had a colostomy bag.

When I visited him in the hospital a few weeks later—he was there for follow-up surgery—he told me about the dealers who shot him. Darius’s speaking voice is a dead ringer for Lil Wayne’s old-man rasp. “I told them, Do what you need to do, you heard me? I ain’t scared, you heard me?”

Then he leaned over and pointed, laughing, to Sponge Bob on the television.




6 . 

Lil Wayne, rumor has it, briefly went to the pre-Katrina version of our school. Same name and location, but back then it was a neighborhood high school. The building was wrecked in the storm. Our school, a charter school, is housed in modulars (my students hate this euphemism—they’re trailers) in the lot in  back. Sometimes I went and peeked in the windows of the old building, and it looked to me like no one had cleaned or gutted it since the storm. It was like a museum set piece. There was still a poster up announcing an open house, coming September 2005.




7 . 

I taught fifth-grade social studies, eighth-grade writing, ninth-grade social studies. Sometimes I felt inspired, sometimes deflated.

One time, a black student vehemently defended his one Arab classmate during a discussion about the Jena 6: “If you call him a terrorist, that’s like what a cop thinks about us.” Another day, when I was introducing new material about Africa, a student interrupted me—“I heard them niggas have AIDS!”




8. PAIN, SINCE I’ V E LOST YOU—I’M LOST TOO 

Our students are afraid of rain. A heavy morning shower can cut attendance in half. I once had a student write an essay about her experience in the Superdome. She wrote, without explanation, that she lost her memory when she lost her grandmother in the storm. I was supposed to correct the grammar, so that she would be prepared for state testing in the spring.




9. KEEP YOUR MOUTH CLOSED AND LET YOUR EYES LISTEN 

Lil Wayne is five-foot-six and wiry, sleepy-eyed, covered in tattoos, including teardrops under his eyes. His two camera poses are a cool tilt of the head and a sneer. He means to look sinister, I think, but there is something actually huggable about him. He  looks like he could be one of my students—and some of my students like to think they look like him.

The other day, I saw Cornel West on television say that Lil Wayne’s physical body bears witness to tragedy. I don’t even know what that means, but I do think that Wayne’s artistic persona is a testament to damage.




10. 

One of my favorite Lil Wayne hooks is the chorus on a Playaz Circle song called “Duffle Bag Boy.” In the past year, he started singing more, and this was his best turn. He sounds a little like the neighborhood drunk at first as he warbles his way up and down the tune, but his singing voice has an organically exultant quality that seems to carry him to emotional delirium. After a while, he’s belting out instructions to a drug courier with the breathy urgency of a Baptist hymn. By the end of the song, the standard-order macho boast, “I ain’t never ran from a nigga and I damn sure ain’t ’bout to pick today to start running,” has been turned by Lil Wayne into a plea, a soul lament.




11. 

On New Orleans radio, it seems like nearly every song features Lil Wayne. My kids sang his songs in class, in the hallways, before school, after school. I had a student who would rap a Lil Wayne line if he didn’t know the answer to a question.

An eighth grader wrote his Persuasive Essay on the topic “Lil Wayne is the best rapper alive.” Main ideas for three body paragraphs: Wayne has the most tracks and most hits, best metaphors and similes, competition is fake.




12. MY FLOW IS ART, UNIQUE-MY FLOW CAN PART A SEA 

Once I witnessed a group of students huddled around a speaker listening to Lil Wayne. They had heard these songs before, but were nonetheless gushing and guffawing over nearly every line. One of them, bored and quiet in my classroom, was enthusiastically, if vaguely, parsing each lyric for his classmates: “You hear that? Cleaner than a virgin in detergent. Think on that.”

Pulling out the go-to insult of high schoolers everywhere, a girl nearby questioned their sexuality. “Y’all be in to Lil Wayne so much you sound like girls,” she said.

They just kept listening. Then one of the boys was simply overtaken by a lyrical turn. He stood up, threw up his hands, and began hollering. “I don’t care!” he shouted. “No homo, no homo, but that boy is cute!”




13. 

Lil Wayne on making it: “When you’re really rich, then asparagus is yummy.”

Lil Wayne on safe sex: “Better wear a latex, cause you don’t want that late text, that ‘I think I’m late’ text.”

Lil Wayne on possibly less safe sex: “How come there is two women, but ain’t no two Waynes?”




14. 

Okay, but it’s not any one line, it’s that voice. Just the way he says “car in park” in his cameo on Mario’s “Crying Out for Me” remix; it’s a soft growl from another planet. It sounds like a threat and a comfort and a come-on all at once.




15. I AM JUST A MARTIAN, AIN’ T NOBODY ELSE ON THIS PLANET 

Right before you become a teacher, you are told by all manner of folks that it will be 1) the hardest thing you’ve ever done, and 2) the best thing you’ve ever done. That seems like a recipe for recruiting wannabe martyrs. In any case, high stakes can blind you to the best moments. One day, I was stressing over what I imagined was my one-man quest to keep Darius in school and out of jail, and missed that a heated dispute between two fifth graders was escalating. Finally, I asked them what was wrong.

“Mr. Ramsey,” one of the boys pleaded, “will you please tell him that if you go into space for a year and come back to Earth that all your family will be dead because time moves slower in space?”




16. AND TO THE KIDS: DRUGS KILL. I’M ACKNOWLEDGING THAT. 

But when I’m on the drugs, I don’t have a problem with that.

On one of his best songs, the super-catchy “I Feel Like Dying,” Lil Wayne barely exists. He always sounds high, but on this song he sounds as though he has already passed out.

A lot of the alarmism about pop music sending the wrong message to impressionable youth seems mostly overwrought to me, but I’ll cop to feeling taken aback at ten-year-olds singing, “Only once the drugs are done, do I feel like dying, I feel like dying.”

First time I heard a fifth grader singing this in falsetto, I said: “What did you say?”

He said: “Mr. Ramsey, you know you be listening to that song. Why you tripping?”

My students always ask me why I’m tripping at precisely the moments when the answer seems incredibly obvious to me.




17. 

After Michael cussed out our vice principal, I did a home visit. Michael was one of the biggest drug dealers in his neighborhood, and also one of my best students.

His mother was roused from bed. She looked half-gone, dazed. Then she started crying, and hugged me, pulled my head into her body. “No one’s ever cared like this,” she said. “Bless you. Thank you.”

Michael smiled shyly. “I just want to get in my right grade,” he told me.

“We’ll find a way to make that happen,” I told him.

A few weeks later, I gave him a copy of a New Yorker piece on Lil Wayne.

“Actually, that was good,” he said, later. “You teach me to write like that?”




18. BORN IN NEW ORLEANS, RAISED IN NEW ORLEANS . . . 

You live here as a newcomer and locals are fond of saying “this is New Orleans” or “welcome to New Orleans” by way of explanation. They use it to explain absurdity, inefficiency, arbitrary disaster, and transcendent fun. Enormous holes in the middle of major streets, say, or a drunken man dressed as an insect in line behind you at the convenience store.

Our challenge in the schools is to try to reform a broken system (the “recovery” in Recovery School District doesn’t refer to  the storm—the district was created before Katrina, when the state took over the city’s failing schools) amidst a beautiful culture that is sometimes committed to cutting folks a little slack.

I have heard the following things speciously defended or excused by New Orleans culture: truancy, low test scores, drug and alcohol addiction, extended families showing up within the hour to settle minor school-boy scuffles, inept bureaucracy, lazy teachers, students showing up hungover the day after Mother’s Day. . . .




19. 

Once, a girl’s older sister looked askance at one of my best students after school, and about five minutes later there was a full-on brawl in the parking lot. I lost my grip on the student I was holding back and she jumped on top of another student’s mother and started pounding.

On the pavement in front of me was a weave and a little bit of blood. One of my ninth graders was watching the chaos gleefully while I tried to figure out how to make myself useful. He was as happy as I’ve ever seen him. He shrugged beatifically. “This is New Orleans!” he shouted, to me, to himself, to anyone who might be listening.




20. 

Sometimes my students tell me they are sick of talking about the storm. Sometimes it’s all they want to talk about. Might be the same student. Some students have told me it ruined their lives, some students have told me it saved their lives. Again, sometimes the same student will say both.




21. 

From an interview in early 2006:


AllHipHop.com: On the album, did you ever contemplate doing a whole track dedicated to the Hurricane Katrina tragedy?

Lil Wayne: No, because I’m from New Orleans, brother. Our main focus is to move ahead and move on. You guys are not from New Orleans and keep throwing it in our face, like, ‘Well, how do you feel about Hurricane Katrina?’ I f—king feel f—ked up. I have no f—king city or home to go to. My mother has no home, her people have no home, and their people have no home. Every f—king body has no home. So do I want to dedicate something to Hurricane Katrina? Yeah, tell that b—h to suck my d—k. That is my dedication.




22. I AM THE BEAST! FEED ME RAPPERS OR FEED ME BEATS 

Lil Wayne mentions Katrina in his songs from time to time. He has a track that rails against Bush for his response to the storm. But, to his credit, he doesn’t wallow in his city’s famous tragedy.

The world needs to be told, and reminded, of what happened here. But New Orleans is bigger and more spirited than the storm. So its favorite son can be forgiven for refusing to let it define him. For my students, Lil Wayne is good times and good memories, and enduring hometown pride. All they ask of him is to keep making rhymes, as triumphant and strange as the city itself.




23. EVER SINCE I WAS LITTLE, I LIVED LIFE NUMB 

Michael stopped coming to school. His mother told me, “He’s a man now. There’s nothing more I can do.”

Darius got kicked out for physically attacking a teacher.

I have lots of happy stories, so I don’t mean to dwell on these two, but I guess that’s just what teachers do in the summer months, replay the ones that got away.




24. 

I read over this, and I got it all wrong. I fetishize disaster. I live in the best city in the world and all I can write about is hurricanes and dropouts.




25. 

One time, after they finished a big test I gave them last period, my students started happily singing Lil Wayne’s “La La La” on their way outside.

“Come on, Ramsey, sing along, you know it.”

And so I did. “Born in New Orleans, raised in New Orleans, I will forever remain faithful New Orleans. . . .”

That I wasn’t from New Orleans didn’t much matter, so long as I was game to clap and dance and sing. It was a clear and sunny day, Lil Wayne was the greatest rapper alive, and school was out. It was time to have fun.





TERRORFLU

Joshua Clover




RING ROAD 


(“Roadrunner,” Jonathan Richman and the Modern Lovers, original version [1976 release], 4’06”) 

We begin on Route 128 when it’s late at night. That’s where the Modern Lovers begin, and the greatest American song of that era. The Modern Lovers are from Massachusetts. Joni Mitchell is from Canada and Bob Dylan is from myth.

Route 128 is a beltway around Boston. Such roads are less common in the United States than in Europe, Asia, South America. They tend to encircle dense cities of the older style, giving them a sense of order, of boundedness, or at least the promise that one might navigate around their labyrinthine cores. Younger typologies like grid cities have less use for such designs; sprawl cities almost none at all.

Boston has the road originally called the Circumferential Highway , the first of its kind in the U.S., now a curving high-tech run, a silicon ralley optimistically dubbed “America’s Technology  Highway”—but in 1972, when “Roadrunner” was first recorded, it was a scungy corridor of doughnut shops and furniture stores, déclassé towns like Dedham and Lynnfield, nicer burbs like Newton and Milton, and then Natick, where Jonathan Richman was born. I used to take the bus to play miniature golf in Natick, and on the way you passed a butcher called Mr. Meat. That pretty much sums it up.

1972 matters. 1972 matters because it is almost 1973, the year of the oil crisis and gas rationing. It is almost 1973 but not quite and Jonathan Richman is driving the suburban ring road, faster miles an hour, and the price of gas is the farthest thing from his mind, he has the radio on and he’s going around and around, the guitar is going around and around, the lyrics are going nowhere and that’s the point, there’s no particular place to go, just around and around, and he passes the spirit of 1956. 1956 is the commanding heights of the postwar boom, and the homely suburbs are in full bloom, and though it’s close to the birth of rock’n’roll, it’s the exact year of the largest public works project in American history, which is of course the Federal Highway Act, all 25 billion if it, the birth of the Interstate System, fucking infrastructure  just like the Stop’n’Shop and the Howard Johnson’s and the radio towers are fading remnants from the world of stuff, and this is why it’s the greatest song of the era, because rock’n’roll is the last great invention of industrial capitalism and “Roadrunner” is a love song for industrial capitalism when it’s late at night, and then Jonathan passes the spirit of 1957, he turns around in the night and is consumed by neon.




THE MAIN STREETS AND THE CINEMA AISLES 


(“Brimful of Asha,” Cornershop, Norman Cook Remix Single Version, 1998, 4’04”) 

And then it’s 1972 again, leaking into 1973: the tilt from the long boom to the long bust, from the ascent to the decline of the American age, modernity to postmodernity, industrial to finance capital. There’s a red thread that runs from 1973 through 1979’s conservative counterrevolution. The thread runs through to 1989, year of the “Washington Consensus,” when the collapse of the Second World briefly promises a respite from the narrative of decline. That same thread runs through 1997-98 when the global financial crisis known as the Asian Flu spread its contagion from Thailand to Malaysia to Singapore, the Philippines, Indonesia, Hong Kong, South Korea, Russia, Brazil, Argentina, landing on U.S. shores with the collapse of Long Term Capital Management, a hedge fund so heavy that it has to be bailed out to stem the global crisis, or so we’re told. Long Term Capital Management was founded by the guys who developed the mathematical model that made the trading of non-stuff a viable and lucrative market. Derivatives, mutual funds, arbitrage, the whole sea-change known as “financialization”: these guys brought that to life. Their instrument was called the Black-Scholes Equation, a mechanism so powerful that economic historians have called it an “epistemological rupture,” and it was published in 1973, so maybe it’s not a red thread but a ring road that runs through history, going around and around.

This is not to argue for something like just desserts, or karma, or other moralizing ideas of the what-comes-around-goes-around  variety. This is just to name a fact about circulation. When you  build the ring road, or the global economy, it becomes possible that something tossed out into the traffic will come back your way again, almost unrecognizable, monstrous, beautiful, who knows? In fact it becomes increasingly likely this will happen, because the circuits are more closely connected, faster, less regulated, the kind of thing that makes Thomas Friedman stain his khakis, and if you toss something catchy out there it’s coming back around like the Roadrunner. It feels like freedom but it cuts both ways, sometimes it’s the freedom of Jonathan going around and around in his car, and sometimes the Asian Flu going around and around in the markets. And the song itself is not just wheeling through its chord changes but through global culture, and it circulates through the relays of Sex Pistols and Greg Kahn, the Feelies and Yo La Tengo and Joan Jett, and inevitably something really interesting happens: it lands on the second track of an album by a British South Asian band except it’s a little hard to recognize because it has different words and a different melody and isn’t about the radio and Massachusetts, but about vinyl 45s and “playback singers” and especially Asha Bhosle, who recorded over 12,000 songs for Bollywood cinema. For all these reasons it’s a little hard at first to hear that “Brimful of Asha” is Tjinder Singh’s version of “Roadrunner” come back around as a global idea, the main streets are cinema aisles and Route 128 is the cultural circuit from Hollywood to South Asia to London and back again, and he suggests “we don’t care . . . about the dams they’re building,” those IMF-mandated building blocks of globalization tearing India apart, and of course it turns out to be Cornershop’s first global hit, but it doesn’t really accelerate until the next year, as the Asian Flu is spreading to Russia and South America, when the song is remixed by Norman Cook and this is surely one of the  greatest remixes in history, because it brings out the genius of the song without fucking it up, shows how the song is infinitely deep, it goes around and around like a 45, a repetitive structure filled with endless possibility, “from the morning past the evening to the end of the light”—and at the same time Norman Cook makes a  critical reading of the song, he speeds up the crude jangle and pushes it forward, and he extends the final breakdown into the middle of the night, until you can hear, it’s obvious, that “forty-five ” is “radio on!” and that Cornershop is the Postmodern Lovers and the guitar goes around and around and the remix goes to #1.




FINANCE CAPITAL POP 


(“Galang,” M.I.A., 2003 Showbiz Records version, 3’34”) 

So you have these songs making circular sounds and it turns out they are trying to think about circulation, about records on turntables and cars on ring roads and sounds in the transnational flow of culture: the relaying of sonic contagions through the system and around the globe and often returning to where they began but different, mutated. There’s probably no better example than Rihanna’s Stargate’s Michael Jackson’s Quincy Jones’ Manu Dibango’s “Soul Makossa,” which is from 1972. And influence and pastiche and the import-export business are nothing new but such contagions and mutations intensify and accelerate within the regimes of mobile capital and mobile labor and globalization, until they become inseparable from the very idea of pop music:  finance capital pop. But these conditions are not just the history of pop, they are the history of history, they are conjoined with the development of what we now call “the world-system,” and this—not what anyone says in a song—is why pop music is political.

So it is only to be expected that some of the most interesting pop musicians would take this as pop’s representational problem, the way the 19th century novel took the social order of industrial urbanization as its representation problem, its formal problem. And I am telling you that M.I.A. is a great pop artist, because this is her project: the same way that we work on music and literature and history and dance, M.I.A. works on circulation and she gets around. She’s crafty.

Somewhere on Arular she seems to be talking back to the song actually called “Pop Muzik,” by M, “London Paris New York Munich everybody talk about pop music,” but M.I.A. says “London, quieten down, I need to make a sound. New York, quieten down, I need to make a sound.” And Kingston and Brazil: hip-hop, grime, reggae, baile funk, but these aren’t her sounds, they’re what’s going around on the big ring road; her sound is the big ring road itself. She is in no particular place. Her sound is globalization. But even before then, her very first release begins “London calling” and tosses the hook right into the space of flows and the song starts circling, sinister and joyous, West Indian slang and the chorus-chant going around like jump rope and someone is driving around London and M.I.A. is around London sort of like Tjinder Singh except this time by way of Sri Lanka and you can hear that too, and you know her father is a Tamil freedom fighter slash terrorist in a civil war that goes around and around, twenty-five years during which they perfect the craft of suicide bombing which shortly goes around the world like a contagion, and maybe you know that Sri Lanka was once Ceylon and that the war is much older than 25 years, that the local is the global, that the island has been divided for centuries, and was occupied by the Portuguese and conquered by the United Provinces because it was  of interest to the Dutch East India Company, and then the British because it was of interest to their cover version, the British East India Company—what you might call Double Dutch—and the companies go around and around the globe and we learn to call this geopolitics and now we circle back around to London and  who the hell is hunting you in your BMW and the song goes around and around, galang-a-lang-a-lang. It is 2003.




BALM ON GILEAD 


(“Bird Flu,” M.I.A., 2007, 3’24”)


2003 matters, and by now you hear the pattern. 2003 matters because of the re-emergence of Influenza A virus subtype H5N1. I say “re-emergence” because it first leapt from waterfowl to humans, killing six in Hong Kong, in 1997, the year of the Asian Flu economic crisis. H5N1 is often called “avian influenza,” or more commonly, “bird flu.” Among many contagions, contagion itself.

Bird flu is pure pop; it goes around the world. In 2004, Shigeru Omi, Regional Director of the World Health Organization, forecast “at least seven million deaths, but maybe more—10 million, 20 million, and in the worst case, 100 million.” This is still in the future, but is not unlikely; it is perhaps the most predictable of epidemics. It’s predictable because we built the situation ourselves: “Human-induced shocks—overseas tourism, wetland destruction, a corporate “Livestock Revolution,” and the Third World urbanization with the attendant growth of mega slums,” lists Mike Davis in Monster at Our Door, putting oarticular emphasis on the last, which has the effect of “shifting the burden of global poverty from the countryside to the slum peripheries of new megacities. Ninety-five percent of future world population  growth will be in the poor cities of the South, with immense consequences for the ecology of disease.” These are the cities in M.I.A.’s song “World Town,” places in which particularity fights a losing battle against the role of the relay, part of the condition, the situation, in which contagions circulate.

It is this that loops through the song “Bird Flu,” a disturbing sound that goes around and around, the loop self-produced and mesmerizing and comparable to nothing in pop music except maybe Timbaland’s gurgling-baby loop in “Are You That Somebody”: it’s an ominous bird squawk against an even more ominous clatter of drums, but it’s also the whole situation of pop music, in which cars and sounds and economic disasters and epidemics circulate, and the song is terrifying like pop songs rarely go out of their way to be.

It is very hard to say where bird flu comes from. The 2003 outbreak isolated in Hong Kong flared a month earlier in China, where “a strange contagious disease had killed more than a hundred people in Guangdong in a single week.” No one is surprised that the radical industrialization of South China might prove an incubator for a pandemic. But the global driver of the “Livestock Revolution” is Tyson Foods, which kills 2.2 billion chickens annually and is, in Davis’s words, “globally synonymous with scaled-up, vertically integrated production; exploitation of contract growers; visceral antiunionism; rampant industrial injury; downstream environmmental dumping; and political corruption.” The Legoes of neoliberalism; Global Fried Chicken with an Arkansas accent. When bird flu arrives in Little Rock, it will be very hard to say it came from somewhere else.

As it happens, there is a single effective treatment for avian influenza: trade name Tamiflu. There is not very much of it; the patent-holder, Gilead Sciences, has gone to great lengths to prevent its inexpensive reproduction in the World Towns. Between George W. Bush’s inauguration and 2007, Gilead stock increased in value more than 800 percent. And as it happens, the former chairman and still major stakeholder of Gilead is also signatory to the neoliberal Magna Carta, the “Statement of Principles” of the Project for a New American Century. The document is from 1997. The former Gilead chair is Donald Rumsfeld; you may know him as an apostle of the War on Terror. And M.I.A. writes, “I CALLED THIS BIRD FLU BECAUSE THIS BEAT GON KILL EVERYONE!!”




WELCOME TO THE TERRORFLU 


(“Bamboo Banger,” M.I.A., 2007, 4’58”) 

So this is one thing you can say about Kala: M.I.A. is talking to Donald Rumsfeld. They are talking about blowback, and chickens coming home to roost; they are talking about circulation and contagion and neoliberalism. They are talking about bird flu and about terror: “Hands up—guns out—represent now world town.” And the conversation goes around and around the globe, but it doesn’t begin in some war zone or some necrojungle but on Route 128 when it’s late at night. “Roadrunner Roadrunner, going hundred miles per hour” are her first words and she has the radio on and she’s banging on the door of his Hummer Hummer, and we can assume she’s listening to Modern Lovers except the beat is from a Tamil movie soundtrack, it’s by a guy named Ilaiyaraaja, a prolific Indian film composer whose songs tend to be very difficult to sing and as a result fall to the best playback singers, foremost among them Asha Bhosle. Forty-five. Small  world. No, it’s a big world but M.I.A. gets around, everything gets around, because we have built the world that way. And the song has some hilarious moments, she’s “hungry like the wolves” and instantly we remember the Duran Duran video with the beautiful pale boys in their South Asian fantasia, and isn’t Duran Duran originally from that movie with the 50-foot Terrorist,  Barbarella? . . . and it isn’t ten seconds before Maya says “Barbarella look like she my dead ringer” as if to make sure we know  she knows, knows she is riding this incredibly elaborate circuit, and she says “I’m a Roadrunner, a world runner” just to clarify things, she is in your system and she is trying to become the system like Wintermute at the end of Neuromancer except it’s not the future it’s now, represent now world town, and already she has said “now I’m sitting down chillin’ on gun powder, strike match  light fire, who’s that girl called Maya?” and then the refrain, “M.I.A. coming back with power power.”

People like to worry about whether or not M.I.A. advocates political violence, and whether she has a right or a capacity to do so in any real way. The figure of the “terrorist pop star” is, for a certain kind of person, impossibly sexy; for another, entirely offensive; and for a third, conceptually impossible. But any of this is to miss the point almost entirely. The indexing of M.I.A. to the romanticized figure of the lone terrorist, even one draped in Third World nobility, tells us much more about the listener than the singer. Much more about habits of thought than about the music. There are always stories to be told about individuals, and about particular places, and these are stories we like to tell. But what would it mean to really think “the local is the global,” and to fold the idea that “the personal is the political” back into the awful, exhausting, thrilling knowledge that the political is the political? What would it mean to find a sound for the situation?

That is exactly the thing that M.I.A. is trying to grasp, the representational problem for pop music, pop music which is not in  London, Paris, New York, Munich any more than bird flu is in  Hong Kong or Guangdong, economic contagion is in Thailand or Brazil, terrorism is in Baghdad or Colombo or Beirut. All of these things are in a situation, all of these things have conditions of possibility and they are the same conditions, and the structures that carry pop music around and around carry the others as well, they are riders in the space of flows that was built by people, in history, the great ring road that we built for reasons, that profit some and not others, all of these things are Roadrunners and it is very hard to say where they come from or where they are going, faster miles an hour, and they go around and around in the night.





Mystery Drain

Carrie Brownstein

 



 



Right now, I’m reading Francine Prose’s Goldengrove, with this wonderful passage toward the beginning of the book:

“Nico . . . with her chalky, disappointed voice. It was strange how she sounded . . . hollow and checked out, and with a foreign accent that made it seem she was learning the words as she sang them.”

Aside from reminding me how much I love stumbling upon pop-music asides in the middle of a non-music-themed novel, it also got me thinking about mystery and the mysterious. Nico is a perfect example. No matter how much you’ve demystified her persona with hagiography, she remains wraith-like and dimly lit, at least in one’s imagination.

The notions of myth and mystery have always been crucial to the worship of music. The unknown elevates the art, removing it from the terrestrial realm, deeming it untouchable and holy. Sometimes, it’s the musicians themselves who nurture the oblique; they are frustratingly ambiguous, spouting double-speak, peddling caprice. Or it can be their death that foments the uneasiness, leaving too many questions unanswered. Perhaps strange events befell the band. Some entire lives remain mysteries.

Robert Johnson, Bob Dylan, Badfinger, Sam Cooke, Brian Jones, Syd Barrett, Jandek, Bjork and Prince are just a few of the names that come to mind for me.

But where is the mystery now, and who embodies it? Certainly, in a time of relentless self-amplification, being mysterious could be a liability. With fans’ attention spans being so short, and new music pouring in by the hour, bands (whether on their own or with pressure from their labels or managers) must feel the need to be available and present in order to stay relevant; the pursuit of relevance is a constant and exhausting endeavor. Yet updating your MySpace page on a daily basis, posting photos of your recording session on Flickr and writing a tour diary doesn’t leave much to the imagination.

Maybe the definition of “mysterious” has changed to be more akin to “enigmatic.” That allows for Jack White, M.I.A or Lil Wayne to be “mysterious,” even though we can read about their comings and goings in the tabloids and on blogs.

Or we can think of mystery as a superficiality or costume. Then we get Marilyn Manson, Insane Clown Posse, Cher and Buckethead. But does makeup really cover anything other than self-consciousness? Certainly it doesn’t mask intention. I mean, I’m pretty sure no one ever wondered what Kiss was about.

So maybe mystery isn’t a requirement for loving music, for exalting it. Maybe it’s the songs that we want to explore; for them to perplex us, not the artists themselves. But the age of overexposed musicians also means that the songs have to be better. If the artists are transparent, we need the songs to transcend what  we know to be the authors’ alternately pedestrian or outrageous lives.

That’s when I go back to wanting a little more mystery overall, for there to be more elements to the music and to the musicians that leave me wondering, “Where did this come from?” And sometimes, I want the answer to be that I might not ever know.






Unknown Bards

The blues becomes transparent about itself

John Jeremiah Sullivan

 



 



Late in 1998 or early in ’99—during the winter that straddled the two—I spent a night on and off the telephone with a person named John Fahey. I was a junior editor at the Oxford American  magazine, which at that time had its offices in Oxford, Mississippi; Fahey, then almost sixty and living in Room 5 of a welfare motel outside Portland, Oregon, was himself, whatever that was: a channeler of some kind, certainly; a “pioneer” (as he once described his great hero, Charley Patton) “in the externalization through music of strange, weird, even ghastly emotional states.” He composed instrumental guitar collages from snatches of other, older songs. At their finest they could become harmonic chambers in which different dead styles spoke to one another. My father had told me stories of seeing him in Memphis in ’69. Fahey trotted out his “Blind Joe Death” routine at the fabled blues festival that summer, appearing to inhabit, as he approached the stage in dark glasses, the form of an aged sharecropper, hobbling and being led by the arm. He meant it as a postmodern prank at the expense of the all-white, authenticity-obsessed,  country-blues cognoscenti, and was at the time uniquely qualified to pull it. Five years earlier he’d helped lead one of the little bands of enthusiasts, a special-ops branch of the folk revival, that staged barnstorming road trips through the South in search of surviving notables from the prewar country-blues or “folk blues” recording period (roughly 1925-1939).

Fahey was someone whose destiny followed the track of a deep inner flaw, like a twisted apple. He grew up comfortable in Washington, D.C., fixated from an early age on old guitar playing, finger-picking. After college he went west to study philosophy at Berkeley, then transferred at a deciding moment to UCLA’s folklore program, a degree from which equipped him nicely to do what he wanted: hunt for old bluesmen. He took part personally in the tracking down and dragging back before the public glare of both Booker T. Washington “Bukka” White and, in a crowning moment, Nehemiah Curtis “Skip” James, the dark prince of the country blues, a thin black man with pale eyes and an alien falsetto who in 1931 recorded a batch of songs so sad and unsettling it’s said that people paid him on street corners not to sing. Fahey and two associates found him in a charity hospital in Tunica, Mississippi, in 1964, dying with cruel slowness of stomach cancer. We know you’re a genius, they told him. People are ready now. Play for us.


“I don’t know,” he supposedly answered. “Skippy tired.”

I’d been told to get hold of Fahey on a fact-checking matter. The magazine was running a piece about Geeshie Wiley (or Geechie or Gitchie—and, in any case, likely only a nickname or stage moniker meaning that she had Gullah blood, or that her skin and hair were red-tinted). She’s perhaps the one contemporary of James’s who ever equaled him in the scary-beauty department, his spiritual bride. All we know about Wiley is what we don’t know about her: where she was born, or when; what she looked like,  where she lived, where she’s buried. She had a playing partner named Elvie Thomas, concerning whom even less is known (about Elvie there are no rumors, even). Musicians who claimed to have seen Geeshie Wiley in Jackson, Mississippi, offered sketchy details to researchers over the years: that she could have been from Natchez, Mississippi (and was maybe part Indian), that she sang with a medicine show. In a sadistic tease on the part of fate, the Mississippi blues scholar and champion record collector Gayle Dean Wardlow (he who found Robert Johnson’s death certificate) did an interview in the late Sixties with a white man named H. C. Speir, a onetime music-store owner from Jackson who moon-lighted as a talent scout for prewar labels dabbling in so-called race records (meaning simply music marketed to blacks). Speir almost certainly met Wiley around 1930 and told his contacts at the Paramount company in Grafton, Wisconsin, about her—he may even have taken the train trip north with her and Elvie, as he was known to have done with other of his “finds”—but although at least two of Wiley and Thomas’s six surviving songs (or “sides,” in the favored jargon) had been rediscovered by collectors when Wardlow made his ’69 visit to Speir’s house, they were not yet accessible outside a clique of two or three aficionados in the East. Wardlow didn’t know to ask about her, in other words, although he was closer to her at that moment than anyone would ever get again, sitting half a mile from where she’d sung, talking with a man who’d seen her face and watched her tune her guitar.
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