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Brando in Waterfront in the car doing the “I coulda been somebody” speech. Put it to a guitar. The same for Blanche in Streetcar. The “kindness of strangers” recitation. Can’t you hear it sung?













Acknowledgments



Laurie Anderson, James Atlas, Nils Lofgren, Martin Scorsese, Andrew Wylie, Jeff Posternak, Rosemary Carroll, Carla Webb, David Garcia, Ben Schafer, Carrie Napolitano, Merrill Weiner and family, Don Fleming, Jason Stern, Jim Cass, Betty Lees, and Shaun MacDonald.













Preface



At a certain point, if one is lucky, you have a collection. Not the “Best Of,” but everything, from the very beginning to now. It is interesting, as the writer, to see these lyrics, to proofread them and resist the impulse to redo them all. Translators ask for explanations of words, phrases that cannot be provided. Some things are unknown. Some questions cannot be answered. And sometimes the writing was just the rhythm and the sound and made-up words with no meaning other than feeling. I have tried to remain true to all my songs. There are no favorites. I’m amazed that I can write them at all and I have no profound understanding of the process other than when I can do it it is relatively easy and when I can’t I might as well take a car engine apart.


My teacher Delmore Schwartz showed me the beauty of the simple phrase and I have tried to do that my whole writing life. Andy Warhol was pretty good with words as well and from him I learned a work ethic and the value of repetition. But I’d also learned that long ago from rock and roll and blues. I wanted to do these great monologues to a drum and guitar. I wanted to act the song. I wanted to write the play with the music of my heart. I love the New York accents. The psychology of the streets. And now as I am older the terrain of meditation, the lessons to be learned. And most of all: what to write about now.


—Lou Reed, 2008













Pass thru Fire



The exact line is “Pass thru fire licking at your lips…” My other favorite line is “there’s a door up ahead not a wall.” There are many favorite lines of mine that run through the album Magic and Loss. It was originally intended to be about Magic, real magic, the ability to make oneself disappear. I had heard stories of magicians in Mexico with strange powers. I thought if I put out songs about magic they would get in touch with me and tell me their secrets. After all, people are always telling me their secrets, and I often put them in song as though they happened to me. Unfortunately two friends died of a virulent cancer within one year of each other while I was writing and so Magic became Magic and Loss. I wished for a magical way to deal with grief and disappearance. I wanted to create a music that helped with loss. It seemed we are always starting over, given a chance to deal with things again.


In the New York album I’m struck again by the interest in outside forces. “Caught between the twisted stars…” The stars are twisted, the map is faulty. Romeo Rodriguez loses his soul in someone’s rented car. A bleak environment to start out in. But predictable enough if you believe the dictum of one of my earliest songs, “I’ll Be Your Mirror,” where the singer offers to “reflect what you are, in case you don’t know.” That was a love song, but the ability and desire to reflect can go other places, and show us other rooms and conditions within and about us.


I have always thought my lyrics went beyond reportage and took emotional, albeit nonmoral, stances. In the early lyrics this was often seen as a celebration or glorification of what was commonly seen as sin. Sinful behavior and actions going unpunished. That this occurred in a recording was of itself thought sinful. A recorded cauldron of sin. This plus the backing of Andy Warhol made for an incendiary brew. I came back to these times in Songs for Drella, which was an attempt to give you a feeling for the times and the man and the position of respect he held in our eyes as an artist. It’s wonderful to this day to see how he manipulated and handled the press, his extreme work ethic, his attempts to stay relevant in a world geared to the latest whatever. The new generation looks to define itself and the first thing it does is throw away the prior, the old.


In Time Rocker, a play that I did with Robert Wilson, we were interested in transcending time, passing through it and its various boundaries and worlds. This type of travel meant something to me, being a form of magic. We didn’t have a rented car but a time-traveling fish. It brings me back to the desire in “Trade In” from Set the Twilight Reeling to transcend oneself to trade your very soul the very same soul that was “up for sale” in “Coney Island Baby.” The same Average Guy in “The Blue Mask” who put “pins through the nipples in his chest and thought he was a saint.” Love and the desire for transcendence run through these songs. “The Proposition”; “Make Up My Mind”; “Wild Side” for that matter. The characters in these songs are always moving toward something; there is conflict and they try to deal with it. In “Some Kind of Love” he “put(s) jelly on your shoulder.”


While later trying to “Hang on to Your Emotions” so that you can “Set the Twilight Reeling” as the “moon and stars sit set before my window.” The actresses relate because they’re acting. They understand the desire to see “The Bells,” to hear the announcement of transcendence and freedom. And that’s what all the lyrics are about.


—Lou Reed, 2000













Introduction by Martin Scorsese



I met Lou Reed for the first time at the restaurant at L’Ermitage Hotel in L.A. I was a great admirer of his solo work, “Street Hassle” in particular (I came later to the Velvet Underground), so I went over and introduced myself. I was in Los Angeles working on the post-production of Raging Bull and I invited Lou to join us as we played back the final mix, the only time we actually screened the film on the West Coast. When the lights came up, he seemed fairly overwhelmed. I remember that he was even impressed with the use of music, from Mascagni to Louis Prima.


After the screening, I happened to mention to Lou that I wanted to make a film out of a short story called “In Dreams Begin Responsibilities” by Delmore Schwartz, which I had read the year before when Bob De Niro and I were working on the script. I was amazed when he told me that he’d been a student of Schwartz’s at Syracuse University, and he was just as amazed that I knew this autobiographical story by his mentor, the man who gave him a foundation in poetry, and that it had resonated so deeply for me. Later, I thought about adapting “In Dreams” for my contribution to New York Stories. I’d still like to make that film one day.


Lou’s lyrics have two lives: as they are sung and heard, and as they are read on the printed page. And I think that they could only have come from someone who grew up in the New York area and came of age in Manhattan, who moved and wrote and sang from the pulse of life in this city. They describe the city as it was but they also incarnate it. You feel it in the rhythms (for instance, the driving rhythm of “Street Hassle” set by the string section, or the propulsive guitars on the live version of “Sweet Jane,” to name two favorites), you feel it in Lou’s voice, and you feel it in those words—really, they’re all one and the same. It’s essential New York speech, and it feels so close to what I was always trying to do in my own pictures, in the way the characters speak to each other and express themselves. You read or listen to the words and you see those people, hanging out or waiting or hustling on streetcorners or talking in tenement halls or going out on the boulevard.


Take this section of “Street Hassle,” about a woman who’s OD’d and the hustler she picked up who’s stuck trying to get rid of her body:


You know, some people got no choice


And they can never find a voice


To talk with that they can even call their own


So the first thing they see


That allows them the right to be


Why they follow it, you know, it’s called bad luck.


That is a movie.


Lou and I got to know each other over the years. I was so touched when he wrote a song about me and Sam Shepard on his 1984 album New Sensations—actually, it was about our work and how much it meant to him. In 1987, he auditioned for the role of Pontius Pilate in my film The Last Temptation of Christ, but his old friend David Bowie ended up playing the part. In the 90s, we tried to get a film made based on the title song of Lou’s album Dirty Boulevard, from a script by Reinaldo Povod, who had written a play called Cuba and His Teddy Bear with Bob De Niro and who later passed away at a very young age. We were never able to get that picture into production.


When I got the news that Lou had died, I was absolutely shocked. We had lost touch and I had no idea that he had been so sick. He was a great singer, a great writer, a great New York artist


… a great artist, period. He actually spoke and sang in the voice of the lowest of the low, the dregs, the “least among us”—the people looking to follow the first thing that gives them the right to be. He spoke the language of people with nothing but their own humanity, and he elevated them. His words and his music—sometimes as close to everyday life as breathing—inspired many, many people over the years. I’m one of them.


—Martin Scorsese, 2019













Introduction by James Atlas



Lou Reed was a poet before he was a rock star. He was also a poet after he was a rock star. As a high-school student growing up on Long Island in the 1950s, he read Allen Ginsberg and Shakespeare; his Forest of Arden was Greenwich Village, an urban bower for young literary toughs determined to become writers. Lou Reed belonged to this seedy, longhaired fraternity. “In his mind,” recalled a friend, “he was a great writer.” It was only a matter of time.


At Syracuse University in upstate New York, Reed met Delmore Schwartz, his muse, the poet he called his “spiritual godfather.” Delmore – no one ever called him by his last name—was then in his late forties, only a few years away from the heart attack that would end his life in the hallway of a Times Square fleabag as he was taking out the garbage. He was fifty-two when he died. Three decades earlier, T. S. Eliot had declared him the great hope of American poetry, but he had been undone by alcohol and amphetamines. Long past his prime, he held forth from a table in the corner of the seedy Orange Bar near the campus—reader, I have been there, researching a biography I wrote of Delmore long ago, and it was seedy, a garish glare of neon lights and buzzing pinball machines. The air stank of beer fumes.


Reed loved Delmore, and he loved Delmore’s work. He thought “In Dreams Begin Responsibilities,” the short story Delmore published in the first issue of Partisan Review when he was twenty-four, a perfect work of art. “To think you could do that with the simplest words available in such a short span of pages was incredibly powerful,” he marveled: “You could write something like that and not have the greatest vocabulary in the world. I wanted to write that way, simple words to cause an emotion, and put them with my three chords.” Portrait of the artist as a young man with a guitar.


A year before his own death in 2013, Reed wrote an introduction to a new edition of Delmore’s stories, In Dreams Begin Responsibilities, a piece of rhetorical magic reverberant with devotion to the master. Delmore reading Finnegans Wake, Delmore reciting Yeats, snot pouring from his nose: “I cried—the love of the word—THE HONEY BEAR.” (Reed is referring here to Delmore’s poem “The Heavy Bear Who Goes With Me,” but never mind; “honey” is just as good.)


“You must never write for money or I will haunt you,” Delmore used to warn his hungry acolyte. But I suspect he would have been proud of Reed’s fame, his consorting with rock stars like Mick Jagger and David Bowie, his concerts in Madison Square Garden and the Royal Albert Hall. Delmore was the highest of highbrows, but he was a populist, too. He would have seen Reed the way Reed saw himself: “I wanted to write. One line as good as yours. One mountain.” He wanted to write one line as good as a line of Delmore’s. And he wanted to write one song as good as anyone had ever written. Reed’s ambition was huge.


Delmore wasn’t his only source of poetic inspiration. In 2000, he began a collaboration with the composer Robert Wilson on a rock opera entitled POEtry, based on the work of Edgar Allan Poe, which premiered at the Brooklyn Academy of Music three months after 9/11. For Reed, Poe was another madman with ungovernable appetites. “Obsessions, paranoia, willful acts of self-destruction surround us constantly,” was how he explained his fascination with a poet he saw as his double: “Though we age, we still hear the cries of those for whom the attraction to mournful chaos is monumental.”


Mournful chaos was Reed’s medium. To immerse oneself in his ballads, lyrics, and poems now is to be transported back to a time when you could spot Patti Smith and Robert Mapplethorpe on West 23rd Street—they lived for a time at the Chelsea Hotel; or see W. H. Auden padding around St. Mark’s Place in his bedroom slippers; when you could call up to Allen Ginsberg on East 10th Street and have him throw down his keys from his third-story window; or loiter by the door of Andy Warhol’s Factory in Union Square, hoping for a glimpse of Tennessee Williams. You could go hear the Velvet Underground at CBGBs. Or you could hang out at Max’s Kansas City. (Someone please explain what the sign that said “Chick Peas” meant? People didn’t go there for the chickpeas.)


Reed’s work is the chronicle of this history. When you read instead of listen to “Walk on the Wild Side,” you get to think about what the words mean instead of just experiencing them as the raw emotional power of music:


She says, Hey babe, take a walk on the wild side


Said, Hey babe, take a walk on the wild side


And the colored girls go


Doo da doo da doo


Reed is instructing us to go outside of our safe zone, to shoot up (“I’m waiting for the man / Twenty-six dollars in my hand”), have sex with men and women, engage in threesomes, get stoned, get drunk, annoy the shit out of people, alienate one’s friends, harass one’s enemies, act like a jerk in public, transgress… Here is an astonishing poem nearly impossible to imagine being recited anywhere by anyone today:


Wanna Be Black


I wanna be black


Have natural rhythm


Shoot twenty feet of jism, too


And fuck up the Jews


I wanna be black


I don’t wanna be a fucked-up, middle-class college student anymore


No danger of that.


Yet he could be elegiac, too:


I’ll be the wind, the rain, and the sunset


The light on your door


To show that you’re home


Isn’t that lovely? No matter how hard Reed tried to strip his work of beauty, it peeped through, illuminating a world that he felt impelled to desecrate. He was half-hearted about it, though; what’s so striking about the lyrics collected here is how radiant, even sentimental they are. He was a nihilist who loved life. Reading “I Found a Reason,” I discovered that Reed was a romantic:


I found a reason to keep living, and the reason dear is you


I found a reason to keep singing, and the reason dear is you


Oh, I do believe, if you don’t like things you leave


For someplace you’ve never gone before


Honey, I found a reason to keep living


You know the reason dear it’s you


I’ve walked down life’s lonely highways


Hand in hand with myself


And I realize how many paths have crossed between us


Oh I do believe you are what you perceive


What comes is better than what came before


Long after he became a rock star striding the world’s stage (or at least that part of it below 8th Street), Reed continued to think of himself as a poet who made music. He never gave up his aspiration “to become a writer in the literary sense,” wrote the rock critic Lester Bangs. Nothing about his public sexual hijinks, his addictions, his self-destructive attitudes toward friends and lovers, could interfere with the purity of his aesthetic.


I’ll be your mirror: and he was.


—James Atlas, 2019













Writing with Lou by Nils Lofgren



Ah, Lou Reed! Master lyric sorcerer. Street soul and wit. Clairvoyant cynic, lover, and champion of all the arts and their healing powers.


I was blessed to hook up with Lou to write songs together in the late 1970s. It was an unusual and magical chapter in my life, and the experience haunts me in a mysterious and beautiful way to this day.


As a young, professional musician in the late 1960s, I heard so much extraordinary music. Lou’s unique voice, in the Velvet Underground and his solo work, stood out. His unusual lyrics and narrative style were unsettling yet strangely welcoming. I appreciated and respected him from afar as I went on in my preoccupied way, honing my craft.


After twelve years making albums with my band Grin and then as a solo musician, A&M Records gave me the green light to start my next album.


I’d been teamed up with the formidable Bob Ezrin to produce and record my solo album, Nils. I was living in a rental house in Garrett Park, Maryland, outside of Washington, DC, and would train up to New York to work with Bob. We clicked fairly quickly. I loved Bob’s musicality, confidence, and instincts. Like me, he was into working hard and enjoying it. Bob has a lightness and humor about him, though he could crack the whip when needed, usually with a smile and encouragement.


We organized my demos and songs. We had more than we needed, but still we worked to improve them and see which ones rose to the top. One day at Bob’s in New York City, he instigated a discussion about bringing in a cowriter. He felt most of the music was strong, but some of the lyrics were not up to the potential of our best numbers.


I agreed with him. Though I hadn’t done much cowriting, I was open to the idea, depending on the writer, of course.


When Bob mentioned Lou Reed, I laughed and said that sounded great, but I couldn’t imagine Bob making that happen.


Unbeknownst to me, Bob had produced Lou’s Berlin album and they’d remained friends. He jumped on the phone and was able to reach him, and next thing I know, we’re in a crosstown cab on our way to meet Lou at a studio where he was recording.


There Lou, Bob, and I talked for about twenty minutes. Lou put me at ease immediately with a very matter-of-fact, clear-eyed interest. Bob explained our concept, and though we were mainly interested in wholesale lyric changes, we’d welcome any and all input from Lou, lyrically and musically, if he was so inclined. After all the mythical, wild stories about Lou’s erratic behavior and difficult nature I’d read in the press, I was surprised how present and engaged he was. Lou indicated he was very much open to the idea, as he was also still fishing for some material for The Bells, the album he was presently recording. He suggested I meet him at his Greenwich Village apartment one night the following week so we could talk the whole thing through in more detail and see where it might lead.


The following week I arrived early evening at Lou’s home. He ushered me in, offered me a drink which I was happy to take, and we sat down in front of a large TV in a cozy, lower-street-level room, sipping hard liquor which at that stage was a daily part of my life. Again, Lou’s welcoming vibe put me at ease, and I was grateful, as we had, in my view, serious business to discuss.


Lou jumped in with an unusual, surprising request. He said he was a giant NFL fan, especially of the Dallas Cowboys, who were playing their nemesis, the Washington Redskins, that night, and would I mind if he had the game on TV while we talked?


I grew up in DC, and played and loved football my entire life, so I couldn’t believe my ears. I’d already accepted missing this game (I was a huge Washington fan) was well worth the opportunity to discuss cowriting with the gifted Lou Reed.


We settled in, stiff drinks in hand, rooting for our respective teams and thoroughly enjoying the game, true NFL fans that we were.


It’s unusual that I don’t remember who won, which is a testament to my preoccupation and excitement about the prospect of writing songs with Lou.


After this unexpected three-hour-plus sports bonding session, we entered into writing discussions with a new familiarity and ease.


I explained that musical ideas and melodies poured out of me quite naturally and easily, but lyrics took more work in general. Lou smiled and explained that he had the opposite experience. Lyrics poured out of him all the time, but he had to work harder on musical ideas.


The traditional cowriting venture would happen in a loft somewhere in the city, a piano and a couple guitars set up, our notepads and willingness on hand, plugging through six to eight hours a day of ripping through ideas and honing them into songs. We discussed this approach and, though open to the possibility, we both recognized it for the heavy workload it was sure to become. More like a day job than a creative one.


Lou steered the conversation back to the existing songs I’d already composed with the lyrics Bob and I knew weren’t up to snuff. Lou suggested that before we book a rehearsal studio, in light of the work I’d already done and to familiarize himself with the music, how about I send him rough demos, and he could live with the songs and see if he got any ideas from them? It seemed too easy but turned out to be a brilliant first step.


He recommended I keep the song sketches as simple and primitive as possible. Seeing as I didn’t like the existing lyrics, I suggested just humming or la-de-da-ing the melodies I had. Lou said no, please send everything as it is, with the draft titles and lyrics. I told him to please feel free to replace titles, music, arrangements—anything he was inspired to add, alter, or create would be welcome.


By then it was late in the evening. We sat back and enjoyed our drinks and reminisced on the football game, content with our plan. We said our goodbyes, exchanged numbers, and I assured Lou I’d get the song sketches recorded and in the mail quickly.


I went to work with an acoustic guitar and an upright piano, recording rough sketches of a dozen songs onto a cassette. I had a great Sony boom box cassette recorder with stereo condenser mics (believe it or not, back then cassettes were as high-end as you could get without using reel-to-reel recorders, which were not nearly as convenient or universal as cassette players). I took the cassette and the accompanying, incomplete lyric sheets to the post office and sent them certified, registered mail to Lou’s NYC address.


Twelve songs is a lot and, between the mail being received and Lou potentially finding time to listen through some or all of the cassette and respond, I was able to put this chapter of the album out of my mind and get back to work on the record. If it had ended right there, it’d still be a good story and a memorable experience.


As it turned out, it was not the end of the story. About three weeks went by, and I was engrossed in the preparation for the album, still going up to work with Bob in NYC for two- and three-day clips. I’d basically let go of the idea of writing with Lou, as I hadn’t heard from him in weeks.


One night, back in Maryland, about 4 a.m. in the morning, my landline rang loudly in the pitch dark by the side of the bed. I fumbled for it and answered “Hello?” in a groggy voice.


“Hi, Nils, it’s Lou.”


“Oh, hey, Lou!” I said, feeling an unexpected adrenalin shot that helped me gather my wits.


“I really love that cassette you sent me, really love the music.”


“Wow, that’s great to hear, Lou,” I said, suddenly wide awake.


Then Lou dumped a shocker on me. He said he’d been up for three days and nights straight, working on the songs nonstop. He’d just completed twelve sets of finished lyrics that he felt great about and wanted to dictate all of them to me on the spot.


The next words came out of my mouth before I could control myself.


“What?! Are you kidding me?! Are you serious?”


We both had a laugh and Lou assured me he was. I asked him to hold on while I grabbed a pad and pencil and put on a pot of coffee.


So over a couple hours, Lou dictated complete sets of finished lyrics to all twelve songs. Lou wound up using my song titles, but otherwise created new lyrics and narratives. In one instance, “City Lights,” Lou said he loved my chorus and kept it as is, explaining he wrote new verses to reflect a powerful story about the great Charlie Chaplin and how our government abused him and his message of hope, humor, music, and art.


By the time Lou was finished, we were both pretty stoked. Lou wanted to use three of the tunes for The Bells and asked me to run that by Bob. I was elated. He made it clear we were free to play around with his lyrics and edit them as needed, an unusual offer of artistic freedom. I was grateful.


I thanked him for waking me at 4 a.m. to inform me I’d just coauthored a dozen songs with the great Lou Reed. We both laughed, excited about the songs we had for our respective albums.


Regarding Lou’s album, one of my titles, “Driftin’ Man,” he renamed “Stupid Man” for The Bells. Years later, I sang it on my Break Away Angel album with Lou’s lyrics and my original title.


Bob Ezrin and I used three songs for our Nils album: “I Found Her,” “I’ll Cry Tomorrow,” and “A Fool Like Me.” Once completed, we sent them to Lou and were given his blessing.


Lou’s first verse in “I Found Her” was:


Hiding underneath a rock, she was she was


Let me tell you, all fucked up…


Bob called Lou and asked if we could swap the “fucked up” out and sing “messed up,” as we thought it might be a great radio track and the “fucked” would make it unplayable. Lou reiterated we were free to change what we liked with all our cowrites to suit our project, a remarkably generous thing for a lyricist to do.


My album Nils and Lou’s album The Bells both came out in 1979. I loved that six of our cowrites saw the light of day. I love this timeless line from Lou in the song “A Fool Like Me”:


To a fool like me, anything looks good


Anything looks good and everyone cares.


To a fool like me, all people are equal…


I went to see Lou at the 9:30 Club in Washington, DC, a while later, and we had a visit before the show. We reminisced about the painless writing session and talked about reviving the songs we’d left behind someday.


Fast-forward to 1993. I was recording my Damaged Goods album and cut a version of “Life,” a beautiful cowrite that remained unused. We were doing the final mix in New York City, and I called Lou to let him know we’d be done that night and wondered if he wanted to listen to the final mix with us.


He showed up late that night to hear the finished track. We put him in the “producer’s chair,” dead center, facing giant stereo speakers, and cranked it up. In addition to his compelling, haunting lyrics, my friend and musician extraordinaire Branford Marsalis had played a brilliant sax throughout, and we had a small string section that added a deeper emotional texture.


When “Life” ended, Lou turned and smiled, said it sounded great, and asked about what was happening with my right hand on the acoustic guitar part. He felt it drove the whole track, and so we had a “guitarists’” shop talk for a few minutes. I’d used an old Gibson L-10 from the 1920s and discussed the fast thumb-pick rhythm I used.


“Can you show me?” Lou asked. I picked the guitar up and did. He got it right away.


It was a beautiful moment, hearing that finished track with Lou for the first time, especially to see him so happy with it. “Life” remains one of my favorite cowrites.


Life’s the only mother I know


Gypsy death and fortune are its motto


Chance and maturation are the father of gestation


The whole point of life’s I think to grow…


As the years kept marching on, I often hoped Lou and I would revisit the songs that had been left behind.


Once, my wonderful wife Amy and I were on a ski trip with our son Dylan in Colorado and we unexpectedly ran into Lou and Laurie. It was great to visit with them, and I left more determined to reach out to Lou soon about those songs.


But alas, in 2013 the unthinkable happened. The world lost our brilliant poet, musician, and artist, Lou Reed.


It was a devastating reminder that great music and art don’t immunize anyone from life or death. I was very upset to learn of Lou’s passing, as he’d seemed, from afar, to be doing well and staying creative. His relationship with Laurie Anderson had been a godsend, he was in a good place, and I thought the universe would allow us to work together again.


So through the next few years of touring with The E Street Band and my own work, I realized whatever my next record would be, it had to include the rest of the songs Lou and I wrote. I couldn’t let them sit in the basement gathering dust any longer. I felt I owed this to Lou and myself. I also wanted my next record to be bare-bones and have a blues base to it. I started formulating a plan to resurrect the unheard songs.


As the River Tour with Bruce and The E Street Band wrapped up our final leg in Australia, early 2016, I started to organize and arrange the songs in my spare time. It felt good to revisit them, these secret songs no one had ever heard. I’d been playing a bottleneck riff I came up with onstage at our sound checks.


One day I started humming a melody to the riff that quickly became the phrase “blue with Lou.” I wanted a song to speak to what Lou’s music and reverence for art meant to me.


Home from the tour, I used working on the Lou songs to inspire and jump-start the creative process of my next album, which I decided to call Blue With Lou.


I spent many months rebonding with the Lou songs so I could record them live in the studio with my dear friends Andy Newmark (drums) and Kevin McCormick (bass). Cindy Mizelle and a male choir added some soulful vocal touches.


As I assembled this album, I’d imagine Lou’s spirit smiling and encouraging the effort from a mythical Heaven I still believe in.


There were five cowrites with Lou that no one had ever heard. I also wanted to re-record my version of “City Lights,” as Lou had done a whimsical version for The Bells, narrating the lyrics as only he could. I wanted to present the original melody Lou had used to compose the lyrics. As a nod to our history, Branford Marsalis was kind enough to add another haunting, brilliant sax throughout “City Lights.” I loved how Branford’s whimsical, soulful playing illustrated Chaplin’s journey as he entertained and healed the very country whose government banished him. As I worked, I continued to imagine Lou’s spirit listening, guiding, and encouraging me as I pushed our works to completion.


Upon the release of Blue With Lou, I felt I’d finally fully honored the work we did together by sharing the songs for all to hear.


A line from the title track speaks to what Lou will always mean to me:


Lou’s walk on the wild side


still profound and profane


King of that street corner


his words slash and lick the pain…


Bless you, Lou, and all that your life’s work has given us. You’ve made my life and our world richer, wiser, and free.


Believe, Nils













The Power of the Heart by Laurie Anderson



In 1992 Lou and I were both invited to play in a John Zorn festival in Munich and John asked all the musicians to feel free to collaborate with each other. Lou and I had never met but we bonded over my new laptop and he asked me to read “A Dream” from Songs for Drella—a piece he wrote in Andy Warhol’s voice—in his show while his band played a slow, almost ambient, groove. I read the hilarious and heart-rending song in the most mundane voice I could find. “Perfect!” said Lou after the show. “Exactly the way I would have read it.”


Lou and I were together for twenty-one years. When we met I didn’t know much about him or his songs. I knew he was a rock star but I had the vague impression that the Velvet Underground was a British group. I’m not proud of that but I just mention it because there were many fewer musicians and artists back then and each scene was separate. Since this was New York, each scene was called a world. So there was the art world, the jazz world, the fashion world, the financial world, the rock world, the experimental world and so on. There wasn’t much crossover between these worlds, unlike now.


I didn’t want to fall in love with a rock icon, but with the man I had actually met. From Ecstasy on I was suddenly able to see the way life and experience became words, melodies and grooves in Lou’s writing. Many of the songs are full of images that are like vivid photographs and home movies for me. People, cars, meetings, dreams, arguments, and places all transformed into words. Sometimes these subjects were contained (bad dreams made safe in lovely songs) and sometimes they were even more harrowing and articulate than in life. Lou’s range was from murderous to tender.


Lou had an indelible voice. He called me many times a day. “It’s me,” he would say, each time giving those two words a different meaning or referencing one of our countless running inside jokes. Stepping back, I see that Lou is one of those writers whose voice is inextricably bound to his language. He could do the Jimmy Cagney swaggering street twang. Lou loved tough guys of all kinds but more to the point he loved guys who could play them—like Bruce Lee and Marlon Brando. He liked men who understood and could dig down into the tough guy act—Philip K. Dick, James Ellroy, Hubert Selby, William S. Burroughs, James Lee Burke, Raymond Chandler, and above all his teacher Delmore Schwartz. Like Lou, some of these writers performed their work. And their voices, like the deadpan drawl of William S. Burroughs, drill into the back of your brain and you can never read their words without hearing their voices.
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