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BY GREIL MARCUS

 



 



You may be stranded if you stick around
 And that’s really, something!

—Roxy Music, “Street Life,” 1973

 



 




THIS BOOK IS LIKELY FAR MORE EXPENSIVE THAN THE $17 OR SO YOU MAY PAY FOR IT. IF YOU DON’T KNOW THE RECORDS CELEBRATED HERE, YOU’LL WANT TO. IF you do know them, you’ll hear them in new ways, under different skies. For that matter, you may find yourself driven to the record store or its ether equivalent in search of albums you discarded long ago—only to find you still can’t hear a fraction of what Daphne Carr hears in Ladies And Gentlemen We Are Floating In Space by Spiritualized or what Michaelangelo Matos hears in History of Our World Part 1: Breakbeat and Jungle Ultramix by DJ DB. And you may nevertheless be convinced that what they hear is there for you to hear—if you hold your breath, care enough, live that long.

Again and again, the albums taken up by Douglas Wolk (Stereolab’s Transient Random Noise Bursts With Announcements—Amoeba  Records in Berkeley had a dozen Stereolab discs, but not this one; the manuscript of this book must have had other readers before me), Simon Reynolds (John Martyn’s Solid Air—bought it again, again found a swamp), Ned Raggett (My Bloody Valentine’s Loveless—his piece is a treasure map to a treasure that may have never been buried), and a dozen others are liberated from cliché. Particular records are liberated from the clichés that have surrounded them since they first appeared, and pop music as such is liberated from the clichés of pop writing, even—or especially—when those clichés are wheeled onstage and faced head-on. “Art stands alone and free of the breath that expels it,” says Scott Seward of Divine Styler’s Spiral Walls Containing Autumns Of Light. The idea may be trite. But there’s a desperation in the words Seward chooses—from the airy “alone and free” to “expels it,” which is brutal by comparison—that opens doors into a world where nothing is trite. Seward is in fact talking about the tenth track on the album, “The Next,” or rather a single couplet from the song—“as if it explained everything,” he explains. “It doesn’t. It couldn’t. It never will. Art stands alone and free of the breath that expels it. All music and words belong to the universe once released from our mortal grasp. Many people who hear that line don’t even speak English. To them it is simply a disembodied voice’s assertion of existence.”

As I read Seward, he is saying that the challenge is to hear lines from an English-language pop composition as if they are not in English—to hear them as the desperate attempt to communicate, to hear the desperate attempt to connect (“I wanted to know everything that Rakim knew,” he says), and, in that abstraction, to begin again, from the beginning.

Whatever pop music might be between the covers of this book, it isn’t lingua franca. In the fifties, young people woke up to find that, somehow, they’d been born knowing the pop language that was taking shape all around them. How was it that, for a white, teenage girl on a farm in Iowa no less than for an eight-year-old African-American boy in Tulsa, Little Richard needed no translator? That was the pop world; it isn’t any longer. Over the last twenty years some of the most interesting and many of the most radical pop artists have worked as if to erect barriers between themselves and any version of a so-conceived mass audience, if only to ensure that whoever made it to the other side really wanted to be there. Again and again, writers here find themselves speaking not of how a record or a musician or a singer changed their lives, or the world, or the-face-of-pop—but rather “invented a language,” or tried to. The metaphor of the desert island—where there may be no one to talk to, where, after a time, even your own words, as you talk to yourself or your imaginary friends and enemies, begin to sound foreign, empty, backwards—moves through the pages like a bug, buzzing here, disappearing there, but getting bigger and bigger as the story collages itself together, the bug changing colors, until, with Ian Christe on Iron Maiden’s Killers, the themes of reinventing language and the desert island turn into a single all-consuming image, with Christe, stranded on an ice floe, certain “The Western world could rebuild itself pretty well on the blueprint of Iron Maiden’s second album. Sure, you could say there’s too great an emphasis on killing, but what’s so unusual about that?”

I like the way, again and again, people find themselves fetishizing their records—describing labels, lettering, coloring, pictures  hidden in sleeve art. I like the way, again and again, the writers here blindside the reader, if not themselves. “The flyer implied a subculture,” Matos writes of a rave throwaway, “—not the only one, but one that drew me in, suburban in nature but without the studied casualness that typified indie rock, an indifference I couldn’t have faked at that point if you’d force-fed me ’ludes and strapped me to a chair at a Warhol retrospective.” “This is all textbook stuff,” Seward says. “I have no idea which textbook, but one of them.” The cover of Force It, “the most successful album” by UFO, Dave Queen notes, “depicts couple—rumored to be Genesis P. Orridge and Cosey Fanni Tutti of Throbbing Gristle of ‘Zyklon B Zombie’ fame—‘forcing it’ while surrounded by faucets. This was around the time Farrah Fawcett . . . ”



Not present in the present, overboard with limited future 
And I’m standing alone still getting a thrill


—Wire, “Marooned,” 1978



There may be a more delicate sense of how people listen to music, and of how music crosses borders—borders of its own composition, or those the world sets between forms, styles, eras, and people—here than in any other book on pop music. “This year, Dionne Warwick is hosting the American Music Awards,” John Darnielle writes in his piece on Warwick’s Legends; he’s back in 1977. “That’s all I remember; I don’t know whether this was the first time I heard her sing or not. I just remember seeing her, feeling both confused by and attracted to her languor, her sense of self-assurance, her easy manner. Something in her approach suggested to me that there was a separate reality somewhere, one in  which emotions were much subtler and less raw than they were in my reality.” As Lou Reed said when he inducted Dion into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, speaking of the lingua franca of “I Wonder Why,” “it was the sound of another life,” or as Darnielle puts it, “The connection between moments; all we can really ask of pop music.”

But it’s not all we do ask. “I wanted to know everything Rakim knew”: we ask pop music for everything. We ask it to inform our lives, shake them up, call them into question, save them, end them, and for that matter raise the dead. On The History of Our World Part 1, a sample from Touch’s 1971 “Once You Understand” has cops telling one Mr. Kirk that his son is dead from an overdose. But then an Isley Brothers sample “turned into chipmunk talk . . . exposes the opening sample’s pathos as a sick joke—on Mr. Kirk, on his foolish son, on the hopelessly square ‘Once You Understand,’ on the drug faddism and generation gaps that play out in more or less the same manner every few years, and on you the raver, who by hearing and ostensibly dancing to this new song, is implicated as a potential overdose.” In other words, you have no idea what you’re getting into when you listen. It may be, as Matos says, merely “weirdly inviting”: “If these guys can laugh at something that harrowing, maybe we can have some of what they are taking, or at least watch from a relatively safe distance while they skirt the edge.” But it may be much more than that.

Scott Seward’s chapter on Divine Styler is about a breakdown—a personal breakdown, an aesthetic end-of-the-world-out-of-which-a-new-world-may-be-born breakdown, and a social breakdown. It’s the early nineties; the writer has reached a dead end, a whole nation of dead ends, and time stops. He finds an  American nowhere, one place as good as another, in this case, Philadelphia:
They said that cities were a lost cause. Blow them up and start over. Dirty, rotting husks filled with crime and insanity, which was kind of true at the time. A trip of a few blocks to the store could mean running a gauntlet of illness, need, and menace. . . . I can’t help but feel that this country went through some sort of brutal senseless war during that period and that nobody wants to talk about it. It’s like it never happened. So many dead and lost and gone and locked up for life. Entire neighborhoods . . . poof! And yes, you guessed it, despite the neglect and misery there was vibrancy and life and the radio was rocking with yet another generation of craftsmen fashioning art out of the bare minimum.





It’s a manifesto by hindsight; at the time, Seward is working the graveyard shift in a supermarket. In his pages, time slows, until you are with him minute by minute, inch by inch. Everything becomes clear, as if there’s a fluorescent glare coming right through words. The music he’s trying to enshrine, to set free, to bring to you, establishes a different dimension of time; that’s its gift. And it redeems, or calls into question, the sense of time in which Seward is actually living his life—and the result is that meaninglessness becomes impossible. You are always hearing. You are always anticipating the next turn, the next surprise, the next note, the next  confirmation that affirms what went before, the life already lived, gained, wasted, but is not quite the same.

That sense, shared by many of the writers brought together here, creates moments in which each reader of this book will find his or her epiphany, one that says, yes, this is how it is, this is what I’ve always felt—or that says, no, I didn’t know that, I never understood that, I may never understand it, but now I know it’s there, and maybe, when the time comes, in my own life, I’ll recognize this moment for what it is. For me it is the satisfaction Seward takes in blocking his store, going “through the aisles one by one stacking cans and jars and boxes until every shelf was a solid wall of products.” For you it might be Daphne Carr on the wrong end of a telephone call, or Ian Christe laying waste to the entire heritage of Western pop music until only one squawk is left. You may be stranded if you stick around, all alone but still getting a thrill, and, as the man said, handing you an ice-cream cone after squealing and jerking and otherwise turning words into hiccups, that’s really—just the barest pause—something: that you’re hearing not what anyone else is hearing, but nevertheless hearing in the same way, wanting everything, taking what you can get, knowing that there are times when you know you’ve gotten more than you deserve.
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BECAUSE THE DAMN THING WAS MY IDEA, I’VE PROBABLY SPENT MORE TIME THAN ANY OF MY CHOSEN CONTRIBUTORS THINKING ABOUT THIS PROJECT. I hope I have, anyway. Make no mistake, I don’t wonder whether the idea of picking a single album is in any way irrelevant in the iPod era. In fact, I think the opposite is true. I believe that anyone who thinks seriously about music (as the writers I chose for this project certainly do) must recognize that the album remains the artists’ chosen mode of expression. And artistic intent, as manifested in track running order and selection (what makes the album vs. what is relegated to a B-side or tossed with a shrug to the producers of a charity compilation), is still something to be honored. The shuffle function is fun, but ultimately, albums continue to matter.

That’s one reason for putting this book together—to remind readers and writers of my generation that albums remain important. Another is to document all the ways music has changed since the 1979 release of Stranded, the anthology that first tried this  trick. While that book was and remains an entertaining read, its vision of pop music is almost unrecognizable today. Let’s tick off the examples: First of all, there was no drum ’n’ bass then. By now, though, it’s gone from cult sub-subgenre to car-commercial soundtrack, and Michaelangelo Matos chose the d’n’b comp History Of Our World, Part 1 for his personal island.

Hip-hop was the soundtrack to parties in the Bronx, but had yet to migrate down to the Lower East Side and the art scene. Soon, the Clash’s “This Is Radio Clash” would appear, followed eventually by Blondie’s “Rapture” and eventually the wholesale colonization of the pop landscape by hip-hop. But nobody was talking about rap in Stranded, and again, that’s redressed in this volume with Scott Seward’s look at Divine Styler’s Spiral Walls Containing Autumns Of Light, and Tom Breihan’s discussion of Brand Nubian’s One For All.

Some would say jazz was already dead by 1979, so it’s no surprise that it wasn’t mentioned back then. But this time out, Geeta Dayal pays tribute to Alice Coltrane; Derek Taylor conducts a detailed exegesis on Sonny Rollins’s A Night At The Village Vanguard (an album that was already twenty years old in 1979); and Greg Tate, a personal hero of mine, discusses Miles Davis’s Bitches Brew.

In 1979, metal was Black Sabbath, Alice Cooper, Deep Purple, Led Zeppelin, AC/DC, and maybe Van Halen—all targets of critical spitballs. In 2007, as this book goes to press, metal is commercially huge, and five Marooned essays discuss works in the genre—Ian Christe’s take on Iron Maiden’s Killers, Laina Dawes’s explication of Skunk Anansie’s Stoosh, Anthony Miccio’s look at Dio, Dave Queen’s bent take on the Scorpions, and my own piece.

Punk was either an English thing that had burned itself out two summers earlier, or a New York art students’ circle jerk—the genuinely proletarian hardcore movement (for the most part, just as critically reviled as its equally populist cousin, metal) hadn’t yet gotten off the ground. Hardcore came and went, and spawned—for good or ill—indie rock, which gives us subject matter for several more essays in this volume, like Ned Raggett’s take on My Bloody Valentine’s Loveless, Daphne Carr’s investigation of Spiritualized’s Ladies And Gentlemen We Are Floating In Space, and Douglas Wolk’s look at Stereolab’s Transient Random Noise Bursts With Announcements.

So the point is, Stranded is no longer anything like an accurate representation of the pop music universe. It was never intended to be, of course—it was only ever meant to semi-accurately reflect the tastes of the selected batch of critics, and it probably didn’t even do that. If Greil Marcus’s pile o’ scribes were anything like the folks I invited to my party, they second-guessed themselves like mad, chose new albums at least three times before writing, and . . . you get the idea. Stranded’s vision of history—heavy on’50s and ’60s rock, with some acts only a few years old thrown in, plus one bizarre defense of Linda Ronstadt that somehow has more passion than any of the pieces lionizing more canonical picks—probably bears some resemblance to what the surviving contributors are still listening to, but I gotta be honest and say that I don’t personally know a single person who listens to a lot of the Stranded artists with any kind of regularity. Sure, the Ramones and the Velvet Underground still have an audience, but Van Morrison and the Ronettes and, yes, even the recently sorta-reunited New  York Dolls are more frequently mentioned in passing than played for pleasure.

But by doing this, I’ve learned that asking people to pick just one album generates unpredictable answers. For example, John Darnielle, who I half expected to pick something by Mastodon or Pig Destroyer, turned out to be a Dionne Warwick fan. Scott Seward, another guy I know as a metalhead, picked the aforementioned Divine Styler, a rapper I haven’t even thought about in over a decade. What really astonishes me, though, is how personal everyone’s choices were. Nobody said, “This is a really good album, deserving of wider attention.” They all said something like, “When I was [ten, or thirteen, or twenty-one], this album ate its way into my brain, and it hasn’t departed since. Here’s why I don’t ever want it to leave.” So in reading these essays, you’re going to learn as much about the writers as the records.

I’ve read all these pieces repeatedly, first as a proofreader and then as a fan of language well used. Not only did these folks choose records I was unfamiliar with (in some cases, albums I wouldn’t listen to on a dare), they talked about them in ways I would never have thought to do. It’s been a hell of a lot of fun for me to watch them think, and work. I hope you enjoy the journeys you’re about to take, accompanied by some fine, talented people.
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WHEN I STARTED THINKING ABOUT WHAT RECORD I WOULD WANT TO TALK ABOUT IN THIS BOOK, I WHO HAVE BEEN LISTENING PRIMARILY TO METAL for almost the last twenty-five years (one of the first albums I ever bought, or talked my dad into buying for me, was Judas Priest’s Screaming For Vengeance, in 1982), one somehow kept coming back as an obvious candidate—Steely Dan’s Gaucho. I’ve listened to Gaucho dozens of times over the past few years, and the older I get, the more its bitterness seems to match my own, for reasons I’m not going to get into here. It’s more like a collection of ultra-pared-down short stories about the death of love and the hollowness of American culture than an album. But that’s only if you don’t take the brilliant musicianship into account, something that seems to happen a lot when critics discuss Steely Dan. Their music fades into the background and becomes a mere platform for the lyrics. That’s understandable—critics are writers, and they’ll go for  the familiar territory of words first. But when I focus on the way the instruments bounce off each other and then come together, everyone working in service of a collective goal with little or no showboating, even during solos, I love the disc even more. “Babylon Sisters,” the title track, and “Third World Man” in particular are just impeccably performed pieces of music.

Of course, I love the lyrics. The song “Gaucho” may be the most perfect exploration of cuckolding I’ve ever heard, from any songwriter. “Can’t you see they’re laughing at me?” Nobody’s ever put the raw pain of watching the person you love (whether straight or, as has often been claimed about the song’s characters, gay, though I’m not so sure about that theory, if only because the Becker/Fagen song-universe is so thoroughly heteronormative about 99.9 percent of the time) publicly burn you into such gleaming relief. But I’ve only been seriously listening to Gaucho for a few years, and though I’m sure as I type these words that its impact on me will only grow as time goes on, I could be wrong. After all, Gaucho didn’t start to really mean anything to me until I was thirty. Perhaps when I’m fifty or so, it will lose its significance, and seem like an emotional relic of times past. So it’s not The One.

Neither is the disc that seemed like an obvious second-place candidate, the Minutemen’s Double Nickels On The Dime. I’m too young (and not by much, either, which makes it doubly irritating) to have seen Black Flag or the Minutemen live. Their singer and guitarist, D. Boon, died before I’d heard of the group. But not long after his van crash, I read his obituary in Rolling Stone and decided they were a band I needed to hear.

When Ballot Result, a posthumous live compilation, was released, I had my local record store order me a copy. They did, but  the guy I knew who worked there, the guy every budding rock geek has in his life who’s just a few years older, and yet (in the perceptions of said budding rock geek) immeasurably cooler and more knowledgeable, got in a copy of Double Nickels a few weeks later, and when I stopped by for something else, he pushed it across the counter, saying only, “I got this in for you. Just buy it.” I did, and my head pretty much exploded.

I admit it—I hadn’t listened to Ballot Result very much. The songs were poorly recorded, and seemed like herky-jerky and formless blurts to my hard rock–trained ear. But Double Nickels sounded like a real album, not just a collection of lo-fi live tapes. All three instruments were crystal clear, and D. Boon’s and Mike Watt’s lyrics were perfectly audible and—at least in terms of knowing what the words were, if not exactly parsing out meaning yet—comprehensible. So those trebly guitar riffs and throbbing, minimal yet totally active and compelling basslines (and the ridiculous beats George Hurley was laying down behind) all drilled their way into my brain from the first seconds of “Anxious Mo-Fo” all the way to the fade-out of “Love Dance” on first listen. That tape stayed in my Walkman for almost all of high school.

And unlike with Steely Dan, the lyrics weren’t very important to me at all. I was fascinated by the instrumental interaction—the way Boon’s guitar and Watt’s bass occupied almost entirely separate spaces, with Hurley’s drums in between and all around. A couple of songs leapt out, lyrically: “History Lesson, Part 2,” which told the story of the band’s beginnings; “Political Song For Michael Jackson To Sing,” with its words to live by: “If we heard mortar shells/We’d cuss more in our songs/And cut down the guitar solos” (coming, of course, right before the guitar solo);  “Corona,” a bittersweet story of disillusioned patriotism. Oh, and there were cover tunes. Van Halen’s “Ain’t Talkin’ ’Bout Love,” Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Don’t Look Now,” and Steely Dan’s “Doctor Wu,” all stripped down and transformed.

But I didn’t choose Double Nickels On The Dime for my desert island album, precisely because I know it so well. It exists in my mind in almost perfect recall. If I want to, I can hear it anytime by turning off whatever’s playing through speakers or headphones and just thinking about it. And yet, my actual selection is an album I know nearly as well—it’s one I’ve had, and have been listening to, since junior high school.

I don’t have rock heroes anymore. I’ve met enough musicians, especially front men (who are the most frequently idolized members of their bands), to know they’re just people, and frequently subpar people at that. I’m not gonna name names, but there are a lot of real assholes out there, and by now, nobody should be learning that from this essay. There was a time, though. . . .

When I was a teenager, thirteen or fourteen at most, one of my friends told me about two bands. One was Black Flag, and the other was Motörhead. At that point, I was primarily a Judas Priest fan. I loved Screaming For Vengeance, British Steel, Hell Bent For Leather, and the latest disc, Defenders Of The Faith. That kind of high-gloss, utterly produced sound was my dominant paradigm for hard, heavy music. But that had exactly nothing to do with what I heard on My War, Slip It In (both released the previous year), and No Remorse.

Henry Rollins was the best vocalist Black Flag ever had. Nobody believes that but me, it seems, but I’ll stick by my opinion. Keith Morris was fun, but Chavo Pederast and Dez Cadena  were just ranters. It wasn’t until Rollins came along that guitarist/bandleader Greg Ginn found his ideal foil. Rollins’ intensity and rage matched the nihilistic obsessiveness of the music. And as Ginn expanded the parameters of Black Flag’s sound beyond punk and into metal and even something close to jazz-rock fusion or progressive rock (on In My Head and the instrumental records), Rollins became a more compelling front man, mustering an almost Jim Morrison–like intensity, without the florid phallic imagery. When the band broke up, he was just beginning to come into his own as a performer.


Slip It In and My War, companion albums recorded and released in 1984 after three years of court-mandated absence from the studio, shocked the hardcore community. Black Flag, whose Damaged album and the relentless touring that followed built a nationwide punk scene where none had been before, had ignored almost all the harder-faster developments of their time away. Instead, they’d blossomed into a crushing rock force, influenced as much by Black Sabbath as the Ramones. And the evolution didn’t stop; by the time they recorded their final studio album, In My Head, a year later, they sounded like King Crimson raging on crank.

As a solo artist, Rollins blossomed as a writer while surrounding himself with musicians who were arguably even more talented than those in Black Flag. I got to interview him twice in the mid-90s and again in 2006. All three times, he was a smart, funny guy who was happy to talk at length not only about his own music, but about jazz or metal or anything else. The journalist half of me appreciated the great quotes for publication; the geeky fan half of me lapped up the chance to spend an hour or two monopolizing the attention of someone I admired.

But that was years in the future. What Black Flag and Motörhead offered the teenaged me, on initial encounter, was raw aggression. Volume, speed, power (and power chords)—these were the greatest sounds I’d ever heard. They were very different from each other, of course. Black Flag were one of the first bands to help divorce metal from the blues and rock ’n’ roll through their embrace of dissonance and un-swinging rhythms—most evident, ironically, on the My War song “Swinging Man”—while Motörhead were very much rooted in both. (Lemmy’s even made a solo album of rockabilly covers alongside former members of the Stray Cats and the Rockats.)

At no time since first hearing My War, Slip It In, and No Remorse have I not owned all three. First, tapes of the vinyl albums from the guy who introduced me to both bands; then, my own copies (Black Flag on cassette, Motörhead on double vinyl, though I didn’t spring for the fancy leather sleeve). I never upgraded to CD with Black Flag, though both albums and a bunch of their other stuff sit in my iPod, transferred from a coworker’s hard drive to my own. I do have No Remorse on CD—a recent remastered reissue with a few bonus tracks, none of which add much to the experience as I’ve known it for twenty-one years.

“Ace Of Spades,” which starts the first disc off just as it did the album that shares its title, is the one Motörhead song that people who don’t own a single Motörhead record might have heard. It’s a great rock single, starting with an undeniable riff and a chorus any fool can remember and punch their fist to the second time it comes around. It also encapsulates Motörhead’s sound, all headlong speed and minimalism. They were embraced by punk audiences for exactly this kind of head-bashing mayhem, the guitar  solo rising as organically out of the core riff as any rockabilly or garage-rock classic, with none of the “Hey, look at me!” pomp of 1970s stadium rock. Motörhead didn’t change their style in an attempt to get a hit. The song was the lead single (and title track) from the best-selling album of their career, but it was a play straight for the then-underground metal audience. There was no thought of ascending the pop charts. Just slam it at ’em, was the strategy, and it worked beautifully. Three minutes of pure energy, with lyrics about playing cards—and only about playing cards. For a lyricist of frequently biting wit, Lemmy kept it simple this time.

The next track is a live version of the song “Motorhead.” Lemmy wrote it as a B-side for Hawkwind just before he left, and wound up playing it harder, faster, and louder than those cosmic stoners (who had undeniable merits of their own) ever could. That’s followed by another pummeling cut from the Ace Of Spades album, “Jailbait.” Lemmy’s got a ravenous and well-documented sexual appetite, which is not all that surprising in a rock star but somewhat unnerving, considering the sheer physical ugliness of the man. He’s got warts the size of garbanzo beans on his face, so he covers them with a Civil War mustache, one of those things that comes down on both sides and runs up to reconnect with the sideburns, but leaves the chin bare. The idea of a guy like that chasing after teenaged pussy is more than a little upsetting. Sex vanishes from the next two songs, though—“Stay Clean” and “Too Late, Too Late” are punky anthems about self-sufficiency and rejecting idiots, respectively. The latter works as a sort of hy-peraggressive “Positively 4th Street,” if you will.

“Killed By Death,” which closes out side one of the vinyl version of No Remorse, is one of four new songs on the disc meant to  entice longtime fans with a taste of the band’s recently overhauled lineup. For everyone else, it was still a best-of, since at least two of these new tracks were absolute monsters, and “Killed By Death” was surely one of those. The new guitarists, Phil Campbell (who’s still with the band) and Wurzel (who departed after the band’s very next full-length studio effort, 1986’s Orgasmatron) hammer out a heavy blues-metal riff that’s slower than most early Motörhead cuts and closer in spirit to the work of Black Sabbath or Brian Johnson–era AC/DC. Lemmy’s lyrics turn blues clichés on their sides—“If you squeeze my lizard/I’ll put my snake on you” is a lead-in to the chorus, which is a raw-throated boast of his, and by extension the band’s, immortality. When one considers that No Remorse was a tenth-anniversary release for Motörhead, and they’re now into their fourth decade as a unit, its resonance only seems stronger.

Side two of the vinyl commences with “Bomber,” the title track from the band’s third album (and second of 1979). It’s as aggressive as anything that’s come so far, a perfect side-opener, with lyrics describing the band as an invading air force, here to devastate the unwary. Not all that hyperbolic, considering the legendary levels of volume Motörhead pumped out in those days. I remember reading a review of one of their shows in an issue of the British metal magazine Kerrang!!! (punctuation in original) from about 1985, wherein the writer described audience members dissolving into puddles of liquid flesh from the noise. When I saw Motörhead opening for Iron Maiden at Madison Square Garden in 2004, the arena was still half-empty during their set (Dio was also on the bill) and the waves of sound crashing off the steel and  concrete nearly brought tears to my eyes. Motörhead liked to punish their listeners, that’s for sure.

The next few songs demonstrate how much difference changing one member of the band can make. “Iron Fist” is a punky, grinding track driven by a riff not all that different from what would be heard on early, primitive thrash metal records from the likes of Voivod and Slayer a few years later. “Shine” and “Dancing On Your Grave,” by contrast, are radio-ready, with soaring lead lines and a previously unprecedented emphasis on melody and guitar solos. These two tracks are a snapshot of the short year that Brian Robertson, formerly of Thin Lizzy, was the lead guitarist. For all the technical flash and beauty of his playing, though, his short curly hair and penchant for wearing shorts onstage made him almost comically ill-suited to life with Motörhead—never mind that he refused to play some of the band’s most-requested tracks.

Side two ends with the slightly slower-than-usual “Metropolis,” based on Lemmy’s vague memories of the film of the same name, and another new song, “Snaggletooth.” The latter is both fast and crushing, and lyrically it pokes fun at Lemmy’s speed-ravaged teeth (later replaced with dentures).

The second disc begins with a rumble and a roar—“Overkill,” the title track of their first album on Bronze Records. The lyrics are probably their most anthemic and self-defining: “Only way to feel the noise is when it’s good and loud/So good I can’t believe it, screaming with the crowd,” it begins, Lemmy barking over Philthy Animal Taylor’s double bass drums as they somehow manage to combine primitive thrash with swing. This song has a rocking beat second to nothing short of Elvis’s “All Shook Up,” and  really demonstrates Motörhead’s commitment to classic rock ’n’ roll aesthetics.

Motörhead’s earliest studio recordings, On Parole (only released once “Ace Of Spades” proved their commercial viability) and a self-titled disc that includes their cover of ZZ Top’s “Beer Drinkers and Hell Raisers,” are not represented on No Remorse for the obvious reason that both those discs preceded their contract with Bronze Records. Instead, things pick up with 1979’s Overkill, the single most heavily represented release, with four cuts (“Overkill,” “Stay Clean,” “No Class,” and “Metropolis”), two B-sides (“Too Late, Too Late” and “Like A Nightmare”) and their contemporaneous single version of “Louie Louie.” By contrast, only two cuts are culled from the same year’s Bomber—its title track and “Stone Dead Forever.” A live version of “Leaving Here,” from the Golden Years EP, is also incorporated into the No Remorse package, and then it’s on to Ace Of Spades, which offers the convenience-minded its title track, “(We Are) The Road Crew,” and “Jailbait.” Both of Motörhead’s collaborations with their all-female contemporaries and sorta counterparts Girlschool (a bunch of ugly hard-rocking chicks, indeed), “Please Don’t Touch” and “Emergency,” are included, too, and the trio’s utterly crushing live album No Sleep Till Hammersmith offers “Motorhead” and “Iron Horse.” The latter inclusion saves them from plucking anything but the title track from Iron Fist, an album many fans think of as substandard. And the group’s final pre–No Remorse offering, 1983’s Another Perfect Day, yields “Shine” and “Dancing On Your Grave,” both solid cuts, even if I’d probably have tried pretty hard to make room for “Back At The Funny Farm,” one of Motörhead’s greatest songs ever, from any lineup.


No Remorse isn’t the best of Motörhead. They’ve continued to make good-to-great records in the twenty-two years (at this writing) since its release. In fact, it’s arguable that the current lineup of band members, who have been together since 1992, is the best one they’ve ever had, and some of the albums with current players, like 1996’s Overnight Sensation and 2002’s Hammered, are among their most consistent and powerful. Certainly, the Motörhead of 1985 would never have been able to write songs as musically expressive and lyrically punishing as “I Don’t Believe A Word” or “Brave New World.” Lemmy’s worldview was just as cynical in 1975, when he formed the band, as it is today, but he’s grown wiser in his old age—he’s sixty now—and his perspective has broadened beyond pussy.

The thing is, though, I’ve been paying close attention to the band for over twenty years and have given each album—from 1986’s Orgasmatron to 2006’s Kiss Of Death—at least a careful listen, if not a permanent place in my collection. (I admit it, I didn’t find 1916, March Or Die, Bastards, Snake Bite Love, or We Are Motörhead to be keepers.) So for me, No Remorse is as much a signpost as it is a stand-alone album. While I love the majority of its tracks, even the ones I don’t like remind me of all the other Motörhead songs on albums I couldn’t haul with me to my figurative desert island. And it also reminds me of how many years Motörhead’s music has been an important part of my life. How long I’ve felt the adrenalin rush that only “Ace Of Spades” and “Overkill” and that incredible wall-of-noise live version of the song “Motorhead” can provide. How long I’ve admired Lemmy, as a musician, a writer, and a thinker. (Check out his autobiography, White Line Fever; it’s almost as funny as David Lee Roth’s book, Crazy From The Heat, and is as  utterly clear-eyed a look at the quotidian reality of life as a professional musician as you’re ever likely to find.)

I got to interview Lemmy once, in 2002. He drank from a massive glass of Jack Daniel’s and Coke throughout, but it never seemed to affect his clear-eyed logic or his self-deprecating sense of humor. Like Rollins, he was everything I could have hoped for, as a journalist and as a fan. So I’ve got that memory, as well as memories of the shows I’ve seen them play—from headliners on a small nightclub stage to headliners opening for Iron Maiden in a vast arena—and all the songs that have burned themselves into my brain over the decades. And it all started with No Remorse. In many ways, No Remorse and its leader/figurehead/visionary helped make me the person I am: Motörhead taught me the values of skepticism and self-reliance; sharpened my wit; convinced me beyond any doubt that simplicity and crudity are cardinal virtues, especially when accompanied by a sense of humor; and gave me the firm knowledge that louder is always better.
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WHEN I WOKE UP, I WAS LYING FACEDOWN AT THE EDGE OF THE BEACH, GRIPPING ONTO WHAT LOOKED LIKE THE WING OF AN AIRPLANE. I TURNED my head to the side, wiping sand out of my eyes and trying to figure out exactly where I was. My waterproof backpack was miraculously at my side and I painfully hoisted myself up until I was standing in the sand. Pebbles filled my pants, T-shirt, and bra. Alone in the dark, I grabbed my knapsack, peeled off my water-soaked clothes and tried to remember what happened.

After remembering the plane nose-diving into the ocean and the muted screams, I realized what had happened. I tried to yell for help, but my sore sand-filled throat wouldn’t let me. After staggering naked along the shoreline in the dark, hoping to find another survivor, I realized that at least for now, I was alone. Walking inland, I found a tree whose branches made for a decent emergency shelter and, using my knapsack as a pillow, passed out.

The next day, I reached into the bag to see what had survived the water. My MP3 player was there, sheathed in a leather case. I also found some chocolate bars, packed in case I tired of the crappy airline food, and a book. After inhaling one of the bars, I put on my player, got dressed, and started walking along the coastline. I prayed, thanking a higher power that I’d survived with nothing more than just a few cuts and scrapes. Most importantly, I thanked the now crystal-clear sunny skies that I had been listening to Stoosh before the plane crashed. I stopped for a minute, breathing in the salty air and feeling the blinding sun warm my body, and realized that for at least a little while I should sit and reflect on what had just happened. The familiar music coursing through my headphones seemed to automatically energize my mind enough to think about the life that I had unwittingly left behind—and might never see again.

During the grunge era (1989–1996), it seemed like there was a major concert happening in Toronto every week. With my Doc Marten boots, shaved head, nose piercing, and new tattoo, I was there. One of my first ventures into this new world was to check out Soundgarden at the now-defunct Concert Hall, a historic and once elegant building on the outside but a cavernous sweat den within. If you wanted to sit in the balcony (advisable unless you wanted to get swarmed in the huge mosh pit that took over the entire lower floor), it was guaranteed that halfway through the headliner’s set it would start raining.

And no, there wasn’t a leak in the roof. It was sweat, intermixed with beer and cigarette smoke, that rose to the ceiling and came back down in a viscous liquid form. Many concertgoers would use their hands to shield their permed hair from the noxious substance  and run downstairs. But a true fan would stay put and continue rocking out, leering at a shirtless Chris Cornell, whose long, wavy hair caused men to reexamine their sexual preference and women to throw their bras onto the stage.

In one year, I must have seen about twenty concerts. While I always went with an odd mixture of friends, from pot-smoking doctoral candidates to my long-suffering best friend, who dug bands like Alice in Chains and Metallica but hated the scene, I couldn’t shake the fact that more often than not, there were only one or two other black people in the crowd. With youthful ignorance, I dismissed the stares and stifled guffaws at first, but after a couple of years, it got real tiring. Grunge opened the door to millions of teenagers, and for folks like me, that grew up listening to their neighbors blast Deep Purple’s “Smoke on the Water” over the rural country fields that surrounded my childhood home; grunge took us back to a place where we could openly enjoy music that successfully merged classic metal and punk together in a tight package with a grimy new veneer.

I grew up feeling like an outsider, and most bands that emerged during the grunge heyday sang about being alone and lonely in a miserable world. So during that era, in my early twenties and watching my professional aspirations to be a pastry chef go down the tubes, I wallowed in Eddie Vedder’s angst-filled lyrics that served as partial solace for my inner turmoil. But while my heart understood, my head didn’t. What did these white boys have to complain about? But American heavy metal was—and to many, still is—the bastion of young and angry white men; white men who (like black, female me) had bought into a capitalist society and then became angry when their dreams didn’t pan out. The  women on the scene were simply window-dressing on the arms of their boyfriends. Those who wanted to rock, like the Runaways, Vixen, and later Lita Ford and Joan Jett as solo artists, were forced to sexualize their live performances, or be labeled as dykes or dismissed as amateurs.

Growing up black in the backwoods of Eastern Ontario in the’70s and ’80s was not particularly fun. Not only was I always one of a very small handful of brown faces in my public and high schools, but the fact that I had been into metal since receiving my first KISS album (at eight) didn’t help. I wanted to hang out with the “greasers,” the guys who took shop class and had fashioned their hair like a post-Metallica Dave Mustaine. They wore skintight jeans tucked into Adidas high-tops, because they were also into Judas Priest and Iron Maiden. But after being called a nigger on numerous occasions by the same group of guys, the potential for any semblance of a friendship quickly faded. At least they were nondiscriminatory in one sense—they pretty much hated and feared every ethnic and class group that didn’t sport mullets.

I started reading Toni Morrison, bell hooks, and later Malcolm X, Eldridge Cleaver, and Franz Fanon—with that came a newfound political awareness about race and feminism that my black girlfriends would eventually call “militant,” and later, “scary.” But back then, always being outnumbered and outgunned, it was best to try and conform to the masses with their blonde hair and Roots sweaters, as anyone that rejected our upper-middle-class existence was perceived as a threat. That, and my girlfriends couldn’t understand how I could get down with Salt-N-Pepa and Queensrÿche within the same ten minutes. So my quest to find a community of like-minded freaks led me to hanging out in front of crumbling  music venues in Toronto, waiting for the doors to open so I could run down into the pit and mosh.

It was when I was living on my own and finally able to afford cable TV that I first saw the video for “Selling Jesus” by Skunk Anansie, a band whose name comes from a creature in Jamaican folklore who is half man, half spider, and always a prankster. Skunk refers to either good marijuana or the smelly little black-and-white animals. I had never heard of the English quartet, but the sight of the singer, Skin (Deborah Anne Dyer), a beautiful tall sexually ambiguous woman with a shaved head and heavy-duty eyeliner, made me sit up and notice. She was mysterious, not revealing anything about herself to the public unless the other members were included, and she only discussed her personal background through her lyrics. All the other members of the band also went by one-word monikers: Guitarist Ace (Martin Ivor Kent), bassist Cass (Richard Keith Lewis), and drummer Mark (Mark Richardson).

So why did Deborah choose Skin as her introduction to the metal world? I discussed that with some knowledgable fans who offered several possibilities. One was that skin color is the first thing we notice when approaching a stranger, and the color (or lack of color) of one’s skin can define social and cultural status. As a black woman, choosing to be known as Skin could be in defiance of what people thought of her, devoid of personality and only judged by her skin. Another suggestion was that because she was once a skinhead—in England, skinheads were initially nonracist and were once regarded as people who were involved not only in the punk scene but also ska and reggae—so perhaps it was an abbreviation recalling her rebellious teenage years? Or maybe  it was the residue of a childhood nickname—perhaps she was a skinny kid?

Anyway, the reason hardly mattered: if Madonna and Sting did it, why couldn’t she?

But her choice to be referred to by one name served as both a blessing and a curse. A curse because her name conjured up a mysterious, yet sexual, fear among interviewers and critics, many of whom were afraid to speak to her alone after witnessing the band’s early gigs and watching her thrash around the stage. And a blessing because it took the attention away from the individuals in the band and brought them together as a cohesive unit, putting the spotlight on the band as a whole instead of just the lead singer. And while the imagery of Skin slowly became the focus of the music media’s attention, Skin herself was more concerned about the media’s attention to the band.

The lyrics to “Selling Jesus” hit me smack in the face. It was the first time (aside from Tina Turner, who perhaps from a need to break back into the mainstream music market, took the edge off her rough, soulful delivery by turning more to the pop-rock genre) that I had heard a black woman singing in such a raw and aggressive manner. “You’re givin’ money to the white men in the white limo/That kind of god is always man-made/They made him up then wrote a book to keep you on your knees/They get their theories from the same place/Then build a church if there’s some money left/From lying on the beach.”

And a black chick was singing this? I don’t know if it was the visual reaction to seeing Skin—who, unlike myself, was bold, arrogant, and had an I-don’t-give-a-fuck attitude—sing lyrics putting  The Man in his place, or the fact that some way, somehow, she was actually allowed to sing those words in a public forum, but I was excited—and slightly stunned.

On Skunk Anansie’s debut album, 1995’s Paranoid and Sunburnt, Skin sings about racism, lost love, and her feelings of being an outsider in a world that ignores her, with a viciousness not heard in music since the Sex Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks. “Selling Jesus” was part of the soundtrack for the 1995 movie Strange Days, and the band appears in one of the final scenes, taking over a crowded downtown concert in futuristic Los Angeles on New Year’s Eve. While Skin, dressed as a renegade warrior à la Mad Max, barely has any screen time in the movie, she blends in with the crazed audience, which is either happily waiting for the next year to begin or is ready to start a riot.

Within the week, I had tracked down and bought Paranoid, which was a miracle in itself. Since Skunk had been more popular in their homeland and across Europe than in North America, Europeans had been privileged to hear several singles from the record well before Skunk’s full-length album was available as an import in other countries. Buying anything other than a past or present Top 40 album in those years meant that you were forced to pay import prices or spend countless hours searching through the then-popular alternative record shops, or both. And that meant lots of dirty looks and an “Are you sure you want that?” attitude from sales clerks, who treated their rare discs as if they were gold that should only be in the collections of real music fans.

But if I were to be marooned on a desert island, could Paranoid and Sunburnt quell my initial feelings of fear and panic? More likely  the opposite, as the album consists of a storm of metal guitar licks and an aggressive rhythm section that is so hard and so full of fury that with repeated listening, it could permanently shatter your eardrums. With Skin’s unique soprano, which ranged from a high-pitched wail of unwavering anger to a soft, seductive purr, I believe that I would be driven to slay anything in sight. I would rip though the island in a rage, not interested in finding ways to survive. Skin’s lyrics revealed why hard rock, race, and class are a perfect match, because the pain of racism and the personal stigma that the poor and working-class feel are as frustrating as the music itself. But it would be too personal, too real. While I think it would be perfectly reasonable to pine for the past, it would only provide me with bad memories. So while Paranoid and Sunburnt is an excellent album, one has to be practical; to survive on this island I would have to retain some semblance of sanity.

As my introduction to both Skunk Anansie and their debut album was an eye-opening and liberating experience, I wanted more, but couldn’t articulate why. The release of 1996’s Stoosh (pronounced “stush” by our English neighbors, meaning posh, or a classy dresser) was a silent celebration, one I found on a boring summer day when I was exploring for new releases at my favorite record store. Even if I hadn’t been turned on by the debut, the album cover would have still stopped me in my tracks. Skin’s contorted face takes up the majority of the cover, with her arms raised over her head looking like a woman who is on the brink of insanity, while the other three members stand stoically in the background.

With other metal bands, like Slayer and Metallica, the lyrics were of secondary importance—the first thing was simply the sound that unconsciously shook your core, making your head furiously nod  and your body shake with aggressive force. But being a little older and getting tired of the nonstop clubbing and concerts, I started to pay more attention to what Skin was saying (perhaps in the pursuit of finding something that would explain my growing disillusionment with society). And I was surprised at how the relevance of her lyrics—while sometimes confusing and needing several listens to decipher—fit so closely with my life experiences. And while the title was actually a nickname for the band’s manager, it also describes the record, a bit more full and polished than Paranoid.

Complex people make complex music. Stoosh, like Paranoid and Sunburnt, is an uneven album—no beginning and no definitive ending. It consists of fragmented pieces of blurred perfection, as the music conjures up cloudy imagery akin to looking through a dirty window. Yet life is sometimes blurry. Even though Skin sings about the usual human emotions on the band’s sophomore album, she delves into the messy, complicated parts, singing about the nebulous divisions between love and obsession, lost love, and using others to fill what is missing inside her. While Stoosh isn’t necessarily a confessional album, one might argue that the band’s philosophy centers on evaluating the reality of human relationships, stripping away the imagery of hearts and flowers and replacing them with dead bouquets. But this album includes much softer songs that showcase the musicianship of the band, proving that they are not a three-hit wonder, but are in fact willing to experiment with a variety of genres and emotions. Perhaps Skin’s writing was designed to purposely destroy idealistic notions about relationships, calling out the seedy underbelly of humanity.
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