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INTRODUCTION



ALRIGHT. It is my personal tendency—and also my job—to overthink everything, but let’s not overthink this. What we got here is a book celebrating popular songs from the 1990s that combines, in theory,1 shrewd musical analysis, vital cultural and historical context, and whimsical personal digressions. I tried to make it an even three-way split, but the whimsical digressions tend to dominate. For example:


TOP 20 WORST RED HOT CHILI PEPPERS SONG TITLES, IN ASCENDING ORDER OF BADNESS




20. “Funky Crime”


19. “Even You, Brutus?”


18. “Get on Top”


17. “Shallow Be Thy Game”


16. “Lovin’ and Touchin’”


15. “Sir Psycho Sexy”


14. “Ethiopia”


13. “Suck My Kiss” (That song kicks ass, though.)


12. “No Chump Love Sucker”


11. “She’s Only 18”


10. “Grand Pappy Du Plenty”


  9. “Funky Monks”


  8. “Skinny Sweaty Man”




(It gets much gnarlier from here, just FYI.)




  7. “Catholic School Girls Rule”


  6. “Party on Your Pussy”


  5. “Sex Rap”


  4. “Stone Cold Bush”


  3. “Sexy Mexican Maid”


  2. “Fela’s Cock”


  1. “Hump de Bump”




That sort of thing. More specifically, what we got here is a book-length companion to the podcast I started for The Ringer in October 2020 called 60 Songs That Explain the ’90s. One song per week. First I monologue about that song at incredible length.2 Then I interview someone about it—a musician, say, or a fellow journalist or podcaster. Let me answer the first question you have right now.


Why 60 songs? Because I’d never done a podcast before and I worried that calling it 90 Songs That Explain the ’90s—a more pleasing and logical title—was super presumptuous, and I didn’t want to be the humiliated guy with 90 right there in his podcast name who got shitcanned after five episodes.


Then why not 30 or 20 or 10? Isn’t 60 songs still a potentially humiliating number of songs? Because that wasn’t enough songs.


Anyway, then I extended the show and did 90 songs anyway, and then extended it again to 120, but kept the 60 Songs name, because I thought it was a fantastic comedic bit, right, to have a podcast with an increasingly inaccurate title, and also as it turns out, there are an awful lot of dope ’90s songs to write ~10,000 words about. But after I asked my rad and eternally patient superiors at The Ringer if I could jump up to 120, they said, in essence, Fine, but after that, knock it off. So that’s gonna do it, show-wise. There are 100-plus songs in this book but it felt weird to put an exact number in the title so we didn’t. Great bit. Hilarious. (I don’t want this book to get too list-heavy, so my goal is to get them all out of my system in the intro.)


SONG AND ALBUM TITLES ETC. THAT I’VE BEEN MOST EMBARRASSED TO SAY OUT LOUD




• “Givin’ Up the Nappy Dug Out”


• Ooooooohhh… On the TLC Tip


• The Q magazine headline “Hips. Lips. Tits. Power.”


• Coolin’ at the Playground Ya Know?


• The Liam Gallagher Rolling Stone quote that included the phrase “But I’ve just come in their gob…”


• “Lick the Balls”


• Various lyrical excerpts from “Sir Psycho Sexy” (nobody made me do this, or really makes me do anything, which is why it’s so embarrassing)


• The early Liz Phair cassette Yo Yo Buddy Yup Yup Word to Ya Muthuh


• Take Off Your Pants and Jacket


• The Tori Amos quote where she said the C-word


• A dramatic reading of the isolated Vanilla Ice Posse backup vocals/ad-libs on “Ice Ice Baby,” so like “WILL IT EVER STOP?” + “DAMMMMMMN” + “BEACHFRONT AVENUE!” etc.


• The cursed Hootie and the Blowfish EP Kootchypop


• “Fela’s Cock” (That’s not the Tori C-word.)




I am loath to lay on you, even now, some ultra-pretentious Grand Unified Theory of the 1990s, which I’ve always glibly described as “Far enough away to feel like the past, but close enough to still be hounding the present.” As an era the ’90s does feel distinct and tangible and whole, with its own semi-unified fashion sense and sound and cultural ethos; those specifics radically differ, of course, from person to person, but I’m guessing the 2000s or 2010s don’t conjure up quite as vivid a mental picture for you. But that’s just a guess, and I’m suspicious of any attempt to retroactively frame the ’90s as some frictionless halcyon era, because while the decade’s got a few concrete elements in its favor—fewer wars, more journalism jobs, no Twitter—all that talk about how good we used to have it immediately raises thorny questions of the how good for whom, and why? variety. Generalizing makes me nervous. Even more nervous than usual.


And so, cards on the table, here’s what really fascinates me about the ’90s: It’s when I grew up. That’s it. The decade encompasses high school and college for me. That’s enough. That’s plenty. Did you ever notice that new music, now, is nowhere near as great as the music you loved as a teenager? And you know what? You’re right. Whether you were a teenager in the ’60s, the ’90s, or the 2010s, you’re right. The music you loved as a teenager is the sweetest music you’ll ever hear; that music will be, in all likelihood, the greatest, wildest, purest love affair of your whole life. That’s how music works; that’s how being a teenager works. I did not start the podcast—deep into the first year of COVID, I might add, when the endorphin rush of unabashed nostalgia became that much more attractive—as some grand socio-political gesture. I just wanted to relive the glorious jams of my youth. Yes, even “Achy Breaky Heart.”


DUMBEST MISTAKES I’VE MADE ON THE SHOW SO FAR (** IF CAUGHT IN TIME)




• Called them “drum rolls” and not “drum fills”


• Mispronounced Mutt Lange’s name repeatedly


• Forgot to say that Flea and Dave Navarro played on Alanis Morissette’s “You Oughta Know”


• Referred to the National Organization for Women as the “N.W.O.” **


• Mixed up the Verve and the Verve Pipe


• Repeatedly stumbled while quoting DMX saying, “Fuck you, suck my dick” **


• Mispronounced OB-GYN as ahhb-jin repeatedly (my wife and I have three children)


• Described Alice in Chains guitarist Jerry Cantrell as “The David Banner to [AIC frontman] Layne Staley’s Incredible Hulk”


• Referred to Montell Jordan as “Montell Williams” (just once) **


• Said that Mick Jagger sang the Rolling Stones song “Happy” (it’s Keith)


• Implied that the lady in the “Confused Math Lady” gif was Julia Roberts


• Mispronounced Tanya Tucker’s name repeatedly


• Described Cincinnati chili as “bean-forward”




The idea here, with all these whimsical personal digressions—and this is semi-pretentious, but I’m owning it—is that I talk about both spectacular and spectacularly mundane events from my own youth (and the dope songs that soundtracked it all) as a means of triggering, in you, your own memories of spectacularly mundane events in your own youth. It’s the old The More Specific the Song, the More Universal the Sentiment philosophy, now applied to some guy talking about Pantera or Lauryn Hill or Nirvana or Biggie or Tupac or Britney Spears or the Mighty Mighty Bosstones or Coolio or Selena or the Dave Matthews Band or Shania Twain at incredible length. What I can tell you is that I regularly get drunk Instagram DMs about the philosophical implications of the Crash Test Dummies’ “Mmm Mmm Mmm Mmm,” and furious Twitter DMs about the time my guest for the R.E.M. episode shit all over “Nightswimming,” and extraordinarily sweet emails about the songs people love and hate and are listening to right now or can never listen to again, and why.


Part of this I put down to the parasocial nature of podcasting, the still quite foreign-to-me-sensation of being informed by a stranger that she and her husband listened to my voice for the entirety of an eight-hour road trip. (This sort of thing is so bonkers to me; even my wife doesn’t want to hear me talk for eight hours straight, or maybe I should say especially my wife.) Regardless of what’s fueling what is easily the most feedback I’ve ever gotten for doing anything, this podcast has in fact been the professional thrill of my life, and ain’t nobody asked me to write a book previously. Make of that what you will.


SONGS I COVERED ON ACOUSTIC GUITAR DURING MY UNFORTUNATE COLLEGE-OPEN-MIC-NIGHT PHASE, IN ASCENDING ORDER OF BADNESS




• The Cars, “Drive” (Capo on the fourth fret, nicely understated, once afterward a guy asked me if I wrote it)


• They Might Be Giants, “Don’t Let’s Start” (Arguably the coolest I have ever been)


• Talking Heads, “Heaven” (Stop Making Sense live version, got too yelp-y near the end but still pretty cool)


• Smashing Pumpkins, “Tonight, Tonight” (“Hello, I’m Rob, and I’m here to crucify the insincere”)


• The Smiths, “Asleep” (Too mopey, even for me)


• John Cougar Mellencamp, “Jack & Diane” (Line delivery of “Suckin’ on a chili dog” kinda sucked)


• Sebadoh, “Willing to Wait” (Even mopier)


• Beck, “Jack-Ass” (No idea what to do during outro)


• U2, “With or Without You” (Everyone could live without this)


• Radiohead, “Street Spirit (Fade Out)” (Way too many notes; did not immerse myself in love)


• R.E.M., “Everybody Hurts” (Played the whole song out of tune once and almost got arrested)


• Jeff Buckley’s version of “Hallelujah” (Oh my God)


• The Police, “Every Breath You Take” (Incredibly hard to play, let alone play and sing, especially if you’re on a date at the time, holy shit, Rob, what the fuck)




As of this writing I have done 91 episodes of the podcast, with those scripts totaling exactly 562,465 words. (In the monologues, at least, everything I say is scripted down to the word, which is, let’s say, charming in its mild neurosis.) This book is shorter, and the songs are grouped into, let’s say, charmingly whimsical categories of my own arbitrary devising. Let’s not overthink this; I feel like the more I talk, intro-wise, the more overthought the intro gets. Let me answer the other question you have right now.


Who is this guy? In college I interned at a Cleveland, Ohio, alt-weekly that gave me my first professional bylines, which is to say they sent me to review shows by the esteemed likes of Ween, Sevendust, Big Bad Voodoo Daddy (this’ll come up later), and the New Radicals (this too). Also, regrettably, one time I wrote a semi-bitchy preview of an upcoming U2 concert, which inspired the following Letter to the Editor.




I have to question your criteria for hiring music writers. It seems that you have one too many young punks whose heads are still stuck in the Seattle grunge phase and who apparently don’t know squat about good rock music. As a longtime U2 fan, I have to take issue with Rob Harvilla’s short-sighted preview of the Elevation tour. I was at the concert. It was one of several U2 concerts I’ve attended, and I can assure you that the band is better than ever, and Bono is still a rock and roll god.


I suppose we can’t expect much from a writer whose favorite bands while growing up included Hall & Oates, MC Hammer, and yes, even Vanilla Ice. But it’s particularly disturbing to me, since I bought Rob’s very first concert ticket. At the age of 14, he went to see U2 and thought they were “The Bomb.” As parents, we do the best we can, but we can’t control the direction our kids take when they grow up.


This too shall pass. We’ll still set a place for Rob at Thanksgiving dinner.


Barb Harvilla (Rob’s mom)





That’s who I am, and that’s what this is. Here we are now.


Footnotes


1 Performative modesty, if not outright self-deprecation, is another of my personal tendencies. I usually blame this on my sturdy Midwestern Catholic upbringing, though I’m guessing that most Midwesterners (and/or Catholics) would prefer that I keep them out of it.


2 Monologue is a terribly pretentious verb to my sensitive Midwestern ears, but, like, one time I typed out 10,000 words about Pantera and then read them out loud into a microphone. Is there any other word for that? (Don’t answer that.)
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CHAOS AGENTS



SONGS DISCUSSED:




Céline Dion, “My Heart Will Go On”


Hole, “Doll Parts” Madonna, “Vogue” Spice Girls, “Wannabe”


Backstreet Boys, “I Want It That Way”


Eminem, “My Name Is” Beck, “Loser”


Master P, “Make ’Em Say Uhh!”


Prodigy, “Firestarter”


The Chicks, “Goodbye Earl” Erykah Badu, “Tyrone”




CÉLINE DION sings her songs like they owe her money. She sings her songs like she’s a street-walkin’ cheetah with a heart full of napalm. She sings as though the song were Sisyphus and she were the boulder. She came here to kick ass and sing songs, and she’s about out of ass. She sings the songs that make the whole world cower in the storm cellar. She sings as though she intends to fell the mighty oak and drink every drop of the sea. PUT CÉLINE DION IN SUPER SMASH BROS. She sings like the floor, the ceiling, and also the very air she breathes is lava. She sings these songs like she has a very particular set of skills. Skills she has acquired over a very long career. Skills that make her a nightmare for songs like these.


She sings hard, man. Do you get what I’m saying? I don’t want to belabor this. She sings hard even at her softest; she sings incomprehensibly loud even at her quietest. She is everything louder than everything else. She is the too much that will never be enough. She is the Final Boss of Popular Song. I picture her towering over the 1990s like a benevolent colossus, like a Quebec-born Godzilla with a sparkly microphone, like a volcano that can serenade itself.


Céline Dion helped define the decade but did not let the decade define her, and this is a pop star’s greatest challenge, the eternal conundrum, the nigh-impossible mission: How to achieve true domination without getting trapped in the bejeweled amber of your prime. How to sow ecstatic chaos without succumbing to it. Her strategy? Sing harder. Sing louder. Sow even more chaos, ever more ecstatically. Baffle the masses even as you entrance them; get weirder as you get huger. That’s how your songs go on, as does your legacy, as does your heart.


All of which explains why listening to this person sing is like drinking rosé from a fire hose. I have a visceral memory of sitting in my high school lobby and watching a friend of mine, a girl named Rachel, holding a small boombox quietly playing “The Power of Love,” from Céline’s 1993 album The Colour of My Love. (The letter U in Colour was audible.) My friend’s eyes closed in rapture as she swayed along to the howitzer ferocity of that song’s chorus—“’Cause I’m your laaaady”—while my own eyes bulged in respectful terror.


That’s the whole memory. No context. One time I watched a teenage girl vibe extremely hard to “The Power of Love.” I was overwhelmed by both Céline’s voice and the profound effect her voice could have on someone. To plenty of snooty ’90s critics, that sense of overwhelmedness is disqualifying, and almost inhuman: She sings love songs so overwrought that they couldn’t possibly depict normal people being in love. If you wanna get super crabby about it, maybe the reason some of her biggest hits are on movie soundtracks—“Beauty and the Beast,” or “When I Fall in Love” from Sleepless in Seattle, or “Because You Loved Me” from Up Close and Personal—is because those movies provide you with the tangible, flesh-and-blood love affairs, with the humanity. Which in turn frees up her songs to concentrate entirely on incomprehensible volume and intensity and grandiosity.


And then there’s “My Heart Will Go On” from the zillion-grossing 1997 James Cameron colossus Titanic, which I saw in the theater on a double date and then tried to make myself cry on the drive home to appear more sensitive. Recall Céline Dion onstage at the 1998 Oscars, with a two-story, vaguely boat-like structure loaded up with a full orchestra looming behind her as she sings the bejesus out of this song. Is there chest-pounding, as part of her performance? I think you know there is. Does Céline win the Oscar in question? I think you know she does.


Now recall her fellow Best Original Song nominee Elliott Smith, already enshrined as a beloved, fragile, genius singer-songwriter before he takes the stage, alone, in a rumpled white suit, strumming his acoustic guitar, vibrating with cred-enhancing unease. He clearly doesn’t want to be there, so he sings his beautiful and fragile song—“Miss Misery” from Good Will Hunting, a/k/a the Titanic of Boston—and then gets the fuck out of there. And here is a massive cultural and philosophical divide made tangible by the ginned-up conflict between these two songs sung by these two humans. Céline hugged Elliott backstage; Elliott said she was incredibly nice. But still: two opposing religions here. The sad quiet guy with the acoustic guitar and the bombastic pop diva with the full orchestra. Don’t ever ask a rock critic to pontificate on this moment and the philosophical divide it represents. Just trust me. Feel free to slap me, if you ever catch me pontificating myself.


The knock against Céline, historically, is that she’s cheesy, schmaltzy, pancake-handed, shameless. The idea is that she’s such an absurdly powerful singer that it frays her genuine human connection to the song, to the people listening to the song, to the subject of the song. She sings about fundamental human emotions with inhuman force and precision. It’s disconcerting. She’s so real that she almost sounds fake.1 But the new level of mastery that Céline brings to “My Heart Will Go On” is that she’s figured out how to be super loud quietly. There is nuance. There is drama. There is precisely calibrated rising action. This song is a bear attack in a library. Which only makes that final, bellowed, gale-force chorus (“You’rrrrrre herrrrrrre”) even more overpowering and exhilarating. Because the final chorus, historically, is where Céline Dion sings the hardest and makes most of her money and kicks most of her ass. She is a self-serenading volcano impersonating a mortal human woman. And she is convincing even as she erupts.


In about 30 seconds I could walk you from my high school lobby to the sepulchral office of our student newspaper, where one day a girl named Jessica rhapsodized to me about her favorite line from the Hole song “Doll Parts”: “My pain is so real I am beyond pain.” That’s still my favorite line in the song; that line is not actually in the song. With any piece of music, though—any artist, any circumstance, any version of this decade or any other—your personal memory matters more than the reality. Remember that now. “Doll Parts” really does, however, include the line “I fake it so real, I am beyond fake.” That’s my second-favorite line, and, I like to imagine, one of Céline’s favorites, too.


By certain objective measures—tabloid column inches, seething diss tracks from rival rock stars, the mountains of ground dust from all those gnashed teeth—Hole singer, guitarist, and ringleader Courtney Love has sown more chaos than any other rock star of her era or anybody else’s. “Doll Parts,” the frail and shattering semi-power ballad from the band’s second album, 1994’s Live Through This, was written and recorded long before Love’s husband, Nirvana frontman and embattled generational totem Kurt Cobain, died by suicide on April 5, 1994. But that record came out a week later, and Courtney’s searing pain on “Doll Parts” will forever be synonymous with an entire generation’s pain, and grief, and anger, much of it directed at her.


The single line I will never forget from Kurt’s suicide note is not actually in his note—it is, let’s say, an editorial aside offered by Courtney as she tearfully read it aloud in a recording played at a candlelight vigil in Seattle a few days after he’d passed. She read the line like this: “‘So remember’—and don’t remember this, because it’s a fucking lie—‘it’s better to burn out than fade away.’” It’s the fucking lie that sticks with me, the heartbroken snarl in her voice as she ground her own teeth to dust.


I try not to think about it.


“It’s better to burn out than fade away.” Christ. For all his hallowed rejection of the rock-star myth, in this awful moment, as his final public gesture, Kurt Cobain quotes Neil Young. He extends the rock-star lineage. He aspires, on some level, to that lineage, however much of his public life he devoted to insisting that he didn’t want it. Don’t believe the hype of his rejection of the hype: Kurt wanted to be a rock star, no matter how furiously he insisted otherwise. But one reason people are still throwing stones at the cardboard cutout of his wife 30-plus years later is that she’s way better at being a rock star than he ever was.


I try to think about my happier memories of ’90s Courtney Love, and all the ways her own Godzilla-sized shadow loomed over me. She infuriated with every glance, antagonized with every word. She wore chaos like an elegant Oscar gown. She first convened Hole in L.A. via a Musicians Wanted newspaper ad that included the line “My influences are Big Black, Sonic Youth, and Fleetwood Mac”; the band’s debut album, 1991’s hilariously scabrous Pretty on the Inside, was co-produced by Sonic Youth’s Kim Gordon and did not sound like Fleetwood Mac at all. But Live Through This kinda did, and this, too, pissed people off. My personal favorite Courtney Love insult, flung at booing fans at an Atlanta show who found these new songs too tuneful and accomplished and radio-friendly: “I’ve grown, you haven’t, the sex really isn’t good anymore, and you know what? There’s always gonna be a shitty band with girls in it that can’t play.”


But by the time the world heard Live Through This, Courtney had been recast as our most famous and most polarizing widow, and the split-second of silence between the first chorus and the second verse of “Doll Parts” was the scariest music I’d ever heard. You simply cannot imagine how terrifying that silence sounded to me, a doofus 15-year-old in 1994, holding up my ache to her ache. You can’t conceive of how much grief, how much fury, how much subversion, how much chaos, how much misinterpretation you could pack into that tiny little space. My pain is so real I am beyond pain. Look her in the eyes and tell her that line isn’t in this song.


But her heart went on. Her talents for provocation only intensified, diversified. The best Hole song appears on the band’s third album, 1998’s power-pop delight Celebrity Skin, which very much sounds like Fleetwood Mac and peaks with “Boys on the Radio,” a monster power ballad about loving and hating and mourning and challenging and, yes, ultimately vanquishing them all—yes, even the boy on the radio. She outlasted all of it; she will outlast us all. When the apocalypse comes, it will come in the form of an Instagram post from God—God posts on the grid, and God’s post will appear on your feed even if you don’t follow God, if you catch my meaning—and the very last comment, on that post, will be from Courtney Love. I leave it up to you, which emoji Courtney is most likely to use, to commemorate this solemn occasion. Not the grimace emoji. I know that much.2 That’s why I’m the one shivering in her shadow and she’s the one casting it.


I use the phrase “I don’t mean to be glib” a lot, usually right before saying some glib bullshit like Courtney Love was the Madonna of the ’90s. See? Glib. But Madonna raises the same hackles for me, conjures up the same provocateur euphoria. I think of the scene from the 1992 no-crying-in-baseball classic A League of Their Own, when lovably loutish manager Tom Hanks busts into his all-female team’s locker room and staggers to a urinal and pees for like 45 seconds. Great scene. I’m not being glib. And at first all the ladies recoil in disgust—except, of course, for Madonna’s character, who inches closer in sheer wonderment and grabs a watch and starts timing him. That’s Madonna to me. Except usually she’s the one standing at the urinal.


With apologies to my loving and supportive parents, I was raised by MTV, and with apologies to Jesus (and my mom again), I worshiped the gods of ’80s MTV: Michael Jackson, Janet Jackson, Prince, and, well, her. Quick ’80s Madonna highlight reel for you. Best album: Like a Prayer. Best song: “Like a Prayer.” Best ballad: “Crazy for You.” Second-best ballad: “Live to Tell.” Best video: “Material Girl.” Second-best video: “Open Your Heart.” Best live performance: “Like a Virgin” at the 1984 MTV Video Music Awards, rolling around in her wedding dress. Best fashion accessory: in a huge upset, the floppy hat with the giant bow on it in the “Borderline” video. Best movie: Shanghai Surprise. (Just kidding.) Best controversy: the “Papa Don’t Preach” discourse, which impressively angered both conservatives (unwed pregnancy) and Planned Parenthood (vaguely anti-abortion). Best one-liner: “Crucifixes are sexy because there’s a naked man on them.” That’s Madonna to me, to everyone. In the year 1990 she turned 32. The future’s so bright she’s gotta wear shades.


This format’s really doing it for me, so, quick ’90s Madonna highlight reel for you. Best album: Ray of Light, from 1998, a marvel of vaguely spiritual dance-floor ecstasy. Best song on Ray of Light: “The Power of Goodbye.” Best controversy: the gleefully porny “Justify My Love” video. (My mom hated it.) Best movie: You pick between A League of Their Own and her bonkers 1991 documentary Truth or Dare, in which she fellates a glass bottle and it’s like the 10th most bonkers thing that happens.3 Best book: uh, her Sex book. Weirdest album: I’m Breathless, her chaotic jazz-moll companion to Dick Tracy, the 1990 comic-strip flick in which she starred opposite her grouchy then-boyfriend Warren Beatty. Second-best song on I’m Breathless, in a huge upset: “Hanky Panky.” Best song on I’m Breathless: fucking “Vogue.”


“Vogue”! As glamorous, as sensual, as immaculate, as timeless as she ever got, in the absurdly luscious David Fincher video especially. Why is this perfect song on the fucking Dick Tracy soundtrack? Why not? Does Madonna reel off the names of so many timeless, glamorous stars—Greta Garbo, Marilyn Monroe, Grace Kelly, Ginger Rogers—because she wants you to worship them, or because she’s trying to convince you she’s one of them? Why not both? Is Madonna crudely appropriating the hallowed art of voguing, as depicted in the heartening and heartbreaking 1991 Jennie Livingston documentary Paris Is Burning, or is she celebrating it, honoring it, casting a warming mainstream light upon it? Why not all of the above?


When I hear “Vogue,” I do think of Venus Xtravaganza, a transgender performer in Paris Is Burning, a film that lovingly depicts the New York City ballroom scene, its lexicon (realness, reading, shade) long ago absorbed into corny mainstream culture, its wildly talented performers divided into “houses” because they’re often estranged from their biological families, due to who they are or who they want to be. Venus Xtravaganza talks about how she started dressing as a woman when she was 13, 14 years old, and soon thereafter ran away from her biological family so she wouldn’t embarrass them. She talks about hustling in New York to make her money, enduring the slurs and the physical threats. She talks about wanting to be a model. About wanting to be a complete woman. Late in the movie there’s a beautiful shot of Venus at the edge of a New York City pier at sunset, leaning on a railing next to a giant ’80s boombox as somebody lights her cigarette. That’s when someone else starts talking about having to tell Venus’s biological family that Venus was murdered.


I think about Venus, in the film, saying, “I would like to be a spoiled rich white girl. They get what they want, whenever they want it. And they don’t have to really struggle with finances and nice things, nice clothes, and they don’t have to have that as a problem.” I think about how she’s basically describing Madonna, in the “Material Girl” video in particular, but really Madonna in general, Madonna in perpetuity. It is audacious of her, to say the least, that Madonna put out “Vogue” at all, evoked this embattled and defiantly nurturing culture at all. Not everybody loved it, to say the least. But it wouldn’t be Madonna if everybody did.


I don’t mean to be glib, but who was the ’80s Madonna of the ’90s? Were there, perhaps, five ’80s Madonnas of the ’90s? Were their names, perhaps, Sporty Spice, Ginger Spice, Baby Spice, Posh Spice, and Scary Spice? The Spice Girls—a galactically giddy English quintet convened by a father-and-son management team aiming to capitalize on the U.K. boy band boom that gave us Take That, East 17, Boyzone, A1, Let Loose, MN8, and other fine groups that pretty much nobody in America ever gave a shit about—dropped like a bomb on 1996. “Wannabe” is a riotous combination of “Material Girl,” “Ray of Light,” and “Hanky Panky”; the “Wannabe” video, as indelible in its way as the “Vogue” clip, finds the Spice Girls playfully wreaking pillow-fight-type havoc in a fancy nightclub restaurant speakeasy situation. Sporty Spice does a handspring on a candle-strewn table; a stuffy gentleman’s monocle falls out in scandalized surprise; Scary Spice scrambles up a staircase to join her bandmates in that cute and fierce dance during the first chorus that you are definitely picturing, move for move, right now.


Next time you rewatch the “Wannabe” video for the 50,000th time, focus on Ginger Spice, who is clomp-clomp-clomping around in extra-giant high-heel boots and acting spontaneous while also trying super-visibly hard to be where she’s supposed to be, blocking-wise. All fun and all business, all at once. This, to me, is the very essence of Girl Power, the group’s notorious catch phrase/rallying cry/marketing slogan, which, depending on your age and disposition at the time, was either empowering or infantilizing, calculating or achingly sincere. But why not all of the above? In 2019, reporting on yet another Spice Girls reunion—this one minus Posh, alas—the New York Times writer Caity Weaver summarized the group’s vibe as “sleepover antics turned career,” which she meant, of course, as a huge compliment. “Their skill,” she added, “was in depicting a young girl’s idea of adulthood.”


And that skill extends to the group’s extra-silly 1997 feature film Spice World. “I LOVED Spice World when I was 12,” a friend of mine once told me, before adding that she’ll never rewatch it because “I have no intention of ever finding out how wrong I was.” This is the right attitude. I was a Radiohead-loving college freshman when the Spice Girls blew up, and there I sat in a midwestern college dining hall, polishing off yet another chocolate-and-vanilla-twist ice cream cone and coolly regarding the “Wannabe” video from a snooty-college-radio-DJ remove as it graced the dining hall’s video screens for the 50,000th time. Exuberance! Silliness! Wholesome chaos! Friends forever! Yes: Girl Power! I was fascinated but knew enough to pretend my fascination was ironic, contemptuous. But I wasn’t fooling anybody.


Nor did I fool anybody a few years later, in my new guise as a snooty college-newspaper columnist, when I described the Backstreet Boys in print as “walking sex furniture.” I got no idea who I stole that phrase from, and no idea what idea I was even trying to convey with it. All I knew is that by 1999, those fellas—and fellow ascendent boy band colossi *NSYNC—had joined the ranks of our new pop overlords. Which made MTV’s mighty Total Request Live the foundation of our new religion, and Swedish songwriter/superproducer Max Martin our mysterious new Wizard of Oz, and the Backstreet Boys’ own “I Want It That Way” our new international anthem.


“Tell me why,” what? To what does the why refer, in that chorus? Who is the I in “I Want It That Way”? Is it me or is it you? What is the nature of that way? To what way does that way refer? How does a song that starts off by rhyming fire and desire descend so quickly into semantic chaos? And why do we find that chaos so purifying, so edifying, so satisfying? What makes “I Want It That Way” math, and pop, and art, and scripture, and inarguably the single greatest boy-band song ever born?


The answer—with apologies to Nick, AJ, Brian, Kevin, and Howie—is the jolly and hirsute man behind the curtain, Max Martin, who both co-wrote (with Andreas Carlsson) and co-produced (with Kristian Lundin) “I Want It That Way,” an early exemplar of his soon-to-be-famous songwriting philosophy of Melodic Math. Every mildly garbled phrase in this song from “Tell me why” forward is a triumph of syllables over words, melody over coherence, math over language. Martin, a glam-rock survivor who learned at the feet of beloved Swedish guru Denniz Pop, carried on that grand tradition after Pop died, of stomach cancer, at only 35, in 1998. And soon Swedish pop—as exemplified by early Max Martin collaborators Ace of Base, whose supernova hits (including “The Sign” and “All That She Wants”) are as mathematically thrilling and lyrically vague as anybody’s—was just pop, period. A gleaming, dominant, international hit factory with no focal point, no overexposed ringleader. Just a mountain of gleaming cogs in the most wondrous and baffling pop-music machine ever built.


A Max Martin joint is never a Max Martin solo joint—often there’s a half-dozen other writers and producers in the mix, and the sheer number of people involved gives you some idea of how difficult it is to generate such simple pleasures. The resulting blockbuster songs are less songs than equations, albeit luxurious equations that entail one pop star or another purring sexy-adjacent nonsense directly into your ears. At first this might feel antiseptic, or inauthentic, or just robbed of the intimacy of a single human writing and then singing a perfect song to another single human. But you gotta know the math to fully appreciate the art. Think of it as “I fake it so real, I am beyond fake” on an industrial scale, but generating bombastic and frighteningly immediate stadium anthems, redolent with fire and desire, that enthrall millions, billions. This was pop music’s atom-bomb-bright future, and it threatened to blind us all whether we were wearing shades or not.


NOT EVERYBODY WAS INTO it; not everybody was polite about not being into it. The teen-pop backlash—as helmed by such (occasionally) charming nü-metal goons as Korn and Limp Bizkit4—stretched from the late ’90s into the early 2000s, but nobody straddled the 20th and 21st centuries with more contemptuous gusto than Eminem. The Slim Shady LP—which introduced the wider world to the feral Detroit rapper otherwise known as Marshall Mathers, with a then-crucial cosign from rap god Dr. Dre himself—blew up in 1999 and ensured that we’d be dealing with this guy for the whole next millennium, as indeed we did, we have, we are, we will.


Within 40 seconds of his breakout hit “My Name Is,” Eminem is musing about which Spice Girl he’d like to impregnate. Then he’s musing about Pamela Lee’s breasts. Then he’s stapling his English teacher’s nuts to a piece of paper. Then he’s announcing that his mom does more dope than he does. Then he’s badgered for an autograph at White Castle, and so he signs it, “Dear Dave, thanks for the support, asshole,” which makes me laugh every time. Then he’s musing about his mom’s breasts. The song’s lethally whimsical video played out like a gritty, hard-R-rated reboot of Pee-wee’s Playhouse; in 1999, starstruck kids watched it all summer (on TRL!) and probably wondered how anybody would even make it to winter 2000 alive. Eminem was a one-man Y2K scare, except that Y2K turned out to be bullshit, whereas within a year our newest and weirdest Best Rapper Alive candidate would be sowing more chaos than every ’90s chaos agent combined.


Eminem was a white rapper, see, who could rap dazzling circles around the likes of early-’90s crossover knuckleheads like Vanilla Ice and Snow. Matter of fact, Jim Carrey, who viciously parodied both those knuckleheads during his pre-superstardom In Living Color years, was the second-best white rapper of the decade. Is that glib? Maybe that’s glib. Is it glib to call Beck the second-best white rapper of the decade? Is it possible to replicate one’s first exposure to “Loser,” the mainstream’s introduction to the wily, breakdancing, blues-honking, folk-singing, rapper-approximating L.A. troubadour Beck Hansen? You only get to hear this dude rap about being a monkey in a time of chimpanzees for the first time once.


And then, if you were alive in 1994, you got to hear “Loser” 50,000 more times, with its radiantly scuzzy slide-guitar riff, its barrage of non-sequiturs (“Drive-by body-pierce!”), and its expert shoddiness, as though you spent the whole song trying to snap it out of a drug-induced stupor. That vibe extends to the MTV-ubiquitous video, from the blood-squeegeeing Grim Reaper to the graveyard calisthenics that replay the “Smells Like Teen Spirit” goth cheerleaders as farce to the affable dissonance of Beck himself, who wanders around like a time-traveler from either 1972 or 3072.


My buddy Mike saw Beck live in the mid-’90s and reports that Beck kept yelling, “WHO GOT THE SPICE?” to total audience confusion, until he clarified, “ALL Y’ALL GOT THE SPICE.” And this is how I picture him (Beck, not Mike) going forward, demanding to know WHO GOT THE SPICE in various splendid and confounding guises, from the vaguely earnest folk surrealist of 1998’s Mutations to the soft-R-rated Prince-adjacent gonzo loverman of 1999’s Midnite Vultures (his best album) to the severely earnest and heartbroken troubadour of 2002’s Sea Change. Who’s got the spice? What is the spice? Is he a rock star, a pop star, a rapper, a folkie, a youthful disruptor, or a creaking establishment totem who will one day rob Beyoncé of an Album of the Year Grammy? Why not all of them, on a long enough timeline? Is a white guy breakdancing in a flannel shirt cultural appropriation? How many times is too many times to laugh at “Get crazy with the Cheez Whiz”? Is every time too many times?


The truth is that MTV was still raising me in the ’90s, but the cultural landscape it depicted had atomized; whereas in 1987 I was sufficiently awestruck by just one astronaut planting a colorful flag on the moon, now each new video gave birth to a new galaxy, a new religion, a new type of pop star, a new radiant persona to build your whole life around. There is a scene from the video for Master P’s triumphantly gratuitous 1997 hit “Make ’Em Say Uhh!”—in which a guy in a monkey suit, wearing a jersey with HUSTLERS emblazoned across the front, executes a phenomenal free-throw-line-length trampoline dunk amid several cannon bursts of confetti—that strikes me as being in conversation with the total glorious absurdity of Beck’s “Loser,” even if that conversation is, Keep that weird breakdancing white guy away from me. That moment, it’s less that you see God than you see Master P seeing God; same deal with the gold-plated tank that rumbles onto the basketball court as the song begins and eventually fires a missile at one of the backboards. Shaquille O’Neal—this is primo, early-Lakers-era Shaq—is among the “Make ’Em Say Uhh!” video’s special guests, which include more dudes in basketball jerseys in one place than you’ve ever seen in your life, including at an actual basketball game.


Nobody was more disruptive, more garish, more prolific, more polarizing, more conspicuous in his consumption, nor arguably more successful in 1997 and 1998 than Master P, New Orleans rapper and legit-genius businessman. In ’98 alone, his label, No Limit Records, put out 23 albums—from the likes of Snoop Dogg, Silkk the Shocker, Mia X, Mystikal, and (personal favorite) Fiend—most of which anecdotally last between 75 and 79 minutes. We’re talking nearly romcom-length listening experiences. And these were rewarding experiences, clearly, because 16 of those albums went either Gold (500,000 copies sold) or Platinum (a million). No Limit peaked just as the music industry, the CD era, had begun to peak. And thanks to one of the most famous business deals in rap history—a distribution deal with Priority Records that is arguably more famous and more artful than any one song he ever put out—Master P got a huge cut of all that money, compared to your average flat-footed major-label artist. In 1998 he told the New York Times, “I guess I want to be the ghetto Bill Gates.” A few paragraphs later in that story, Ice Cube called P “one of the best businessmen I’ve ever run across.”5


As a mere mortal rapper, Master P’s true innovation, as his most famous song implies, is the word UHH: its boundless utility, its emotional versatility. Depending on the song, UHH can be an expression of grief, of menace, of wistfulness, of revelry, of virility, of dissatisfaction, of profound self-made-multi-millionaire-type satisfaction. “Make ’Em Say Uhh!” definitely leans toward revelry if not outright virility, a breakneck procession of verses from P, then Fiend, then Silkk, then Mia X, then Mystikal, all this energy combining into an infectious Fun Night Out With Friends, a gilded pillow-fight with a tank round concealed in each pillowcase, a festival of gaudy giddiness every bit as endearing as the Spice Girls’ “Wannabe” video. The party didn’t last for No Limit, but the best parties don’t, and Master P got to shatter quite a few monocles in his day, many of which he ground up beneath the treads of his gold-plated tank.


THE PEOPLE WHO HATE a hot new band can define that band’s identity every bit as much as the people who love it; you learn as much from who runs from the chaos as you do from who runs toward it. This always sounded like mythologizing music-industry bullshit to me, but the rumor is that when the video for the Prodigy’s “Firestarter” aired for the first time in the U.K. in 1996 on Top of the Pops, the BBC got a record number of viewer complaints. Not because the “Firestarter” video is terrifically offensive—it’s basically just black-and-white footage of singer/rapper/disconcerting focal point Keith Flint stomp-stomp-stomping around in an old London Underground tunnel—but just because Keith, what with the myriad piercings and spiky rainbow hair and devilish mien, is a delightfully alarming-looking human. So stuffy, scandalized, monocle-wearing English people were basically just calling the BBC and going, Please get that scary-looking arsonist man off my television. Which is fantastic, even if it is mythologizing music-industry bullshit.


By 1997, when “Firestarter” propelled the group’s breakout third album, The Fat of the Land—released in America on Madonna’s own label, Maverick Records, because she knows where the action is—to inexplicable chart-topping infamy, rock ’n’ roll was dead and had been replaced forevermore by electronica, according to many reputable music magazines I devoured at the time. The Prodigy—founded in 1990 by misanthropic producer/songwriter/mastermind Liam Howlett, but synonymous in the public imagination with Keith Flint’s leering visage from the moment the “Firestarter” video hit the air—were no strangers to infamy by then. The first big Prodigy single, 1991’s disturbingly childlike “Charly,” proved so upsetting (and influential) that Howlett appeared on the cover of the dance-music publication Mixmag with a gun to his head above the headline “Did ‘Charly’ Kill Rave?” The old journalism rule If the headline is a question, the answer is NO applies here, but nonetheless, it’s fair to say these guys immediately drove everyone nuts.


I was not cool enough (or old enough, or English enough) to be devouring Mixmag in 1991, but rest assured I was a devoted Rolling Stone man by the time a leering Keith Flint graced the cover in the summer of 1997, next to the far less aggro headline “Hot Phenom: Prodigy Catch Fire.” I can tell you it was summer ’97 because I read all about the death of rock ’n’ roll and the implacable rise of electronica while on a relaxing Myrtle Beach vacation with my buddy Mike’s family, lulled by the crashing waves, digging my feet in the sand, and plotting to go home and throw out all my Nirvana CDs. “It’s quite deep,” Flint told Rolling Stone reporter Chris Heath, flagging the “Firestarter” lines “I’m the self-inflicted mind detonator” and “I’m the bitch you hated.” “I don’t know if I want to say. I could explain it to you, but I wouldn’t for the magazine.” Dammit.


Were these disruptive fellas quite deep, in a low-key, off-the-record sort of way? Fuck no. But “Firestarter” sounded far more turbulent and unruly and dangerous than most actual rock music in 1997, and also the song sampled a quite random-feeling surf-ish guitar riff from a 1993 tune called “S.O.S.” by the stupendous Dayton alt-rock band the Breeders, a personal favorite of mine then and now, and so it’s always been awfully fulfilling to picture nicer furniture just materializing in Breeders singer-songwriter Kim Deal’s house any time “Firestarter” starts playing somewhere.


But the Prodigy’s time as internationally known bitches we hated was mercifully brief. The BBC controversy over “Firestarter” paled in comparison to the enmity that greeted another big The Fat of the Land single, “Smack My Bitch Up,” which first of all is called that, and also featured a long, dumb, lurid, violent, semi-pornographic video that aired on MTV for like a week, preceded by a sweaty Kurt Loder disclaimer and climaxing with the revelation that the POV character committing all this lurid, semi-pornographic violence is a lady. This was disturbing, provocative, truly mind-blowing shit in 1997, trust me. But a couple years later, the Chicks’ “Goodbye Earl” would burn it to a crisp.


When’s the last time you watched that video? Holy shit. “Goodbye Earl” is a gleeful domestic-violence revenge fantasy and mass sing-along from the Dallas country trio’s 1999 album Fly, their second straight album (after 1997’s Wide Open Spaces) to go Diamond, which means it’s sold more than 10 million copies in the U.S. alone. The artists then known as the Dixie Chicks—with lead belter Natalie Maines joining founding members Martie Maguire and her sister Emily Strayer—were incomprehensibly huge in the late ’90s, Nashville disruptors and triumphant standard-bearers all at once, a living, fire-breathing rejoinder to the stuffy, venal, unimaginative, chauvinist, artistically and emotionally bankrupt, timid, soulless, cheese-dicked nincompoops of Music Row.


But yeah, the “Goodbye Earl” video is a dance party. Blinding sunlight. Garish primary colors. The Chicks flashing bright smiles as a cavorting pack of delighted civilians, eventually including kids, bops around behind them in a hospital room. The plot: Earl assaults his wife, who then conspires, with her friend Mary Anne, to kill him with poisoned black-eyed peas, to the delight of everyone. I am not a horror person—surprise!—so ain’t no way I’m watching that movie Midsommar, but this is the cruel-sunshine vibe I’m picturing when I read about that movie on Wikipedia. Jane Krakowski plays Wanda, the abused woman, and I would venture to say that her eye-injury makeup in the “Goodbye Earl” video is, by design, the single most upsetting image ever broadcast on CMT, or for that matter VH1 or MTV, in part because she’s smiling. Lauren Holly plays her friend/co-conspirator Mary Anne, and Dennis Franz plays the titular husband-turned-abuser Earl as a zombie corpse for part of the time, and he’s dialed into the kooky black humor of it all, comporting himself like a sketch-comedy stooge who also, briefly, grabs the camera and violently shakes it as though the camera is his wife.


My eyes welled up when I revisited the “Goodbye Earl” video recently, not because it’s crying-emoji funny, and not because it’s trying to be jump-scare upsetting or maudlin or melodramatic. It was just my baffled reaction to a piece of mass-market pop art so tonally dense and horrifying, but also goofy, but also deadly serious. It’s as close to truly shocking as I think a nationally distributed music video is ever gonna get, and shit, then I’m skimming the YouTube comments and someone argues that the most crushing line in the song is “Right away Mary Anne flew in from Atlanta on a red-eye midnight flight,” because it depicts a friend dropping everything to come to an abused woman’s aid, and now my eyes are welling up again. “Goodbye Earl” was of course never about Earl, but it’s not just about Earl’s long-suffering wife, either: It’s also about the friend who comes to her aid. The point of the song is that somebody helps her.


It is tempting now to view “Goodbye Earl” as the prelude to a music-industry tragedy, as the capstone to a late-’90s country-music era that at least in imperfect retrospect is held up now as a glorious and bountiful Garden of Eden-type paradise for female country superstars: Shania, Faith, LeAnn, Lee Ann, Trisha, Martina, Reba, et al. The tragedy is that this era ended, definitively, in the early 2000s, as America reverted to wartime footing and country radio pushed its women to the margins with such blatant ferocity that it’s common knowledge now that many DJs aren’t supposed to play two female artists back to back. So think Adam and Eve back before Adam got a backwards baseball cap and a deck of “Iraqi Most Wanted” playing cards and hooked up with Nelly and bought a comically oversized pickup truck he couldn’t see over the hood of and started singing exclusively about his barefoot ripped-blue-jean beauty queen, while Eve got kicked off the radio and banished to the Much Tinier Garden of Americana.


But let’s not do that. Let’s not reduce the Chicks to mere victimhood. Earl is the ultimate victim of “Goodbye Earl,” and the twirling, jubilant, shining-faced crowd that surrounds the band in the video as they not-so-metaphorically bury him is proof of this song’s, and this moment’s, everlasting power. It’s like they made the whole plane out of the black box of Johnny Cash singing, “I shot a man in Reno just to watch him die.” They just came up with a way better motive.


It was Johnny Cash’s late-’60s double shot At Folsom Prison and At San Quentin, in fact, that first transformed me into a Live Album Person. I was enraptured by the boisterous and menacing unruliness of those crowds, hooting along to Johnny’s tales of murder and misanthropy with what I hyperbolically imagine anyway is bloodlust. On At Folsom Prison Johnny even laughs out loud when he pulls out “Long Black Veil” and sings about lying in the arms of his best friend’s wife and someone in the crowd applauds. I love that sort of electric ambiance, that volatile and immersive interplay between performer and audience. I love doofy stage banter, too: “This next one is the first song on our new album,” goes the semi-breathless line from 1978’s Cheap Trick at Budokan, as affectionately sampled to kick off the Beastie Boys’ Check Your Head 13 years later.


But nothing beats a Random Crowd Outburst, an unexpected disruption that makes the whole song, the whole album. We’ve got the ecstatic woman who screams midway through “Lost Someone” on James Brown’s Live at the Apollo from 1963. We’ve got the whole captive audience booing the sheriff to kick off B.B. King’s Live in Cook County Jail from 1971. We’ve got the presumably soused fellas quite emphatically requesting “Gary’s Got a Boner” on the Replacements’ The Shit Hits the Fans from 1985. We’ve got the nervous laughter after Kurt Cobain jokes, “What are they tuning, a harp?” that briefly punctuates the reverent eeriness of Nirvana’s MTV Unplugged in New York from 1994. And best of all, we’ve got the rapturously misanthropic screams of several women in the crowd when neo-soul giant Erykah Badu opens a new song, “Tyrone,” with the line, “I’m gettin’ tired of your shit / You don’t ever buy me nothin’.” They scream like they’ve loved this song for years, and they know Tyrone, they’ve dealt with Tyrone, they loathe Tyrone, and they are ecstatic now for this opportunity to share that loathing with the whole wide world.


Erykah Badu is my vote for the best live performer of her generation. The wittiest, the wiliest, the coolest, the fieriest. I’ve seen her half a dozen times or so, and consequently I’ve spent more time waiting for her to take the stage than anyone in history, with the sole exception of Lauryn Hill. Erykah processes time differently. I’m not proud of this, but apparently I complained on Twitter about how long it was taking her show to start in two separate incidents in the year 2010 alone. Two shows like six months apart. And both times—every time—all that waiting was worth it. You stand around for an hour or two, you get irritated, you fiddle with your phone, your feet hurt, you consider walking out, you don’t walk out, you wait some more, and like 90 minutes later Erykah finally deigns to take the stage, and the second she does you forget about all of it, because she’s the best live performer of her generation.


Baduizm, the Dallas singer’s smoky and luminous 1997 debut album, was early proof of concept for the neo-soul movement, a somewhat sweaty genre-as-marketing-scheme that sought to elevate enigmatic young stars like D’Angelo and Maxwell6 while also spiritually linking them to all the ’60s and ’70s giants: your Marvins, your Stevies, your Arethas. Indeed, there’s always been something pleasingly unstuck-in-time about Erykah: the mystical silkiness, the swaggering vibrato, the lithe jazz scatting that inspired her to take the stage name Badu in the first place, the regal goofiness. (Her first job was waitressing at Steve Harvey’s Comedy House in Dallas, but she quickly talked her way onstage.) You can talk yourself into praising Baduizm as a hip-hop-conversant recreation of an idealized past, but it’s an awful shame, on the other hand, to compare her to anyone, or anything, from any other era. And Erykah’s radiant singularity is best captured on the album she simply called Live, also released in 1997, less than six months after her hugely successful debut, because everyone needed to know how captivating she was onstage as soon as possible.


Erykah explains, before “Tyrone” starts, that “Tyrone” is her next single, she just recorded it, and she’d originally improvised it onstage with her band during a sound check in London. It is fair to assume that most people present for this live version are not familiar with this song; I sound naïve as I say that, but it is terribly important to me to maintain my belief that the women here in the crowd screaming with malevolent joy at every line Erykah Badu sings are having a genuine instinctive reaction to how hilariously indignant and mean this song is. These are malevolently joyful screams of recognition, of commiseration. Erykah and all these women are sharing a moment here, as she sings what is, in essence, a fairly simple and clearly quickly improvised song about a crap boyfriend she is about to kick out of her house because he’s broke and all his crap-dude friends are always hanging around. (The titular Tyrone is not the crap boyfriend, but one of the crap boyfriend’s crap friends; the main thing to know about Tyrone is that his name rhymes with “but you can’t use my phone.”)


The dialogue between performer and rapt audience here, the mass catharsis shared between a newly minted star and her instantly devout fans, is some of the sweetest music I’ve ever heard. And every time I return to the version of “Tyrone” on Live, I am reminded of my first Erykah Badu concert, in the early 2000s, and specifically of the moment when she punctuated one song—I forget which one, and the vagueness kinda bums me out, though it’s a lovely idea that I’d all but blacked out from pure joy at this point—by ripping off her giant Afro wig and bouncing it on the stage like a giant basketball. Just, BOOOOOING. I was shocked. I was flabbergasted. And she was the Queen of the World.


Footnotes


1 This sort of wonky rock-critic blather withers in the face of Céline’s moments of entirely human and very public tragedy, including her husband René Angélil’s death in 2016 and her 2022 announcement that she’d been diagnosed with a rare neurological disease called Stiff Person Syndrome, which triggered a fan-driven outpouring of love and support that’s as overwhelmingly real as any song she’s ever sung.


2 Recently on Instagram, Courtney Love called me a “stentorian voiced dudely bro,” confirmed that she would never use the grimace emoji, and instead stated her preference for the wave emoji adapted from The Great Wave Off Kanagawa, the famous 1831 woodblock print from the Japanese artist Hokusai. Make of that what you will.


3 Truth or Dare is often cited as a huge influence on reality TV, but the scene where Madonna’s grouchy then-boyfriend Warren Beatty sasses her for always wanting to be on camera basically invented the fine art of performatively hating reality TV.


4 Both of whom appeared at the notorious hellscape that was Woodstock ’99 along with Orange County punks the Offspring, whose frontman, Dexter Holland, regaled the crowd by whacking five Backstreet Boys mannequins with a giant red bat to rapturous bro-cheers.


5 It would be glib of me to compare Master P, as a shrewd and uncompromising independent label owner, to Fugazi/Minor Threat luminary Ian MacKaye, or by extension to compare No Limit to Ian’s righteously ascetic Washington D.C. punk oracle Discord Records, so I’m not going to do that, but I want you to know that I really wanted to do that, and basically, I just did.


6 Kedar Massenburg, who managed both Erykah and D’Angelo, coined and trademarked the term neo-soul, which frankly in name alone seemed a little rude to, y’know, regular soul, but marketing new artists is hard, man.
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