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            The general fact is that the most effective way of utilizing human energy is through an organized rivalry, which by specialization and social control is, at the same time, organized cooperation.

            —Charles Horton Cooley, Human

Nature and the Social Order, 1902

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            However unreal it may seem, we are connected, you and I, we are on the same curve…just on opposite ends.

            —Supervillain Elijah Price (Samuel L. Jackson)

to superhero David Dunn (Bruce Willis) in

M. Night Shyamalan’s Unbreakable, 2000

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            Well, I hate you with a passion, baby, yeah, you know I do (but call me).

            —Monks, “I Hate You,” 1966

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface

         

         Who ya got?

         Beatles or Stones? Biggie or Tupac? Prince or Michael Jackson? Pearl Jam or Nirvana? Who ya got and why? More important: What does your choice say about you? Enough about you—what do these endlessly argued-about pop-music rivalries say about us?

         The media has long stood accused of creating conflict where it didn’t previously exist purely for the sake of manufacturing melodrama. This is undoubtedly true, and I angrily denounce any soulless moron who says otherwise. (See what I just did there?) But what about the battles that music fans create on their own? I’m talking about the arguments that take place every day in bars, at parties, and during endless road trips when the radio is broken and the opinions are turned way up.

         Some of these debates never seem to die. Was Lynyrd Skynyrd right to go after Neil Young in “Sweet Home Alabama”? Was Kanye West justified in crashing Taylor Swift’s speech at the 2009 MTV Video Music Awards? Was Jimi Hendrix a better guitar player than Eric Clapton? Is Toby Keith a better American than the Dixie Chicks? Who would’ve won a boxing match between Axl Rose and Vince Neil?

         Music is not like sports—artists don’t have to “defeat” each other in order to gain supremacy. And yet over the course of the sixty or so years that constitute the modern pop era, we as audience members have consistently pitted vaguely similar (though also discernibly not similar) artists against each other in order to determine who’s best.

         I’m not interested in settling these arguments—because I don’t think they can be settled and because that wouldn’t be any fun. What I am interested in is exploring why music fans are drawn to these dichotomies, how the dynamics of our most heated musical rivalries stem from larger conversations in the culture (then and now), and what we can learn about ourselves by whom we side with.

         Also, I want to understand how in the hell anybody could’ve thought that Mötley Crüe was better than Guns N’ Roses. (It can’t all be blamed on the blizzard of cocaine blowing through ’80s Hollywood.)

         Let’s be real: musical rivalries are never totally about music. They’re about sympathizing with a particular worldview represented by an artist over a different worldview represented by an “opposing” artist. You are what you love—and also what you choose not to love. If you pick Hendrix over Clapton, you probably believe that the “burnout” option for rock stars is ultimately more honorable than the “fade away” option. (Or maybe you prefer LSD to Michelob.) If you like Pavement more than the Smashing Pumpkins, you likely find corporate-fueled ’90s “alternative” rock to be highly ridiculous. (Or maybe you prefer California to the Midwest.) If you side with Christina (sorry: Xtina) Aguilera over Britney Spears, you may feel that young girls should emulate a seminaked woman who can sing like Etta James over a seminaked woman who can sing like an oversexed ATM. (Or maybe you’re prejudiced against cyborgs.)

         This might sound like harmless stuff, but our musical shoot-outs frequently turn into full-on civil wars. (If you don’t believe me, see what happens when you play Metallica’s “Black Album” for a room full of borderline psychopaths waiting for Megadeth to come onstage.) Musical rivalries don’t matter until they matter to you personally. When that happens, it’s as vital as protecting your own sense of identity.

         It’s been said that history is the study of wars and elections—the geography of human dissension, in other words. I think it’s time that this paradigm is applied to pop-music history. So pick a side, pump up the volume, and let’s dive in.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Don’t Believe the Truth

            (Oasis vs. Blur)

         

         Around the time I started writing this book, I conducted a radical musical experiment: I listened to a Damon Albarn album from front to back.

         I realize this won’t seem radical to most people. But trust me: in personal terms, it was nothing less than glasnost. For more than twenty years, I consciously avoided the group that Albarn is most famous for, Blur. I also abstained from another high-profile Albarn project, the so-called virtual band Gorillaz. I definitely did not give another Albarn side project—the Good, the Bad & the Queen—the time of day, and I suspected that Albarn launched a fourth group, Rocket Juice & the Moon, with Flea from the Red Hot Chili Peppers just to troll me. Sweet Jesus—Damon Albarn and Flea on the same record? Was Anthony Kiedis busy waxing his chest that day?

         Avoiding all that music wasn’t easy. How many bands was this guy going to force me to hate? I had to admire Albarn’s eclecticism, even as I found all the extra spite it produced exhausting.

         My resolve to block Damon Albarn out of my life occasionally weakened but never broke. When Albarn wrote the opera Dr Dee in 2011, or when he collaborated with Malian musicians in 2013 and released those sessions on the Maison des Jeunes LP, I was secretly intrigued but publicly rolled my eyes. Finally, for Everyday Robots—Albarn’s first official solo album, released in 2014—I demanded change inside my own heart. I roared self-inflicted self-righteousness into the mirror. “Tear down this imaginary Albarn-deflecting wall!” I declared.

         Now, you’re probably wondering why I put so much effort into loathing an artist who is probably one of the most accomplished rock musicians of his generation. The reasoning behind my Albarn boycott is predictable and admittedly sort of dumb: Oasis was my favorite Britpop band in high school. And back then, hating Blur, Oasis’s biggest rival, was a requirement for “true” Oasis fans. This perception was due in large part to Oasis’s primary songwriter and guitarist, Noel Gallagher, who once publicly declared his wish that Albarn and his Blur bandmate Alex James catch AIDS and die. (Incredibly, I chose to hate the person who didn’t say that.) So I’ve loathed Damon Albarn for all this time because I’ve stubbornly refused to relinquish an opinion I formed when I was seventeen.

         What was interesting about Oasis vs. Blur (if you were an American rock fan in the mid-’90s) is that the rivalry absolutely did not translate in the States. Oasis was way more famous in America—“Wonderwall” was a genuine stateside alterna-era hit and remains a rock radio standard. If the average American knows Blur at all, it’s for the sports-stadium anthem “Song 2,” or, as we Yankees refer to it, “the woo-hoo song.” In Britain, however, it was different. Over there, Blur was more popular, at least for a while.

         The animus between the bands originally started in August of 1995 because Blur decided to bump up the release of its single “Country House” to coincide with the release of Oasis’s single “Roll with It.” This was a direct challenge by a big shot to an upstart: Blur was the biggest band in England at the time, but Oasis was on the rise. It set up a highly publicized, head-to-head war for the top of the British pop charts, which Blur won in the short term (“Country House” outsold “Roll with It” by fifty thousand units) but Oasis crushed in the long run (by the following summer, Oasis had played two consecutive nights at Knebworth for more than three hundred thousand people).

         As an American, deciding to care about this was akin to suddenly getting really worked up about the minutiae of local government bureaucracy in Kingston upon Hull. Personal relevance had to be constructed. So that’s what I did: I transformed Oasis vs. Blur into a vast cathedral of made-up meaning.

         Loving Oasis and hating Blur was a way for me to work out my aesthetic preferences at a formative age. In my mind, Oasis was associated with words such as rock, intoxicated, testicles, and cool, whereas Blur was pop, academic, elitist, narrow, and clever. Again, I’m not defending these reductive descriptions but rather asking how musical biases become ingrained at any early age and over time become “truth.” What mattered to me is that I perceived these bands as having a binary relationship that had great symbolic meaning to me (and likely to other people who cared about this tête-à-tête). I was using these bands to help me figure out who I was and what I stood for (and also who I wasn’t and what I didn’t stand for). To this day, whenever I hear a Blur fan talk about why Blur is great, I understand it only as a critique of Oasis and, by extension, a particular way of looking at the world. It’s like when a cat person tries to explain why cats are superior pets—in some way, it’s really about why dogs are inferior. And sorry, but I can’t hear that, because dogs are and always will be better. Yes, Blur is cleaner and doesn’t drink out of the toilet. But I’ll always have a weakness for shaggy, sloppy, and lovably aggressive creatures who craft spectacular songs about smoking cigarettes and living forever.

         I tend to do this with pop rivalries. It’s just how my brain works. I have pop-rivalry OCD—every Oasis I see must be paired with a Blur or else I claw my face off.

         Over time, I took my pro-Oasis/anti-Blur stance to its logical extreme by not even listening to the music I’d dedicated my life to despising and, paradoxically, I allowed this know-nothingness to form the basis of my opinion of that (unheard) music. When Blur’s catalog was reissued in 2012 and music critics lined up to declare the greatness of records such as The Great Escape and Parklife, I was intensely annoyed that albums I had never played in their entirety were being so grossly overrated. Not that I actually read those reviews, mind you, as this would have also violated my draconian anti-Albarn ordinance. But I could only imagine what those writers were probably saying.

         Those albums must be terrible, I thought. Because Oasis’s 1994 debut, Definitely Maybe, is on my personal top five greatest albums of all time list and my love of that record requires believing that anything related to Blur unequivocally sucks. My logic makes as much sense as the lyrics to Oasis’s “Shakermaker” (“I’ve been driving in my car / With my friend Mr. Soft / Mr. Clean and Mr. Ben / Are living in my loft”), but it speaks to me with equal clarity and persuasiveness.

         This is where I need to state explicitly that, intellectually speaking, I know I’m being unreasonable. I’ll go even further and acknowledge my indefensible lunacy.

         Enough is enough, I decided. Even if after sampling Everyday Robots I still found that Albarn wasn’t my thing, surely informed indifference is better than benign neglect. Right?

         
              

         

         In 1902, a sociologist named Charles Horton Cooley devised a concept called the looking-glass self, which posits that a person’s sense of identity is shaped by interaction with social groups and the ways in which the individual thinks he or she is perceived by others. Cooley believed this process involved three steps:

         
            • You imagine how you appear to other people.

            • You imagine the judgment of other people.

            • You base your feelings about yourself on how you think you appear to other people.

         

         This might seem intuitive in the twenty-first century, but at the time it broke people’s brains. Cooley’s theory challenged the idea that the self is innate, arguing instead that we are who we think other people think we are. Cooley separated those “other people” into primary and secondary social groups. The primary group is composed of people with whom you are intimately involved, including your immediate family and close friends. This is the most important group in terms of influencing the person you are and will become. The secondary group is broader, and, unlike the primary group, it’s something you belong to on a voluntary and often transient basis. Secondary groups might include people at your school or your place of work.

         Cooley’s book predates the emergence of modern pop music as a cultural phenomenon. Unless Mr. Cooley comes back from the grave to inform me otherwise, I’m going to suggest that Oasis fans and Blur fans (and punks and metalheads and Deadheads and Parrotheads and Juggalos) are examples of secondary groups.

         Rivalries certainly occur among primary groups, such as the nineteenth-century blood feud between the Hatfields and McCoys and the seemingly endless battle for the White House between the Bush and Clinton dynasties. (Rivalries are also common within families, but that’s a topic for another book, or perhaps for therapy.) But more often rivalries are seen among secondary groups—the participants have chosen to identify with an institution or group, and in some way they are measuring themselves against an alternative that represents an opposing viewpoint.

         In terms of national identity, this goes back at least as far as Athens (enlightened democracy) vs. Sparta (militaristic fascism), though it likely began the moment one group of prehistoric ape-men splintered off from the main group of prehistoric ape-men in order to secure superior cave lodging.

         For Americans, the sexiest geopolitical rivalry was the twentieth-century battle between the United States and the USSR, which inspired a series of lousy but watchable Sylvester Stallone films in the ’80s and a few truly terrifying TV movies about nuclear apocalypse (such as 1983’s The Day After, which was viewed by more than one hundred million people—it’s still the highest-rated TV movie ever). But the most lasting rivalry between American landmasses is the one between the northern United States (really the northeastern United States) and the southern United States (really Texas, Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, South Carolina, all of Louisiana except New Orleans, and the whitest, most strip-mally regions of Florida). Although the North and South fought a war 150 years ago in order to determine which region’s values were going to wind up guiding this nation forward, North vs. South has subsequently played out largely in our elections and pop culture. Just as it seems that this country will never elect a president who doesn’t pay lip service to protecting the sanctity of church on Sunday and guns in every suburban home, we will likely never reach a point where media isn’t consolidated in Manhattan and Los Angeles and run by intensely myopic people who won’t stop producing programs about annoying twentysomethings trying to make it in Manhattan and Los Angeles.

         The conversation around sports routinely (some might say excessively) involves investing rivalries between athletes and teams with a cultural significance that goes beyond wins and losses. Sometimes this significance is indisputable. Jesse Owens traveling to Berlin in 1936 and winning four gold medals as Adolf Hitler looked on was not only the ultimate “in your face” moment against the most detestable opponent imaginable, it also resoundingly disproved the myth of white supremacy. A matchup between Loyola University Chicago and Mississippi State in the second round of the 1963 NCAA college basketball tournament was later dubbed the Game of Change because Loyola won with a lineup that included four black starters, which was instrumental in desegregating the sport. In the early ’70s, the historic first boxing match between Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier was widely viewed as a battle between liberal and conservative ideologies. The antiwar side cheered for Ali, and supporters of US involvement in Vietnam backed Frazier. It didn’t matter that Frazier was apolitical—Ali’s detractors turned Frazier into a right-wing hero because he was the guy who was supposed to dismantle Ali’s face on their behalf.

         Most sports rivalries are regional and therefore don’t bear that kind of political weight, but in their own way they matter just as much because they fester for decades and get passed down from generation to generation. When I first started caring about sports, in the ’80s, the preeminent rivalry was Lakers vs. Celtics, which was practically a national rivalry because the teams are separated by a whole country. I loved the Lakers—I was in grade school, and grade-schoolers like bright, shiny things that move very fast.

         Growing up in Wisconsin, I also cared about the Green Bay Packers vs. the Chicago Bears, the NFL’s oldest rivalry. As I write this, the Bears somehow hold a narrow edge in victories over the Packers, despite the Packers’ general dominance over the Bears for the past few decades. The matchup has been so lopsided during my lifetime that I barely dislike the Bears now—they are rarely good at the same time that the Packers are good. (The Minnesota Vikings have generally been the strongest, most hateable foe in the NFC North, especially during the Dennis Green era, in the ’90s.)

         But Packers vs. Bears will always be the most significant rivalry for Wisconsinites because no matter how ineffectual the Bears are, our loathing of Chicagoans will remain undiluted. In Wisconsin we call them FIBs—short for “fucking Illinois bastards”—and they are distinguished by their pushiness on our roadways and overall unpleasantness in our stores and gas stations as they venture up north to wash off their Chicago grime in our beautiful lakes. The only way to get revenge on these rude visitors is by proxy. We can’t physically assault the FIBs, because we’ve been bred to be passive middle-American folk. But the Packers can demolish the Bears at Lambeau Field every year.

         Please note that I’m not talking about any actual, real-life citizens of Chicago here. I know numerous residents of the Windy City, and they’re all kind, lovely people. I would be disturbed and outraged if any of them suffered a beatdown, and I don’t know any of them to be grimy. I am referring to Chicagoans strictly in terms of an archetype that exists in tandem with my regional identity as a native upper midwesterner. Hating the Bears keeps me from becoming spiritually unmoored. It forms the very fabric of who I am.

         The subtext of the Packers vs. Bears rivalry is that one of this country’s great metropolitan areas is frequently humiliated on national television by a community that has one twenty-sixth of its population. It’s the same dynamic as North vs. South—it’s city vs. country, powerful vs. marginalized, “normal” fat people vs. the morbidly obese. I ride with the morbidly obese until the end of time.

         The difference between rivalries in sports and rivalries in music is that there are no winners in music. Not that people haven’t tried to determine winners—sales charts and awards shows and rock-critic polls exist to “prove” such things. In hip-hop, the battle has long been a vital tradition distinguishing the true MC from a field of suckers. But even the most hard-core MC battle is essentially a figure-skating competition—it’s never decided primarily by the players themselves. An outside judge or the audience must decide who is best.

         When Loyola beat Mississippi State with a mostly black lineup, even the most ardent redneck could see the fallacy of suggesting that black players shouldn’t be allowed on the same court as white players. But there is no arena in which Oasis definitively “defeated” Blur or vice versa. Music rivalries are almost all projection, and what’s being projected are our own desires, hopes, ideologies, and shortcomings. Sports have guided our society toward answers to questions we couldn’t or wouldn’t address elsewhere; music and art put us on a more personal journey, allowing us to work through issues that can only be resolved in our own hearts.

         
              

         

         If I had to pinpoint the moment when I went from being an Oasis fan to absorbing the band into my psyche, it was probably when I saw the cover of 1994’s “Cigarettes and Alcohol” single. My favorite part of following Oasis in high school was tracking down imports, which would arrive at my local store every couple of months. I had to be patient and occasionally pay exorbitant prices, but my loyalty was always rewarded. Between 1994 and ’96, Oasis turned out a steady stream of nonalbum tracks that were often better than what ended up on the records. If you liked Oasis as much as I did, you probably spent a similar amount of time ranking your personal favorites. (The number one Oasis B side has to be “Acquiesce,” though if I wrote this on a different day I might say “Fade Away.”)

         People who only knew the Oasis songs that were played on MTV were missing something important. Not only was the music on those singles phenomenal, but the iconography was indelible. With the possible exception of the image of Marc Bolan blasting out a glammed-up Chuck Berry riff on the cover of T. Rex’s Electric Warrior, nothing comes close to personifying what I love about music better than the sleeve of “Cigarettes and Alcohol.” We see Noel and Liam Gallagher slugging Champagne and smoking cigarettes on a bed flanked by two beautiful women in a resplendent London hotel room. Are they about to have sex? Are they already too wasted to have sex? As a kid who had never been wasted or had sex, I had no idea. But I stared at that cover endlessly and fantasized about the possibilities.

         Oasis came into my life just a few months after my heart was broken by Kurt Cobain’s suicide. I was being raised on bands that looked upon rock stardom as a burden and pleasure as an empty alternative to the reality of pain. Oasis had a different idea. They were reveling in the glory of rock-and-roll stupidity. They were making a persuasive case for life. I wanted that, and Oasis made me think it could be mine. What Oasis promised was self-actualization. When Liam Gallagher sang, “Tonight I’m a rock-and-roll star,” he subsequently became an actual rock-and-roll star. How could I not hang on Oasis’s every word after that?

         
              

         

         I didn’t have to listen to Blur or read Blur’s record reviews, because any defense of Blur was already countered perfectly by Noel Gallagher, one of the best interview subjects in rock history. Two hundred years from now, high school students will study Noel Gallagher interviews for their rhetorical brilliance the way kids today look at the Lincoln-Douglas debates from the 1850s. Noel is, was, and always will be my guy, and I’ve trusted in him to show me the way.

         Based on the Noel Gallagher interviews I’ve read or watched on video, people who prefer Blur to Oasis feel that way for two reasons:

         (1) Blur Made More Good Albums Than Oasis Did

         Again, I’m in no position to judge the quality of Blur’s discography, but I suspect this is correct. Blur seems like the more consistent band. I just don’t think it matters.

         Whenever Noel Gallagher talks about Oasis albums, he always sets the first two LPs, Definitely Maybe and (What’s the Story) Morning Glory, apart from the other records as obvious highlights. (Oasis famously went off the rails with its coke- and hubris-fueled third album, Be Here Now, which is remembered as “the Aristocrats” joke of ’90s rock—it’s really long, it’s really tedious, and the payoff is underwhelming.) Gallagher never pretends that whatever he’s currently promoting will ever touch “Live Forever” or “Champagne Supernova.” And he seems perfectly comfortable in his own skin when he does this. Gallagher knows Oasis had its moment, and nobody can take it away from him.

         Damon Albarn, on the other hand, seems like a guy who’s deeply invested in his own continued relevance. He is constantly seeking out new collaborators and attempting new music styles. Albarn probably believes that whatever record he’s presently making will be his best. Gallagher, meanwhile, reminds me of an observation that rock critic Greil Marcus once made about Rod Stewart: “If it was necessary to become a great artist in order to get the money to spend and the star to fuck, well, Rod was willing.” Noel was willing, too. Once he achieved success, he didn’t seem especially motivated to keep on achieving it. He was content to lounge comfortably on his laurels.

         I suppose that this attitude should diminish Gallagher (and that Albarn’s contrary point of view should make him the superior artist). But to me Gallagher’s approach is weirdly refreshing, because it seems more honest about the motivations and abilities of artists of his age and stature. Gallagher believes that the first two Oasis records (and the accompanying singles) are his true legacy, and he is absolutely right. Anything that came after is beside the point.

         Let’s say Oasis and Blur traded discographies. Instead of peaking early with two enormous triumphs, then following up with a series of inconsistent LPs that even many Oasis fans dismiss as recycled versions of the band’s glory years, Oasis had a more varied, adventurous, and altogether stronger overall body of work than that of Blur. Is there any part of Noel Gallagher’s brain that would be happy with that swap? I know he wouldn’t be happy, because he’s talked about this very subject.

         “At the end of the cycle of Morning Glory, I was hailed as the greatest songwriter since Lennon and McCartney,” Gallagher told Grantland’s Chuck Klosterman in 2011. (I don’t think anyone ever actually said, “Noel Gallagher is the greatest songwriter since Lennon and McCartney.” But let’s just assume somebody did for argument’s sake.) “Let’s say my career had gone backwards. Let’s say this new solo album had been my debut, and it was my last two records that sold twenty million copies instead of the first two records. Had this been the case, all the other albums leading up to those last two would be considered a fucking journey. They would be perceived as albums that represent the road to greatness. But just because it started off great doesn’t make those other albums any less of a journey. I’ll use an American football analogy, since we’re in America: let’s say you’re behind with two minutes to go and you come back to tie the game. It almost feels like you’ve won. Right? But let’s say you’ve been ahead the whole game and you allow the opponent to tie things up in the final two minutes. Then it feels like you’ve lost. But the fact of the matter is it’s still a fucking tie. The only difference is perception. And the fact of the matter is that Oasis sold fifty-five million records. If people think we were never good after the nineties, that’s irrelevant.”

         I’m not sure I totally buy Gallagher’s argument here. He seems to believe that the journey toward greatness is no different from the journey away from greatness. Regardless: when Oasis was great, it was the best. It doesn’t matter where on Oasis’s career arc that greatness occurred—it still far outstrips the accomplishments of the competition. So, you know, fuck Blur.

         (2) Blur Is Smarter Than Oasis

         Again, no dispute from the pro-Oasis camp on the question of the bands’ relative intelligence. In fact, Oasis’s supposed lack of smarts arguably worked in its favor. Oasis was perceived in Britain as the working-class alternative to Blur’s brainier, more collegiate brand of indie music. Even in America, where anyone with a British accent is instantly viewed as a snooty fussbudget magically transported from the nineteenth century, Oasis’s music translated better because it never bothered with the pointed, Kinks-inspired satire that Blur’s did. In the mid-’90s, Albarn presented himself as a critic of American corporate imperialism encroaching upon European culture, which was obviously not going to translate terribly well in the States. Gallagher’s songwriting MO, by contrast, had nothing to do with raising his audience’s consciousness and sense of British nationalism. He just wrote anthems that prompted throngs of drunken people to raise their pints.

         Was the dichotomy between “Blur is the uptight university band” and “Oasis is the blue-collar hero band” unfairly reductive? Sure. Even Noel Gallagher acknowledged as much. In the 2003 Britpop documentary Live Forever, Gallagher talks about Blur while seated in a high-backed chair that looks like a fucking throne, for crying out loud.

         “They’ve never been on a building site. Which is not to say the dirt under your fingernails is a badge of honor—it’s not. It’s just a fact,” Gallagher says in the film, then with a sardonic glimmer he adds: “I worked on building sites. That fundamentally makes my soul more pure than theirs.”

         Gallagher lets the audience know that he’s not being totally serious, but he’s not totally joking, either. If Gallagher was self-aware enough to playfully undermine his own band’s hardscrabble image, he really relished taking the piss out of his rival’s pretensions. Whether Oasis was the more “authentic” band because it had a broader appeal is a tired question probably not worth asking. But Oasis was unquestionably taken less seriously than Blur by rock critics, then and now, which allowed Gallagher to bludgeon Albarn with all the intellectual baggage that music writers affixed to Blur’s music.

         “If you’ve got the time to worry about American culture creeping into British society, then I would get a proper fucking job,” Gallagher says in one of the DVD extras for Live Forever. “Other people are too busy trying to make a living. Such a condescending cock—I wrote this album so I could stop American culture coming to Britain. Fucking wanker. What does he know about British culture? He’s a fookin’ student.”

         Blur might be smarter than Oasis, but Oasis is definitely wiser than Blur.

         
              

         

         Nobody wins a music rivalry, but the primary actors can decide to grow up and call a truce. That’s what happened by the early ’10s—Oasis vs. Blur, one of the longest and most entertaining rivalries in rock history, petered out. Noel was telling fans via his interviews to forgive Damon Albarn. I was beside myself. It was as if my Packers decided to shut down Lambeau.

         “Funnily enough, when I was out last night, I bumped into him,” Gallagher told ShortList magazine in 2011. “I literally haven’t seen the guy for fifteen fucking years and I bump into him in some club. We both went, ‘Hey! Fucking hell!’ and then he said, ‘Come on, let’s go for a beer.’ So we’re sitting there, having a beer, just going, ‘What the fuck was all that about fifteen years ago? That was mental.’ Then he said, ‘It was a great time, though,’ and I was like, ‘Yeah, it was a fucking good laugh.’ It was cool, man.”

         Just like that, a man whom Noel Gallagher once publicly wished would catch AIDS and die was now a-okay in his book. All the mental energy I had put into making that rivalry meaningful in my mind was being chalked up as “mental.” It was time to start over.

         So I listened to Everyday Robots. More than once, even. And I liked it. It’s like one of those Beck albums on which Beck decides to be a sad bastard (except smarter) or Thom Yorke’s The Eraser (except not as frigid). It reminds me of Bobby Womack’s fine 2012 comeback record, The Bravest Man in the Universe, which Albarn oversaw. (My ban did not extend to Albarn-produced records by musical geniuses.) All the songs on Robots are similarly constructed, with spare piano chords or delicate guitar picking set against an austere tapestry of synths, samples, and contemplative, purposeful beats. It is casually cosmopolitan music. At this point, Albarn can apply African and Caribbean accents to his own distinctively British sensibility without a trace of strain. He makes highly conceptual records that feel natural, always an impressive maneuver.

         While occasionally playful (see, for example, “Mr. Tembo,” which is supposedly about a baby elephant, because that’s what you write about if you survive your “writing songs about heroin” period), Everyday Robots is mostly a “mortality” record—a record on which all the songs are about aging and death and the singer tries to sound like he’s ninety years old. (Rick Rubin invented it when he hooked up with Johnny Cash.) This is the only kind of record that an aging but still engaged artist such as Albarn is seemingly allowed to make anymore, and Albarn works hard to make the most of it. It’s often hard to tell exactly what the songs are about, given the vagueness of the lyrics. (In spite of his reputation for social commentary, Albarn appears to be no more of a wordsmith than Gallagher—but again, my experience is limited.) When he softly coos, “Some days I look at the morning, trying to work out how I got here” in “You and Me,” it’s not immediately apparent what specifically he’s working out. (My best guess: “Why did I make a record with Flea? And why did Thom Yorke also make a record with Flea? Is Flea a fucking hypnotist?”) But it’s pretty obvious what Albarn’s vocals and the restrained, tastefully assembled, endlessly downbeat music are communicating: the ’90s were a loooong time ago. And now my audience and I are very, very old.

         Everyday Robots is inherently nostalgic, yet it seems forward-thinking. This is a clear victory for Albarn, who gets called a sonic explorer by the New York Times while making a middle-of-the-road record that will alienate exactly no one. (Sorry: that’s the strident anti-Blur fundamentalist in me talking.) I guess it’s a victory for me, too. I’m done depriving myself of Albarn’s intelligent and engaging musical and cultural synthesis, and this is good if also slightly hollow. His music is more amenable and less important to me now. My hate has been replaced by dutiful dispassion. I’ve traded made-up meaning for boring old grudging respect.

         Clearly it’s time for me to rethink my feelings about other pop rivalries.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Bruce Dreams

            (Nirvana vs. Pearl Jam)

         

         The first music rivalry I ever cared about as it unfolded in real time was Nirvana vs. Pearl Jam. Oasis vs. Blur was a mid-’90s thing, whereas Nirvana vs. Pearl Jam was strictly early ’90s. This might seem like a minor difference, but two or three years is a lifetime when you’re a kid, especially if we’re talking about the time between ages fourteen and seventeen, the “Vietnam” era of adolescence.

         Considering that I was a painfully serious middle schooler when Nirvana vs. Pearl Jam was at its height, my position was entirely predictable: I loved Nirvana, and I hated Pearl Jam. Nirvana’s 1991 major-label debut, Nevermind, was, in my mind, the pinnacle of “honest” and “authentic” music, while Pearl Jam’s Epic Records–distributed first LP, also released in ’91, Ten, was the epitome of what people who loved Nevermind—people like me—were supposed to be against. Ten was corporate. Ten was stadium rock. Ten was for jocks and frat boys.

         In retrospect I’m not sure why exactly I was against those things. I don’t think I even knew what those things really were. For instance, I still played sports on a daily basis—in eighth grade, I was the Paul Mokeski-esque backup center for my junior high basketball team. After reading my yearbooks from this period, I discovered that I also ran cross-country, though for the life of me I don’t remember this or comprehend how it happened. Even in junior high, I was blessed with the pure athleticism of Jeffrey Tambor. (Back then, I was Mr. Mom–era Tambor. Today I’m solidly third-season-of-Arrested Development–era Tambor.) But technically, I was still a jock. As for frat boys, my experience with fraternities consisted solely of viewings of the edited version of Animal House on basic cable. I was aware that frat boys were big fat party animals. But my knowledge was otherwise very limited in this regard. If I had seen the unedited Animal House, at least I would’ve known that frat boys said “fuck” and not “freak” or “fudge.”

         Basically, I understood what “jocks” and “frat boys” meant as signifiers, and in spite of the evidence, I believed that I belonged to a different species. After all, jocks were not as sensitive, smart, or soulful as I was—therefore, how could I be a jock? My argument was circular but convincing: jocks would never “get” alternative music on a deep level because they were not sufficiently alienated to grasp the nuances. They only heard distorted guitars and bellowing vocals, whereas I discerned the meaning of those distorted guitars and bellowing vocals. For everybody else in my grade, the video for “In Bloom” was merely a grainy black-and-white clip starring the host of The People’s Court that accompanied the fourth-best single off Nevermind. They couldn’t possibly understand that this video was actually an incisive satire of mindless mainstream media, which individuals like Kurt Cobain and myself could totally see as the soul-deadening circus it truly was. No way: those people were sheep, and they lapped up whatever was served to them.

         This was why, I reasoned, Pearl Jam was so much more popular than Nirvana at my school. There were no deep layers of ironic subtext in the video for Pearl Jam’s “Even Flow.” The “Even Flow” video, if you’ll recall, is a straightforward performance clip culled from a concert filmed in early 1992. The video opens with Eddie Vedder screaming at director Josh Taft to turn down the lights for his cameras. “This is not a TV studio, Josh,” Vedder yells, sounding somewhat petulant but nevertheless making an accurate observation. (It wasn’t a TV studio; it was Seattle’s Moore Theatre.)

         In spite of Eddie’s public hectoring, Taft wound up doing wonders for Pearl Jam’s career, spotlighting the band (particularly Vedder) at its energetic, sweat-stained best. The clip culminates ingeniously with Vedder climbing the theater’s balcony and falling back into the crowd. For those who weren’t into rock music at the time, let me explain: audiences in the ’90s paid good money for musical artists to jump on top of them. It was considered the pinnacle of a live rock experience for some reason. So the “Even Flow” video only made Pearl Jam’s music seem more attractive.

         If memory serves, “Even Flow” played approximately 379 times per day on MTV in the summer of ’92. Few at the network would’ve acknowledged it at the time, but “Even Flow” was essentially the same clip as another video that dominated the channel’s playlist just four years earlier—Def Leppard’s “Pour Some Sugar on Me.” In that video, Def Leppard singer Joe Elliott and his exquisitely ripped jeans are prominently featured in a live performance filmed at Denver’s McNichols Sports Arena in front of an audience composed exclusively of pretty, blond, nymphomaniac Coloradoans. The idea with both the “Even Flow” and “Pour Some Sugar on Me” clips was to make attending a concert by the band in question seem massively appealing to music consumers between the ages of fourteen and twenty-three. And it worked: Pearl Jam went from a second-tier act on that summer’s Lollapalooza tour to the biggest band in the world by the fall.

         This development gave me all the more reason to despise Pearl Jam.

         I should point out that I don’t feel this way about Pearl Jam anymore. In fact, I got over my anti–Pearl Jam stance pretty early. By 1993, it just seemed stupid to dislike Pearl Jam for supposedly being a sellout band, particularly in light of my discovery that Pearl Jam’s music was fucking awesome. The turning point occurred when Pearl Jam appeared on the 1993 MTV Video Music Awards and played an incredible new song (“Animal,” which came out soon thereafter on Pearl Jam’s second record, Vs.). Then Neil Young came out and joined Pearl Jam for an even more incredible rendition of “Rockin’ in the Free World.” A rock band inviting a rock legend to play guitar-based music for more than ten minutes at the VMAs seems like something that might’ve occurred in the 1890s, not the 1990s. But YouTube confirms that my timeline is accurate.

         At this point I was actively pretending to not like Pearl Jam while secretly watching the VMA performance over and over again on my VCR. Which is clearly insane, not only because nobody in my life cared about my opinion regarding Pearl Jam’s legitimacy but also because my reason for pretending to dislike a band that I actually liked was based on my belief that another band better represented the “real” me. In the parlance of the time, Nirvana was the “legitimate” band, while the members of Pearl Jam were just a bunch of poseurs. I was so invested in my contrived relationship with Nirvana’s music that it forced me to obfuscate a genuine connection I had to Pearl Jam.

         This sort of thinking seems silly now, but it certainly existed in the minds of other grunge-era rock fans. Nirvana and Pearl Jam were far more similar than they were dissimilar—their songs were played on the same radio stations, their videos were played on the same Alternative Nation shows on MTV, and the same people generally liked both bands. And yet many impressionable listeners felt compelled to pick a side. Regardless of how illogical the reasoning was, Nirvana vs. Pearl Jam was a real rivalry. It’s important to remember this, because there’s been a concerted effort to revise history in the years since the rivalry cooled.

         To pick one example: I just read a 2013 Esquire interview with Pearl Jam guitarist Mike McCready in which he refers to the Nirvana–Pearl Jam rivalry as a “press-created thing.” He then says:

         
            I think [Cobain] and Ed had talked. I remember we were at the MTV VMAs, and I just jumped over the seats, and I said [to Cobain], “Hey, I heard you and Ed might be doing a record someday. I’d love to play a lead on it.” And he goes, “Oh, we’ll talk about it some other time.” I just felt like I had to reach out, because there was this weird wall between us, us versus them or them versus us.

         

         McCready’s comments are typical of how the members of Pearl Jam have talked about Cobain in the years since his untimely death. First McCready frames the Nirvana–Pearl Jam rivalry as a media-driven creation. Then he relates an anecdote that suggests that Nirvana and Pearl Jam were friendly (if not friends) and that Cobain saw Eddie Vedder as an artistic equal and possible collaborator.

         I’m sure McCready wasn’t lying in that interview, but I suspect that what he said isn’t exactly true. Let me concede at the start that I don’t know any of these people personally. What I do know intimately are Cobain’s public statements about Pearl Jam. I have studied the written record closely—first as an amateur rock obsessive, then as a paid rock obsessive—for more than twenty years. I can’t play “Serve the Servants” on guitar, but I could perform decent covers of Cobain’s Rolling Stone interviews. If Kurt and Eddie really were pals in their private lives, I know this directly contradicts what’s in the public record.

         For starters, the Nirvana–Pearl Jam rivalry was press-driven only in the sense that Cobain relished trashing Pearl Jam publicly right up until the end of his life. It commenced after Nirvana topped the charts with Nevermind and Pearl Jam swiftly appeared in Cobain’s rearview. “I find it offensive to be lumped in with bands like Pearl Jam,” Cobain told the Chicago Tribune in 1992. Soon after, in Musician, Cobain dismissed Pearl Jam as a “corporate, alternative, and cock-rock fusion.” Then, in Rolling Stone, he accused Pearl Jam of “jumping on the alternative bandwagon.” Cobain even dissed Pearl Jam in his private journals (which were later posthumously published), wishing he could “be erased from [Nirvana’s] association” with the band.

         This is all familiar territory for grunge fans, and it’s been rehashed many times in magazine articles and books about ’90s rock. But what’s often forgotten (or straight-up whitewashed) is that even after Cobain met Vedder and came to like Vedder personally, he never warmed to Pearl Jam’s melodramatic, fist-pumping anthems. This inconvenient fact was carefully massaged by Cameron Crowe in his otherwise entertaining 2011 documentary, Pearl Jam Twenty.

         When Crowe and the members of Pearl Jam promoted the film, the most frequently used clip was of Vedder slow-dancing with Cobain to Eric Clapton’s “Tears in Heaven” backstage at the 1992 MTV Video Music Awards. (This is the first of many references to the 1992 VMAs in this book.) It was a tacit acknowledgment of Cobain’s importance to Pearl Jam’s story: while Vedder and Pearl Jam warrant only a handful of mentions in major Nirvana books, including Michael Azerrad’s Come as You Are and Charles R. Cross’s Heavier Than Heaven, Cobain is always a significant character in retellings of Pearl Jam’s early years. Nirvana’s career arc would likely remain unchanged with or without Pearl Jam’s presence. But Pearl Jam’s early years were greatly informed by Nirvana, who represented the greatest hurdle Pearl Jam had to overcome in terms of establishing long-term credibility.

         While Vedder has declined to divulge specifics about his VMA conversation with Cobain—in Pearl Jam Twenty, he claims he doesn’t remember what Cobain said—Cobain repeated verbatim what he told Vedder to Azerrad:

         
            I stared into his eyes and told him that I thought he was a respectable human. And I did tell him straight out that I still think his band sucks. I said, “After watching you perform, I realized that you are a person that does have some passion.” It’s not a fully contrived thing. There are plenty of other more evil people out in the world than him and he doesn’t deserve to be scapegoated like that.

         

         It’s reasonable to conclude after reading this quote that Kurt Cobain might’ve liked Eddie Vedder as a guy but was also unapologetic about sticking to his low opinion of Vedder’s music. Even Cobain’s apparent capitulations to Vedder are carefully qualified—Pearl Jam has some passion; it isn’t fully contrived; there are more evil people out there. However, in Pearl Jam Twenty, the part where Cobain thinks Pearl Jam sucks is gently set aside, so that the “respectable human” part can be emphasized.

         While Cobain did eventually express remorse about slagging Pearl Jam in the press, he never actually stopped doing it, even as he acknowledged that smack-talking Nirvana’s increasingly more successful rival was bad PR. “One of the things I’ve learned is that slagging off people just doesn’t do me any good,” Cobain told David Fricke in a Rolling Stone cover story that ran three months before his suicide. “I hadn’t met Eddie at the time. It was my fault; I should have been slagging off the record company instead of them. They were marketed—not probably against their will—but without them realizing they were being pushed into the grunge bandwagon.”

         When Fricke asked a follow-up question about whether Cobain “felt any empathy” for Pearl Jam, Cobain couldn’t resist getting one last jab in. “Yeah, I do,” he said, answering Fricke’s initial question but deciding to keep talking anyway. “Except I’m pretty sure that they didn’t go out of their way to challenge their audience as much as we did with this record. They’re a safe rock band. They’re a pleasant rock band that everyone likes. God, I’ve had much better quotes in my head about this.”

         It was only after Cobain was no longer able to speak for himself that his feelings about Pearl Jam magically improved. And a lot of that had to do with Vedder, who never lashed back at Cobain when Cobain was alive and in fact seemed to hold his most vocal critic in high regard. Cobain might’ve despised Pearl Jam’s records, but Vedder remained a Nirvana fan who felt indebted to Cobain. Perhaps it was this fandom that provoked Vedder to imagine how his relationship with Cobain might’ve been different had his erstwhile adversary not killed himself.

         “Sometimes—I don’t sit around and think about it all the time by any means—I wish that Kurt and I had been able to, like, sit in the basement a few nights and just play stupid songs together, and relate to some of this,” Vedder told Spin’s Craig Marks in 1994, several months after Cobain’s death. “That might’ve helped us to understand each other, that he wasn’t the only one, or that I wasn’t the only one. We kind of knew that in the back of our heads, but we certainly never…I mean, we had a conversation on the phone, but we didn’t really address that.”

         Many years later, in a 2009 interview, Vedder once again speculated on what Cobain’s opinion would be of him had Cobain lived. “I don’t talk too much about him in respect to Krist [Novoselic] and Dave [Grohl] and I know he said that early stuff about not liking us,” he told Britain’s Sun newspaper. “But if Kurt were around today, I know he’d say to me, ‘Well, you turned out OK.’” Then, in Pearl Jam Twenty, Vedder talks again about theoretically hanging out with Cobain: “It always comes up around a campfire or playing music with a few guys in a garage for no particular reason. I always think, ‘He would’ve liked this.’”

         Am I saying that Eddie Vedder is wrong to imagine a post-death friendship with Cobain? No, it’s not wrong. But it feels inaccurate. Again, based on the public record, Kurt Cobain never chose to hang out with Eddie Vedder when such a thing was physically possible. Aside from the occasional phone conversation or an impromptu backstage dance, they didn’t appear to have much of a personal relationship. While I can imagine an undead Kurt Cobain accepting an invitation to enjoy a campfire with Eddie Vedder, I can just as easily envision Kurt sneaking away and calling Kurt Loder in order to complain about how Lightning Bolt sucks.

         It’s a real bummer when your hero doesn’t love you back.

         
              

         

         I dream about Bruce Springsteen sometimes.

         By “sometimes,” I mean maybe once or twice per year. But whenever it happens, I remember it, and I’m not a person who normally remembers his dreams. My Bruce Springsteen dreams unfold the same way each time: usually Bruce and I are sitting in close proximity to a concert stage, maybe in a tour bus or a backstage lounge area. The particulars of our conversations are never all that important—we might talk about records, we might talk about our kids, we might talk about the contents of our refrigerators. The point is that I’m sitting with the Boss, and we’re sharing a moment the way two old friends would. What I’m left with when I wake up is that glow you feel after spending several hours with a pal you haven’t seen in years but are still able to instantly connect with. It’s a vividly real sensation about a patently fake encounter.

         I feel embarrassed admitting this, because I can already sense the massive eye rolls that a sentence like “I dream about Bruce Springsteen sometimes” will prompt. I’m sure dreaming about Bruce Springsteen is an utterly common occurrence among white men between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-five who sneak away once the wife goes to bed to drink bourbon in the dark and play side 2 of Darkness on the Edge of Town. The character played by John Cusack in High Fidelity daydreams about confiding in Springsteen, so not only is “I dream about Bruce Springsteen sometimes” banal, it’s also a cliché. I understand if you’ve already fucking heard fucking enough about Bruce fucking Springsteen dreams. The only reason I brought it up is because “I dream about Bruce Springsteen sometimes” is a manifestation of a prevalent form of delusion experienced by millions of individuals—including me, possibly Eddie Vedder, and (I’m willing to bet) you.

         If you’re reading this book, there is probably an artist or band whose music you have an intense personal relationship with. (This band may very well be one of the bands covered in this chapter, in which case I apologize if I have already inadvertently pissed you off.) I would also guess that this artist or band came into your life during a time when you were highly vulnerable. If this is the case, this artist or band might’ve been the closest thing you had to a confidant. In fact, he, she, or it was better than a confidant, because his/her/its music articulated your own thoughts and feelings better than you ever could. This music elevated the raw materials of your life to the heights of art and poetry. It made you feel as if your personal experience was grander and more meaningful than it might otherwise have been. And, naturally, you attributed whatever that music was doing to your heart and brain to the people who made the music, and you came to believe that the qualities of the music were also true of the music’s creators. “If this music understands me, then the people behind the music must also understand me,” goes this line of thought.

         The reality of music fandom is that it’s a one-way street. Music can’t love you back; getting overly wrapped up in an album is basically a socially acceptable version of having an imaginary friend. Listeners project meaning onto records and come to believe that meaning is universal when in fact it might exist only inside their own heads. If you’re lucky, this will only lead to bawling your eyes out whenever you put on Blood on the Tracks or Sea Change because that record is “about” the worst heartbreak of your life. If you’re Charles Manson or Mark David Chapman, the consequences are a little direr.

         And yet here we are. I can offer a diagnosis of music fandom but no cure. Even after working as a music journalist for more than fifteen years and interviewing hundreds of musicians, I still have romantic notions of what my heroes are “really” like and steadfastly believe that if we ever had a chance to meet, they would like me. If I step outside myself, I can see how arrogant this is. Given the right social situation and correct number of drinks, I can be adequately charming. But my charm is not transcendent. (I am not Barbra Streisand in What’s Up, Doc?) Getting genuinely magnetic people to like me is hardly a lock. But I also understand that wanting to be liked by my favorite artists has nothing to do with the artists. It’s not that I believe that I would be good for them, it’s that for some weird reason I’m looking for them to validate all the thoughts and feelings I’ve put into my version of them.

         My saving grace is that I’m probably never going to meet Springsteen or Bob Dylan or Axl Rose or Kanye West in the flesh. It’s possible that these guys might like me if we were to meet. They might also hate me. Most likely, they wouldn’t care about me enough to have an opinion either way. But I’ll never know what they think of me, and for that I’m glad. I can’t imagine what it would be like to put someone on a pedestal only to have that person look down on me in disgust.

         Actually, I don’t have to imagine it, because I just have to look at New Jersey governor Chris Christie and his one-way love affair with the Boss.

         As Christie went from being a prominent figure in Jersey politics to a nationally known fixture of the Republican Party, his love of Springsteen became an oft-referenced item from his personal history. The New York Times and The Atlantic were among the media outlets that ran lengthy profiles (in 2009 and 2012 respectively) focused exclusively on Christie’s passionate appreciation of Springsteen’s music. In 2014, when Christie was facing the worst political crisis of his career, his love for Springsteen was once again national news. Springsteen appeared on Late Night with Jimmy Fallon and satirized Christie’s “Bridgegate” scandal with a “Born to Run” parody called “Governor Christie Traffic Jam.”

         If you were on Facebook or Twitter at the time, somebody likely shared this clip with you. It’s fairly amusing for a late-night talk-show bit—Fallon’s Springsteen impression is pretty great, and Springsteen does a decent job of approximating his younger, less haggard self. But I couldn’t help feeling a smidge of sympathy for Christie when I watched it. Yes, Christie is a public figure. And his beliefs exist on the opposite end of the political spectrum from my beliefs. But he was mocked by his idol in front of millions on national television. On the scale of publicly humiliating experiences, where an extramarital sex scandal is a 10 and being photographed while napping in a non-nap-friendly setting is a 1, this ranks at least a 6.5.

         When Christie was asked about the sketch during a public forum not long afterward, he resorted to his only available move—retreating to the comfort of imagining a better relationship with Springsteen at some point in the future. “I still live in hope that someday, even as he gets older and older, he’s going to wake up and go, ‘Yeah, maybe he’s a good guy. He’s alright, you know,’” Christie was quoted as saying by the Newark Star-Ledger.

         According to various media reports that I’ve read, Christie has met Springsteen at least three times—once during a flight to Minneapolis in 1999, once during a ceremony inducting Danny DeVito into the New Jersey Hall of Fame in 2010, and once during a telethon for Hurricane Sandy victims in 2012. Meanwhile, by his own count, Christie has attended more than 130 Springsteen shows dating back to the 1970s. Given his position of authority in New Jersey, you’d think Christie would have more opportunities to get some Springsteen face time. But Springsteen has brushed him off consistently. The Atlantic described one snubbing in such pathetic terms that even Rachel Maddow might weep for Christie:

         
            At concerts, even concerts in club-size venues—the Stone Pony, in Asbury Park, most recently—Springsteen won’t acknowledge the governor. When Christie leaves a Springsteen concert in a large arena, his state troopers move him to his motorcade through loading docks. He walks within feet of the stage, and of the dressing rooms. He’s never been invited to say hello. On occasion, he’ll make a public plea to Springsteen, as he did earlier this spring, when Christie asked him to play at a new casino in Atlantic City. “He says he’s for the revitalization of the Jersey Shore, so this seems obvious,” Christie told me. I asked him if he’s received a response to his request. “No, we got nothing back from them,” he said unhappily, “not even a ‘Fuck you.’”

         

         The reason for Springsteen giving Christie the cold shoulder is pretty obvious: Springsteen is classic rock’s most celebrated populist and old-school liberal. In 1984, the year Springsteen’s bestselling album Born in the U.S.A. made him the biggest bar-band rocker on the planet, Ronald Reagan appropriated the album’s title track and deliberately misconstrued its strident protest sentiment as a simplistic celebration of American might. Nearly thirty years later, Springsteen still suffered from the consequences of this. When Springsteen made “We Take Care of Our Own,” an outraged call to arms partly inspired by the Bush administration’s apathetic response to Hurricane Katrina, the lead single from his 2012 album, Wrecking Ball, New York Times music critic Jon Caramanica took the chorus (“We take care of our own / Wherever this flag’s flown”) at face value and accused Springsteen of jingoism. So if Springsteen is sensitive about political associations with his art and how they affect the way that art is perceived, it’s not without cause.

         “There is some of his work that is dour and down,” Christie acknowledged in The Atlantic, “but the thing that attracted me to his music is how aspirational it is—aspirational to success, to fun, to being a better person, to figuring out how to make your life better—and you can’t say that about most people’s music.…What’s funny is that his progression is what Republicans believe can happen. That’s what Republicans believe—hard work, talent, ambition. We all know he’s the hardest-working man in show business. It’s a meritocracy.”

         Now, this might seem like as gross a perversion of Springsteen’s life and art as what Reagan did in order to wallop Walter Mondale. But if you disregard the politics for a moment, what Christie is doing here is what all fans do with their favorite music. We take whichever portion seems to apply most directly to our own lives, and we make the whole thing about that. It’s why married couples swoon over R.E.M.’s misanthropic anthem “The One I Love” and sports fans pretend that Gary Glitter wasn’t thinking about molesting eight-year-olds when he wrote the deathless jock jam “Rock and Roll Part 2.” I suspect Christie’s belief that Springsteen represents the supposed Republican ideals of hard work and self-sufficiency is pretty common; at this point, given the demographic makeup of Springsteen’s audience, it might even be the predominant view. But Christie isn’t totally deluded. He knows that his politics will probably always alienate him from Springsteen—though that doesn’t mean a guy can’t wish for a different outcome.
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