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			My wish is that you may be loved to the point of madness.

			—André Breton
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			Dear Readers and Lookie-Loos,

			This is a book about Sparks, but filtered through my personal observations and obsessions. It is not a biography of a band, nor about the background of putting together a Sparks show. My main interest is my fixation with Ron Mael’s and Russell Mael’s music and what bounces from that medium to yours truly. Also, writing this book was a good excuse for me to spend time in London.

		

	
		
			Introduction

		

	
		
			A Strange Obsession

			What is the meaning of this strange obsession? It’s said that a man is defined by his work and friends. To me, a man is defined by his record and book collection. And, of course, the appreciation of the right type of fabric at the right time and place—Levi’s button-up 501s with the cuffs up an inch (enough to see the sock)—that’s pretty much all that’s needed for a man in the twenty-first century, right? Well, that…and the twenty-one albums by Sparks.

			So, when I hear that my all-time favorite group (or obsession)—Sparks—is doing a series of twenty-one shows in London, each night devoted to a different one of their twenty-one albums, I think there’s absolutely no way I can miss this. But when I sit down to see what the trip might cost, it’s obvious that there wouldn’t be any possible way to make it. Then, just to be sure, I check again. Then again to be triple sure. By now, I’m quite secure with the fact that I can’t possibly afford to go to London for this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I consider myself a responsible adult with a full-time job at a bookstore that my tax guy calls a hobby, and my publishing empire, TamTam Books. So, figuring my job and my additional career as a publisher of contemporary French literature that ninety-five percent of the population doesn’t care about, I realize that I really don’t make enough money to make this happen no matter how hard I try to convince myself that it could happen.

			Have you ever worked at a bookstore? Not counting a time when you worked part time while you were in school or abstractly as a writer immersing yourself in the atmosphere of books—but as a professional bookseller working full time to support yourself because that’s the career path that you’ve chosen? It’s the kind of life that can be counted as seasons go by—literally—because that’s how professional booksellers go through life…by the catalog seasons that books are released. Valentine’s Day, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Fourth of July, Halloween, and then the ultimate season for the book buyers—Christmas. One measures the whole year and the four seasons when working full time as a professional bookseller. I really don’t have the time for twenty-one days in London to hear and see twenty-one nights of Sparks.

			Aside from Sparks, though, the number twenty-one keeps me attached to the idea of going. It seems to be a magic number that is calling out to me. And it dawns on me all of sudden that I live in the twenty-first century. (For whatever reason, my head is really into the twentieth century.) In the U.K., the twenty-one gun salute is especially marked for royalty; for the city of London, it is always a twenty-one gun salute. There are so many songs and book titles that have the number twenty-one (hardly any with twenty or twenty-two). And when I think of Sparks having twenty-one albums and doing twenty-one shows, man, that really stands out. It just rolls off the tongue and seems impressive. And the truth is, it really is impressive for a group to have twenty-one albums in their career and still carry on as if there’s no end in sight.

			I am also fascinated with the idea of writing about this experience of seeing Sparks. And it is obvious to me that I need to capture this experience on the page. A reasonable person, I guess, might fantasize about going to the shows, taking a few pictures, and jotting down a few notes. But I am an obsessed fan, and a book person. I need to explore all of this in words, book-length words. Sure, a picture can capture something that may take a thousand words to convey, but it can also be misinterpreted. Words expose the space between the letters and the joining of our careers as musicians (Sparks) and booksellers (Me).

			There just has to be a way to make this happen. I need to sacrifice all, go into debt, and jeopardize the stability of my life. But it all slowly reveals itself as an inevitability. I speak to my wife, Lun*na. She says: “You have to go, Tosh. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime experience.” Those were the exact words I needed to convince me that I am not delusional (even though I am). Lun*na knows me like she knows every cinema house that’s playing Yakuza flicks in Tokyo. And that phrase…once-in-a-lifetime. It’s dangerously similar to putting a red flag in front of an angry bull.

			So, do I go? Or do I falter and shake in front of mommy/daddy faith? Again, I look at the calculations on paper that scream at me: No way you can afford to do this! You’re insane to even consider it! With that logic running through my head, I choose to do what any reasonable person should do in this situation: Go! To do otherwise would be non-participatory with the world of greatness.

			The next morning, after a series of severe nightmares (my subconscious is always trying to tell me what to do), I realize I’ve made a huge mistake. But mistakes, at least in my life, always tend to lead to greater things. This is what I want to do with my life at the tender age of fifty-three (and a half). It’s now or never, and “never” has never really been a Tosh Berman modus operandi when it comes to desire. This particular desire needs to be fulfilled: the desire to follow the Mael brothers—Sparks—and see all twenty-one of their miraculous shows in London. In other words, I am either a stalker or an overaged groupie.

			You may ask what kind of madness makes one actually go to all these shows? But then again—what kind of madness would lead Sparks to remember over 253 songs and put on a somewhat elaborate stage show anyway? Who’s the real obsessive one, here?

			The Sparks World vs. The Real World

			The Sparks world is an obsessive group of individuals. Only a band like Sparks can conceive such a fan base that is willing to follow them to the edge of a cliff and back again onto solid ground. I don’t think my obsessive friend Brian could go see his God, Morrissey, for twenty-one shows in a row. (And he never shuts up about the wisdom of King Morrissey!) The bitter truth is that both Brian and I are compulsive types, and I think Morrissey and Sparks simply attract such fans. Not in a dangerous or creepy sense, but more to the fact that their dedicated fans spend a great deal of their days thinking about the pop titans of their inner bedroom. With respect to Sparks, I know I do.

			I have been thinking about Sparks since 1974. Which means the band has been on my mind since I was twenty years old, but with a fifteen-year-old mentality. Twenty going on fifteen, in other words. Anywhere except twenty-one (and there’s that number again). I had a real fear of growing up after hearing a nasty rumor that one had to find a job—or worse, a career—to be an adult. I didn’t want to think about any of that. But everyone around me was thinking it, and that was a hard position to be in when I wasn’t sure what direction I wanted to go. In other words, I was a very spoiled teenager. I never had a teenage type of job, like babysitting or working in a supermarket. Nor did I go to college, except junior college to take a film history class, watch films, and hopefully find an obsessive art film girl. I later learned that lots of girls hang out at bookstores, which led me to an almost lifelong employment at such a place. I stayed even after I got married.

			Way before that, though, I went to beauty school because my dad—in an odd but rational moment for him—thought it would be a good idea for me to learn a trade of some sort. And since my uncle was (and still is) a successful hairdresser to the stars, it seemed obvious at the time that I would step into his shoes. Or, at the very least, be an assistant to him. Wrong.

			One of the biggest mistakes to make when you are useless is attempt to prove to someone that you are not useless. Showing up at beauty school was no problem. My problem was washing other peoples’ hair. There’s a technique of lifting and holding the nape of the neck to wash underneath the hair. Every time I performed this somewhat simple act, I turned some poor woman’s back into a lukewarm bath of soapy water. Luckily the customers, mostly older women on fixed incomes, sign an agreement stating that they won’t sue the beauty school for any reason. The real issue I had to face was (and still is in certain social situations) that I was clumsy, and that I had not a clue in my head nor the hands for dealing with someone else’s hair—or even the hair on a mannequin’s head.

			After being turned down by customers due to my reputation that somehow spread to various senior women’s health clinics and rest homes, the school’s administration insisted I train only on dummy heads—and under no circumstances was I allowed to get close to a living, paying customer. So I spent nearly eight hours every day trying to give dummy heads proper shampoo jobs and perms. After two or three months of this—destroying a good amount of mannequin heads—the instructors pulled me aside and told me it would be best if I left the school because there was no chance in hell they would be able to train me to be a hairdresser, or—even if they were able to teach me this craft—assist in placing me with an employer that would be willing to take a chance on me.

			I was, of course, crushed, having thought for sure I could turn my fortune around and do something that would make me part of the employed human race, and the simple fact that I tried so hard and failed was an enormous blow to my self-confidence. It was at this time that I realized my role in life should be that of a pauper prince. I would let others take care of me while I did things of a higher form. I just didn’t know what that higher form would turn out to be. Or how I would pay for it.

			Never Separate The Image Of Sparks From The Music Of Sparks; Or, The Duality Of The Brother Duo

			Sparks was a band whose members somehow said to me: “Tosh, we understand what you are going through, and although your life is pure hell (and, frankly, useless), we can at least make a suitable soundtrack to your miserable situation.” Although the Mael Brothers never literally said those words to me, it’s what was being disseminated to me through their music—a soundtrack for me as I try to figure things out, or at the very least a chance for something else to figure things out for me. And since we’re talking about pop music, we’re also talking about image—how one lives out a life that is also an image, while also projecting that image to the outside world. This is why I’ve always firmly believed that one should never separate the image of a band or artist from their music. The two go together like a slice of lemon in a cup of herbal tea. All music has a sort of visual image attached to it, and the visual aspect of Sparks is extremely important in supporting their musical vision.

			With this, there are various dualities in the Sparks makeup. One is the brother image: the iconic cliché, the very typical relationship between biological brothers in a rock and roll band is practically made up by the fact that they are total enemies against each other. Consider Oasis, The Kinks, The Black Crowes, and The Everly Brothers. Even the great Burnette Brothers were known to knock each others’ heads around with their instruments of choice. On the other side of the coin, there were brother duos like the Kray Twins, who as mobsters ruled East London in the sixties. They were never known to argue, and essentially used a secret form of communication between the two of them.

			Even though Ron Mael and his younger brother Russell—the brother duo that is Sparks—have strong individual personalities, they work together in a very complementary, well-oiled machine-type of way. There are other duo art teams that, I guess, should also be addressed here in order to understand precisely how the Mael Brothers have evolved into their signature Sparks form. Two important ones are the Starn Twins and Gilbert & George. Ron and Russell Mael work very intimately with the Kray/Starn/Gilbert & George mode of brother duo maneuverings. This isn’t to say that they are criminals (at least that I’m aware of)—or twins, for that matter—but it’s the idea that they think of themselves, creatively, as a singular unit.

			The beauty of this relationship is that the Mael Brothers understand their own unified character and how to play that role in Sparks. Ron and Russell are both credited with the songwriting of Sparks’ later period compositions, so the responsibilities are blurred in who does what. I have never seen or read an interview where they reveal how Sparks’ music is actually made. It’s always been a bit of a mystery, but I guess that’s what I also find intriguing. Like the Krays and Gilbert & George, they operate as one. We never hear of disagreements or arguments within the framework of their work; nor do we hear of disruptions in their private lives—which is basically off limits to the press and their fans. Ron and Russell just seem to be comfortable, not only in their own skin, but also with the fact that they share that comfort with each other. It’s very much them against the world.

			Interesting to note, too—now that I’ve put his fans’ obsessions in with the fanaticism of Sparks’ devotees—is that Morrissey is apparently a big Sparks fan, and an admirer of those other brothers-in-arms, the Krays. I think he sees them all as outsiders bound together, a force against a rather hostile world. Morrissey clearly sees the world in heroic terms; and, likewise, he’s in love with the anthropology of pop and its culture. That’s a big part of the Sparks’ world: the mythology of their band and how they see and appreciate that world.

			If one created a symbolic portrait of Sparks, they would see images of early Kinks, early Who, the great silent movie comedians, sixties French pop icons, British Music Hall artists, and the more eccentric aspects of British glam rock. It’s a world that doesn’t naturally fit in with whatever is happening at any particular moment. In fact, it’s perpetually at odds with the current pop world.

			At times I wonder if I am attracted to brothers because I don’t have a brother. Or even a sister. I don’t miss having a sibling. But then, I have been obsessed with images of twins and very close brothers for a long time. I’ve been reading and studying up on the Kray Twins and—no, I don’t idolize them—I realize they’re sadistic killers, but I’m fascinated with how they use their double identity in their work. Gilbert & George do the same. Both of these East London couples are stronger together than separate. And they have always realized that. Sparks, I presume, must have become conscious of this as well. I, on the other hand, only have myself. Well, me and my wife, to be specific. She’s shorter than me, and Asian, while I just look like a white, middle-aged guy. It doesn’t have the same visual effect as Gilbert & George, Sparks, and—without a doubt—the Kray Twins.

			This image of Sparks, though, is very well worked out. There isn’t a huge age difference between the brothers. Ron assumes the role of an older man by taking on the visual identity of a man from the past with a carefully trimmed mustache, slicked black hair, conservative clothing, and quiet demeanor; yet there’s a certain amount of indescribable tension in his eyes. Russell, on the other hand, is a slightly eccentric version of a pop star with his hair and collection of loud jackets. He’s the friendly face of the band, but he too has darkness in his eyes. What am I talking about? Both brothers have very strong eyes. And I am not referring to the theatrical way Ron moves his eyes up and down and around onstage. If you just look at the photographs, their eyes express something hidden and deep. Like their music, there’s a layer of something very serious—but it’s sort of back in one’s brain. You want to say it, but you can’t find the words to express what it is. What do I think is there? Pain.

			As a listener, especially when I was nineteen, that’s what I pick up on: the pain of being the fool in the crowd, a loser in romance, not in the swing of things, and basically stuck in a very gray world. Sparks’ inner world is like a world of Technicolor, widescreen, and on 70mm film. Yet one gets the feeling that it, too, probably came from a gray area of the world, and therefore had to remake it into something else. A better world of sorts. But there are still these nagging doubts about life and these people imposing their mediocre thoughts, their petty and boring way of dress, and just the nature of living in a world that is too, too real.

			Glam rock made perfect sense to me at the time because it was a world made up. Just add makeup and you’re on your way. But for me, personally, makeup was a tad too exotic. There were aspects of it I liked a lot, but there was also something inelegant about glam. It was too drag artistry for my taste. I love and admire that world but it’s never been a style that I naturally aligned myself to rock on a day-to-day basis. Ron and Russell, though, had a style that appealed to me the first moment that I saw Kimono My House.

			The image they took had wider implications. I was mostly intrigued by Ron’s style. His songs dealt with youthful angst, but his appearance was somewhat older—a perverted older man, one could say. He also didn’t look American, more European—even a cross between a British Music Hall performer and a Munich citizen from the thirties. The juxtaposition of music and image was really shocking to me at the time. And having Russell being sort of the standard pop image of a lead singer made the mix even stranger. The very visual image of Sparks makes them quite different from all other bands. Even John Lennon, the wit he was, while watching them on Top of the Pops, had to announce: “Hey, look, Hitler’s in a band.” Ron’s mustache often gave people that reaction.

			To this day, most people think Sparks hails from Europe. One guy even tried to convince me they came from New York City. True fans know Sparks is from Southern California, though.

			Was there something in the water? Their genes? What we know of their family is nothing, maybe a few rumors. One big rumor is that they were child models for Sears, but this hasn’t been officially confirmed or denied. Also, the “Mary Martin” listed as the president of the Sparks Fan Club is actually reported to be their mother. Again, this hasn’t been confirmed or denied. But one has to love the idea that the President of the Sparks Fan Club for the past thirty years is the one who literally gave birth to them. And isn’t that also the name of the great stage actress who haunted me as a kid by playing Peter Pan?

			The beauty of Sparks—or a beautiful aspect of Sparks—is that one never truly is sure of Sparks’ backstory. And, as a fan, I don’t want to know. I enjoy all the legends. Like, was Russell on his high school football team? Were the Mael brothers in the audience at the filmed T.A.M.I./T.N.T. Show in 1964? Were they actually models in their youth? The stories change on a consistent basis. What may seem true seemingly becomes an urban myth…but then you find out something else that makes you think it’s really truth again. Then again, is truth really applicable to the world of Sparks? I think not. It’s what is conveyed through the music and image that is more important than a life history that seems truthful. Do we need to know if the brothers are married? Gay or straight? Or if they are even real brothers?

			No, all of that truth-seeking doesn’t matter. It’s the narration that is laid out in front of us, and how we take it as a form of truth. But we also realize that there are many levels of truth. This is not only an observation of Sparks, but also an observation of everything that is in front of us on this planet. We, as consumers, simply digest this information that is delivered to us. Sparks curates a world of its own making. Ron and Russell are, fundamentally, an entrance to a world that is somehow or somewhat better than the actual world we live in. The Sparks landscape is a world full of doubt, pain, and Peter Pan. We’re all in love with Wendy—but we’ll never connect with her. And that, simply put, is the tension and humor taking place in every Sparks song ever created.

			This is the ideal love that I have for Sparks that’s so appealing to me. You can almost touch it, but you can’t actually hold it. The essence of the band’s genius is on the tip of your fingertips, but you can’t feel it. Sparks songs are a world within themselves, but a fragile world with intensity as a form of purity—where Kafka meets James Thurber, perhaps.

			Love Them Or…Don’t Get Them At All

			I have two sets of friends: one set who is totally into Sparks, and another set who doesn’t get them at all. One of the criticisms of those who don’t get them is the supposed artificiality of their music. The pop world naturally conveys a sort of unreality to their stars, though. On one hand, you have bands that can be read intention-wise a mile away. This is probably true for almost every indie rock artist. Yet, for most music fans, that’s exactly what’s appealing and what makes them comfortable with the act. Sparks has a lot going on, and to really appreciate the music you have to be in tune with the band’s aesthetics and humor. That’s generally a lot to ask of an audience, though. It means the audience has to actually think to appreciate. Or at least put two and two together in their head. It might not quite add up to four. Maybe three. But it’s in those miscalculations where unique and uncompromising bands like Sparks live out the essence of their work. 

			However, the irony of this “difficult” group is that Sparks writes the strongest melodies possible in a pop musics format. Usually two or three melodic lines in one song, which can often be too much for a listener who wants their entertainment spoon-fed and in easy, palatable bites. Sparks doesn’t cut up its food, musically speaking, for easy digestion. The Mael Brothers are in the driver’s seat, they’re going to take you for a wild ride—and how that ride is going to end up is a complete and total mystery. You just have to trust that they know what they’re doing, and they don’t make any wrong turns along the way.

			Before this retrospective of twenty-one shows, I had been under the assumption that Sparks had made a series of wrong turns. For instance, the albums Introducing Sparks, Music That You Can Dance To, and Pulling Rabbits Out Of The Hat. Fatal car accidents were more like what I would use to describe my feeling about these albums, but after experiencing these twenty-one shows, I’ve been enlightened. The recordings are still weak to my ears, but the songs done live (with no arrangement changes) swing and sing out to me in glorious visions of pure bliss. And on top of that, I have no way of guessing what the sound will be like for the next album. I know the voice, the lyrical bent of the subject matter, but the sound varies wildly from album to album. Always quirky is a reasonable expectation, but where Sparks takes you is often not on any map.

			And now, ladies and gentleman, we are about to go into the belly of the beast that is Sparks—but also into my rather fragile mental state. I am far away from TamTam Books—and my wife; I miss her dearly. I realize that I have trouble sleeping when she’s not around. She has bleach-blonde hair, and I miss the smell of her hair while sleeping. Usually, my head is in her piled hair to lure sweet dreams, but without her and the hair, it can be a troublesome period of time in bed. One wonders if I can find a pillow that smells like hair bleach, because that may solve my sleeping problem.

			To make sure, though, that I will not chicken out, I write to Ron and Russell Mael to let them know I am flying to London to see all of their shows—and, even more importantly, to write a book about the experience. Then I brag to all my fellow coworkers that I am going to London to write a book. Even my local postman knows that I am going to London. So, now making a stand of sorts, I have to go. Thinking about something like this is one thing, but once you tell someone you are going to do something—that’s when it becomes real.
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