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Introduction


Picture for a moment a world in which the most significant practitioners of every particular musical style were written out of the history of that movement. For example, imagine The Beatles being excluded from the story of the Sixties beat boom; or Charlie Parker being mysteriously passed over in retrospectives of bebop; or King Tubby being omitted from narratives on the evolution of dub reggae. Such acts of neglect might seem unthinkable, and yet there is one genre whose self-appointed custodians do ensure the marginalisation of its greatest exponents, and that genre is punk.


For The Stranglers were the greatest punk band, not just in terms of commercial success, but also artistically. Though their peers often affected to shun them, it is remarkable how the group’s bass-heavy sound and gnostic, alienated worldview percolated throughout the genre, until, a couple of years after the initial punk explosion, almost every other band had come to sound like them. The Stranglers were the eye of the hurricane, the black hole at the centre of the punk universe, a present absence without whom much of the history of punk seems inexplicable, yet is chronicled anyway.


So just why are The Stranglers marginalised in this way? The usual reasons given are the band’s predilection for violence and misogyny, their hostile attitude to writers and journalists, their age and prior existence to punk’s Year Zero, and their disinterest in attaining success in the USA. There is truth in all of these assertions, yet they only go so far. Go beyond the sexism’n’violence that marks out their early reputation and one finds that The Stranglers’ music explores a multitude of often bizarre and seemingly unrelated subjects, such as UFOs, Japanese ritual suicide, the Cold War, European integration, genetic engineering, religion, conspiracy theories, the Vikings, the automisation of production, and the prophecies of Nostradamus.


What immediately becomes clear is that The Stranglers are a very difficult band to write about because they are very difficult to understand. The purpose of this book is therefore not to provide a comprehensive history of the group, or to chronicle the evolution of every one of their songs, but to lay down a theoretical basis from which their work as a whole can be understood. The book is constructed of two essays of unequal length, the first centred around singer and guitarist Hugh Cornwell, and the second concerning bass player and singer Jean Jacques Burnel. This may seem like an odd structure for a book, but, as will become apparent, an odd structure is perfectly appropriate when dealing with The Stranglers.


Some of the subject matter and issues uncovered by this investigation may prove unpalatable to some readers, especially those of a rationalist bent and/or a high social status (the two are of course related), and this will give an early clue as to why so many of our cultural guardians would like to pretend that The Stranglers had never existed.










Part I 
Just Like Nothing On Earth




“Groups tend to reinforce their members’ beliefs and expectations, and when this involves the paranormal, the effects can be insidious. If paranormal manifestations persist and grow, the usual rules of what is possible, reliable, etc. no longer apply. The trickster constel- lation strengthens. One consequence is the blurring of distinctions between subjective and objective, between imagination and reality. The problems are not limited to groups of ‘marginals’. I have watched as medical doctors, high ranking military officers, university professors, and other normal, respectable people were overtaken by preposterous occult beliefs. The full force of this perhaps cannot be appreciated unless one experiences it first hand.”
– George Hansen, “The Trickster And The Paranormal”


“I believed that if we thought about a UFO strongly enough, maybe we could evoke it.”
– Hugh Cornwell, “The Stranglers: Song By Song”





* * *


On June 2 1973, the crypto-zoologist Frederick “Ted” Holiday partook in a strange ritual on the waters of Loch Ness. Holiday had long been interested in the folklore surrounding the monster that was alleged to reside in the depths of the Loch, and which had been increasingly sighted by both locals and tourists in the recent decades. His initial theory was that this “monster”, far from being the reptilian creature of popular imagination, was an overgrown form of tullimonstrum gregarium, a species of prehistoric slug, but he had, during the late 1960s, become increasingly perplexed by the animal’s apparent camera-shyness.


As outlined in books such as The Dragon And The Disc, he slowly became convinced that the Loch Ness Monster, along with other denizens of what he called “the phantom menagerie” such as the Yeti, the mystery big cats of the English home counties, and extra-terrestrials, were not real creatures, but what he called “thoughtforms” – manifestations of the human collective unconscious that have a tendency to form when certain highly charged locations are visited by particularly sensitive individuals. Holiday, who claimed to have seen the monster on several occasions, regarded these manifestations as being irretrievably evil, the product of the more grotesque aspect of whatever unknown power organises the universe.


Holiday enlisted a Presbyterian priest by the name of Donald Omand to accompany him out onto the water to exorcise the loch. Although the exorcism passed off without apparent incident, within a few days Holiday and his accomplices were to encounter a bewildering array of bizarre phenomena, including mysterious flashing lights and sudden tornados that would shake the walls of their homes before abating in seconds. Holiday himself would come across one of the notorious “men in black” while attempting to investigate an alleged UFO landing site nearby. It was to be a fateful meeting – he would suffer a heart attack at exactly the same spot a year later.


Holiday was to die of a second heart attack in 1979, still firmly convinced that he had been the victim of the malign synchronicity of what he had termed, in his last book, The Goblin Universe. But what was the true nature of this strange, paranormal power that he thought he had identified? And who were going to be its next victims?


* * *


The events surrounding the recording of The Stranglers’ fifth album, the conceptual The Gospel According To The Men In Black form one of the most extraordinary sagas in the history of popular music, and yet it is one that is little-known and rarely examined. It is a story that involves paradox, paranoia and the paranormal, and how these combined to derail the career of a band who, at the time, were considered to have the potential to be the most successful of their era. It is also a story of addiction, imprisonment, chronic misfortune, bizarre coincidences, and death. In order to gain some semblance of understanding of what happened, we will need to travel along some of the most neglected byways of Western thought and meet the most grotesque character in global folklore – The Trickster. Our primary guide will be the American author and parapsychologist George Hansen, who has done much to highlight how this unsavoury character, long thought to have disappeared as a primitive superstition, still operates in the margins of modern consciousness.


The Trickster archetype, whose very milieu is the marginal, the liminal, the disordered and the taboo, reveals much about the nature of The Stranglers, and particularly their singer and guitarist Hugh Cornwell. Unlike peers such as Paul Weller, Joe Strummer, John Lydon and Elvis Costello, Cornwell is something of a neglected figure nowadays, rarely spoken of in the same hagiographic terms. This is strange, as The Stranglers’ frontman was once considered one of the most dangerous individuals in popular culture, being the only notable member of the punk scene that the British authorities considered worthy of imprisoning.


A similar taboo seems to surround The Stranglers themselves, who have been assiduously written out of the history of the punk and new wave movements. Thick historical volumes of the era barely reference them, except in the most curtly dismissive way. In 2013, a four-hour BBC television documentary on British punk didn’t even once mention them by name. This extreme marginalisation is usually explained “rationally” by the band’s misogyny, violence, and tendency to make influential enemies, but, in an exhausted contemporary culture that compulsively seeks to reassess and rehabilitate even the most derided music of the past, it seems reasonable to suspect something deeper amiss.


Indeed, there is something unclean about The Stranglers. Even now, to think about them conjures a certain ominous dread. Whereas the Sex Pistols and The Clash can be assimilated into healthy retrospectives of British pop, in which punk represents a mere burst of cultural vibrancy, there is something about The Stranglers that leaves the guardians of British popular culture feeling queasy. This pervasive aura of dread offers a clue both as to why they are so difficult to assimilate into accepted cultural narratives, and why they themselves became lured by the destructive chimera of the UFO phenomenon. Both of these tendencies suggest that the group were immersed in the phenomena of anti-structure, which is the natural domain of The Trickster.


The concept of anti-structure as its name suggests is intimately bound up in ideas of social structure. Its discoverer, the anthropologist Victor Turner, recognised that all social structures are created by the role-differentiation that an organised society requires. These variegated roles give definition and continuity to the lives of all the individuals within that society, and, most importantly, also denote the status relationships between those individuals. Structure by its very nature introduces hierarchy into human relations and thus some element of alienation and domination. By definition, status is structure, and a change in one will lead to a change in the other.


Within any society, the structure is pervasive but invisible, and Hansen perceptively likens it to a “spirit”, in the paranormal sense of the word. Rather than society consisting, as we imagine, of discrete individuals and groups composed of discrete individuals, it is in fact composed of structures whose influence we generally choose not to acknowledge. These structures consist of boundaries within which the phenomena that we encounter in our daily lives are categorized, and these categories are normally composed of binary opposites, for example male-female, right-left, black-white, life-death, subject-object, etc. This binary classification system derives from the Aristotelian “law of the excluded middle”, which lies at the heart of Western logic and rationality, and states that any observed object must be either “A” or “not A”.


Anti-structure therefore refers to those collective phenomena that have a tendency to obscure or disrupt social structures by blurring or erasing boundaries, and by implication lowering or inverting social statuses. Such phenomena can include social stress and political disorder, altered states of consciousness (for example, those induced by psychoactive drugs), hoaxes and deception, crime, gender confusion, deviant sexuality, social marginalisation, travel, ritual magic and paranormal activity, amongst many others. Although these may at first appear as extremely disparate phenomena, Hansen notes that they often appear in clusters, and where one of them is apparent it is profitable to look for the others. For example, the period of political disorder prompted by the Vietnam War in the USA encompassed a whole host of anti-structural activities including the marginalisation of middle-class youth within the counterculture, rampant drug experimentation, renewed interest in occultism (including attempts to levitate the Pentagon), a surge in paranormal activity, most notably in a further series of UFO “flaps”, and a lowering of the status of the establishment with the disgracing of two presidents.


Indeed, anti-structure manifests itself in so many different ways that Hansen recommends we view it through the personified mythical archetype of The Trickster, a figure that is almost universal throughout the world’s traditional folklores and mythologies, but is a marginal figure in the contemporary West. The Trickster represents a “constellation” of characteristics that manifest themselves when social structures are erased, suspended or inverted, and thus indicates the limits to Western logic, objectivity and rationality. In some cultures The Trickster is little more than a selfish buffoon, such as the Winnebago trickster Wakdjungkaga; in others he is a god, such as the Greek trickster god Hermes. They are associated with disruption, deception and sexual insatiability. In Greek mythology, Hermes, who is the half-brother of Apollo and Dionysus, is said to have assisted as a midwife at the birth of Dionysus, and therefore represents the passage between Apollonian order and Dionysian orgiastic excess. This is noteworthy because popular music, especially rock music, is erroneously identified as “Dionysian” when it would be more correct to describe it as Hermetic. Like Hermes, rock musicians help facilitate the social transition from order to disorder. Like Hermes, Wakdjungkaga, Loki and the Spirit Mercurius, they are anti-structural entities that blur boundaries and challenge existing structures. Unlike these trickster gods, however, they are rarely aware of the profound and disturbing consequences of their actions, because to be so would require an understanding of what these boundaries are ultimately erected to suppress, which is the supernatural. It is one of the keystones of Western rationality that the supernatural is marginalised through disbelief and ridicule, and though these are at least as effective in suppressing it as “primitive” proscriptions and taboos, they offer little defence on the occasions when it erupts into contemporary consciousness.


Hermes was also a messenger god who traveled between the Earth and the home of the gods on Mount Olympus; and, as a psychopomp, he accompanied the souls of the dead to the underworld. Here again, we see him crossing boundaries between binary opposites (heaven-earth, life-death). As with Eshu-Elegba, the trickster god of the Yoruba of West Africa, Hermes was explicitly identified with boundaries, known as limen in Greek, a word that is the root of our current term “liminal”. Victor Turner stated that anti-structure was synonymous with liminality and also what he called “communitas”, a term that refers to a period of (usually ritualised) temporary social leveling often seen in primitive cultures, in which the established order is set aside as a means of emphasizing the collective common humanity of the tribe. Again we can note that popular musicians are also perceived primarily as communicators – as the messengers of their generation – and that communitas is one of the unspoken goals of popular youth movements, as seen through the social leveling of the hippie, punk, and rave counter-cultures, with their abandonment of traditional social roles, erasure of previous identities, adoption of common modes of dress, and predilection for festivals and altered states of consciousness.


Hermes is also associated with the paranormal, as he was given the gift of prophecy by Zeus via the ability to interpret signs through divination, and the trickster scholar Jean Shinoda Bolen characterizes him as being the god of luck, coincidences and synchronicity. The term “hermeneutics”, used to describe the interpretation of text, is derived from his name. He is also a thief and a deceiver, and the god of trickery in sexual seduction. If, in summary, we can therefore characterize Hermes as a disruptive, deceptive, libidinous messenger who erases boundaries through deliberate disruption, thereby unleashing the paranormal, we can see immediately that The Stranglers were an extremely hermetic band.


The idea of liminality had been previously introduced by the French anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep in his celebrated treatise “The Rites Of Passage”, which was published at the turn of the twentieth century. Van Gennep had recognised that changes of individual social status within primitive groups had a cascading effect that rearranged the whole social order, and were thus perceived to be dangerous episodes in which supernatural forces may be tempted to intervene. These transitional, or liminal, periods, such as puberty, marriage, changes of leadership, or death, had to be protected by various ritual actions that warded off the supernatural and ensured the smooth passage from one status to the next for the individual(s) in question.


Van Gennep noted that initiations usually consisted of three stages; those of separation from the tribe, transition (the liminal stage), and re-incorporation. During the liminal stage, initiates were often physically separated from the rest of the populace, and this might include a period of wandering, sometimes involving altered states of consciousness (“vision quests”). Excluded from society, they might also be unbounded from accepted laws and customs, granting them license to attack or steal from the community without fear of correction. The initiates’ liminal status outside the social structure makes them both sacred and dangerous, and they can therefore institute chaos. In this admixture of wandering, social marginality, altered states of consciousness, and anti-social, anti-structural behaviour we can again see a parallel with rock groups, with their endless rounds of touring, drug ingestion, sexual license, petty vandalism, and frequent attraction to religious and occult themes, much of which is tacitly excused by society in ways that it would be not be for ordinary citizens. It is entirely fitting that these groups often appear to be in a perpetual state of adolescence because they are, ultimately, enacting a perpetual initiation rite.


As we have seen, anti-structure gains its efficacy by disrupting structures that are composed of binary opposites. For each of the binary opposites that are used to classify our experience, one of the binary elements normally occupies a privileged position. As an example, if we were to take the binaries male-female, white-black, right-left, rich-poor, life-death and health-sickness, we can see that male, white, right, rich, life and health occupy the privileged position, and therefore are given a higher status than female, black, left, poor, death and sickness. It can be readily seen that these binaries have real implications for the way in which society is structured, and anti-structure generates its effects by equalising or inverting one or more of these binaries. The results can often appear disorientating and uncanny, especially to individuals who benefit from the higher status elements within these binaries. This is why those in positions of authority are often hostile to anti-structure and communitas.


However, there is another way that anti-structure undermines binary opposites, and that is by the manner in which it locates what Victor Turner called a “betwixt and between” zone in the midst of the binary elements. Between white and black there is a grey area, and this is the area that the paranormal and supernatural inhabits. Between the life-death binary we find ghosts and spirits; between the heaven-earth binary we find angels, fairies and UFOs; between the man-beast binary we find yetis and werewolves; between the male-female binary we find the Native American berdache. So-called “primitives” fully understood that to subvert social structures carried the implicit danger of liberating the supernatural, and was therefore an extremely dangerous undertaking, and yet this understanding is absent in the modern, industrial West. Why should this be so?


The answer lies in an ongoing process that the father of sociology, Max Weber, called “the disenchantment of the world”. Weber’s thesis was that for several millennia mankind has been engaged in a process of ever-increasing sociological rationalisation, which was initiated by the development of institutions such as government, the law, academia and corporate business, and then spread by their characteristic bureaucratizing effects throughout society. Although this process waxes and wanes in its intensity, its tendency is to rigidify hierarchical structures, increase codification, augment specialization, reduce opportunities for spontaneity, and enhance the individual’s sense of alienation. Weber posited that one of the important side-effects of this rationalisation was a disenchanting effect – it tended to eliminate magic and the supernatural from the world, but George Hansen considers that this observation is slightly wrong. Rather than being totally eliminated, magic is merely marginalised; it is banished from the consciousness of elite groups, such as scientists and academics, but continues to pullulate in the social margins. In essence, elite groups have an aversion to the supernatural because firstly as primary products of, and agents for, rationalisation their status is dependent on the continuation of the process, and secondly they have a dim awareness that the supernatural is threatening to the social order in which they are comfortably nestled.


Weber noted another product of rationalisation: the routinisation of charisma. In its “pure” form, charisma is experienced as a supernatural or superhuman quality; those who possess it recognise no existing authority or hierarchical structure as binding them or their followers. It is an anti-structural phenomenon, promising communitas to its disciples, and must continually prove itself in its ability to work miracles. Pure charisma is inherently unstable, and cannot support itself. Over time it attenuates and becomes traditionalized or routinized as lineage charisma (e.g. royal families), charisma of office (e.g. presidents and prime ministers) or manufactured charisma (e.g. the entertainment industry), among others. What exactly constitutes “the supernatural” is open to question. Certainly Hansen believes it consists of real numinous entities “out there” in the world. A more rationalist position would suggest that it is more likely to consist of projections of the unconscious mind, or other unexplored areas of the psyche. A middle position can be struck based on Carl Jung’s idea of the “collective unconscious” in which common archetypes are interpreted across cultural groups. Whatever its true nature, the supernatural is experienced as real by those who cultivate it, or who chance across it, thus it has real social effects with real social consequences.


The propensity of certain individuals to experience paranormal or supernatural phenomena was addressed by the Tufts University psychiatrist Ernest Hartmann as part of his “mind boundary” theory. Hartmann suggested that individuals’ mental characteristics can be divided into either “thick” or “thin” boundary types, which to a large extent reflect their social status, as though the propensity to rationalisation has an internal mental corollary. People whose minds have thick boundaries tend to appear to be solid, organised, perhaps even rigid, and have a propensity to follow thoughts through to completion. Thin boundary types are more fluid in their thoughts, are more prone to hypnosis, synesthesia and lucid dreaming, as well as being more likely to have had paranormal experiences.


Hartmann noted that thick boundary people tended to have stable marriages, and were likely to have successfully progressed through the career structures of bureaucratic organisations. Thin boundary types on the other hand were more likely to be divorced or separated, and were more likely to be in a creative field such as writing or music. Victor Turner drew an explicit parallel between liminality and creativity. The blurring and erasure of boundaries that accompanies anti-structure allows cultural elements to be disassembled and recombined in new and often unprecedented ways, from the playful to the grotesque. In return, creativity may not be without its dangers in increasing vulnerability to other anti-structural phenomena.


Finally, another route by which anti-structure can manifest in the modern rationalised world is through the practice of reflexivity. As Hansen makes clear, reflexivity is a seemingly innocuous activity that can have profoundly destabilising consequences. It refers to the concept of self-referentially applying the analysing criteria of any process to analyse the process itself. For example, a reflexive activity might involve psychiatrists studying psychiatrists, or anthropologists researching anthropologists. This is an almost certain way to make trouble, because it is likely to expose the unrecognised foundations upon which any discipline is built. One of the first academic settings in which reflexivity was utilised was during the early 1960s, in the field of ethnomethodology. The instigator of this new discipline, Harold Garfinkel, sought to uncover the hidden assumptions that underlay everyday interactions, and designed a number of uncomfortable “breaching” experiments in order to expose them, for example by asking his students to act like lodgers toward their parents, a role-playing exercise that generated considerable distress. One of Garfinkel’s most intriguing experiments was to sociologically study sociologists, an enterprise that was poorly received by the sociologists themselves. The reason for their discomfort lay in the unacknowledged structural relationship that sociologists enjoy with those they study. As with ethnographers who study “primitive” tribes, sociologists, by the very act of observing rather than participating in the activities they study, are granted a higher status by the “objective” and “rational” nature of their research. For themselves to be studied sociologically was profoundly discomforting as it signified a loss of status, and indeed brought status issues to the fore. These experiments were quickly brought to a halt, and their results and implications obscured within the discipline.


Reflexivity is anti-structural as it exposes the arbitrary foundations on which status, and therefore structure, is built, and, as we shall see, one of the reasons The Stranglers caused so much trouble is because much of their behaviour was highly reflexive. They tended, whether deliberately or accidentally, to expose the hidden cultural assumptions by which the music industry and its denizens operate, thereby causing an acute discomfort that could only be attenuated by their marginalisation. One of the primary tensions within the music industry is that between structure and anti-structure, and as such it occupies an unusual position within contemporary rationalised society. It encourages anti-structural behaviour among its performers, and then seeks to profit from the resulting creativity. One of the by-products of this Faustian pact is levels of death and mental illness that, were they to have occurred in any other industry, would have resulted in it being shut down decades ago.


The structure of the music industry is complex and in many aspects unstable. The main productive units, the “artists”, are for most of their careers engaged in intense competition for recognition and therefore status in what Nassim Nicholas Taleb would call a “tournament”, in which a few winners garner extreme “scalable” rewards, a smaller number scrape a reasonable living, and the vast majority gain very little. Every artist, which may be a solo performer or a group, is part of a semi-autonomous structure that includes themselves and their managers, promoters, road crew and any other hangers-on which form their professional circle. If we ignore for the moment general social status differences based on race, gender, sexuality etc. and take an archetypal four-piece white, male rock group, we can define a hierarchical structure that goes, from highest status to lowest:




singer > guitarist > bassist > drummer.





The hierarchy can alternately be partitioned thus:




frontmen (singer + guitarist) > rhythm section (bassist + drummer).





This structure is reified on stage. The singer occupies the front centre of the stage, the guitarist is roughly a step back and to his right (because right has a higher status than left), the bassist is usually a few steps further back to the left, and the drummer is at the very back, obscured by at least one and sometimes all three of the other members. On one level this structure reflects the mind-body binary opposition, in which mind occupies the higher status (thus white collar > blue collar), with the singer doing the least (obvious) physical work, and the drummer doing the most. On another level it usually represents claims on charisma, with the creative pairing of singer and guitarist having greater access to the supernatural than the rhythm section in the “engine room” (a phrase suggestive of the bowels of a ship).


To the degree that each member of the band is happy with his position in the structure, the more stable the group will generally be. A stable structure can result in long, but often uninspired, careers, because the essence of creativity is in liminality. Fortunately, in most bands, status will always be contested in some way. Bassists and drummers may gain kudos by being especially skillful or charismatic, making them difficult to replace. This can be signified in many ways, such as the wearing of garish clothes, or being granted indulgent solos. Drummers can sit on raised podiums, and lavishly augment their kits. Raised status can result in being allowed to submit songs for recording, having a greater say in group decision making, gaining an increased proportion of the band’s income, and any number of other small but significant ways.


Status competition between frontmen is usually far more acute. Guitarists may begin to write lyrics (usually the singer’s province), and then start agitating to sing the occasional number. This threatens to blur a status boundary, and the singer may respond by hiring an additional guitarist to put the original one under pressure. Or he may agitate to have his own name fore-grounded over the name of the band. Or he may attempt to split the band, often with the intention of re-forming it later without his over-ambitious sidekick. Whatever strategy he pursues, it is important to note that when a band splits due to stated “irreconcilable artistic differences”, this is usually a euphemism for unacceptable status claims.


Of course bands come in many structural forms, and there are a wealth of other factors that can influence status relationships, such as length of tenure, organisational skills, sibling rivalry etc., but a successful band is pulled between the antithetical poles of creativity and stability, and thus must chart a course between going off the rails (most often by drug abuse and internecine strife) and becoming bland and predictable. Over the long term, this is extremely difficult to achieve, not least because of the heavy toll exposure to anti-structure takes on individual members.


The wider music industry within which groups operate is dominated by the major record labels, which, in contrast to the artists they promote, are generally highly structured bureaucratic organisations. In many cases they are, or were, the sub-divisions of companies primarily engaged in the manufacture of electronics hardware, such as Electric & Musical Industries Ltd. (EMI), General Electric’s Radio Corporation of America (RCA) and the Sony Corporation. For most of the history of post-war popular music, these have been stable, hierarchically structured businesses whose primary concerns have been the same as any other multinational corporation – self-perpetuation and growth through the ever-greater deployment of investment capital to enable increasing financial return. Major record labels are therefore innately resistant to anti-structure, despite their apparent dependence on it.


The major labels have a tendency to favour uncontroversial artists who are themselves sufficiently self-disciplined so as to be able to regularly deliver marketable “product” over extended careers. However, such artists tend to be poor at creating the media controversies that draw attention to the music scene as a whole, and so the industry tends to cultivate anti-structure, which is nervously nurtured at the fringes, and held in check both by its innately self-limiting nature, and by various checks and balances within the promotional system. Relations between record labels and recording artists are enabled and mediated by various intermediaries, most notably Artist & Repertoire (A&R) executives on behalf of the record companies, and managers on behalf of the artists themselves. These middle-men have gained an unsavoury reputation over the years, largely due to their proclivity for being dishonest, often callously so. On the other hand, they are often very creative, sometimes more so than the artists they represent. The reason both these cases may pertain is that these kinds of intermediary roles occupy a marginal position between the rigid structure of the business end of the industry, and the anti-structural domain of the recording artists. Managers and promoters tend therefore to either be fairly structured characters who have a reasonable tolerance for anti-structure (the honest ones, generally speaking), or anti-structural characters with at least some capability to endure structure (the dishonest ones, mostly).


These middle-men are often, for example, members of marginalised groups who have nevertheless had extensive experience within the structured realm of business. Some of the most famous managers within the industry have been homosexual, or Jewish, or a combination thereof. Malcolm McLaren, the manager of the Sex Pistols, and Bernie Rhodes, the manager of The Clash, were both Jewish and were both notorious tricksters. They were, by and large, more anti-structural than their charges. However, the strategy of keeping anti-structure at bay via the prophylactic of intermediaries is rarely completely successful for the major record companies. It is in the promotion of recording artists that the anti-structural elements of the music industry are let loose in the world, and yet paradoxically it is also within this sphere that anti-structure is limited and contained. Prior to today’s internet media, promotional strategies began with the selection of an appropriate single for commercial release, followed by lobbying by the record company’s promoters to have it played on national and commercial radio stations, the promulgation of poster and leaflet campaigns, and, where possible, the booking of television appearances for the artists themselves. Radio airplay, especially by the national BBC Radio 1 station, was the most important, and therefore the most controversial, aspect of any promotional campaign. The figures that notionally play, and therefore promote, the records on any radio station are the disc jockeys, who are themselves frequently anti-structural individuals, often unpleasantly so. Indeed the nature of their work, in which they converse with an imaginary audience that doesn’t actually exist, necessitates a certain capacity to occlude reality. Such individuals were deemed unfit in themselves to select which records ought to be played and promoted by the hierarchically-minded BBC, and so bureaucratic playlist committees were formed under the rubric of maintaining quality standards, their real task being to filter out anti-structure. However, it is in the interface between record company promotional departments and media outlets that the seamy side of the industry is most likely to surface. Dubious practices can taint the industry as a whole, one such example being the payola scandal that engulfed BBC Radio 1 in the early 1970s, and which resulted in the imprisonment of the singer Janie Jones for supplying prostitutes in return for airplay.


Perhaps the most curious position in the media-promotional menagerie was that occupied by the music press. The weekly music papers of the time, notably the NME, Melody Maker, Sounds and Record Mirror, played an unusually significant role in the promulgation of the punk scene. This was largely due to the marginal socio-cultural position that punk initially occupied, where it was shunned by the “decent” majority, and because the polemical nature of the movement, with its critique of normative values, particularly lent itself to textual evaluation and theorising. Music writers are commonly known as “journalists”, and this is misleading, as journalism generally only describes a part of their duties. They in fact blend the roles of journalist (investigating new trends, conducting interviews etc.), commentator (making broad-brush evaluations and predictions on the growth of any scene), and critic (reviewing records and concerts etc.). This blending of roles creates a certain ambiguity in the structural position of the music writer in regard to the music industry in general. He or she is part ethnologist moving amongst the strange tribes of youth culture, part anthropologist seeking predictable patterns within diverse trends, and part scientist sorting and labelling by defined value criteria.


These roles imply disengagement, and therefore, as the ethnomethodologists would suggest, higher status than the recording artists they write about. In fact, the status relationship between music journalists and performers is ambiguous and therefore somewhat awkward. In the early part of a recording artist’s career, favourable treatment by the music press can be essential in gaining traction for their careers, and so music writers occupy a comparatively powerful position. Once a performer has maintained a long and profitable career however, their wealth and status may place them on a social level far higher than any journalist. Music writers can also be constrained by the subtle blackmail of record company A&R and promotional departments: harsh criticism of a label’s favoured new artist may result in inhibited access to more established performers. The structure of the music press itself mirrored the “tournament” nature of the industry as a whole, with writers moving from self-published fanzines, to freelancing for the established papers, to hopefully “making their name” and gaining staff roles and editorships. This pervading sense of insecurity fed the notorious habit of journalists to move in herds, reflected in their tendency to engage in the “hype” of a new group, and then, as if in collective recognition of error, to subject the same unfortunates to a “backlash”. Shrewd managers and promoters learned how to manipulate this phenomenon expertly.
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