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Introduction

What is this book?

This is intended to be a personal music guide, by
which I mean several things.

Where most other music guides attempt to be
either definitive, comprehensive or both, I am explicitly
attempting to be neither. This book as a whole is not
intended to tell you what the most important rock music
is, or what bands are really “alternative”, or what the
best records are. Instead, I have a very simple criterion
for inclusion: these records interested me enough that I
went out and bought them. I have excluded a handful
of records that I bought as experiments, listened to once,
and never went back to, but otherwise this book covers
every record I own. These are not albums some record
company sent me, or bands I drew as a review
assignment, these are the records I've been listening to
for somewhere around 15 years. You will discover that
this makes for what I am sure is the highest density of
positive reviews ever assembled, but that doesn’t
bother me. I invariably find that it is more interesting
to hear why people who like something like it than that
somebody else doesn’t like it.

You will also find that there are a huge number of
“important” bands or even whole genres that are
simply absent. For example, I don’t like reggae, polka,
jazz or rap. This isn’t a value judgment on any of
those, but there it is: I don’t buy those records and I
wouldn’t have anything useful to say about them if I
did. On the other hand, I am reasonably confident that
this book has the longest entries for Big Country, Kate
Bush, Game Theory and Marillion that anyone has ever
published.

And most importantly, perhaps, you will find that
I have written from a somewhat different perspective
than most other music guides adopt. Rather than
concentrating on biographical data, insider information,
sales figures, chart position or critical acclaim, all of
which I would simply have to read some other guide to
get, I have instead cast the book as a directed tour
through my own subjective experience of this music.
Given the relative wealth of the former sorts of
information in other guides, I hope you’ll find this a
worthwhile, or at least interesting, departure.

I've taken a few other steps that are intended to
make this book a useful experience. Instead of
organizing these artists alphabetically, I have broken
my view of rock music into 10 areas, and even within
each area I have tried to order the artists I discuss by

the character of their music. This keeps together artists
that are, at least to me, similar, making browsing
meaningful, which it doesn’t tend to be when you just
alphabetize things.

Also, and you may have guessed this already, I've
written all the reviews myself. While this might seem
like a disadvantage, the positive way of looking at it is
that you can calibrate my tastes with your own. The
more of my opinions you read, the better you will
understand which of the things I consider important
you also value, or which things that bother me are
precisely the things you like best. Of course, this might
lead to you tossing the book in the trash after a few
chapters, but there’s not much I can do about that.

Finally, I have reviewed every single listed disc
individually and (usually) thoroughly, even singles.
You will find no one-liner reviews which, however
clever, are intended more to impress you than to tell
you about the music they nominally refer to. Note that
I don’t mean that I won’t make irrelevant jokes, but
rather that I will try not to only make irrelevant jokes.

Who am I?

An internationally acclaimed music critic, journalist
and biographer for the last four decades, glenn
mcdonald’s writing has appeared in-

Actually, I'm nobody in particular, and that’s sort
of the point. Asking what my qualifications are for
writing this book is asking the wrong question. I don’t
claim to be doing anything other than explaining my
own experiences, opinions and analyses, and I'm
certainly the world’s foremost expert in what my own
opinions are. If this book is to be interesting to you, it
will be interesting because I put in the time and effort
necessary to collect all this music and write about it. It
justifies itself, or it doesn’t, and no stack of music
degrees, industry connections, prior publication credits
or celebrity endorsements would make the slightest bit
of difference one way or the other.

Although I can’t think exactly why you’d care
about these things: I was born in 1967; I grew up in
Dallas; I moved to Cambridge to go to Harvard, where
I majored in filmmaking and photography, and wrote
for the Harvard Lampoon; from 9-5 on weekdays I'm an
interface designer for Ziff-Davis Interactive, the online
division of the publishing company that does all those
two-inch-thick computer magazines; I live with my
girlfriend Georgia; I have no pets, although I have lots
of plastic dinosaurs and Georgia has fish. 58”7, 160.
158 on a good day.

I like to listen to music.
about it...

I've written this book
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So what?

What, you might well ask, is this book intended to
accomplish? Here are my four goals:

1. On the most personal level, this book is an
exercise for my own benefit in revisiting the
considerable body of music that has been significant to
me so far in my life. I am 25 as I begin this book, and
most of the music here is considerably younger, so I
don’t mean to imply that I am looking back from a
great distance or a position of staggering experience.
Nonetheless, I am already fast approaching the point
where if I don’t write this book now I won’t be able to
write it at all. This may still be a matter of indifference
to you, but it’s early in the book yet.

2. On a public level, this book is an attempt to
organize a limited but varied set of music into a
coherent structure. So much popular music appears so
quickly that the sheer bulk of it can easily just wash
over you like a stocked trout farm being poured on
your head. If you leave this book feeling that instead of
a thousand random mediocre Frisbees, these few
records at least can be understood by relations to each
other and as part of some overall patterns, then I will
have been wildly successful in doing what I set out to.

3. On the most abstract level, I also hope that
taking this active an interest in the music I love will
provide an object lesson and encourage all of you to
lead an examined musical life. Though I have strong
doubts whether publishers would feel the same way, I
think it would be great if lots of people wrote books like
this.  Billboard could publish ‘em in place of sales
charts, and I think the music business would be a lot
more interesting.

4. Finally, on the most concrete level, I hope that
you find music here that you and I both like, and that
on pages nearby (or far away for that matter) you
discover something you don’t know that turns out to be
the coolest thing you've ever heard.

Now that you've decided to read it

The “whys” out of the way, I want to try to
delineate some of my personal prejudices and make
some inevitable disclaimers before we start the tour.

First of all, as I alluded before, my shortest-list of
favorite bands is Big Country, Kate Bush, Game Theory
and Marillion. As you will see, this by no means
covers the entire scope of music that I like, but I think
it’s pretty much impossible to evaluate what anybody
thinks about anything unless you know what they
really like, and those four should at least get you
started. I'd recommend that you read their entries first,
except that those are probably the four longest entries in

the book, and thus might not be the best places to
begin.

Secondly, I've noticed that I place a lot of
importance on the human voice, and you’ll find almost
no purely instrumental music in the book. Voices,
however, can be a very subjective thing, and what
makes a voice distinctive to one person may make it
unbearable to another. So while I'll do my best to
describe voices along with musical styles, they are far
more difficult to discuss than whether the drums are
loud or the guitar solos are fast, so I don’t expect I'll be
completely successful. On a related note, I will also
often discuss lyrics, because I find that words can make
a big difference in whether I think something is great
or just good. I can’t think of anything, however, that I
like in spite of the musical style, just because the words
appeal to me, and I can think of many songs I adore
whose lyrics are unremarkable or even offensive to me,
so I will try never to rely on lyrics in a description.

Thirdly, I have organized the book based on my
experience of these artists, and this has meant that
many artists could plausibly appear in other areas, and
even that a few artists appear in a context that some of
their career doesn’t fit in at all. I could have assigned
individual albums to genres, instead of whole artists,
but that seemed to produce lots of chaos in the interest
of “mathematical” accuracy, so I didn’t do it. I also
could have cross-listed artists, but it wasn’t clear to me
that anything good would come of that. So, instead,
I've tried to indicate in descriptions where elements of
other areas are evident to me, and there’s also an index
in the back.

Lastly, though the book begins with the least-
subtle and ends with the most-subtle, it is not a linear
journey. The map on the cover is an attempt at
visualizing the way the areas fall in relation to each
other, but it is a vast over-simplification. Quantifying
all the parameters that are really involved and plotting
all these records in the resulting multi-dimensional
space, however, is a task probably better left to space
aliens.

Rather than waiting for them, let’s begin.



The Soundtrack of the Book

Black Sabbath: “The Mob Rules” (Mega Therion)

The Sex Pistols: “Anarchy in the UK” (Underground)

Big Country: “Where the Rose is Sown” (Steeltown)

Richard Thompson: “1952 Vincent Black Lightning” (The Border)
The Icicle Works: “Understanding Jane” (Hull)

Game Theory: “Throwing the Election” (Boylan Heights)
Modern English: “I Melt With You” (The Suburbs)

Boston: “More Than a Feeling” (The Western Skyline)

Kate Bush: “Running up That Hill” (Earth)

Marillion: “Kayleigh” (Eden)



Mega Therion

from the Celtic Frost album To Mega Therion

Soundtrack

Black Sabbath: “The Mob Rules”
Slayer: “War Ensemble”

Celtic Frost: “The Heart Beneath”
Anthrax: “Bring the Noise”

Megadeth: “Symphony of Destruction”
Law and Order: “Plague of Ignorance”
Bliie Oyster Cult: “The Pact”

UFQO: “The Writer”

Queensrjche: “Walk in the Shadows”
Living Colour: “Cult of Personality”

Introduction

We begin with the least subtle music available, the
musical equivalent of stepping on a land mine. Mega
Therion is a collection of music in which power is, if not
the sole aim, at least the central motivating factor.
Much of it would fall under the heading of “heavy
metal”, and in fact this area probably is the closest
analog to an accepted “genre” of any that I will discuss.
This is both an advantage and a disadvantage, as it
gives me more common understanding to build on, but
it also contains many artists that are different only in
stylistically subtle ways. I've also included several
artists here, particularly towards the end of the section,
that would either be controversial (or ridiculous)
inclusions in a straight “heavy metal” list or be
plausible additions to other chapters, but which seem
more important to include here because they seem to
me to share the rest of the section’s emphasis on power.
Of the songs listed in this section’s soundtrack, only the
first five could be heavy metal and nothing else; the
other five, however, are very much a part of the same
experience for me, and that, after all, is what the
structure of this book is about.

In general, Mega Therion is escape music. Where
punk, for instance, is traditionally confrontational, the
“typical” heavy metal song is fantasy. The percentage
of heavy metal album covers that look like illustrations
from a Dungeons and Dragons adventure is not an
illustrators” conspiracy. Even beyond the art, the
names and the lyrics, the music ifself is escapist. You
will be hard pressed to find a song in Mega Therion
that will instill emotions like melancholy, sadness,

sympathy, love, regret, peace or calm. Instead, you
will get triumph, exhilaration, courage, invincibility
and perhaps anger, but not so much of the last as you
might expect. Mega Therion is not an exhortation to
revolution, but an evocation of a imagined revolution
already underway. Its lyrics are not sung fo its fans but
by its fans to the “others”, the enemy. This is, I think,
why heavy metal has come in for proportionally more
societal censure than other genres; no matter what,
exactly, “Suicide Solution” says, it sounds like a song a
suicidal teen would leave behind to torture his
bereaved parents. The fact that Satanism of the sort
practiced in heavy metal circles is almost entirely
defiance expressed in the idiom of Western Christianity,
largely without original tenets of its own, is usually lost
on everybody but language students.

Mega Therion is also an overwhelmingly white,
male province. Power, of course, is largely a male
construct, emphasizing the hierarchy between people
rather than their commonality, as Deborah Tannen
would say. The white part I can’t explain except as a
historical artifact (and to be fair, rap-metal crossovers
are starting to blur the color divisions). I am a white
male myself, as it happens, so perhaps there is a
genetic component here, but for whatever reason this is
some of my favorite music in the world.

Slayer

Show No Mercy + Haunting the Chapel, 1984 CD

When you hear distressed parents complaining
that heavy metal is an invasion from Hell, this is
exactly what they’re afraid of. You don’t even have to
listen to this record to know that there’s trouble
involved; a simple trip through the titles will suffice.
Do “Evil Has No Boundaries”, “The Antichrist”, “Die
by the Sword”, “Face the Slayer”, “Chemical Warfare”
and “Haunting the Chapel” give you an idea? To be
fair, the songs are not so much for evil as about it, but it
takes a reading of the lyric sheet and a certain benefit of
the doubt to be sure of this distinction.

Slayer plays lots of notes, but it would be
misleading to describe the overall effect here as
“melody”. Tom Araya’s vocal palette includes a)
screaming and b) shouting, and he does both quite
well, but that’s the limit of his range. The instrumental
palette is similarly streamlined. Guitarists King and
Hanneman play either incredibly fast solos or
distortion-drenched power-chords that move only
slightly slower. Dave Lombardo, on drums, probably
has a few tom-toms, and even hits them occasionally,
but the overwhelming impression I am left with is that



Mega Therion 7

he has four kick drums, eight legs, three snares and a
forest of cymbals. His playing varies from “slow”, by
which I mean each individual stick hit is distinctly
audible, to “faster”, by which I mean that it sounds like
he has somehow attached drumsticks to a power-sander,
or some such similar device. Overall, the effect is very
much like someone getting beaten up. In particular,
you. “Chemical Warfare”, which was the first Slayer
song I ever heard (and which is one of the three tracks
on this CD taken from the “Haunting the Chapel” 12”
single), is perhaps the best example of the wall-of-
bullets effect that this album produces. Listening to this
affects me, or pummels me at least, and I find the sheer
intensity interesting, but to say I like it would be a little
misleading.

Reign in Blood, 1986 CD

My collection skips two Slayer albums before
picking up with this one. This and the following two
albums are produced by Rick Rubin, also known for his
early work with Run-DMC, and his presence has
noticeable effects. For one, this album is much better
produced than Show No Mercy, and the individual
instruments come through much clearer. For another,
Slayer seem to me to have focused their music
considerably. Araya has cut out almost all the
screaming and most of the album’s vocals are either
shouts or machine-gun-speed chants. The guitarists
have shifted the balance heavily away from solos
toward chord riffs (at least as the basis of song
structures), and Lombardo has abandoned “slow”
completely. While the song titles sound marginally less
horrific than on the first album (“Reborn”, “Epidemic”,
“Postmortem”), this is a shallow deception, and the
lyrics to this album are as good an argument for
stickering as you're likely to find.

The result of these changes is, to me, distinctly
positive. Where I'm afraid Show No Mercy leaves me
feeling basically buffeted, Reign in Blood pulls me in
and involves me. On the earlier record, tempo changes
come and I say “Ah, the tempo changed again”, where
on this one the tempo changes make me feel like I'm on
a train that has just been derailed only to land on
another track going another direction without ever
braking. I readily admit, however, that 1 started
buying Slayer records with Seasons in the Abyss, and
worked backwards, so purists and since-the-beginning
Slayer fans may prefer the rawness of their first records.

South of Heaven, 1988 CD

While I like Reign in Blood a lot, South of Heaven is
the album where I begin to experience individual
Slayer songs. There is some of that with the previous
album, but Reign in Blood still affects me more as a

single 29-minute document than as 10 separate songs.
Several things happen on South of Heaven that begin to
change my impressions. The most surprising change is
that Araya actually starts singing on this album. Now,
lest you misunderstand, it still sounds like shouting to
the uninitiated, but when you compare it to the
previous albums, you can clearly discern that he is
actually shouting notes. Intentionally, even. The band
has also learned a key lesson that Metallica would learn
a couple years later, and have managed to slow down
occasionally without losing any intensity. They don't
do it often, mind you, but there are several points on
this album where Lombardo manages to get the
number of bass-drum hits per measure down to the low
double-digits.

And the most notable thing that happens on South
of Heaven is that songs begin to sound constructed rather
than just performed. It's not that Slayer was speaking
in tongues on the previous albums, but there is an
extent to which, for me at least, the experience of being
inside any of the songs on Show No Mercy or Reign in
Blood is largely the same. On this album, though, I
listen to songs and actually feel like I'm at the
beginning of a song, or the middle, or the end (though
not all at once, of course). There is single-note guitar
work that is neither soloing nor minimalist chords, but
which actually seems to advance the musical progress of
the song. The negative way to see this, I guess, is that
Slayer has taken the first step on the road to selling out
and getting soft, but I think it would take a particularly
intolerant death-metal addict to hold such an extreme
position. To me, this album is Slayer reaching
maturity.

Seasons in the Abyss, 1990 CD

And having reached maturity, Slayer stays there.
Stylistically, this album is little different from the
previous one. Don’t for a moment, though, take that as
a criticism. If every album had to strike a different
direction than the last one, the more things would stay
the same. Instead of breaking new musical ground,
Seasons in the Abyss delivers 10 songs of which at least 8
have me running around the apartment when Georgia
is not here, crashing into walls, jumping around,
shouting along, and generally enjoying myself in a
vastly therapeutic aggression-releasing way. There are
some distinctly new elements, particularly the blood-
curdling child’s pleading on “Dead Skin Mask”, so you
shouldn’t be bored, and listening to Slayer quietly is
still like a Nerf root-canal.

Lyrically, it would be wrong to say that Slayer’s
sentiments are now fit for PTA luncheon banter, but
there are moments (especially “Expendable Youth”,
which I'm pretty sure is about the effect of gang-life and
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street drug-culture on young people) amidst the gore
that you can hold up and say “here, these aren’t such
bad ideas for impressionable 14-year-old boys to hear”.
War imagery has always been prevalent in Slayer
lyrics, but “War Ensemble” and “Blood Red” both seem
to be identifiably anti-war. Mind you, there’s still
“Dead Skin Mask”, which is about exactly what it says,
and “Spirit in Black” and the title track, which are as
demonic as anything they’ve written, but the effect of
even the most grisly topics is very different when heard
over 1990 Slayer music than when heard over 1984
Slayer music. It is almost as if the Slayer of Show No
Mercy is evil crammed sloppily into a band, and the
Slayer of Seasons in the Abyss is a band with a lyrical
obsession with evil. That is exaggerating the
progression, but improved production, songwriting,
arranging and playing definitely change the impact of
the lyrics, making them part of a song rather than its
primary motivation.

Decade of Aggression, 1991 CD

And to tie together the Slayer ceuvre, here is a 2
CD live recording taken from shows in Lakeland,
Florida; San Bernadino, California and London. At
around the same time as this package was released,
Motley Criie released a greatest-hits album called
Decade of Decadence, and the contrast between decadence
and aggression captures nicely what makes the two
bands (and by extension, two factions of heavy metal)
different.

The selection here covers Hell Awaits with “Hell
Awaits”; Show No Mercy/Haunting the Chapel with “The
Anti-Christ”, “Die by the Sword”, “Black Magic”,
“Captor of Sin” and “Chemical Warfare”; Reign in Blood
with “Raining Blood”, “Altar of Sacrifice”, “Jesus
Saves”, “Angel of Death” and “Postmortem”; South of
Heaven with “South of Heaven” and “Mandatory
Suicide”; and Seasons in the Abyss with “War
Ensemble”, “Dead Skin Mask”, “Seasons in the Abyss”,
“Hallowed Point”, “Blood Red”, “Born of Fire”, “Spirit
in Black” and “Expendable Youth”. The
underrepresentation of South of Heaven is somewhat
puzzling, especially given that eight of ten Seasons in
the Abyss tracks make it into the set, but these last two
albums are similar enough that the ten songs taken
together do a fine job of representing both.

The album not only features songs from all phases
of Slayer’s career, but it even sounds like Slayer’s career
as a whole. While the playing is clearly late Slayer,
and versions here of songs from the first two albums
show clear signs of the band growing around them, the
less-produced live sound returns some of rawness of
early Slayer to the later songs, so things average out
somewhere in them middle. I've never seen Slayer

live, but this album feels like it captures the experience.
That is, it seems to capture an experience that I imagine
is similar to that of being at a Slayer concert. Provided,
of course, that you turn it up to 11 and cram your head
inside a speaker.

My feelings about this album, given my feelings
about the early and late studio albums, are predictably
mixed. It’s a fascinating thing in itself (yes, they really
do play that fast), but my urges to hear Slayer are more
often satisfied with one of the other albums.

Celtic Frost

Morbid Tales/Emperor’s Return, 1984/1985 CD

High on my list of eternal mysteries is why it is
that Slayer have become superstars, while Celtic Frost is
basically a footnote in everybody’s record guides but
mine. The careers of the two bands are, at least in time,
parallel, and at least initially, Celtic Frost’s appeal
seems similar to Slayer’s.

The difference, though, is visible in a way just in
the names. Where Slayer draws upon heavy metal’s
splatter-horror-movie aesthetic, Celtic Frost pull from
mythology and the occult. While the lack of lyric sheets
in all but Vanity/Nemesis’ package makes it difficult to
be absolutely sure, the impression I get from Morbid
Tales titles and what lyrics I can make out is that Evil, to
Celtic Frost, is more a realm of dreaded legendary
monsters and strange midnight rituals (“Into the Crypt
of Rays”, “Danse Macabre”, “Nocturnal Fear”) than one
of cannibalistic mass-murderers and eternities of
torment.

Musically, Morbid Tales has much in common with
early Slayer. As a vocalist, Thomas Gabriel Warrior
(who, with a name like that, virtually had to grow up to
play in a heavy metal band) relies here on hoarse
croaking and the occasional heartfelt grunt, but the
effect is similar to Araya’s shouting in Slayer. With
manic drumming, blisteringly fast guitar and rumbling
bass to tie it all together, Celtic Frost here is probably a
step more sophisticated than Slayer was at the outset,
but it’s another route to the same target. There are
signs here, though, that more weirdness lurks behind
the speed-metal veneer. “Dance Macabre”, in
particular, sounds like an excerpt from an Expressionist
nightmare transcribed by Stephen King. Over an
unnerving nursery-rhymish bell tune, strange and
sinister noises drift in and out. It's not much of a song,
but its inclusion on an otherwise straight-ahead metal
record sets the stage for more experimentation to come.

Also boding interestingly for the future, three of
the songs on the CD version of this record are from the
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1985 EP Emperor’s Return, and feature Reed St. Mark on
drums instead of Stephen Priestly. While St. Mark can
certainly keep up with Priestly’s jack-hammer-attached-
to-bass-pedal speed, he also shows signs of what seems
to me to be a slightly subtler sense of rhythm, and this
shows the potential for becoming another detail

distinguishing Celtic Frost from the mass of death-metal
bands.

To Mega Therion, 1986 CD

Weirdness would have to wait, however, as the
next album just gets heavier. Warrior’s vocals are a tad
less hoarse here, but they are also pushed back a bit in
the mix, and the net effect is still cryptic. There’s little
or no slowing down here, though, and listening to the
playing is likely to give you sympathetic carpal-tunnel
syndrome. Breakneck tempo-changes abound. Where
improved production gave Slayer more clarity,
increased reverb here gives Celtic Frost more of a
“rampaging ancient giants crashing through the fog-
shrouded forest” feel. The overall effect is very
Germanic, whatever that means.

On the second-to-last song, though, “Tears in a
Prophet’s Dream”, we get a sequel to “Danse
Macabre”: 2:30 of strange processed noises whose title is
as apt as anything, I suppose. In itself it isn't much, but
with it fresh in your mind the album’s epic final song,
“Necromantical Screams”, then features some ghostly
female backing vocals, eerie gongs, strange echoes, and
what sounds like a druidic war council in the
background. There’s no mistaking this stuff for
anything other than heavy metal yet, but there are
strange flickering shadows of shapes of things to come.

Into the Pandemonium, 1987 CD

The third Celtic Frost album opens with a bizarre
cover of Wall of Voodoo’s “Mexican Radio”, a song that
would end up appearing in different versions on three
of Celtic Frost’s six CDs. A couple reasonably normal
Celtic Frost songs follow. The fourth song, “Tristesses
de la Lune”, a haunting minor-key string piece with a
strange female voice speaking French over a backing
chorus and distantly audible guitar, is a drastic
departure, though. The instrumental interludes on the
first two albums had some historical precedent in Black
Sabbath, but this song is just plain odd. The notes to
Parched Am I mention that it was “originally deleted”
from the album on the grounds that heavy metal
audiences wouldn’t stand for it, and while I don’t
exactly think the label was wrong to think that, there’s a
good argument to be made that heavy metal fans ought
to be exposed to the bizarre every once in a while, just
to remind them of the wider world, and that if they get

angry about it then, well, an angry heavy metal fan
isn’t particularly unusual to begin with.

Personally, I love to see tire marks on genre-
border lines. “Babylon Fell”, the fifth song, is back to
normal, though, making me wonder if I hallucinated
“Tristesses”. “Normal” at this point is a lurching,
demented beast, lovable enough in its own right, but
after “Tristesses” I'm primed for the really strange. It
comes a couple songs later, with “One In Their Pride
(Porthole Mix)”. It is unclear to me what there is
“porthole” about this, though it is readily apparent why
the version later on the album is labeled the “extended
mix”. Featuring samples from what sounds like
Houston-to-space radio conversation, played over
programmed drums and sequenced bass, this song
might convince you that “Tristesses” wasn’'t a
momentary lapse of sanity on your part. Their part,
however, is another matter.

Synthesis of a sort arrives with the next song, “I
Won’t Dance”, which unites soulful female backing
vocals with full-speed Celtic Frost terror, an effect that
makes one wonder whether Heaven and Hell aren’t
without shouting distance of each other, after all, with
clandestine duets like this floating across Limbo in the
early hours of afterlife mornings. (This would certainly
keep Limbo from becoming boring.) Synthetic strings
and the occasional spirit’s visitation punctuate the rest of
the album as well. The effect of these alien (to speed-
metal) elements is chilling and unique, but with it
Celtic Frost begins to drift towards a stylistic nether
region where they are too heavy for anyone but metal
fans, and too strange for them. If the tastes of potential
music fans were evenly distributed about the whole
rock style-space, this would probably be “art-speed-
metal”, which is as plausible-sounding a sub-genre as
anything else, a priori, but the reality is that the style-
space is badly warped, and many styles that should be
possible, like dance-opera, Gregorian Chant-a-billy,
ambient-folk and rap-fugue, are simply not to be found.
Celtic Frost has fallen into just one of these voids, and if
you can muster the courage (or foolhardiness) to follow
them, you’ll find that they’ve discovered some
interesting things living there.

Cold Lake, 1988 CD

Entering the next album a year later, it looks
momentarily as if we might find out what would
become of the warring influences on Into the
Pandemonium. The album begins with a 1:06 drum-
programmed instrumental called “Human”. Looking
over the album cover while the intro runs, however, I
discover that between albums Reed St. Mark and long
time bass player Martin Ain have apparently departed,
Stephen Priestly is back, and there are two new
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members, Oliver Ambert and Curt Victor Bryant. Also,
the band’s back cover photo makes them look like
Poison, there are songs called “Seduce Me Tonight”,
“Dance Sleazy” and “Tease Me”, and there’s a new
more radio-friendly version of Mexican Radio complete
with probably-faked crowd noise and sing-along on the
chorus. This all adds up to a strong first impression that
somebody has been reading too many stories about how
much money Bon Jovi is making. The Ilater
compilation’s notes allude to the band’s “post-
Pandemonium shock”, but I have no clearer idea than
that about what happened between albums.

The good news, however, is that as soon I get over
wanting this album to be the resolution of tensions set
up on Into the Pandemonium, it stands on its own quite
well. Non-mythological titles notwithstanding, there
are several songs on this album that I like a lot, in
particular “Cherry Orchards” and “Juices Like Wine”.
The music is undeniably more commercial than any
previous Celtic Frost, with less thrash-like drumming
and “better” vocals, but the hairspray factor is nowhere
near as pervasive as the cover photo might lead you to
expect, and like Rick Rubin’s influence on Slayer, the
addition of co-producer Tony Platt doesn’t have an
entirely ill effect on the band’s sound quality.

I'm sure I would have had a different reaction to
this album had I been into Celtic Frost at the time of its
release. Having come to Celtic Frost entirely in
retrospect, though, this seems like an understandable
departure, and as such has its place.

Vanity/Nemesis, 1990 CD

The “main” trail of Celtic Frost progression,
however, reemerges here on the next album. The first
sign is the return of Martin Ain. Interestingly, though
the liner photos are of Warrior, Bryant, Priestly and
Ain, Ain actually appears only as a backing vocalist on
four songs, and bassist on one. He is credited as co-
author of two of these and three others, however, so in
the end he is involved in 7 of the CD’s 11 songs. Ron
Marks, on the other hand, who contributes guitar on all
but two songs, appears nowhere else in the notes.

Personnel changes aside, though, this is a powerful
album that feels to me like the first time Celtic Frost has
been completely comfortable with themselves. There
are no songs here as wholly strange as “Tristesses de la
Lune”, but the effect of Uta Giinther’s background
chorus vocals soaring behind Warrior’s guttural rasp on
“Wings of Solitude”, “The Restless Seas”, “Vanity” and
“Nemesis” is harrowing, and it seems like an
appropriate integration of the stray siren cries from the
first three albums. The long closing track, “Nemesis”,
also features an extended intro on, of all things, acoustic

guitar (which isn’t nearly as common an intro
instrument in thrash as it is in mainstream metal).

Though this is not the fastest Celtic Frost album, I
find it the most propulsive. That is, the overall feeling of
tempo is more intense, even if individual instruments
aren’t playing faster. The band makes good use of the
extra guitarist, veering into wild guitar solos in parallel
with pounding rhythm guitar lines. This CD is also the
first album package of theirs that includes notes and
lyrics, and having a lyric sheet to look at while
listening to these songs is quite an experience.
Warrior’s accent is very heavy, and his phrasing
extremely strange, and it is quite a revelation to find
that a line like “Heaven, cherry schnapps, rolled
beneath the wheat” is really “Heaven carries not, what
the soul would reap”. I would guess that he is singing
phonetically, except that the lyrics have a distinct poetic
style to them that I wouldn’t expect from a non-English-
speaker. “Unleashed, with hands that cannot reach, /
The screams of Heaven and shores, / The sleep-sound
of a shadowed search- / Foresee the wings of solitude”,
for example.

After two albums in a row with “Mexican Radio”,
Vanity/Nemesis levels the average by including two
covers. “This Island Earth” is attributed to “Ferry”, and
I'm guessing that it is Brian Ferry, and that the song
was originally by Roxy Music. Not knowing the song,
but knowing Roxy Music, I imagine that this version is,
ah, shall we say, substantially different, if indeed my
guess about its origin is correct. The album-closing
track is a brutal version of Bowie & Eno’s “Heroes”,
whose chorus, at least, is recognizable, if little else.
Both songs mesh with the album’s overall style nicely,
and if you didn’t know they weren’t Celtic Frost
originals you probably wouldn’t guess. There are both,
also, much more “serious” choices for covers than
“Mexican Radio”, where almost all the appeal in both
the original and the cover, at least for me, is novelty.

Parched with Thirst Am I and Dying, 1992 CD

Quite apart from the fact that this is a Celtic Frost
album, it is one of my favorite examples of what I want
from a compilation. Not many compilations do a good
job both of providing an overview of a band’s career,
and including enough new or different material to stay
interesting even after you've gone back and bought all
the individual albums. This one gets the balance as
close to right as anything does.

The Morbid Tales/Emperor’s Return/To Mega
Therion period is represented here by “Circle of the
Tyrants”, redone versions of “Return to the Eve” and
“The Usurper”, and “Journey into Fear”, which was
originally slated to be the fourth song on Emperor’s
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Return. This seems like a pretty fair sample, and
“Journey into Fear” is wonderfully chaotic.

Into The Pandemonium contributes “Tristesses de la
Lune” and “I Won’t Dance”, and two unreleased songs
from the same session: a cover of Dean Martin’s “In the
Chapel in the Moonlight” and “The Inevitable Factor”.

Perhaps echoing my assessment of Cold Lake as a
career digression, the album includes nothing taken
unaltered from it. The version of “Cherry Orchards”
here is a radio edit, and both “Juices Like Wine” and
“Downtown Hanoi” were partially re-recorded in 1991,
making these versions substantially more in keeping
with the band’s overall style than the aberrant original
album versions.

From Vanity/Nemesis the compilation takes “The
Heart Beneath”, “Wings of Solitude”, “The Name of My
Bride”, and the b-side “A Descent to Babylon”. I would
probably have included either “Vanity” or “Nemesis”,
and one of the covers, but this selection isn’t absurd.

And, for good measure, there is the third release of
“Mexican Radio”, this time a 1991 recording. The
novelty having been somewhat diffused by the two
prior versions, this version is actually better, at least in
my opinion. Where the first two versions make me
laugh (happily, mind you), this version is actually
pretty good on its own, much like the “Heroes” cover
on Vanity/Nemesis.

Overall, I think the picture this compilation paints
of Celtic Frost is quite accurate. If I had been in charge
of song order, I would have put the tracks in
chronological order, or at least arranged the liner notes
in such a way that you could tell at a glance which
songs were from which years, but once you piece
together where the songs fall in history, the progression
of musical styles is well-represented. The redone
versions of older songs are balanced by the earlier
unreleased material, and the downplaying of Cold Lake
is not an unmotivated deception.

Rounding out the CD’s 73 minutes are two new
(1991) songs, “Idols of Chagrin” and “Under Apollyon’s
Sun”. The liner notes describe these as demo tracks,
and it’s hard to know which parts of them are artifacts
of their demo-ness and which are “intentional”. That
said, both songs feature entirely-sequenced drum
tracks, and I think the effect is tremendous. There is
only one other band that I've listed in Mega Therion
who have made obvious use of drum-machines, and
that band, Sisters of Mercy, is probably the one whose
inclusion in this area is most likely, I think, to puzzle
people, perhaps for just that reason. Culturally, robots
are basically taboo in metal, but musically I think the
effect is fascinating, and I will be very curious to see
whether any programmed percussion actually appears
on the next Celtic Frost album.

Hallow’s Eve

Death and Insanity, 1986 LP

After the larger-than-life worlds of Celtic Frost and
Slayer, Hallow’s Eve is a speed-metal band that sounds
like it is comprised by people I can actually imagine
living in some apartment not entirely unlike mine,
watching TV and ordering pizzas. Mind you, you
wouldn’t want to live downstairs from them if they
practiced there, but if you ran into them in the laundry
room you would probably not find yourself frantically
flipping through the Yellow Pages looking for
“exorcist” afterwards.

I bought this album on the strength of the song
“Lethal Tendencies”, which was on The Best of Metal
Blade, Vol. 2, and it remains my favorite song from
either Hallow’s Eve album. Rumbling along on a
carriage of rattling drums and a throbbing bass line, it
lasts a lot longer and proceeds with much more restraint
than it would in the hands of Slayer, but as I've said
before, speed and heaviness are not synonymous. The
rest of the album is decent, but not much more than
that.

Monument, 1988 CD

An album or two later, Hallow’s Eve has a new
drummer, and though no single songs lodges as deeply
in my mind as “Lethal Tendencies” did, both the
album and the band sound much tighter to me.
Without-warning stop-start tempo changes, one of the
hallmarks of speed metal, are executed frequently and
deftly. The lyrics do not bear much examination (the
liner doesn’t help matters by misspelling “altar” as
“alter”), but the idea, I think, is that they give you
something to yell along with the music, and as such
they work just fine. The last song even ends with a
snippet of, I believe, Elvis Presley, which is pretty
amusing.

Hallow’s Eve isn’t the band that will change your
opinion about speed metal, but if you like it already
this isn’t a bad addition.

Voivod

War and Pain, 1984 CD

The first Voivod album is hilariously awful,
maniacal speed-metal thrash without the slightest bit of
subtlety or conventional appeal. Vocalist Snake is
credited with “throat, insults, screaming mike torture”,
not singing. The other roles are “thunder machine”,
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“burning metal axe” and “blower bass”, and these are
both accurate and indicative of the rather juvenile
speed-for-its-own sake fuck-you attitude that explains
both the “hilariously” and “awful” parts of my
assessment of the record. The fact that it was self-
produced over a period of only eight days probably
contributes to its messy state, as well.

You have to give Voivod this, though: when they
make a stupidly nihilistic thrash record, they make a
really stupid nihilistic thrash record. If this is the sort of
thing you like, War and Pain is manna. Songs like
“Warriors of Ice”, “Iron Gang”, “War and Pain”, “Live
for Violence”, “Black City” and “Nuclear War” are in
perfect keeping with the embarrassing high-school
morbidity of the cover art (check out the metal spikes
on the gumns, especially the one that replaces the
telescopic sight so that anyone trying to aim the gun
from their shoulder would lose an eye).

As Spinal Tap once put it, there’s a fine line
between clever and stupid. You can almost see it from
here, if you turn around and squint.

Rrroooaaarrr, 1986 CD

The second Voivod album is, if anything, even
more idiotic than the first one. The cover illustration
has even more gratuitous spikes on it, and the songs,
like “Korgul the Exterminator”, “Fuck Off and Die”,
the redundant sounding “Slaughter in a Grave”, the
unmenacing “Ripping Headaches”, and the
straightforward “Horror”, “Helldriver” and “To the
Death!”, are an undifferentiated mass of “let’s see how
fast we can play if we don’t worry too much about
making mistakes” (an approach that once did wonders
for me in a typing course, by the way). The only
consolation is that the handwritten lyrics (of course
they’re handwritten; in a real font they wouldn’t look
cool enough) reproduced in the CD booklet are even
smaller than the ones for War and Pain, and so I'm not
even tempted to try reading them.

Killing Technology, 1986 CD

The gratuitous-spike count goes way down on the
cover of Killing Technology, and this signals a sudden
corresponding leap towards adulthood by the band
musically. They have discovered tempo changes, for
one thing, which gives them reason to play at
something other than top speed every once in a while,
in order to be able to switch to it (“this amp goes to
eleven”).  Additionally, guitarist Denis “Piggy”
D’ Amour has awakened from his two-album stupor and
discovered an unexplored vein of bizarre chords
previously unknown to heavy metal, which he strews
around in a way that suggests that while he doesn’t
quite know what to do with them yet, he at least

realizes that they are potentially significant. Snake’s
vocals, too, begin to show the faintest glimmers of
variety in them. Where his performances on the first
two albums were exclusively standard death-metal
croaking, here he occasionally clears some of the
phlegm out and sounds like a human being. [
wouldn’t call it singing, precisely, but he’s not trying to
sound like a D&D monster, and that’s a non-trivial first
step towards improvement.

Dimension Hatross, 1988 CD

According to the quote from Sounds on the back of
this album, “Voivod are metal’s future”. I think they
mean that in the future lots of bands will sound like
this, which I think is wildly implausible. I strongly
doubt that very many bands could sound like this, and
never mind whether they’d want to. However, if they
mean this in the sense that Dimension Hatrdss is musical
science-fiction, and Voivod is actually imagining music
extrapolated from thrash metal, then I think they are
exactly right.

I'll be blunt. Dimension Hatrdss is still not very
accessible. 1 started buying Voivod records with
Nothingface, began to work my way backwards, and
stopped here for a long time before venturing, timidly,
farther back. Unlike the first three, I like this record
better every time I listen to it, and I think it’s the real
turning point. I can’t listen to it that often, though.

Dimension Hatrdss makes even more use of Piggy’s
collection of strange guitar-chord progressions that
would be more at home in jazz, and the meter changes
here are jarringly abrupt even by speed-metal’s
standards. While Snake’s vocals are nowhere near as
gruff as on the first three albums (or as Celtic Frost’s or
Slayer’s, for that matter), much of the singing on this
record doubles repetitive guitar lines rather than
harmonizing with them, which produces a decidedly
strange effect, especially given the things Piggy plays.

Not counting the last song, this is a concept album
that chronicles the band’s character, the Voivod,’s
journey to and through an alternate universe. You'd
have to follow along on the lyric sheet to really
understand the whole story (the good news being that
at least for the CD they’ve finally given in to
typesetting, so you can read it), but even without it the
lyrics create the impression of otherness quite clearly,
and that adds to the mood that the music produces.

The last song, which I think I'm correct in thinking
is not intended to be part of the concept-story, is the
Batman theme. Ironically, I imagine that the Gotham
City of a Batman that had this rendition as its theme
song would look very much like the sets of Tim Burton’s
film Batman, but you’d have to replace all Batman’s
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comic-book foes with Cylons, which is bound to raise
some thorny licensing issues.

Lest you misunderstand me, this is a challenging
but very original record.

Nothingface, 1989 CD

This is the first Voivod album I bought, but as I
bought it without having heard anything on it, it hasn’t
become as much the center of my understanding of
Voivod as first-heard albums often can. There’s no
concept-explanation on this record (at least, none I can
read: they’ve gone back to handwritten lyrics, which
are tiny again despite there being no shortage of space
for them), but there seems to be a running theme of
technology-created anonymity even so, a theory that
seems to be borne out by the unsettling computer-
graphic images for each song in the booklet.

Musically, the biggest difference between this
album and the previous one is that though many verses
preserve the strange guitar-voice unison that marked
Dimension Hatrdss, several songs (notably “The
Unknown Knows”, “Nothingface” and “Into My
Hypercube”) actually have choruses. These are not
Scorpions-style “repeat the title four times” choruses
(“chori”? “chora”?), but I find here that all I need is a
little melody to build my understanding of a song
around, and that doing so makes me much more
sympathetic to it. There is more dynamic variation
here, as well, like “Into My Hypercube” moving from a
delicate introduction to full-speed (several different full-
speeds, actually), and “Sub-Effect” slowing and almost
stalling towards its end. Both the melodic and dynamic
variations are helped by this album’s cover, Pink
Floyd’s “Astronomy Domine”, which the band gives a
much richer treatment, understandably, than they gave
“Batman”. Is that harmony I hear when they sing
“Neptune, Titan, stars get frightened”? No, probably
not.

At any rate, I've found this album easier to cope
with than the previous one. Whether that means I will
end up liking it less once I've fully grokked Voivod, I
don’t know. Its perceived improvements are
incremental, but significant.

An extra-musical detail: this is one of the only CDs
I have that is actually DDD. Another one: the booklet
unfolds into a very cool poster of the band.

Angel Rat, 1991 CD

Somewhere in Dimension Hatrdss and Nothingface 1
half-subconsciously thought I sensed tinges of Rush. I
couldn’t isolate it musically, though, so I wrote it off as a
proximity effect from Rush having written science-
fictional song-cycles, too. However, noticing that this
album is produced by Terry Brown, who co-produced

every Rush album from Fly By Night to Signals, I drag
my old feelings out again to see if they make any more
sense with this album.

Somewhat to my surprise, they do not. The reason
this is surprising is that although Angel Rat is hugely
more accessible to me than the other two albums, it no
longer reminds me at all of Rush. In fact, although it is
by several measures miles closer to the “mainstream”,
on this album Voivod seem completely unique to me,
and I can’t even think of one of those “it's Cyndi
Lauper mixing drinks for Buckminster Fuller while
three wounded frogs play croquet” hybrid descriptions.

How to explain this. Most obviously, Snake/Denis
Belanger spends this album singing. Singing quite
well, actually, in my opinion. “Clouds in My House”,
“Twin Dummy”, “Golem” and “None of the Above”
seem particularly catchy to me, though calling a Voivod
song “catchy” makes me worry about myself. A less
obvious factor (and this may be an auditory
hallucination on my part) is that the bass parts on this
record seem to have been mixed up and the guitar
down just a bit. (This would make sense as something
Terry Brown might do after years with Geddy Lee,
come to think of it.) At any rate, like the large effect
that subtlely different vocals had for me, this small
balance-shifting from the less-stable guitar line to the
more-stable bass line may go a long way to explaining
why this album is more-immediately appealing to me.
And, while with the previous two records I can’t tell
which one I will end up liking more, I'm quite certain
that I will continue to like Angel Rat more than either.
Voivod has managed the difficult trick of making their
sound more accessible without losing what makes it
unique, and has ended up producing a stunning album
that occupies some niche of heavy metal that I don't
really have a name for.

The Outer Limits, 1993 CD

Whatever that niche is, The Outer Limits enlarges
it. I have three substantially different reactions to this
album, and I generally have all of them each time I
listen to it, one before putting it on, another while
listening to it, and the third one afterwards. I don't
have them in the same order each time, though.

One of the impressions is that this album continues
the process started by its predecessors of bringing the
Voivod aesthetic closer to mass accessibility. Their
penchant for odd chord-changes and lurching rhythms
hasn't been eliminated, by any means, but they seem
to be learning more clearly with each album that these
things are not incommensurate with listner-centric
notions like melody and song structure. "Fix My Heart"
is even catchier than "Twin Dummy" on Angel Rat, and
"Wrong-Way Street" and "We Are Not Alone", the pair
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of songs that ends the album, sounds like Voivod
coming as close to playing a couple of straight-ahead
rock and roll songs as they are able. Michel Langevin's
drumming throughout cleaves to the backbeats with
surprising persistence, as if the band has begun to tire
of watching the epileptic tremors that must have passed
for dancing at their shows for earlier albums. Voivod is
still a considerable musical distance from territory that
the average Bon Jovi acolyte would recognize, but you
can start to see the glow of city lights on the horizon
from here. For those who liked Voivod specifically for
the sense that they were adrift in some unexplored
void, this may be a bad thing. For those who thought
that was cool but couldn't help wondering where the
hell they were relative to anything else, this may be
good.

The second impression I have is that Voivod are
finally relaxing enough to rock. One perfectly
understandable reaction to earlier Voivod is to say "You
know, a little I-IV-V really wouldn't hurt you much."
And as much as I approve of their intricate avoidance of
such time-rutted grooves, there's a physical part of me,
a gland somewhere I expect, that can't help but feel
constantly on edge listening to them, waiting and (this
is the gland speaking, mind you) hoping that all this
complicated harmonic evasion will finally be resolved
into something that the body understands, not just the
mind. On The Outer Limits this seems to actually
happen several times, and when it does the band seems
to this gland to suddenly slip into gear, and I find
myself grooving to it, tapping on my desk at work, my
feet beginning to slip into kick-drum tattoos almost
subconsciously, much to the annoyance of the person
with the office under mine, probably. "Yeah", says the
gland. "Yeah." Partly I resent this, and resist the
gland's urgings, but partly the gland is me, too.

The last impression 1 have is that Voivod are
starting to slip into some  strangely
psychedelic/progressive langour that ends up to my
taste bloating some of these songs up in a not entirely
pleasant way (as if there's a pleasant sense to the word
"bloating"). The obvious initial focus for such a criticism
would be the 17:26 epic "Jack Luminous", but I feel
some of this flavor creeping in to the opening of
"Moonbeam Rider", much of the slow "Le Pont Noir",
the instrumental lull in "The Time Warp" and even the
little gaps between verses in "The Lost Machine". I'm
not sure, entirely, what makes this material different to
me from the kind of abstruse instrumentation that
swirls through previous Voivod records. Perhaps this is
just my mind looking for something distasteful in the
music onto which to project my dislike for the crude,
brown, Fifties-sci-fi, 3D liner art.

Whatever the reasons, these three impressions
dance around each other with every listen. Sometimes I

put the disc on almost reluctantly, find myself caught
up in it, and smile afterwards. Sometimes I put it on
eagerly, feel almost guilty listening to it, and am left
with a bad taste. You can work out the other
permuations. Assembling them all, and trying to
transcend them, I'm not sure what it is Voivod has
accomplished here. It's another album, and probably
won't be the end of the fanship of any Voivod fan who
didn't give up back on Nothingface, and 1 suppose it
could pick up a few new converts, but it's the first time
in the band's evolution that I don't feel like I know what
they're reaching for, and am not sure that they do,
either.

Megadeth

Killing Is Our Business... And Business Is Good, 1985
CcD

Where Voivod’s music diverged enough from the
“rest” of heavy metal that they seem, in my mind,
distinctly separate, Megadeth occupies instead the outer
edge of what I understand as “speed metal”. While
Metallica has been speed metal’s commercial champion,
and Anthrax its ambassador to other genres, Megadeth
to me has been its conscience, dedicated to channeling
its intensity through musically-sophisticated expression.

There is certainly speed to spare on this, their first
album. Fast drums, rumbling bass, warp-drive guitar
solos, skulls on the cover, they’'re all here. The first
thing you might notice, though, is that Dave Mustaine’s
vocals are neither the noteless shouts of early Slayer,
nor the polished pyrotechnics of Dio. In fact, more than
anything his voice is thin. Strained and wavering, it
nonetheless bravely ventures into unclichéd territory,
refusing to relieve melodic tensions with the expected
resolutions to 1-4-5.

And the rest of the music follows. It is significant
to note that the back cover lists both Mustaine and Chris
Poland as playing “lead guitar”. While there is plenty
here that could be called “rhythm guitar” playing,
leads are very much part of song structures to
Megadeth, not interludes between verses and choruses.
Songs don’t stop to disgorge solos before moving on,
they fling them off at full speed, often using them as
the catalyst for tight tempo changes and chord
modulation. “Rattlehead” is a particularly break-neck
example, as is the bizarre scattered solo that leads into
the chorus of “Skull Beneath the Skin”. The closest
thing to a relaxed moment on this album comes with
the bluesy first few bars of “These Boots”, a much-
overhauled cover of “These Boots Are Made for
Walking”, but it doesn’t last long.
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Lyrically, Megadeth lives up to its name, and
death is the primary topic here. You'll need to look at
the lyric sheet to make sense of much of it.
(“Rattlehead” could easily be “rawhide” otherwise.)
On the whole, though, you're better off not expending
much effort on the words, as the literary impact is
almost wholly subordinate to the effect of Mustaine’s
delivery.

Peace Sells... But Who's Buying?, 1986 CD

You can start listening closer to lyrics on the second
album, though, particularly on the title track, which is
to me in some ways the real beginning of Megadeth.
“What do you mean, ‘I don’t support your system’? / I
go to court when I have to.” And the simple but
powerful chorus: “If there’s a new way, / I'll be the first
in line. / But, it better work this time.” This isn’t a
concept album, and in fact there are no other “on topic”
texts on this album, but the cover vouches for the title
track’s social sincerity, showing the band’s trademark
grinning-skull character leaning on a “For Sale” sign
planted in front of what looks like a burned-out UN
headquarters, warplanes flying by overhead. Lyrical
distinction isn’t really here yet, but this album shows a
dawning realization that it could be.

Musically, this feels strongly like a second album
to Killing...’s first. As seems typical of bands in this
area so far (or my perception of them, at least), this
album shows increased production-clarity and dynamic
range. Where Killing... mostly changed tempos on the
fly, Peace Sells... is not afraid to come to a complete stop
at times, and is able to start up again, at a different clip,
having lost no apparent momentum. I hear the bass
more and the voice less on this album, which anchors
the guitar parts somewhat more firmly than on the first
record. Mustaine’s voice is more processed here, which
makes it more conventionally palatable by a little. It's
not a bad change, though I admit to missing the old
plaintive rawness of it a bit. There’s even a little
acoustic guitar on “Good Mourning”, but not much, so
Gordon Lightfoot fans probably shouldn’t rush out and
buy this one on those grounds.

This album’s cover, “I Ain’t Superstitious”, is
given a raucous send-up comparable to “These Boots”
on the previous one. It's not my favorite song on the
album by a long shot, but it might be useful as an
outsider’s introduction to Megadeth, giving them a
known point of reference from which to both appreciate
that the band is technically adept, and to understand in
a somewhat more than purely visceral way what makes
the band’s style unique.

So Far, So Good...So What!, 1988 CD

In personnel changes for this, the most evanescent
of Megadeth incarnations, Jeff Young and Chuck Behler
replace the departed Chris Poland and Gar Samuelson
for an album. Someone will, no doubt, sneer at me for
this, but I quite frankly can’t tell much difference. That
is, I can tell the difference between this album and the
previous ones, but I can’t really attribute it to a different
drummer and guitarist. The biggest differences, for
me, are a “bigger” and more complex production, and
the first lyric set that holds my interest throughout.

The highlight for me, though, is the third track,
one of my favorite covers ever: a spiritually-faithful
remake of the Sex Pistols” “Anarchy in the UK”. This
isn’t the only way to have a good cover, but when I
hear Megadeth’s version of this song I believe that if
the original had been recorded in 1987 rather than
1977, this is exactly what it would have sounded like.
Steve Jones is even credited as appearing on it, though I
have no idea what part is his.

The angry sentiments of “Anarchy in the UK” do
not dissipate as the album goes on. “502”, a song about
drunk driving that begins with the well-crafted line
“Pull over, shithead, this is the cops”, manages to
simultaneously condemn the crime while empathizing
with the ennui that makes reckless driving seem like
the only available release. Or, perhaps, I'm simply
imposing both levels of complexity on a less-subtle
driving song. Either way, it isn’t Raymond Carver, but
it's evocative. The album-closing anti-PMRC diatribe
“Hook in Mouth” is also meaningful, if less than subtle.

Musically, this album takes the growing
sophistication of performance and composition that was
evident on Peace Sells..., and for the first time adds
sophistication of production. Where the first two records
attempted merely to document the performances, So Far
So Good... treats the studio as more than just a
methodical attempt to simulate a live set. Mustaine, for
example, discovers that there can be more to vocal
processing than selecting a reverb, turning it on at the
beginning of the session, and turning it off again at the
end, and there are some very cool uses of delay and
distortion. Speed metal purists may like this album less
than the first two because of the production, but I think it
adds an interesting and not-overdone element to
Megadeth's already-powerful sound.

Rust in Peace, 1990 CD

Jeff and Chuck go the way of the others for this
record, and what seems, as I write, to be the
“permanent” Megadeth line-up takes over here for the
first time, with Nick Menza and Marty Friedman
joining Mustaine and David Ellefson. Though again I
confess that Mustaine’s unifying guitar presence makes
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it hard for me to discriminate between the different
second guitarists, Menza seems to be the most versatile
of Megadeth’s drummers, and the overall effect on the
band’s sound is definitely positive.

In a couple ways this album returns to older
Megadeth form. The production is less obtrusive here
than on So Far So Good..., striking what I think is a
pretty good compromise between ignoring and
indulging the studio element, and effects here mostly
emphasize song elements rather than creating them.
Mustaine’s vocals, in particular, are brought forward in
the mix and allowed to stand more or less on their own,
with perhaps even more chilling effect than on the first
album. On “Holy Wars...The Punishment Due”, in
particular, he sounds like a banshee announcing the
approaching apocalypse.

The lyrical highlight is “Hangar 18”, which
employs one of my favorite conspiracy theories: that the
government has hundreds of abducted aliens stashed
on a secret air force base somewhere. (The song’s video
features some of the best aliens since the cantina scene
in Star Wars.) Musically my favorite track is “Lucretia”,
which shows some of the “power and speed are not
synonymous” control of Black Sabbath. Still, speed and
wild lead-guitar are here in abundance, and I feel
pretty confident recommending this album to anybody
who liked the first two.

Countdown to Extinction, 1992 CD

I am, to be sure, a general sucker for “new”, as
you will see from the distribution of release-dates in this
book. Nonetheless, I feel strongly that this is
Megadeth’s best album by a sizable margin. It was #7
on my 1992 album top ten list, and it was the album
that finally convinced me that Megadeth really are one
of my favorite metal bands, as well as one of the best.

Sonically, the production is truly remarkable.
Taking lessons perhaps, both positive and negative,
from Metallica’s ...And Justice for All, this record goes
the other direction from So Far So Good..., using studio
technology not to give songs features they couldn’t
have live, but to give each component clarity that no
arena sound-system mix could ever hope for. Every
drum hit, every bass note, every guitar chord stands
out, showing off playing that has never been tighter. I
have little doubt that the fact that this lineup had by
this point lived through the Rust in Peace tour together
and grown both more comfortable and more confident
as a band are what made them willing to risk such a
bare production.

Lyrics here are also especially strong. “Symphony
of Destruction”, “Architecture of Aggression”,
“Foreclosure of a Dream”, “Sweating Bullets” and
“Countdown to Extinction” all provide coherent socio-

political anger very much in the spirit of “Peace
Sells...”, and “High-Speed Dirt” provides an addition to
the small world canon of songs about sky-diving. I'm
not going to suggest that Megadeth lyrics should oust
The Red Badge of Courage or All Quiet on the Western
Front from high-school curricula, but they’ve come a
long way since “Looking Down the Cross”.

“Psychotron” and the title track are my favorites, I
think because they have the clearest melodic hooks, but
there are many standouts. While on the one hand this
strikes me as the Megadeth fan’s ultimate Megadeth
album, due to generous helpings of vicious crunch, it
also seems to me that it has the best songs of any of
them, and so it may also be the best non-fan’s
introduction to the band as well. Many people, even
rock fans, tend to shy away from heavy metal based on
the not-entirely-unreasonable feeling that the “music”
tends to be mostly speed and noise, but Countdown to
Extinction is musically on par with rock’s best.

Metallica

Kill ’"Em All, 1983 LP

As of 1993, if you've heard of heavy metal at all
it's a pretty safe bet that you've heard of at least two
bands: Black Sabbath and Metallica. Where Black
Sabbath can be reasonably credited with starting the
genre, Metallica is its second generation, and arguably
the band that has brought it the most outside attention.

Believe me, though, you'd never guess this by
looking at the back cover of the band’s first record. The
group photo there I think will stand the test of time as
one of the least flattering portrayals anyone has ever
received that didn’t involve a chalk outline. Kirk, Cliff,
Lars and James look like they are about 15, total, and
make me want to say either “Wash more often”, or
perhaps “Get off my lawn!” Hetfield in particular looks
like someone has replaced his brain with something
that presses on the inside of his skull, and throbs
painfully when used.

It's not difficult, then, to believe that the music is a
lot better than the photo. I'll simply describe it,
however, as “Metallica’s first album”, because if that
doesn’t convince you that you want it, then you don’t.

Ride the Lightning, 1984 CD

In a year, Metallica has aged much more than that,
and for all practical purposes this to me is the first speed
metal record. Most of speed metal’s trademarks receive
their primordial explication here. The fact that all four
players play about as fast as is humanly possible is the
most obvious detail, but a somewhat more easily
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overlooked facet of good speed metal is that this music
is planned. Now, most music is planned in practice, but
many forms of music are not necessarily planned by
nature. The difference between planned blues and
improvised blues is quantitative, but planning is really
just a technical enhancement. Speed metal, however,
cannot be improvised effectively. The intricate tempo-
changes and odd time-signatures that Metallica goes
through throughout this album absolutely require that
all four members of the band know exactly where each
song is going to go before it starts. And once this
practical exigency has been added anyway, the band is
suddenly free to compose music, rather than simply
inventing it. In a way, then, writing speed metal is
actually much closer to classical composition than the
process of writing standard pop or rock songs usually is.
You may have to grit your teeth and concentrate on the
music to hear what I mean, but try it.

And at any rate, Ride the Lightning is not for the
weak or the timid. The average song length is over 6
minutes, which means that total number of notes on the
album is something like 72,000,000,000. When it isn’t
mind-blowingly fast, it is ominously heavy. The lyrics
don’t tell you much more than the titles, but the titles,
like “Trapped Under Ice”, “Creeping Death” and “The
Call of Ktulu” are unsettling enough.

And to make it worse for skeptics, both “Fight Fire
with Fire” and “Fade to Black” begin with acoustic
introductions that make it impossible to dismiss the
band as only able to play one kind of music, and that’s
without making the experts sit through the 8:52
instrumental “The Call of Ktulu”, which you might call
“indulgent” at worst and in a more generous mood a
sign of real expertise both technical and
compositionally.

And where early Slayer is mostly devoid of
melody, Metallica don’t let the music’s inertia prevent
them from throwing in memorable tunes in the mold of
drummer Lars Ulrich’s circa-1979 British heavy metal
idols. The chorus of “Creeping Death”, in particular,
wouldn’t be out of place done by Iron Maiden or
Diamond Head. A seminal record.

Master of Puppets, 1986 CD

Other record guides tell me that this is Metallica’s
creative peak and its commercial breakthrough, and I
won't argue with at least one of those, but to me this
excellent album is an incremental refinement on Ride
the Lightning, and I even sometimes have to look at
dates to remember for sure which one came first.
Especially as they are bracketed by the quite different
Kill 'Em All and ...And Justice for All, Ride the Lightning
and Master of Puppets to me make a pair, and I can’t
imagine anybody liking one and not the other, or even

thinking one is markedly superior to the other one.
Both are tremendous, and its is only by the most
arbitrary of distinctions that I can label “Disposable
Heroes” my “favorite” song from the two and thus
prefer Master of Puppets every so slightly over the
previous one.

Both feature Lars Ulrich’s trend-setting drumming,
most typified in my mind by an almost unprecedented
degree of attention to where in each measure the kick-
drum hits should fall. The answer is sometimes
“everywhere”, but where Lars stands out for me is at
the other extreme, placing individual kicks so as to
accomplish with a few strokes what many of his
intended emulators would try to do with 50.

These two albums also define what to the casual
observer I am sure is the defining element of Metallica’s
sound, Hetfield’s pounding rhythm guitar. With it,
guitar playing has come about as far as it can from the
early blues-ensemble days where rhythm guitar was
supposed to blend with the bass drum as if the bass-
drum had a tone and the guitar itself had no attack of
its own.

And more for historical interest than for much
musical difference (at least that I hear), I note that this is
the last album before the untimely death of bass player
Cliff Burton, in the Great Rock and Roll Vehicle Crash
that also claimed the lives of Randy Rhoads, the Big
Bopper, Rick Allen’s left arm and that guy from April
Wine’s hair.

...And Justice for All, 1988 CD

New bassist Jason Newsted’s arrival coincides with
Metallica reaching in many ways the logical terminus of
their stylistic development so far. Fitting a reasonable-
enough nine songs into a, well, not-cramped 65 minutes,
this record (actually, on vinyl it's two records) could
easily have been merely the conclusion of the trilogy
begun with the last two records.

A couple factors intervene, however. The most
notable is that this record must have sounded much
different on the band’s studio monitors when they were
mixing it, because I can’t imagine any other reason
why they would have released such a potentially epic
album with a drum track that sounds like either it was
recorded inside a cardboard box, or like the drums
themselves were cardboard boxes. Megadeth'’s
Countdown to Extinction would use a very “dry”
production to amazing effect, but here I just keep
wondering whether someone didn’t accidentally trip a
“bypass” switch on a bank of effects right before they
made the master.

The other confounding factor is that, as important
as I think it is to face each album on its own terms
rather than imposing external values on it, nearly
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every song on this record is just too damn long for me.
I wouldn’t discard any whole song, but almost all of
them would be more appealing at about two-thirds
their current length, especially “...And Justice for All”
and “To Live is To Die”, both of which clock in at just
under ten minutes. “Harvester of Sorrow” is a great
short song, but even it is 5:42. Of course, it didn’t help
that for the longest time I only had this album on vinyl,
necessitating a trip to the record player every 15
minutes to flip sides or change disks.

I don’t want to overplay either of these factors,
though. Although they prevent this album from being,
in my mind, the perfect culmination of the Ride the
Lightning - Master of Puppets period, it is still an
awesome album. As with Sabbath’s Born Again, bad
production can’t hide great performances for very long,
and once you accept this album’s idiosyncrasies it is
well worth listening to over and over again. As long as
the songs are, they aren’t padded, and if you can forget
about song boundaries and just listen to the music,
there’s hardly a minute here that isn’t stupefying. The
dry production, as much as I don’t think it suits this
music as well as it could, does let you concentrate with
ease on every detail, so for serious study, this may well
be a Metallica scholars” godsend.

Still, as with Kill ’Em All, this isn’t the place for a
non-fan to start.

Metallica, 1991 CD

It takes a courageous heavy metal band to release
an album with an entirely black cover into the world
after This is Spinal Tap. 1f I take the liner out of the
jewel case and hold it the right way under the light, I
can see that there is a Metallica logo and a snake there,
but under any less-careful scrutiny this is a black cover.

The arresting cover, though, and the eponymous
title, are appropriate enough, as under them lurks
Metallica’s first change of direction. Perhaps the band
lost sleep over precisely the things that bothered me on
...And Justice for All, as Metallica is produced big, and
though it still comes in at over an hour, it fits 12 songs
into that time, some of which enter the formerly
unknown four-minute territory.

My reaction to this album has gone through many
stages. On the first few listenings I found it
disappointing. It's massively heavy, but it’s not very
fast, and try as I might I couldn’t shake missing the
speed. I also had the feeling that despite the new
stylistic approach, much of the record was a retread of
earlier Metallica songs, the similarity most striking
between “The Unforgiven” here and Ride the
Lightning’s “Fade to Black”.

After disappointment came overexposure, as MTV
played the intensely depressing videos for “Enter

Sandman” and “The Unforgiven” about hourly for
months, followed by the less-depressing but still over-
played clips for “Nothing Else Matters” and “Wherever
I May Roam”. My desire not to see the videos
translated into not wanting to listen to the album,
either. I am not, on the whole, very used to having
songs I like in heavy radio or video rotation, and it
almost invariably dampens my enthusiasm for them for
a time.

As the effects of overexposure slowly fade,
however, the album is gradually slipping back into my
good graces. “Enter Sandman” is very cool, and I
haven’t heard it much lately. “Of Wolf and Man” and
“The God That Failed” are really good, too, and buried
deep enough in the album to escape airplay. This is
still in some ways an album that made Metallica “just
another band I like” in my mind, but there are worse
fates, and certainly worse albums.

Anthrax

Among the Living, 1987 CD

My friend Matt once described Anthrax by saying
“You could ask them to play faster...” In the company
of Megadeth, Metallica and Slayer, they still play pretty
damn fast, but not fast enough for that to be the factor
that distinguishes them and explains their presence in
my collection.

In fact, the first thing that distinguishes Anthrax is
that they may be the most cheerful speed metal band I
know of. Where Metallica’s Kill 'Em All has the
inscription “Bang the head that does not bang”,
Anthrax here gives us their classic “Caught in a Mosh”
(which contains the memorable chorus couplet “Which
one of these words / Don’t you understand? / Talking
to you is like / Clapping with one hand”).

It’s not that they are without a serious side. Among
the Living contains a song about an ex-Nazi who turns
machine-gun sniper when his past is brought to light
(“A Skeleton in the Closet”), one about the plight of
American Indians (“Indians”), and one about the futility
of nuclear war’s mutually assured destruction (“One
World”). But Anthrax are not fundamentally serious
people. Their summary of the injustices done to Indians
is “We're dissin” them”, and “Indians” contains a
section marked “mosh part”. The album also features a
song about Judge Dredd, “Caught in a Mosh”, and one
called “N.F.L.”, though this last does not turn out to be
about football. After the unsmiling approaches of
Slayer and Metallica, humor is a very refreshing way to
approach speed metal, which is after all, a pretty silly
sort of music.
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Another side effect of not taking themselves too
seriously is that it allows them a lead singer who can
actually sing well, which goes a long way to making
Among the Living an experience that you don’t need
animal sacrifices to appreciate. In a way, though, this is
almost too bad. As technically-proficient as Joey
Belladonna is, most of my favorite moments here are
when the rest of the band steps up to their mics and just
starts yelling. Not-subtle, but more in keeping, I can’t
help think, with the band’s underlying musical
attitude.

State of Euphoria, 1988 LP

If you liked Among the Living, well, here’s another
one. There’s not much stylistic progression between the
two, but there isn’t any regression either. Nothing here
is a gleeful as “Caught in a Mosh”, but on the other
hand this one includes a free hologram and contains a
great cover of “Antisocial”, originally done by Trust
(whoever they were). One of these two albums is
plenty, though, and the fact that I have Among the
Living on CD and this on LP means that format-
convenience settles the question of which one I listen to
when I do.

Persistence of Time, 1990 CD

Here, though, Anthrax break out of their stall and
show some movement. This album is substantially
heavier overall than the last two, putting more
emphasis on the bass and the crunch of Scott Ian’s
rhythm guitar. A relatively restrained instrumental
slips in here, called “Intro to Reality”, and the near-rap
section of “Blood”’s chorus is interesting foreshadowing,
in retrospect.

On the whole, though, this record doesn’t strike
me as an improvement. The added heaviness detracts
from Anthrax’s usual sense of humor, and too many
songs on this album seem to have a minute or so of
unnecessary chugging at the beginning. Despite their
pace, Anthrax songs were never short, but this is the
first time where they begin to weary me. The charm of
Belladonna’s voice is also wearing somewhat thin.

However, the album’s shortest song settles without
a doubt in my mind whether this CD was a good
purchase: “Got the Time”, a cover of Joe Jackson’s song.
Here Anthrax’s manic energy is allowed full reign, and
the album’s often-turgid heaviness in traded for
hardcore energy. Joe’s original was already a pogo-
dance gem, and Anthrax’s flat-out rendition is a
masterpiece. If only they would do a whole albums of
covers like this...

Attack of the Killer B’s, 1991 CD

And, as if on demand, here is one of the coolest
records anybody has ever put out. A more varied
selection of songs you are unlikely to find:

“Belly of the Beast” and “Keep in the Family” are
live versions of songs from Persistence of Time. They’re
pretty good, but they’re also pretty close to the
originals, and here they serve mostly to pad the CDs
overall length (13:20 between them, with only two
other songs on the CD lasting more than four minutes).

“Milk” and “Chromatic Death” were originally for
S.0.D., a partial Anthrax alter-ego band, and are full-
tilt thrash. The latter was the theme music for MTV’s
Headbanger’s Ball for a while, and if you've read the
title you know all the lyrics.

“Protest and Survive” was written by Discharge,
“Parasite” is a rollicking Kiss cover, “Pipeline”
originally by the Ventures, and “Sects” another Trust
song. Anthrax may well be the world’s greatest cover
band, thought that may not be what they’d like their
claim to fame to be.

“Startin” Up a Posse” and “N.F.B.” resurrect
Anthrax’s sense of humor and flaunt it. “Startin” Up a
Posse” is a hilarious song about profanity and
censorship that lurches unsteadily from a country-ish
stomp into a “play as fast as you possibly can” chorus.
The intentional irony of the song is that the day radio’s
“moral code” loosens up enough to let this song be
played, it will then become obsolete. “N.F.B.” is
Anthrax’s “tongue protruding through punctured
cheek” contribution to the ceuvre of heavy metal bands’
acoustic ballads. A wonderfully saccharine love song,
complete with tasteful reverbed harmony vocals, this
particular example skids to a stop with the touching line
“She got hit by a truck”. Sorry to ruin the surprise for
you.

“I'm the Man "91” is a steroid remake of Anthrax’s
pioneering rap/metal song, previously available only
on an EP. In it Anthrax lay claim (with a nod to the
Beastie Boys) to having led the merger of heavy metal
and rap, at least from the heavy metal side. And that
leads to...

“Bring the Noise”. A first place tie on my Top Ten
Song list in 1991, I consider this one of the most
important rock songs released during my lifetime. At a
time when divisions between white and black in
America are much on our minds, this song fused two
genres that have been almost wholly monochromatic in
marketing and showed how much they (and by
extension their fans) have in common. The song does
not, regrettably, seem to have led promptly to an
eradication of racial tensions in this country, but I did
get to see Anthrax and Public Enemy perform it live
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together, and it rocked the part of the world that was
inside the Orpheum Theater that night.

The other thing I learned from seeing that Anthrax
show is that Joey Belladonna is a complete fucking idiot.
You don’t go to a metal show for the literary quality of
the between-song banter, really, but after a few of
Joey’s shrieked “You like that shit, don’t ya?!”s I began
to wish that they’d just shut his mic off whenever he
wasn’t supposed to be singing. It's pretty amazing that
the rest of the band put up with it for this many years,
but after Attack of the Killer B’s their patience must have
finally run out, and Belladonna was sacked. This was
very exciting news to me, and the thought of a whole
Anthrax record with just the other four guys singing
made me drool a little with anticipation. To my intense
disappointment, however, they decided to get a new
lead singer rather than just redistributing vocal chores,
and their selection, Armored Saint’s John Bush, has no
more the voice I wanted for Anthrax than Belladonna
did (though I liked him well enough in Armored Saint).
They seem happy about having him, but I can’t muster
much interest.

Metal Church

Metal Church, 1985 CD

It would be easy enough to write off Metal Church,
without even listening to their records, as “just another”
heavy metal band. Most obviously, the name “Metal
Church” has a feel quite similar to “Black Sabbath”.
The cover of this debut album features a fog-
enshrouded Explorer guitar covered with ivy and
cobwebs, a crosspiece bolted to the neck turning it into
a cross. And in the unlikely instance that you're not
convinced yet, the band-name logo is kind of sinister-
looking, too. All indicators point to cliché.

If you actually listen to this album, you'll discover
that the first impression you get from the cover is
mostly accurate. Metal Church won’t go anybody’s
short list of most-innovative or most-influential metal
bands. Stylistically they fall somewhere just fast-wards
of Black Sabbath, right where I've put them in this
chapter, really. Vocalist David Wayne’s somewhat
nasal delivery is reminiscent of Saxon, and the guitar
timbres on this album remind me of Saxon as well.

Lest you think that these things are criticisms,
though, I should say that Metal Church is actually one
of the heavy metal bands that I like the best. As much
as I admire the artists that push at whatever boundaries
present themselves, without a norm for reference you
can’t have any “alternative”. With speed metal, thrash,
death metal, arena metal, funk metal and gothic metal

scattered around this chapter, Metal Church are part of
the core that is simply Heavy Metal, without any of the
sub-genre qualifiers. Without it, you could have any of
the forms which exist in relation to it. And given that
you have to have a “normal”, there’s no reason why
great music can’t be made there. I have a soft spot in
my heart for bands who get overlooked in the middles
of genres (in a way my favorite band, Big Country,
suffers from this), and Metal Church find this
vulnerable patch and ram a sharp guitar-neck right into
it.

In fact, precisely because it isn’t a trendsetter or the
vanguard of any sub-genre, this album may be one of
the best single-artist introductions to metal. It is heavy,
hard, and very consistent and solid. The title track
(yes, “Metal Church” by Metal Church from Metal
Church) and “Battalions” are particular favorites of
mine, and the cover of Deep Purple’s “Highway Star”
is terrific. If only every “normal” heavy band made
albums this good-hell, if every fiftieth metal band made
albums this good-I'd own a whole lot more heavy
metal.

The Dark, 1986 CD

There aren’t very many Metal Church records, so
in my opinion there’s very little reason not to buy them
all. The Dark continues on in the spirit of Metal Church.
The drums seem to rumble a bit more here than on the
first record, and Wayne’s vocals seem grittier, but
otherwise the exchange of producer Terry Date for
Mark Dodson seems to have little impact.

The band here sounds somewhat less like Saxon
and more like Iron Maiden, though I realize that for
many of you that will be about as helpful as telling an
American tourist in India how much the lira is worth in
yen. I also realize that my perception of a resemblance
to Iron Maiden may be nothing more sophisticated than
the fact that there is a great song on this album called
“Method to Your Madness”, whose title brings to mind
Iron Maiden’s “Can I Play with Madness”. Then again,
there are probably sixty billion songs called some
variation of “Method In the Madness” that this one
didn’t remind me of, so perhaps there’s something in it
after all.

My favorite song here is “The Dark”, a rap-like
stomp through old-fashioned terrors of the “I'm shaking
and I'm thinking / Of something evil lurking / And
waiting for me in the house” variety, as opposed to the
more modern “now my head is slowly and gruesomely
turning inside out in extreme slow-motion” sort that
many of Metal Church’s peers evidently prefer.
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Blessing in Disguise, 1989 CD

Then three years elapse without a Metal Church
record, and I have no idea why. I suppose there might
be another album in between the ones I know about,
but if so I've never seen it. Ah well. Whatever it was
that waylaid Metal Church, it evidently swallowed
David Wayne whole, as he is nowhere to be found
here, replaced by new singer Mike Howe. Also
conspicuously absent from the official band lineup is
guitarist Kurdt Vanderhoof, though he is credited with
cowriting the music for all but two songs, and the lyrics
for all but one. There’s a note mentioning “additional
guitars courtesy of Kurdt Vanderhoof”, but it's not clear
to me whether this means that he played them, or that
the band just borrowed them because they were nicer
than the ones they already had.

Terry Date is back to produce this one, and just to
prove it can be done, he has made the bass growl a bit
louder again than on The Dark. Howe’s voice is also a
bit more technically adept than Wayne’s, and sounds
less strained, which pretty much cancels out in my
opinion. The band does take advantage of Howe’s
potential for mellower delivery on the long acoustic
passages of “Anthem To the Estranged”, playing slow
sections against fast ones for a nearly ten-minute-long
“Heaven and Hell”-style epic. “Badlands” has a similar
scope, but “The Spell Can’t Be Broken” and “Cannot
Tell A Lie” follow in a more straightforward Metal
Church vein.

On the whole, I like this album a little less than
the other three, but only a little, and the boomy,
rousing anthem “The Powers That Be”, in particular, is
as good as any of the other record’s songs.

The Human Factor, 1991 CD

On the other hand, this album, with the exact same
personnel (including the ghost-hand of Vanderhoof), is
my favorite Metal Church record, and thus one of my
favorite records, period. “The Human Factor”, a song
about the lack of it in modern music (containing the
great line “one more MIDI cable and my band is ready
to go”), and “Date With Poverty”, the video for which
introduced me to the band, start the album off in
crushing style, and my attention never wanders.

The energy level on this record is a notch above its
already-spirited predecessors, and it combines with
clear and forceful production (Dodson, again) and a
surprisingly pointed set of topical lyrics (covering First
Amendment rights, teen suicide, child abuse, nuclear
terrorism and alcohol dependency!) to produce one of
the most intense, focused records around. The songs are
shorter, faster and harder than on Blessing In Disguise,
and even “In Harm’s Way”, which opens with an

acoustic section akin to the one in “Anthem to the
Estranged”, kicks into gear sooner and doesn’t let up.

Even the cover belies a new self-confidence.
Where the first three covers are stock heavy-metal
themes, the angular logo featured prominently, this one
is a photo of the band members, shot from above, lying
on the floor surrounded by candles. Actually, when I
describe it that way it sounds even more overblown
than the others, but the brightly colored candles, seen
from above, don’t look sinister at all, and the band
looks calm and clean, not grubby and mean. The logo,
in strict defiance of unwritten heavy-metal rules,
doesn’t even appear on the front cover, relegated to a
postage-stamp sized area of the back cover, which is
otherwise just the song list and label credits (this album
being, for the first time, on Epic). Obviously a band
who are comfortable with themselves, and with letting
their music speak for itself. You can, you see, judge an
album by its cover, as long as you do it in retrospect.

Metal Church may be travelers in the middle of
the metal road, but with The Human Factor I think they
have found The Way.

Hanging in the Balance, 1993 CD

Before anything else can be said about Hanging in
the Balance, it must be said that the outside of this CD
does the band absolutely no favors. The front cover
illustration is, and I apologize sincerely for my inability
to avoid a subjective value judgment here, one of the
worst in the history of music packaging. In fact, it's not
just that it's ugly. It is ugly, mind you, a cartoon
drawing of a hideously obese woman who resembles a
butterball turkey more closely than a human being,
save that so self-respecting turkey would consent to
donning the ludicrous steel brassiere and gut-plate that
this figure is pictured in, and even a turkey would
have the sense not to wear fishnet and pink high heels
with it.

It's more than that, though. Even if you liked this
cover, you could scarcely devise a cover more likely to
dissuade heavy metal fans from purchasing the album
without actually having Wayne Newton involved. The
style is totally wrong, the colors wrong, the lettering
questionable. I came upon this album by surprise, it
having had no advance publicity, and my first
impression upon picking it up was "What the hell is
this?" Flipping it over didn't help much, as the back
cover reveals that Metal Church have abandoned (or
more likely, been abandoned by) Epic, and now reside
on Joan Jett's Blackheart Records, a pretty strange place
for them to have ended up. The only thing that doesn't
suggest that Metal Church has embarked on a musical
detour as a sleazy lounge-act is that their logo is still
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basically unchanged. Without the logo for reassurance,
I might not have bought this album.

Which would have been a shame, and certainly is
a shame for all the people for didn't have my fortitude,
for the album actually involves no stylistic departure at
all. The only connection between the album cover and
the musical contents is Joan Jett's backing-vocal cameo
on "Little Boy" (along with Kathleen Hanna of Bikini
Kill and Allison Wolfe of Bratmobile). This is a logical
successor to The Human Factor is every way I can think
of, crushing heavy metal in its traditional sense.
Anybody hoping for a return to the evil gloom of The
Dark would be disappointed, but the cover would
probably have kept those people from even touching
the thing. If you found The Human Factor's synthesis of
pop songcraft and metal power as exciting as I did,
though, this album is as good or better. "Waiting for a
Savior" was my favorite heavy metal song of 1993, and
only narrowly missed making my top ten (edged out
by a Vai song that, though it's listed in this chapter, had
a somewhat different appeal).

There is one other odd detail that I'll mention,
since I'm not totally sure what to make of it. A striking
number of these songs revolve, lyrically, around
religious topics. "Gods of Second Chance" is a plaintive
plea to God to make himself known, the singer
desperate for affirmation after the suicide death of a
friend (?). "Losers in the Game" holds out the hope that
however bad life gets, "when time is done and
kingdome come, we'll not be losers in the game".
"Hypnotized" is a straightforward bit of
autobiographical narration by Satan. "No Friend of
Mine" is about racism (sort of Metal Church's version of
the Specials' "Racist Friend"), but opens the subject with
the line "No one's born with hatred, it's something that
you learn; how do you think the good Lord feels about
the crosses you burn?" "Waiting for a Savior" is about
that, though it concludes "he's not coming". This marks
nearly the end of explicit Good Lord references, but
"Little Boy" involves angels, and "The End of the Age"
prophets, preaching, calves and other assorted
apocalyptic acoutrements.

Metal Church still has a ways to go before they
turn into Stryper, especially as religion here is invoked
in the internal search for meaning, not as proselytizing,
but it's an interesting trend, given the resistance that
heavy metal fans outside the Christian Metal subgenre
typically show to sympathetic treatment of religion.
(Perhaps the cover is meant to distract from the lyrics,
for just this reason.) A few years ago it would have
bothered me more, but all these Orson Scott Card books
(and scattered others, like Judith Moffett's Pennterra and
Dorothy L. Sayers' The Mind of the Maker) have started to
change my attitude toward individual believers, as
distinct from churches and religions themselves.

And besides, when an album sounds this good, on
one level it could just as well be about knitting.

Motorhead

1916, 1991 CD

If you can imagine merging Slayer with the
Ramones, then you probably have other problems, but
you also may have a good idea what seminal, dirt-
caked leather-models Motdrhead sound like, at least
circa 1991. It is no coincidence that 1916 features a
tribute to the Ramones themselves, called simply
“Ramones”. That song is probably the only one here
that would fit in as is on a Ramones album, but most of
the rest show more than a touch of Ramones’ simplicity
and high-speed directness. “Going to Brazil” reminds
me of “Johnny B. Goode” performed by a motorcycle
gang. “Angel City” has a similar rock-roots feel. “No
Voices in the Sky”, my favorite song on the album,
somehow channels this energy into a bitter but rousing
chorus aimed at a deaf god.

There are two breaks of sorts in the 40 minutes the
album runs. The fifth song, “Nightmare/The
Dreamtime”, is eerie and largely drumless, swirling
bass lines and reverberated guitar feedback providing
the soundtrack for a sinister doubled chant and some
truly scary backmasking that makes Lemmy, who
already sounds like a monster of sorts, sound like a
much more frightening monster. Good Halloween
haunted house music. The following song, “Love Me
Forever”, is a ballad of sorts. Drums and solos kick in
when the chorus hits, but the verses feature about the
tenderest singing you're likely to get out of Lemmy,
and an accompanying guitar with several fewer
distortion pedals in the signal chain than there usually
are.

The final song, “1916”, is the most unusual. A
slow dirge about young men facing reality’s dissolution
of their grand illusions of war’s glory, with martial
drums, cello and an organ of some sort, this song could
easily have been written in some mortar-lit trench as
World War | surged around the narrator. The
incongruity of Lemmy’s battered voice singing softly
makes this seem even more like the rendition of some
timeless folk song. It's hard to imagine, even as I say
it, that Motorhead has done something “beautiful”, but
there it is, genuinely moving.

Black Sabbath

As a diligent search through the rest of the book
will reveal, my personal view of music history basically
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begins in 1977, and there is precious little in this book
that was released before then. The few exceptions are
almost all, as in this case, the back catalog of a band
that I discovered through later material. The reason for
this is relatively simple. When this album was released
I was three.

My late arrival notwithstanding, Black Sabbath is
my oldest favorite band-that is, of the bands I still
consider “favorites”, this is the one that I've liked for
the longest time. A couple tell-tale signs are the
preponderance of LPs in this section, and the fact that,
since I started buying Sabbath records at a time when I
had basically no disposable income, there is a big gap
in the middle of my collection. I've gradually begun to
fill in the rest of the Sabbath digital catalog, but an
integral part of my Black Sabbath experience is still the
fact that I bought the first five albums in 1981 at a
Sound Warehouse 5/$20 sale, which at the time was
two months’ allowance.

I also cherish the thought that after all these years
there are still a handful of Black Sabbath records I don't
have. Now, if I can just manage not to wait so long
before buying them that they go out of print...

Black Sabbath, 1970 LP

With the advantage of several years of hindsight, I
can see now how this record relates to, and presages,
the “real” Black Sabbath records that follow. The dark,
gloomy mood and slow but undeterable pace are there,
as is Ozzy (here spelled Ossie) Osborne, destined to
become heavy metal’s only household name by biting
the head off a bat (or was it drinking Coke and eating
Pop Rocks at once?). There are a few power-chords of
sorts, and Geezer Butler’s flashy bass-playing, but there
are several factors that lead me to, even now, think of
this as a different band entirely from the Black Sabbath
whose work begins on Paranoid:

Too much pink in the album cover.

Harmonica.

Tiny, wimpy drums that sound like an unmiked
Ed Sullivan appearance.

Trippy blobbular logo.

Pitter-patter ride cymbals that sound like the
accompaniment to a grade-school filmstrip about The
Louvre, or possibly Kreb’s Cycle.

Too many boingy, sand-filled-banjo-like guitar
sounds.

Blues.

As a historical artifact, this is fascinating, and I'm
not trying to warn you away from it, but it simply is
not, to me, Heavy Metal. Also, cover collectors should
note that the song “Behind the Wall of Sleep”, listed
here, is not the source of the 1986 Smithereens song of
the same name.

Paranoid, 1970 CD

Here, then, is where heavy metal is born. It is
reasonably difficult to have gotten through the last 22
years without having heard “War Pigs”, “Paranoid” or
“Iron Man”, all of which appear here, so the chances are
good that you already have some idea of what these
songs are like. On the other hand, it's not at all
unlikely that the versions of those songs that you've
heard were not the originals (note as I go along how
many times they come up on other releases). Listening
to the originals, then, can be an interesting surprise.

For one, Osborne has since learned to sing a lot
better than he could in 1970. Particularly on the slower,
relatively unadorned “War Pigs”, his erratic command
of pitch is evident in a way that the echoes and speed of
“Paranoid” and cyborg effects of “Iron Man” mask. For
another, it is easy to forget just how slow these songs all
are. Speed metal is a long way away.

But to me these increase the appeal of Paranoid
rather than detracting from it. After all, what's the fun
of meeting your friends’ parents if they turn out to be
just like their kids? Also, who can resist a pair of songs
titled “Rat Salad” and “Fairies Wear Boots”, the latter
containing the immortal line “Fairies wear boots now
you gotta believe me”?

As I said, this is musical prehistory to me, but if I
were to draw one of those evolutionary-tree diagrams
that paleontologists use to show how a single family of
grouchy trilobites in Port Also, Delaware gave rise to
all of the modern world’s water buffalo, eels, organized
religion and Baco-bits, the two songs that would mate at
the root of it are “Paranoid” and Simon and Garfunkel’s
“The Sounds of Silence”. Provided you're willing to
suspend your disbelief over the Royal Gorge by a
single bungee cord, it's amazing how much of the
music that I like can be traced back to a hypothetical
unholy merger of these two songs. “Paranoid”
provides drive, intensity and directness, and “The
Sounds of Silence” provides beauty, melody and
intelligence. Mix these elements together in varying
proportions, and there’s very little music in this book
that can’t be seen in a way as a product of them. Now
historically, this isn’t causal. The elements that make
up these two songs do also make up most of the other
songs, but neither Black Sabbath nor Simon and
Garfunkel invented them. In my own world, though,
this is as far back as I trace things, and so from my
perspective calling these songs modern music’s
progenitors is not particularly less insane than most of
the other things I say in this book.

Master of Reality, 1971 CD

By the third album, Ozzy’s voice is beginning to
settle into that unique way it has of always sounding
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like he’s singing through a cheese grater, even when
he’s standing right next to you. The concentration of
“standards” on Paranoid notwithstanding, this is a better
album musically. “Sweet Leaf” is structurally similar to
“Paranoid”, but the rest of the band comes closer to
matching Ozzy’s intensity. “After Forever”, my pick
for best track, shows perhaps Sabbath’s best melody yet,
and some pretty good tempo changes, for 1971.
“Embryo” and “Orchid” are the first of Tony lommi’s
trademark instrumentals. “Children of the Grave”
sounds the heaviest to me, the guitar and bass
propelling the song along almost on their own,
allowing Bill Ward the luxury of some rattling tom-tom
runs that Lars Ulrich’s generation would later convert
into double-pedal kick-drum rolls.

On the other side, the beginning of “Lord of This
World” sounds a lot like Spinal Tap’s “Big Bottoms” to
me (it might, come to think of it, be an intentional
tribute). The haunting guitar-bass-flute-Ozzy ballad
“Solitude” and the almost Jethro-Tull-like “Into the
Void” round out an underrated album.

Vol. 4,1972 LP

The two great mysteries of Vol. 4 for me are: 1)
why are there big pictures in the gatefold of Geezer
and Tony, but not of Ozzy and Bill Ward? and 2) why
do they thank “the great Coca-Cola Company of Los
Angeles”? Is this a cocaine reference I'm naively
missing?

Whatever the reason, this is a noisier record than
any of its predecessors. Tony’s guitar is more distorted
and less noise-filtered, and Bill Ward seems to hit a lot
more cymbals than he used to. Geezer, on the other
hand, is buried way down in the mix, nearly vanishing
from “Tomorrow’s Dream” completely. Ozzy’s vocals,
too, sound distant.

Piano and what sounds like a synthesizer make
their first brazen appearance on “Changes”, along with
some backing wvocals! The instrumental “Laguna
Sunrise” adds synthesized strings to Iommi’s acoustic
guitar. However, this album also contains “Supernaut”,
one of the heaviest Sabbath songs to this point, and
“Cornucopia”, one of their fastest, so there’s no need to
fear that the boys are getting soft; they’re just loosening

up.
Sabbath Bloody Sabbath, 1974 LP

This is the first Black Sabbath album that looks like
their stereotype. The front cover is a bizarre redly lit
scene of demonic torment, a man sprawled on a bed
comprised of skulls, claws and the number 666, with
sinister pointy-eared tufted-tailed creatures from the
netherworld hovering mockingly over him. Ah yes,
there’s a snake around his neck, too, and an

incongruously cheerful-looking rat hopping onto the
bed at the bottom right.

The back cover, for contrast, shows presumably the
same man convalescing in relaxing shades of blue and
green, surrounded by kindly lions and pitying waifish
attendants. I can’t tell what has become of the rat.

In retrospect, this would have been a better cover
for Heaven and Hell, but I'm getting six years ahead of
myself.

Musically, this is the first Sabbath album produced
entirely by the band themselves, and it feels slightly
more confident than Vol. 4, though otherwise
stylistically little-changed. “Sabbath Bloody Sabbath”
and “Killing Yourself to Live” are strong songs in
standard Sabbath mode. “Fluff” is this album’s pretty
instrumental. “Who Are You” is a strange off-key
dirge loaded with buzzing synthesizers and ambient
noises. “Looking for Today”, with acoustic guitar and
flute on the chorus and shuffling drums throughout,
and “Spiral Architect”, with some orchestral-sounding
percussion, synth strings and double-tracked Ozzy,
both sound like pretty straightforward rock songs,
without very much heavy metal to them.

In fact, I doubt a heavy metal band could get taken
seriously as such today with an album that contains as
little actual heavy or metal as this one. Fortunately, 1974
was more tolerant.

Live at Last, 1980? CD

I'm going to get out of sequence for this oddly
unexplained CD, a live recording that has a publishing
date of 1980 on the back cover, but which features no
songs from any album later than Sabbath Bloody
Sabbath (and only one of those). From the lack of
credits and austere packaging I would almost think this
was a bootleg, but I don’t know what a bootleg would
have been doing in the cut-out bin of Tower Records,
where I bought this.

Whatever its historical origin, Live at Last sounds to
me most like Vol. 4 . It includes “Tomorrow’s Dream”,
“Cornucopia” and “Snowblind” from that album, as
well as Master of Reality’s “Sweet Leaf” and “Children of
the Grave”, Paranoid’s “War Pigs” and “Paranoid”,
Sabbath Bloody Sabbath’s “Killing Yourself to Live”, and
a way-extended version of Black Sabbath’s “Wicked
World”.

The sound quality overall is pretty good. It sounds
like a live recording, by which I mean people standing
around with microphones, not a direct feed from the
mixing console to a multi-track that is then processed
and cleaned up just like a studio album. The mics were
well-placed, though, and I like the effect.

The performances are on the ragged-but-spirited

side. “Killing Yourself to Live”, “Paranoid” and
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“Children of the Grave” are particularly raucous, and
almost everything here is noticeably faster than the
original versions, if not necessarily shorter. “Wicked
World” serves as the housing for a lot of guitar and
drum soloing, which turns a 4:30 original into an 18:59
epic here. I don’t find its length annoying or boring
per se, but if you're hungry and your kitchen is within
earshot of the stereo this is a fine time to fix a sandwich.
I also like the longish rendition of “War Pigs”, though it
is the most chaotic performance captured here, with all
four players either out-of-tune or off-beat at different
points in the song. Ozzy has feedback problems with
his mic early in the song and the sound man appears to
have corrected them by turning the mic level down for
much of the rest of it.

But what's the fun of a live album that sounds just
like the record? This is well worth the $6.99 I paid for
it.

Never Say Die!, 1978 CD

My collection now skips blithely over Sabotage, We
Sold Our Soul for Rock 'n” Roll and Technical Ecstasy,
alighting just in time for the last album of the first
incarnation of Black Sabbath.

Ozzy’s era ends in fine form. There isn’t a single
song on this album that I don’t consider excellent, even
if Ozzy sounds especially like a chorus of strangling
munchkins on “A Hard Road”. Details like the piano
and jazzy cadences of “Air Dance”, and the horns on
“Breakout” remind you that Black Sabbath was always
a good deal more sophisticated than the large majority
of its imitators, and the title track reminds you that they
could rock just as hard as anybody.

Foreshadowing Ozzy’s departure, the bluesy final
song, “Swinging the Chain”, is sung by somebody else.
I don’t know who it is, and the liner notes provide no
additional information, but it sure doesn’t sound like
Ozzy. Perhaps it’s John Elstar, who plays harmonica on
it. Of course, if I ever find out who it is I'd probably
want to call that the second incarnation of Black
Sabbath, and make Dio’s the third, and who needs that
confusion? Let it remain a mystery.

(Later: I asked Bobby, the mail guy at work, who
is trying to start a Sabbath tribute band, and he told me
that it’s actually Bill Ward singing, so there’s your
answer.)

Heaven and Hell, 1980 CD

Black Sabbath version 2, then, starts here, as
Ronnie James Dio takes over for Ozzy Osbourne. At
the same time (and I'll leave the question of causality
aside), the band’s sound changes considerably.

First of all, of course, Dio’s voice is very different
from Ozzy’s. Dio’s is technically more capable and

more powerful, though in a more conventional way
than Ozzy’s. In my opinion, Dio is the best heavy
metal vocalist ever, but definitely a heavy metal
vocalist, while Ozzy is a singer unto himself, weaker
inside the genre but more powerful outside of it. Also,
Dio is uglier than Ozzy, if you can believe that.

The rest of the band’s sound changes in a similar
way, channeling its energies more directly into heavy
metal than in Ozzy’s era. Heaven and Hell is the first
Sabbath album that sounds to me both like it could be
taken seriously as heavy metal if it was released today,
and like it could have been released today. Even Never
Say Die has, to my ear, a distinctly old, Seventies feel
(remember that for me, “old” and “Seventies” are
synonymous), while Heaven and Hell, with producer
Martin Birch (also known for work with Blue Oyster
Cult and Iron Maiden) at the controls, sounds
“modern”. Also first appearing on this album is
keyboard player Geoff Nicholls, who would become a
fixture hereafter, bringing consistency to the “odd
sounds” element of Sabbath’s music.

All in all, this is an epic album, and a pivotal one
in my life. The Mob Rules was actually the first Black
Sabbath album I bought, but “Heaven and Hell” is the
song that brought the band to my attention first.
Though it isn’t even seven minutes long, which is not
very long compared to many subsequent metal songs,
it has the structure of an epic in the way that most
much-longer songs do not. I was 13 when this song
came out, and lines like “The world is full of kings and
queens who blind your eyes then steal your dreams”
had a great deal of incisive resonance for me.

The rest of the album is similarly awesome.
Iommi’s guitar parts are cleaner and more forceful than
ever before, Ward sounds great, and Geezer Butler’s
burbling bass lines are here shown to their best effect
for perhaps the first time. “Neon Knights”, “Walk
Away” and “Die Young” are my favorites, but the
whole album is great, and is Sabbath’s most
stylistically-consistent record to this point in their career.
In fact, all the albums after this one are either more
consistent or less varied (depending on where your
preference lies) than the ones before it.

I know that historically, Ozzy’s Sabbath was the
band that created heavy metal, and that Ozzy himself
is perhaps the genre’s most central figure, but to me
this is the real Black Sabbath.

The Mob Rules, 1981 CD

And this is the real Black Sabbath album. From the
shambling faceless figures on the cover and the first
crashing measure of “Turn Up the Night” to the “aliens
are landing on my house” instrumental “E5150”, this
record still stands undiminished in my mind after 13
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years of listening to it, as one of heavy metal’s
definitive works. The only cast change is Vinnie
Appice, replacing the departed Bill Ward, and while it
is certainly possible to tell the difference between the
two drummers, they are both excellent. Martin Birch
again produces.

No individual song here has quite the grandeur of
“Heaven and Hell”, but “The Sign of the Southern
Cross” comes close, and the album overall improves on
Heaven and Hell. “The Mob Rules” provides this
record’s lyrical tag line, “If you listen to fools, the mob
rules”, as well as its heaviest riffs. “Country Girl” is
one of the best explications of Sabbath’s trademark
ability to use a tightly controlled pace to achieve an
intensity similar to what the best speed metal bands do
with maximum speed. “Over and Over” has some of
the musical feel of old Sabbath, but Dio’s voice drives it
into a soaring post-chorus solo that would have been out
of place before.

In fact, the only things I don’t like about this album
are that the songs on the cover of the LP weren’t listed
in the order they actually appeared on the record (the
CD fixes this), and that there are no liner notes of any
sort, both flaws, incidentally, that Heaven and Hell
shared.

Live Evil, 1982 CD

This version of Black Sabbath follows up their two
studio albums with the first Black Sabbath live album
(Live at Last was recorded earlier, but released later), a 2
CD package that covers the beginnings and endings of
Sabbath’s career to this point, but little in between.

From the Dio era, there are “E5150”, “Neon
Knights”, “Children of the Sea”, “Voodoo”, “The Mob
Rules”, “Heaven and Hell” and “The Sign of the
Southern Cross”, and the first two Sabbath albums are
represented by “N.LB.”, “Black Sabbath”, “War Pigs”,
“Iron Man” and “Paranoid”. This middle half-dozen
albums show their faces here only in “Children of the
Grave” and the instrumental “Fluff”. Where Live at
Last sounds like a bootleg, this is very much a planned
and polished live album. As such it is less interesting
in a way, but more listenable.

The new material is well-played, and shows live
energy, but it is all very similar to the studio versions,
and I wouldn’t recommend this album on that account.
The old songs, though, are updated here in grand
fashion. If, like me, you like the new Sabbath sound
better than the old one, it is great to hear the old classic
songs given new musical settings. “Black Sabbath” is
closest to its original, while “N.I.LB.” is the most
drastically reworked. The old songs sound not so much
like old Black Sabbath songs, but like the new Black
Sabbath playing great versions of some heavy metal

standards (which happened to have been first recorded
under the name of Black Sabbath). Some older Sabbath
fans will no doubt dislike this, but as a person endlessly
fascinated by covers and remakes, I find it fascinating,
and [ think it’s the only reason to buy this album.

Actually, it's the only musical reason. Two non-
musical reasons are that the cover picture is really cool,
and that Dio’s between-song banter is better than
Ozzy’s.

Born Again, 1983 CD

Sadly, the second incarnation of Black Sabbath was
short-lived, and Dio’s departure was the beginning of
the end for more than just him. The four albums from
Seventh Star to Tyr are what I refer to as the Lean Years,
with Tony lommi alone remaining from the original
line-up. Sandwiched in between Dio’s departure and
the doldrums, however, is this criminally underrated
album.

Bill Ward looks none-too-well on the cover picture,
but he’s back and he sounds great, and Geezer Butler
has yet to depart. On vocals, then, in a decided strange
turn, is long-time Deep Purple singer lan Gillan (also
known from playing the lead in Jesus Christ Superstar,
the polar metaphysical opposite from his appearance
here). It is an odd mix, and apparently one that was
largely manufactured on paper and in the studio, but
the result is mind-blowing, and earns from me the rare
(if dubious) label of Masterpiece.

There are many things, let me make clear, to
dislike about Born Again. The lyrics are not inspiring
sentiments in the least, varying from violent to
irresponsible to brutally sexist. Gillan’s tortured yelps
will probably get on many listener’s nerves. And this
has to be one of the worst-produced major-label records
I've ever heard, sounding like it was mastered inside a
cardboard box, or run through several too many
improperly-calibrated compressors or  cassette
generations.

But none of that can deflect the incredible, manic,
crushing tide of sound that pours out of this album.
“Trashed”, a song about driving drunk (not against
driving drunk, mind you), might as well be describing
these songs rather than its characters, as the whole
album careens wildly through its terrain, cornering on
two wheels at most, avoiding smashing headlong into
trees and bridge abutments only by the thinnest of
margins. And even in the few instances where the
band seems to flip over and skid along the highway on
its roof, you can hear the engine racing, the wheels
spinning and the hood ornament plowing a scar into
the asphalt, and before you can quite figure out what's
happened the car has caromed off the guard rail and is
upright again, battered but unslowed.
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This is Black Sabbath’s vicious side, distilled and
compressed and delivered in a pill the size of
Wyoming. It is not recommended for the faint of heart.
You'll play it a million times or you’ll throw it in the
trash compactor and sing hallelujah as the jewel box
shatters.

So how do you respond to challenges, hmm?

Seventh Star, 1985 LP

If Born Again was a desperate last-chance appeal, it
was denied, and the band subsequently fell apart
completely. Both the cover and spine of this album
read “Black Sabbath Featuring Tony lommi”, which is a
brazen attempt to make it look like a good thing that
the rest of the band has abandoned him. It's an apt
description, though, as there is little other than Tony’s
presence to recommend this album to Black Sabbath
fans.

Actually, that’s not quite fair. While it’s true that
the Lean Years are not the Black Sabbaths of old, they
are disasters only if you expect them to be. So rather
then deride each of these efforts for not being another
Mob Rules, I am going to try to evaluate them on their
own terms.

Seventh Star, then, features Glenn Hughes on
vocals, Eric Singer drumming, and Dave Spitz on bass.
Hughes is not at all a bad singer. He has some of
Gillan’s grittiness, but is much more bluesy, a bit like
Paul Rodgers of Bad Company. Singer and Spitz
provide a sturdy, if not flashy, rhythm section. And
Iommi is still Iommi, churning out his inimitable
murky power chords. “Angry Heart” has a great
rumbling underpinning supporting a very nice melodic
chorus. “In for the Kill” has some harmony that may
be too pretty for harder-core fans, but that otherwise
sounds a lot like Iron Maiden. “Turn to Stone” is a
blistering cover of the Electric Light Orchestra’s
sympho-pop hit. Er, well, I'm joking about that, but I
wish it had been. It is a decent song, anyway, but not
nearly as interesting as it could have been. I like the
title track okay, too.

So don’t necessarily write off this album. If you're
a heavy metal fan, I bet you own and like several
albums that aren’t nearly as good as this one.

The Eternal Idol, 1987 LP

Don't get too attached to Glenn Hughes, though,
because he’s gone as fast as he arrived, replaced by
Tony Martin, who is actually excellent. Martin’s voice
is in the same vein as Dio’s, though perhaps a little bit
stronger in technique and thus a little less distinctive. I
feel somewhat sorry for Martin, as history seems to
have dealt him into an unfortunate moment. It is not
hard to image that Heaven and Hell and The Mob Rules

could have been just as brilliant with Tony Martin as
they were with Ronnie James Dio, but instead he
landed here and has to do what he can.

And he makes do quite well. “The Shining”, the
opening track, is very good. “Ancient Warrior” is a bit
of a letdown, but “Hard Life to Love” kicks back into
gear, albeit in more of a hard rock mode than heavy
metal. “Born to Lose” sounds not entirely unlike the
Scorpions, but like a good Scorpions song.

Airy keyboard fills are much more prominent on
this album than on previous ones, and combined with
the very 4/4 rhythm section they drive the band
mainstreamward into the territory of Judas Priest and
the like. This isn’t the direction that I would have
chosen for Black Sabbath, but they don’t do a bad job
getting there.

Headless Cross, 1989 CD

Warner Bros. records must not have liked the
direction, either, because after 15 albums over 17 years
with the mega-label, Headless Cross features the new
LR.S. Metal insignia. Other major changes are the
arrival of drummer Cozy Powell (who co-produced the
album with Iommi) and bass player Laurence Cottle,
and the crediting of this album’s songs to Black
Sabbath, not just lommi (as with the two previous ones).

In fact, the songwriting credit seems like the most
telling detail to me, as Black Sabbath sounds like a band
here, as opposed to an lommi solo project, for the first
time in the Lean Years. Rather than trying to drag the
other musicians up to his level lommi here has taken
the selfless alternate route to unity and allowed the
focus to move away from him, and here he sounds like
he is just trying to be the guitar player, not the whole
band.

Tony Martin continues to do a good job singing,
but lyrically Black Sabbath has slipped into self-parody.
“Headless Cross”, “Devil and Daughter”, “Kill in the
Spirit World”, “Nightwing”. Pretty much without
exception the lyric sheet to this album reads like the
band hired a hack contract-writer and told him to “write
about Satan and rituals and sinister beasts, that sort of
thing”. This may not matter to some people, but to me
it is a sign that the band is taking itself more seriously
precisely when it is less deserving.

Musically, the album rocks, but it is lighter than
any Sabbath album before or since. The shift of focus
away from lommi’s guitar ends up leaving it on
Martin’s somewhat overdone vocal processing, giving
the whole album a decidedly pop-metal-production
sheen, at least relative to other Black Sabbath albums.
There are some exceptions, notably “When Death
Calls”, whose chorus, at least, roars, but on the whole I
find I feel that though the band has definitely
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reoriented themselves after The Eternal Idol, they are
heading off, again, in the wrong direction.

Tyr, 1990 CD

In turns out, actually, that they were heading back
towards heaviness, not away from it, as Tyr is
substantially heavier than Headless Cross. “The Law
Maker” picks up the pace, turns the guitar, bass and
drums up and the keyboards and vocal echoes down,
and comes closest to re-establishing Sabbath’s sonic
assault than anything since Born Again.

Tyr is not a true concept album that I can tell, but
the mythological theme implied by the title (Tyr was
the Norse god of law) pervades the text, and does
nothing in particular to improve the much-depreciated
quality of Black Sabbath lyrics. I also am completely
mystified as to what “Jerusalem” has to do with ancient
Norway.

As I'm writing this Georgia just walked into the
room to comment that “this sounds like Sammy Hagar”.
I don’t necessarily agree, but I do feel that after two
relatively consistent albums (new bassist Neil Murray is
the only line-up change from Headless Cross), the
Iommi/Martin/Powell /I.LR.S. incarnation of Sabbath is
growing set in their ways. Tyr is, as heavy metal
albums go, “very good” in my book (this one), but
there are no signs that this incarnation is likely to ever
reach the heights of “brilliant”, where its forebears
dwelt.

“Dwelt”? Blech. These lyrics are getting to me.

Dehumanizer, 1992 CD

By thirty seconds into “Computer God”, the
opening track of Dehumanizer, it is as if the Lean Years
never happened and all is forgiven. And that’s before
Dio starts singing! Yes, utterly unlooked for, here is
the greatest comeback album I've ever cared about.
Geezer Butler is back at bass, Vinnie Appice at drums,
and some force that felt the universe was owed a favor
has convinced Dio to rejoin. The result is an album that
is the natural successor to The Mob Rules.

Not to diminish the skills of Cozy Powell, Tony
Martin or indeed Vinnie Appice, but having Geezer
and Dio back in place makes all the difference in the
world, and it is as if lommi has suddenly awoken
muttering “Oh what a horrible dream”. On the one
hand this amazing record makes the “merely
adequate” Lean Years all the more regrettable, but on
the other hand, getting a third album like this is
enough of a gift to compensate for nine years of killing
time, and I half-feel proud that I supported the band
through hard times, and, that by expressing my
support for “Black Sabbath”, whatever guise it took, I
helped make this new chance possible.

What else to say? Everything here is right. In one
stroke Black Sabbath returns to being the best heavy
metal band around. There are fast songs like “TV
Crimes” and “Time Machine”, and slow ones like
“Letters from Earth” and “After All”. Dio sounds great,
the production (by “Mack”) is every bit as good as The
Mob Rules’. If you didn’t like the Dio incarnation the
first time around you probably won’t like it much more
this time, but I'm very happy. The Mob Rules came into
my life at a very impressionable time, and the nostalgic
value of getting a crashing return to its form and style
at the age of 25 is high (and Boston is about the only
band that has more potential for spanning so many
years in my music-listening experience than Black
Sabbath). “Nostalgia” isn’t quite the right word,
actually, because it isn’t that this album makes me feel
like I'm back in 1981, it’s that it connects 1981 and 1992,
asserting that there is continuity in time, which isn’t
always as obvious in rock music as it is in art forms
where careers tend to last lifetimes and the form itself
isn’t still in relative infancy.

Ozzy Osbourne

Blizzard of Oz, 1980 CD

Having departed Black Sabbath, Ozzy quickly
demonstrates that the separation was good for both
sides. Carried largely on the flashy playing of Randy
Rhoads, an impressive guitarist whose berserk style is a
far remove from Iommi’s, Ozzy’s debut solo album is a
new start with great promise.

Where Tony lommi’s playing was dark and
deliberate, like a menacing giant stomping toward a
balsa-wood village, Rhoads skitters and slashes along
above the surface of songs like a piranha on jet skis,
and this casts Ozzy’s demented delivery in a different
light than Black Sabbath showed it in.

The two highlights of this first albums are
undoubtably “Crazy Train” and “Suicide Solution”.
“Crazy Train”, the hit, could stand as the one-song
version of Ozzy’s declaration of independence from
Sabbath’s gloom. Fast and more warped than actually
sinister, it is as fresh in its own way as Sabbath’s new
work with Dio at the same time. “Suicide Solution”, on
the other hand, is possibly heavy metal’s most
notorious song, as it was the target of the most widely
publicized attack on heavy metal lyrics by parents who
claimed it actually exhorted their teen son to kill
himself. The song actually dismisses suicide as an
inadequate solution, but then irony-recognition has
rarely been the most prized ability of right-wing
vigilantes. Of course, it isn’'t the quality most often
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attributed to impressionable teen-aged boys, either, so
it's possible that Ozzy could have averted substantial
trouble by calling it “Suicide Is No Solution”, or “So-
Called ‘Suicide Solution”, but he didn’t and you can’t
make him.

Also on this album are the dirge-like classic “Mr.
Crowley”, and “Steal Away (The Night)”, which would
have made a good b-side to “Crazy Train”. “Good-bye
to Romance” and “Revelation (Mother Earth)” provide
ballad outlets, and indeed Ozzy appears to have taken
all the ballads with him when he left Sabbath, as Dio’s
version of Sabbath is basically without them.

Diary of a Madman, 1981 CD

Ozzy’s solo career reaches its first peak quickly.
“Over the Mountain” and “Flying High Again” beat
“Crazy Train” at its own game, and may be the
definitive Ozzy songs in my own revisionist version of
the universe. The fact that both songs involve flying,
the very activity that would edit Randy Rhoads out of
the universe way before his work was done, makes
them even more poignant, not that poignancy is really
their strength.

After such a start, the rest of the album is almost
inevitably an anti-climax. “Believer” is a particularly
Black Sabbath-sounding track. “Little Dolls” features
monster-stomping drums and shows that Ozzy has
really learned to sing pretty well over the years. “You
Can’t Kill Rock and Roll” and “Tonight” are the
ballads. And “S.A.T.O.” (why this is abbreviated and
what it stands for I have no clear idea, but I've seen
“Sailing Across the Ocean” suggested, and while I can’t
find those exact words in the song, they’re close enough
to the theme of the lyrics to be plausible) and the title
track boost the album’s energy back towards its
opening level.

This album also begins Ozzy’s three album quest
to make himself look as hideous as possible on the
cover.

Tribute, 1987 CD

I will skip ahead in release dates again, because
1987’s posthumous tribute to Randy Rhoads is an
album of live recordings from late 1981, and it seems
more useful to discuss it here before going on to the
post-Randy albums.

Like Blizzard of Oz, Tribute opens with “I Don't
Know” and “Crazy Train”. In fact, Tribute contains all
nine songs from Blizzard, as well as two from Diary
(“Flying High Again” and “Believer”) and three
Sabbath songs (“Iron Man”, “Children of the Grave”
and “Paranoid”). Casual Ozzy fans who don’t care for
song duplication, then, should probably skip this
album.

The reason to buy this album is Randy himself.
The sound quality is not bad, considering that nobody
knew these were going to be the only live recordings of
Randy we’d ever have, but if he hadn’t died I doubt
that many of these takes would have made it onto a
better-planned live album. Given history, though, this
is far better than nothing. Rhoads” wild style feels like
it is much more at home in the open spaces of concert
arena than in a padded studio, and hearing the sparks
seem to fly off his strings during these songs is the
intoxicating stuff of guitar-hero legend. For Black
Sabbath fans it’s probably also worth the price to hear
Rhoads” barely contained renditions of the three
Sabbath songs. A true devotee can while away quite-
happy hours comparing the originals of “Paranoid” and
“Children of the Grave” with the live Ozzy/Sabbath
versions on Live at Last, the Dio/Sabbath versions on
Live Evil, and the Ozzy/Randy versions here.

The album ends on a very sad note with several
minutes of studio outtakes from “Dee”, Rhoads’ echoing
studio asides making him sound incredibly alone, his
own short classical-guitar piece becoming Ozzy’s tribute
to a departed friend.

Bark at the Moon, 1983 CD

Filling Randy’s shoes is an unenviable task that
here falls to guitarist Jake E. Lee. Lee plays guitar with
a flair similar to Randy’s, but simply isn’t quite as good
at it. Nonetheless, the album gets off to a strong start
with the title track, another driving song in the mold of
“Crazy Train”, “Over the Mountain” and “Flying High
Again”. “Now You See It” and “Rock and Roll Rebel”
are of that ilk as well. “Centre of Eternity” and “Slow
Down” are slightly mellower mid-tempo songs, and
“Waiting for Darkness” is slower yet.

The ballads on this record, “You're No Different”
and “So Tired”, are perhaps the most telling to me. “So
Tired”, in particular, though ostensibly a relationship
song, seems to resonate in Ozzy’s voice as if it is much
more than that. I'm sure I'm reading far too much into
it, and projecting later work backwards, but it is as if
Randy’s death took a piece of Ozzy’s energy that
cannot be replaced. Indeed, compared to what Black
Sabbath spent 1983 doing (Born Again), this is a
disappointingly low-energy album.

Still, he looks ugly as hell on the cover, so the end
is still a long way away.

The Ultimate Sin, 1986 CD

Ugly cover illustrations reach their pinnacle on this
album, with Ozzy transformed into a hideously
deformed multi-limbed creature rising out of some
bubbling primordial ooze.
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Musically, Ozzy has definitely smoothed over
some of his rough edges in the intervening three years.
This is a heavier record than Bark at the Moon, but by far
the least frantic Ozzy album yet. The out-of-control
spark of “Crazy Train” and “Flying High Again” is
largely absent, replaced with yet another level of
technical improvement in Ozzy’s delivery.

“Shot in the Dark”, “Lightning Strikes” and
“Killer of Giants” sound best when I listen to this, but
overall I find this album rather homogenous, and none
of these songs really lodge themselves in my mind and
keep playing after the CD runs out. This is also one of
the most calming heavy metal records I have. Both of
these things probably sound like criticisms, and I guess
they are in a way, but this is still a pretty well-crafted
album. Ozzy is getting older. Take that as you will.

No Rest for the Wicked, 1988 CD

New guitarist time again: Zakk Wylde replaces
Jake E. Lee. Wylde is an even more polished guitarist
than Lee, with a propensity for squealing harmonics.
He adds a burst of energy to this album that,
unfortunately, gets almost completely swallowed in the
production.

Otherwise, this album is almost indistinguishable
for me from The Ultimate Sin. “Fire in the Sky” merges
in my mind with “Shot in the Dark”, and the rest of the
songs merge into each other in random order. Ozzy
has found a secure niche, and seems content to stay
there, neither striving for better nor sliding into worse.
Even the cover picture shows an Ozzy who looks almost
soft, huggable, more like a teddy bear than the
shambling ogre of old. A comfortable album.

No More Tears, 1991 CD

Who better to help arrest the effects of the aging
process then the ugliest immortal himself, Motorhead’s
Lemmy Kilmister. Lemmy cowrites four songs on this
album, and the momentum from this boost seems to
carry the rest of the album with it. “I Don’t Want To
Change the World”, “Hellraiser” and “Desire” come
closest to recapturing lost energy, despite the fact that
“Desire” bears a disturbing resemblance to Judas
Priest’s “You've Got Another Thing Comin’”.

The real triumph of this album, though, is actually
the opposite effect. Rather than a triumphant return to
his old form, several songs on this album, like “Mama,
I'm Coming Home”, “No More Tears”, “Time After
Time” and most of all “Road to Nowhere”, actually take
advantage of Ozzy’s obvious weariness, expressing it
rather than trying to hide it, and in this way Ozzy
arrives at an unlooked-for transcendence. As he sings
“I'm still looking for the answers” and “The wreckage
of my past keeps haunting me”, I hear a mixture of

bewilderment, frustration and acceptance. “I guess I'd
do it all again”, he sings, and his honest ambivalence is
evident. From heavy metal’s reigning embodiment of
evil, Ozzy has grown down to be merely and
gloriously human. “Road to Nowhere” is a song to be
treasured, of a sort that is vanishingly rare in heavy
metal: sad, and touching.

And having heard it, on subsequent listens the
whole album appears to me to grow deeper, all the
songs gaining an extra dimension. This could well be
entirely a figment of my wishfully-dramatic
imagination, but perhaps with this pointer you too can
imagine this album into more than it might otherwise
be, into a conclusion or a coda of sorts, a reconciling of
Ozzy’s past with his future, a last look back before
moving on. I see Ozzy as Bilbo, boarding the ship at
Grey Havens, about to set sail to the West on a journey
that is as much a new beginning as an end.

But now I'm definitely getting too maudlin...

Dio

Holy Diver, 1983 LP

“If Ozzy can do it”, Ronnie James Dio must have
figured, “so can I”. And to an extent, he can. Taking
Vinnie Appice with him from Sabbath, and adding
guitarist Vivian Campbell (who is, as I write, in Def
Leppard) and bassist Jimmy Bain, Dio sets out to do
things his way. That is both the good news and the bad
news.

Where Ozzy actually sounded like his way was
different from Sabbath’s way, Dio’s way is extremely
similar to Sabbath’s course during his stay. “Gypsy”
reminds me of “Country Girl”, “Stand Up and Shout” is
a bit like “Turn up the Night”, and “Straight Through
the Heart” sounds, ironically, a little like an Ozzy song.
The unsatisfying thing about this record, for me, is that
Dio as a solo songwriter just doesn’t have as deep or
interesting music as the band he left, and Campbell
and Bain can’t seem to make up for this shallowness.
While Sabbath struggled through the mid-Eighties with
a guitarist in search of a strong band, Dio struggles
through as a vocalist with the same need.

That said, Holy Diver is not at all a bad record.
Held next to its rough contemporaries, Ozzy’s Bark at the
Moon and Iommi’s The Eternal Idol, Dio’s entry is quite
respectable. It's heavy and Dio is a great singer,
though I think both the heaviness and Dio’s delivery
are overdone here to compensate for the relatively
underdone songs. The album redeems itself in my
eyes, though, with one brilliant song, “Rainbow in the
Dark”. A solid, propulsive metal anthem, “Rainbow in
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the Dark” is buoyed up to greatness by a lilting,
oscillating synthesizer line, and is the kind of song that
careers are built on. The song will be forever linked in
my mind to two recollections. One is its video, in
which Dio comes as close to making me believe in
gargoyles as I've ever seen a human come without
apparent cosmetic enhancement. That face; those furry
boots. Yikes. The other memory is of listening to this
song cranked up on the terrible car-radio in my
parents’ mucus-green 1970 Toyota wagon, driving over
to Marc Elliott’s house, not paying as much attention to
driving as I should have, so that I made a right turn off
of Mockingbird a little too sharply, and ground one my
father’s brand new plastic hubcaps into a high curb.
Sorry, Dad. Those were pretty crappy hubcaps,
though...

Sacred Heart, 1985 LP

Unfortunately, “Rainbow in the Dark” is also the
kind of song that ends up getting more or less repeated
in thin disguises, losing a little each time. “Last in
Line”, the title track of Dio’s second album, was such a
culprit, in my opinion, and “Hungry for Heaven” is the
pale imitation on this, Dio’s third album (which, the
first song’s background noises notwithstanding, is not a
live record). This remake substitutes a piano for the
original synthesizer sound, and the line now sounds
even more like “Baba O’Reilly”, but the ending is
better, and I consider it another grade-A heavy metal
fist-shaker. Dio has the makings of an absolutely killer
greatest-hits album, except that hearing the “Rainbow
in the Dark” clones all in a row might diminish their
appeal irretrievably.

All in all, I'd say that unless you are a serious Dio
devotee, you could pick either of these albums (or the
second one, I suspect) and not need any of the others.
This record has plenty of decent songs, just like Holy
Diver, but only the one that I'd hold up as remarkable.

Iron Maiden

Though not nearly as much of a presence in my
life as Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden is of somewhat
comparable importance in the real world, as they are
possibly the foremost standard bearers of the second
generation of British heavy metal, and in many ways
are the stylistic forerunners of Metallica and thus of
legions of other metal bands not mentioned here. I was
only aware of the band by reputation until about 1984,
by which time, of course, Metallica’s first album had
already been released, but there are several albums
before the ones I have.

Calling Iron Maiden a midpoint between Metallica
and Black Sabbath is not a bad beginning, though it
doesn’t explain everything. Certainly Iron Maiden is a
fast-playing band compared to Sabbath, but where
Metallica and Anthrax flaunt speed largely for its own
sake, Iron Maiden rarely uses it as a song’s focal point.

Martin Birch, who did the Dio-era Sabbath records,
produces all the Iron Maiden records discussed here,
giving them the same clear punch that characterized
The Mob Rules. With two guitarists, Iron Maiden’s
guitar sound is fuller-thicker? denser? something like
that-than Black Sabbath’s, but Steve Harris’ often-
melodic bass playing is more like Geezer Butler’s than
it is like Cliff Burton’s or Jason Newsted’s. Nicko
McBrain’s drumming, as well, calls less attention to
itself than Lars Ulrich’s.

Then again, if you think Ronnie James Dio is
guilty of over-emoting, Bruce Dickinson will probably
drive you insane. In fact, if you put Dio in a centrifuge
while recording him, you’d have an effect similar to
Dickinson’s voice, which tends to fly in tight orbits
around sustained notes like swarm of Kkiller bees
performing precision aerial-show drills around a
frustrated bug-zapper, the occasional straggler spiraling
smoking into the trap like Black Sheep Squadron’s
Japanese Zeros into the Pacific.

Unlike either other band, though, Iron Maiden is
on good speaking terms with melody, and bona fide
harmony vocals, largely unknown to Metallica or
Sabbath (outside of the Lean Years), are common here.
The effect, just to get another metaphor in, is something
like a roller coaster that is fast enough to give you a
rush, but not so kamikaze that you can’t watch the
scenery as you go.

Powerslave, 1984 LP

I must have picked up Powerslave, intending to
buy it, and then put it back, at least 15 times over the
years. There are good reasons for this, though they
won’t necessarily tell you much about the album.

The reason I picked it up is that it has two classic
songs that I always wanted, “Aces High” and “2
Minutes to Midnight”. “Aces High” is not about card
playing, but rather air combat (and not the only Iron
Maiden song about this relatively neglected topic,
either). “2 Minutes to Midnight” is, paired with Judas
Priest’s “Living After Midnight”, the perfect beginning
to a New Year’s Eve party tape that you intend to put
on at 11:53:56. Where the Priest song really is meant for
that use, though, “2 Minutes” is actually about that
clock that indicates how close somebody thinks
humanity is to exterminating itself in a nuclear
holocaust. This would provide some good dramatic
tension for the turning of the year, except that by that
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time of the night there has probably been enough
champagne consumed that the social relevance of the
song’s lyrics will fly over your guests’ lolling heads,
smashing somewhere on the wall where tomorrow you
will have to scrape off it and several other substances
you don’t remember serving per se.

The reason I put the record back so many times,
though, is that side two features a 13:45 track called
“Rime of the Ancient Mariner”. 1 had to read
Coleridge’s epic poem of the same name in high school,
and I can say without any hesitation that it is the one
book that makes me most sympathetic with book-
burners. There’s this mariner, you see, and he shoots
an albatross, and it goes downhill from there. There’s a
lot of predestination, which was exactly the wrong thing
to try to feed a pretentious, over-intense Nietzsche-
loving high-school student. Grr. I'm getting irritated
all over again just remembering the experience. But
that's a discussion better left for my next book, a
scathing critique of the American educational system to
be titled Crying on the Shoulders of Giants.

Anyway, eventually I overcame my resistance to
the Coleridge allusion, and bought the album. The
song, and the rest of the album, is very good indeed.
While “2 Minutes” remains my favorite for sentimental
reasons, “Powerslave” itself is great, and the rest of the
album is solid mid-Eighties heavy metal.

Somewhere In Time, 1986 CD

This album’s epic, “Alexander the Great”, is
shorter, and although it’s a good song I just can’t take a
song with the subtitle “(356-323 B.C.)” and couplets like
“Their culture was a Western way of life / He paved
the way for Christianity” that seriously. Still, I give the
band big credit for making the effort, often successful,
to write thoughtful lyrics about topics ordinarily outside
the purview of heavy metal.

There aren’t any songs on this album that strike
me with quite the same arena grandeur as “2 Minutes”,
but “Wasted Years”, “Sea of Madness” and the title
track are of “Aces High” temperament. The addition of
some occasional guitar-synth adds another element to
the band’s sound-palette, and as a set I think these
songs are a little more tuneful than those on Powerslave.

Also, the cover is a true classic, with Eddie, Iron
Maiden’s metal-and-sinew mascot, cast as a futuristic
vigilante in some unspecified future city. The band
themselves appear in cartoon cameos on the back cover,
amidst a cityscape littered with Iron Maiden in-jokes
(West Ham is beating Arsenal 7 to 3; I don’t know why
this is significant, but I'm sure it is).

Seventh Son of a Seventh Son, 1988 CD

It is, if I recall correctly, Heavy Metal rule #17 that
states that all heavy metal bands must eventually break
down and learn to put acoustic guitar introductions at
the beginning of metal songs, and Iron Maiden finally
gets around to it on “Moonchild”, this album’s opening
song. Synthesizers are also more present on more
songs on this album than the previous two, contributing
string fills and ghostly choirs, though for the most part
they are kept to the beginnings and ends of songs, and
never allowed to get in the way of full-scale guitar
assault.

“Infinite Dreams” is sort of Maiden’s answer to
Sabbath’s “Heaven and Hell”. Starting slowly, almost a
ballad, it gradually builds speed to a gallop before
slowing to a halt again.

The album’s clear standout, however, is the
fabulous “Can I Play with Madness”. Downright
upbeat, with soaring chorus harmonies and a “Rainbow
in the Dark”-like synth riff, this is one of my favorite
kinds of songs, an uncompromising heavy metal
anthem with real pop (i.e. Boylan Heights, not “top 40”)
sensitivity. “The Clairvoyant” and “Only the Good Die
Young” also lean this way, though in these two it is due
more to the guitar solos than the singing. The band
shows signs of bigger market potential, while betraying
nothing.

No Prayer for the Dying, 1990 CD

The only lineup change in the span of my sample,
Janick Gers replaces longtime guitarist Adrian Smith on
this album, and the band switches to Epic at the same
time.

The music takes a big step forward (at least, I think
it's forward), though I don’t know if either of those
changes were responsible. This album is at once more
streamlined and raw (the synthesizers, which weren’t
oppressive to begin with, are de-emphasized again for
the duration), and yet distinctly more melodic and
accessible. Several songs here turn the band’s drive to
the service of some especially catchy songs (as Douglas
Adams says, a slice of lemon wrapped around a large
gold brick). “Tailgunner” (another air combat song)
and “Hooks in You” are the best examples, the latter
containing the hilarious chorus lines “Hooks in you, /
Hooks in me, / Hooks in the ceiling / For that well-
hung feeling”. (Interestingly, Marillion also has a song
called “Hooks in You” that is uncharacteristically hook-
laden.) (In fact, while on the subject of lyrics, “Public
Enema Number One” follows up on its ridiculous title
with the awkward but heartfelt put-down “Your
children have more brains / Than your drug-infested
remains”, and “Bring Your Daughter...To the
Slaughter” needs no more explanation.) There are even
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some nuggets for the Maiden traditionalist, as “Run
Silent Run Deep” (sub combat, of course) and “Bring
Your Daughter” both steamroller through in grand old
style.

This album was fourth on my 1991 album list, one
above Megadeth’s Rust in Peace, but neither it nor the
band have worn as well, and I now like both Rust in
Peace and Megadeth substantially better.

Fear of the Dark, 1992 CD

One great album deserves another just like it, and
sure enough, this one sounds a whole lot like the last
one. That's not a complaint, just an observation.

It is important to have a sense of humor to
appreciate this stuff. “Afraid to Shoot Strangers” has a
particularly Spinal Tap quality to it for about three
minutes before it kicks into a rollicking instrumental
epilog. “The Fugitive” arrives at the ethically
questionable conclusion “But if I ever prove / My
innocence some day / I've got to get them all to make
them pay”. And the juxtaposition of “Judas Be My
Guide” and “Weekend Warrior” can’t be the most
advantageous for either.

“Be Quick or Be Dead”, “The Apparition” and
“Weekend Warrior” are the bounciest songs here, and
if I like this album a little less than No Prayer it is
because neither of these quite works up the party-stomp
of “Hooks in You” . Of course, for those of you who
preferred the older Iron Maiden, you might like this
album better than the last one for that same reason.

Also, am I the only one to notice that the
beginning riff in “Fear of the Dark” is almost the same
as the Sisters of Mercy’s “Temple of Love”? Probably.

various

New Wave of British Heavy Metal, 1990 CD

This seems like an appropriate enough place to
insert this definitive compilation, as Iron Maiden has
the biggest presence in my collection of any of the
artists featured on it. Compiled by Metallica drummer
Lars Ulrich, this two-CD set summarizes his favorite era
in modern music, the British heavy metal scene circa
1980. Although a few bands here (Def Leppard, Iron
Maiden, Saxon, Venom) have made a lasting impact on
their own, most of these groups were otherwise
unknown to me.

My opinion of the individual songs on this
compilation varies widely, but the appeal of the
package is as a lovingly constructed retrospective of the
kind that any musical movement would benefit from.
The bands appearing here are: Diamond Head (two

tracks), Sweet Savage, Saxon, White Spirit, Raven,
Paralex, Def Leppard, Weapon, Samson, Hallow
Ground, Girlschool, Witchfynde, Iron Maiden, Jaguar,
Tygers of Pan Tang, Gaskin, Sledgehammer, Venom,
Angel Witch, Trespass, Holocaust, Vardis and Blitzkrieg
(plus, on CD only, Dragster, A-11-Z, Witchfinder
General, Black Axe, Fist and Praying Mantis). 1 find
that many of these bands seem to me like they would
have been better off left in obscurity, and many
deserved even wider exposure. You'll likely feel the
same, though we’d probably disagree about exactly
which bands belong in each category. Regardless, this
should be part of every informed metal fan’s history
lesson.

Judas Priest

Unleashed in the East, 1979 CD

Judas Priest is another fixture in the heavy metal
firmament, and one that has really never appealed to
me very much. I lump them in with Motley Criie and
Kiss as bands whose success I attribute to their images,
as their music doesn’t seem sufficiently remarkable to
explain it. All three seem to me to create songs by
saying “Well, what chord should we play over and
over again to fill the space between guitar solos this
time?” It is as if the band has only one brain between
the members, as there is almost never more than one
remotely interesting thing going on at a time in a Judas
Priest song. There’s either singing, a guitar solo, or a
drum run, and while any one of these things is going
on the rest of the band just treads water. This may not
be all bad, of course, as I suppose it lets you concentrate
on one element at a time, and the enormous number of
die-hard Priest fans testify implicitly that one-at-a-time
is enough, so take my judgment as you will.

Judas Priest, however, does have a few songs that I
like enough to have bought these two records. The key
song on this record is their version of “Diamonds and
Rust”. I'm not sure whether Joan Baez actually wrote
this song, but I know it from her album of the same
name, which was a mainstay of my parents’ record
collection, and thus a prominent feature of my
childhood. It's a wonderful song, and having a heavy
metal version of it is sufficiently interesting to me that
I'm willing to overlook the fact that none of the other
eight songs on this album sound very good to me.

Live, 1987 CD

The song that caused me to break down and buy
this “classic” concert album is the party-anthem “Living
After Midnight”, one of the all-time greatest “turn your
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mind off and pump your fist in the air” metal anthems.
The rest of the album, to be fair, is packed with songs
that nearly recapture that gleeful energy for me.
“Heading Out to the Highway”, “Love Bites”, “Some
Heads Are Gonna Roll”, “Private Property”,
“Freewheel Burning” and “You've Got Another Thing
Comin’” all have a sort of pleasant chug-a-chuggedness
to them, but in the end it’s all too homogenous for me,
and “Living After Midnight” has grown old and begun
to show its thin frame through threadbare gaps in the
blustery musical facade.

Saxon

Rock the Nations, 1986 CD

Another band from essentially the same musical
heritage as Iron Maiden, Saxon sounds to me like they
have stayed truer to the British New Wave school of
heavy metal. Big reverberated drums, a strained-but-
capable (or capable-but-strained) vocalist, and big
machismo-laden lyrics replace Iron Maiden’s pop chorus
harmonies, literary-allusion lyrics and epic song
structures. Indicative of the mood on this record are the
titles “Rock the Nation”, “Battle Cry”, “We Came Here
to Rock”, “Running Hot” and “Party 'til You Puke”.
“Waiting for the Night” sounds like it could have been
hugely popular had Bon Jovi recorded it. “You Ain’t
No Angel” proves that when they put their minds to it,
Saxon can write lyrics that are as stupid and sexist as
anybody’s (“You're just sixteen you're on the loose” is a
good sample).

In a bizarre gesture that defies reasonable
explanation, Elton John actually appears and plays
piano on “Party "til You Puke” and “Northern Lady”,
though if I didn’t read the liner notes I'm not sure I
would have even noticed that there was piano on either
song. His presence does nothing to elevate the spirit of
the proceedings, and in short, Saxon is not a band that I
would hold up as a particularly shining example of
anything. On the other hand, if you thought the heavy
metal world lost a great talent when Def Leppard “sold
out”, this album may help nurse you through your
crisis. And I kind of like it, too, thought that’s certainly
not why.

Rock 'N’ Roll Gypsies, 1989 CD

Recorded on Saxon’s 1988 tour of Eastern Europe,
this album does a better job of capturing both what I
like about Saxon and what I hate about them. What I
like best is the song “Dallas 1IPM”. 1 remember this
song from my distant childhood as a well-crafted
narrative of JFK’s assassination, and have been looking

for the record that originally contained it for a few
years. [ still haven’t found it, but here the song is on
this live album. It's not as well crafted as I remember,
but the song itself still sounds pretty good.

The part I hate, though, is very much in evidence
in this recording of the song, with the band’s inane lead
vocalist exhorting the crowd to “make some noise” and
then chanting “Oi, oi, 0i” as if at a soccer game,
dispelling any illusion I would have preferred to
maintain that the band actually knew the difference
between the songs that are completely moronic and the
ones that have the potential not to be. There will be, I
know, plenty of times during the rest of my life that I
will come to “realize” that something I thought was
great when I was younger is actually pretty lame, but
for some reason this one hurts more than most.

Savatage

Fight for the Rock, 1986 LP

I never had any illusions about Savatage, though.
Just listening to their name tells you that they are not
attempting to be rock’s answer to Vladimir Nabokov,
Julia Child or even Charles M. Schultz. The cover
picture, showing the band in a posed recreation of the
famous photograph/sculpture of the soldiers on Iwo
Jima putting up an American flag, announces that band
has not come to shatter any genre barriers. And indeed
this album covers the standard range from angry
anthem to sensitive power-ballad in just the first two
songs, then repeats the journey several times on the
remainder of the album.

Provided that you're willing to accept these
premises, though, this is a mildly enjoyable album,
especially for the $1.99 I paid for it.

Hall of the Mountain King, 1987 LP

This is a much more distinctive album. Visually,
first, this is the ultimate Dungeons and Dragons heavy
metal album. The front cover, with a muscular steely-
eyed giant seated on an ornate throne, surrounded by
gold, gems, medieval weapons and mystical tomes,
could be an illustration straight out of the D&D Monster
Manual. Much of heavy metal has always had an
escapist bond with the role-playing game world, but
seldom is the connection as explicit as it is on this cover.

Musically, the band has made a huge leap over
the previous album. No personnel changes are in
evidence, but a change of producers may have been an
important factor. Here the band has abandoned run-of-
the-mill commercialism for a much darker and heavier
sound, vocalist Jon Oliva riding his voice much closer to
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its ragged edge than on Fight For the Rock. In fact, the
transition between these two albums is very similar to
Celtic Frost’s transition from Cold Lake to Vanity/Nemesis,
even down to the color schemes on the four albums’
covers.

“Strange Wings”, probably the most accessible
song here, has what could be a very standard structure,
with a catchy chorus and slower, acoustic-backed verses,
but the performance is edgy and distorted, raising the
song to another level, though without completely
obliterating its potential appeal. “Prelude to Madness”,
which opens the second side, sounds like Mussorgsky to
me, though the credits don’t own up to any outside
inspiration. “Hall of the Mountain King” itself is
punctuated with demented screams and the chants of
legions of mining dwarves. At least, that’s what I
assume they are.

My favorite song on the album is “White Witch”, a
sinister speed-metal sprint that shows that Savatage has
the potential to sound as powerful as the lyrics on
“Fight For the Rock” pretended to be.

Streets, 1991 CD

Savatage passed out of my consciousness for a few
years, returning to it with this 69 minute rock opera.
Thanks to the helpful prose summary supplied by the
liner notes, I can tell you with some official certainty
that this is the story of a drug-dealer turned rock-star
turned drug-addict turned reformed-addict turned
despairing-existentialist turned born-again.

There’s no denying that this an ambitious effort.
The band sounds assured, and darker still than on Hall
of the Mountain King. There are several stand-out
moments. “Strange Reality”, the burned-out returned-
to-the-street D.T. Jesus” encounter with a gin-soaked
bum who used to be his boyhood blues-guitar hero, is a
somewhat melodramatic plot-twist, but a menacingly
forceful song. “You're Alive” has some of the epic feel
of parts of Tommy. “If I Go Away” is grand in a piano-
ballad sort of way.

In the end, though, there is just too much sameness
here. Too many songs begin with Oliva singing over
simple (often simplistic) piano accompaniment, and
after a while the anticipation of seeing whether this one
is going to stick with piano all the way or break into
guitars at some point can no longer sustain the songs.
Too many of these songs sound like they were included
to “advance the plot”, not because they add anything
musical to the album. I suppose if you find the opera
itself compelling, this wouldn’t bother you, but I didn’t
really find the rags-to-riches-to-rags-to-riches tale to be
particularly inventive or affecting, and thus I wanted
the songs to be able to stand on their own. Which, at
least to me, they don’t.

Armored Saint

Raising Fear, 1987 CD

Armored Saint is a killer heavy metal band from
the old days, whose seminal album “Delirious Nomad”
is a classic of the genre. At least, that's what my friend
Matt says, and I have no reason to think he’s wrong.
One of these days I'll actually buy that album and find
out for myself.

In the meantime, little bits of Armored Saint trickle
into my collection courtesy of bargain bins and other
chance encounters. Raising Fear is a good, though
pretty predictable, heavy metal album. The cover of
"Saturday Night Special" sounds exactly like what you'd
expect that song to sound like covered by a band called
"Armored Saint", and the rest of the album sounds like
what you'd expect from a band who would do that
cover. Vocalist John Bush shrieks and howls, guitarist
Dave Pritchard slithers through fiery solos, and the
band has a drummer named Gonzo and lots of hair.
The lyrics are menacing, but hardly literary; "Out on a
Limb" opens with the promising first line "Bureaucratic
crap", but quickly decays into oscillating between "Out
on a limb, with no reply" (?) and "Brain, pain". The
band's impatient tendency to end lines after only four
or five syllables makes for long, skinny columns of text
in the liner notes, and makes some of these songs sound
more repetitive than they might otherwise have.

Competent metal time-filler to me, but nothing I
come back to frequently.

Symbol of Salvation, 1991 CD

I'm drawing conclusions from scant information in
the liner notes, but former guitarist David Pritchard
seems to have died of Leukemia on the way to Symbol
of Salvation, and the band only barely managed to pull
through and continue. He is hard enough to replace
that it takes both Jeff Duncan and Phil Sandoval to
assume his guitar duties. Pritchard’s name is still on
some of the songs, though (he must have died during
the making of this album), and the album is dedicated
to him.

Armored Saint does a decent job of holding their
own in Pritchard’s memory. “Reign of Fire”,
“Dropping Like Flies”, “Symbol of Salvation” and
“Burning Question” are especially full-throttle. If I had
to fault the album for anything, I'd say that it is
overproduced and still pretty predictable musically. It
plays like a somewhat faster version of the Black
Sabbath records with Tony Martin. It's got your basic
hard drumming, dexterous guitar solos, crunching
power-chords, strong bass and your basic high heavy-
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metal vocals, but that’s just the problem: the delivery of
all these elements is too basic, and in my opinion the
band here still doesn’t rise above the heavy metal norm
either qualitatively or quantitatively.

It marks the end of another Armored Saint chapter,
though, as John Bush was subsequently recruited away
by Anthrax to replace Joey Belladonna.

Warlock

Triumph and Agony, 1987 LP

Have you ever said to yourself, “Wow, I wish I
could find a heavy metal band with a German-accented
female lead singer”? If you have, and I think this
unlikely, then here’s the band you’ve been looking for.
Warlock, musically, is pretty straightforward heavy
metal, not unlike Armored Saint, above. However, the
are the only heavy metal band I can think of offhand
who has a female lead singer but does not define
themselves as a “female” heavy metal band, in the way
that, say, Lita Ford does.

The idea of a metal band with a woman singing
actually sounds very appealing to me, and on “I Rule
the Ruins” the effect is intense, but I was disappointed
to find that although there is a female voice throughout,
it is often not a feminine voice. I'm sure the German
accent contributes to this impression, but the singer (the
jacket doesn’t mention her name) also uses a high
throaty delivery very similar to that of many male
metal vocalists. This is not a bad thing, in itself, but it’s
the opposite of what I wanted from Warlock, and the
album doesn’t offer me anything compelling to
compensate.

AC/DC

Back in Black, 1980 CD

We now move, for the first time, outside of what I
consider heavy metal proper. Many AC/DC fans will,
no doubt, find this an odd place to draw that line, but I
consider this hard rock, not metal. Several key features
make the difference.

First, Phil Rudd’s drumming is much less-
involved and a much less prominent feature of the
band’s sound than most metal bands” drummers’. Not
only is the drum production not as big as it usually is in
metal, but Rudd is stylistically much more like Charlie
Watts than Lars Ulrich. He hits the kick drum on beats
one and three, and the snare on two and four, and
when there are cymbals they usually come in on one or

three with the bass drum. Complicated fills are rare,
and lead-ins to choruses or the like are usually done by
delaying or rushing a snare hit, rather than adding
notes, which is what most metal drummers would do.

Secondly, Angus Young’'s guitar sound is less
processed than metal guitarists usually like. He plays it
distorted, but not so much so that you can’t hear the
nuances of his chord playing. Metal guitarists usually
keep enough distortion on that a chord is reduced
basically to the initial attack and then “the rest of it”,
saving nuances for solos, but you can hear a lot more
detail in the playing of Young and other hard rock
guitarists.

Given how much I like heavy metal, it is odd that
I don’t really like hard rock much. Conversely,
Georgia, my girlfriend, likes a number of hard rock
bands (Aerosmith, most notably) that I don’t, and she
doesn’t much care for most metal. (In fact, while I was
writing that she walked in and said “This is a great
album”. So I must be right.)

This is a pretty great album, though. It has my
favorite AC/DC song, “You Shook Me All Night
Long”, as well as such definitive AC/DC classics as
“Shoot to Thrill”, “Let Me Put My Love Into You”,
“Rock and Roll Ain’t Noise Pollution” and of course
“Back in Black”.

Angus Young is also one of the most distinctive
stage presences in all of music, stalking across the stage
at astonishing speeds, despite a gait that makes him
look like a poorly constructed wooden toy. Put him
together with Ozzy Osbourne, who staggers around
like a frost-bitten zombie, John Entwistle, who never
moves or breaks a smile, and Def Leppard’s one-armed
drummer Rick Allen, and you’d probably have the
world’s most retarded-looking band. Though, come to
think of it, they’d probably sound pretty good.

Thin Lizzy

Jailbreak, 1976 CD

Thin Lizzy occupy very much the same quadrant
of this genre as AC/DC in my mind. Phil Lynott’s
guitar is a bit more distorted at times than Angus’, but
his bluesy voice balances it out. It's not that AC/DC
and Thin Lizzy really sound that much alike (the four
years that separate the two albums are very evident, for
instance, and that’s the least of it), but they are
similarly removed both from heavy metal and from
“the type of music I usually like”, though given the
range of music in this book the latter may not make
much sense to anybody but me. In fact, where Thin
Lizzy’s debt to Jimi Hendrix is pretty obvious, Crispin
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(my local Hendrix expert) once picked Angus Young as
a good example of a prominent guitarist who showed a
singular lack of Hendrix’s influence.

Unless you've spent a couple decades in a barrel,
you’ve probably heard “Jailbreak” and “The Boys are
Back in Town”. Those two are pretty representative of
the rest of the album, with the notable difference that
unlike those two songs, you probably haven’t heard the
other songs sixteen million times (with the possible
exception of “Cowboy Song”), so they have a freshness
that a single which came out when I was 9 could never
have for me. “Angel from the Coast” is my favorite,
though my opinion of “Cowboy Song” has aged
particularly well.

Anyway, I recommend this album highly. As a
record in my collection from before 1977 that is not the
early work of band I discovered after then, this is a
definite rarity, and so you should probably just believe
my opinion unquestioningly.

Rainbow

Straight Between the Eyes, 1981 CD

For some reason, Rainbow and Journey are forever
linked in my mind. Since I detest Journey, this has a
tendency to color my subconscious opinion of Rainbow,
too. It has something to do with the fact that this album
has a song called “Stone Cold”, whose title reminds me
of a Journey song (“Stone in Love”?). Regardless, I
managed to subdue these prejudices long enough to
purchase this album, which I fondly remembered
having taped off the “Midnight Album” feature of some
Dallas radio station back around when it came out.

In the ever-shifting world of rock interconnections,
Rainbow is right in the thick of things. Ritchie
Blackmore and Roger Glover are once-and-future
members of Deep Purple (next). Singer Joe Lynn
Turner would later be in Deep Purple, and both Deep
Purple’s singer lan Gillan and former Rainbow singer
Ronnie James Dio would later sing for Black Sabbath.
Rainbow drummer Bobby Rondinelli would later join
Black Sabbath. There’s bound to be more to it than
that, even, but I'd have to do research to find out, and
that’s not the point of this book.

So, history aside, this record has much in common
musically with Deep Purple, Bad Company and,
Georgia points out, Foreigner. There is a strong bluesy
feel to much of the album, but at the same time there
are songs like “Bring on the Night” and “Power” (the
muted-string guitar noises on this song are my favorite
part of the album) that are as guitar-driven as some
metal. There is also a Foreigner or Cheap Trick-like

“It’s a small arena, Mom, but it’s definitely an arena
we're playing in” feel to songs like “Stone Cold”, “Tite
Squeeze” (sic).and “Miss Mistreated”. This is American
car-culture music; songs my friend Mike and I would
have blared as we drove away from the high school on
a Friday afternoon.

Deep Purple

Perfect Strangers, 1984 LP

“What?!” I can hear Deep Purple fans screaming.
“He’s going to review Deep Purple solely on the basis
of Perfect Strangers? What is he, crazy? What about
‘Smoke on the Water’, man!? Duh duh duh, duh duh
da-nah?”

The answer, actually, is yes. Blithely ignoring
Deep Purple’s 1972 album Machine Head, which
contains “Smoke on the Water”, “Highway Star” and
“Space Trucking”, on the unassailable grounds that I
don’t have it, here goes.

On the heels of Gillan’s one album stint with Black
Sabbath, and Ritchie Blackmore and Roger Glover’s
sabbatical in Rainbow, here is Deep Purple’s
“comeback” album. It sounds like what you would
expect it to sound like, if you know the components.
Rainbow’s influence calms Gillan down somewhat from
Born Again, while Gillan in turn seems to energize
Blackmore and Glover. Keyboardist Jon Lord returns
Deep Purple’s organ sounds to the mix, and lan Paice’s
steady drum-bashing keeps the whole thing rolling.

The songs are uniformly excellent. “Knocking at
Your Back Door”, “Nobody’s Home” and “Perfect
Strangers” are as good as anything Deep Purple has
done. There isn’t one single riff here to replace the one
in “Smoke on the Water” in the repertoire of the
world’s beginning guitarists, but these songs are a lot
more mature than “Space Trucking” or “Highway
Star”, and for all the other influences at play here there
is no mistaking any moment on this album for anyone’s
but Deep Purple’s.

There’s also some top-notch lyrical innuendo. A
“master of many tongues”, indeed.

Law and Order

Guilty of Innocence, 1989 CD

As my record collection skirts around hard rock,
Law and Order are a point of close approach. Indeed,
all the similarities to other bands that occur to me are to
hard rock bands who aren’t in my book. Aerosmith
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and Led Zeppelin are clear influences. Shane’s voice is
like a somewhat less-shrill Robert Plant, but where I
find Plant completely unappealing, Shane has a subtle
sincerity to it that I find fascinating. His melody lines
seem conventional at times, but then swerve at the last
minute across unexpected notes, which seem to take
much more conscious effort than a lot of singers would
even think to put into their delivery.

Musically, I'd say that Law and Order are a shade
closer to metal than Aerosmith, though that may be
because Georgia was just playing some early Aerosmith
where their blues roots were especially evident. Still,
there is quite a bit of blues influence evident on this
album (“Delta Prison Blues” and “Whiskey” are the
most obvious examples), more than on the subsequent
one (which I bought first), and thus I don’t like this one
as much as the other. Southern tinges are detectable,
though the cover of Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “The Needle
and the Spoon” is a very New York rendition.
“Downtown Suicide”, on the other hand, is heads-down
rumbling heavy metal.

Rites of Passage, 1991 CD

I find it hard to quantify why, but this Law and
Order album reminds me of Rush. There’s a new
drummer, but he isn’t anything like Neil Peart. There
are some additional keyboards, but nothing of the
magnitude of Rush’s synthesizer uses. It must simply
be something in the melodies, combined with a certain
thoughtful quality to the lyrics, though I'm not at all
satisfied with that answer. It's early Rush that I think of:
“Beneath, Between, Behind”, that sort of thing.

At any rate, I like this album a lot. This is one of
those records that I rarely think to describe as “one of
favorites”, but that keeps creeping back into my CD
player just the same. The guitar bluesiness that I
disliked about the first album is very much subdued
here, under a more forceful rhythm section mix, lots of
harmony vocals, and more overall production
ambiance. In actuality there are several songs with
blues structures, notably “The Truth About Me” and
“River”, but somehow the sour taste that blues usually
gives me is absent. Perhaps it’s just conscientious
tuning.

The lyrics to these songs, and the liner notes for
that matter, are especially interesting. Although the
punctuation isn’t what it might be, and the comments
about psychoanalysts and the phases of societal passage
rites contain a stray clause that I'm pretty sure should
have been deleted, for the most part these songs read as
if the person who wrote them spends a decent amount
of time actually thinking. “The Hope and the Hunger”,
about mental instability (I think), the relationship song
“Mary”, and the despairing closing song “Is Freedom

Slavery?” are all leagues more intelligent than almost
anything else in Mega Therion. “Plague of Ignorance”,
however, is the most remarkable. The song starts with
the contrast “So the white man who’s a bigot / Hurts a
black man out of fear / He’s too blind to see the truth.
/ While another black man breeds hatred / Using
racism as his tool / He thinks he needs no excuse.” It
then goes on to place a huge share of the blame on
organized religion, the chorus crying “And these
religions, these corporations / They prey on your
belief”. It'’s not like churches have gotten a
traditionally easy time from rock and roll, but so much
of the time the rage they inspire is relatively
inarticulate, in the mold of “I went to your churches”, in
Suicidal Tendencies” “Institutionalized”, that when
deeper and more telling criticism shows up it is all the
more refreshing.

Also, the song rocks.
surprisingly strong album.

A high point in a

The Cult

Love, 1985 LP

I may be the first person to characterize the Cult as
hard rock, but I think it's a pigeonholing that should
really catch on. Previously, through what I must
assume was astute PR, they have simultaneously
managed to be taken for “alternative”, “gothic” and
metal. Two factors, however, convince me that hard
rock is a much more appropriate characterization: first,
singer lan Asbury reminds me of Jim Morrison, who I
detest, and second, Georgia likes them.

This album was disappointing when I bought it,
and has fallen further in my esteem since. Even the
presence of Big Country drummer Mark Brzezicki
cannot obscure the grating effect Asbury’s voice has
come to have on me. Asbury’s American Indian
fascination doesn’t cover much common ground
between us, either. Still, “Revolution” and “She Sells
Sanctuary” (the song I bought the record for) remain
enjoyable. The former sounds, excepting the voice, like
Forever Now era Psychedelic Furs. The latter sounds
like Gene Love Jezebel.

The album also features one of the three unrelated
songs in my library called “Nirvana” (the other two are
by the Blake Babies and the Icicle Works, and then
there’s Nirvana themselves).
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The Screaming Jets

All for One, 1991 CD

Well, I hope you enjoyed that short trip through
hard rock, sort of like a tour of France that consisted of
having a croissant in Holland. The rest of Mega
Therion swoops briefly through the minefields of “pop
metal” on its way to “progressive metal” and the
fringes beyond. Easing us into the commercial
underbelly of metal, though, is this Australian band
that I call “Hard Power Pop”, a moniker I won't bother
trademarking.

While the sustained, distorted guitars and
hammering drums mark them as a metal band, the
Screaming Jets aren’t even slightly dark or sinister,
preferring to pack each song full of pop harmonies and
killer hooks. This is by far the most cheerful and
genuinely catchy metal record I know of, and it is such
without ever becoming saccharine, the usual risk.

The lyrics are occasionally less than festive, as in
“Needle”’s “Held an old friend as he died” and the
Vietnam saga “Blue Sashes”, but if you don’t read the
lyrics you'll never know. Actually, now I've told you,
so you will, but the point is that the words don’t drag
the exuberant spirit of the music down an inch.

If T had to single out songs, “C’'mon” is what I'd
blare at a beach party, “No Point” is the one I'd use to
try to convert Ultravox and Dire Straits fans, and
“Starting Out” sounds the most Australian to me (not
much), but the hooks really don’t stop at any point.
This album came in two spots above Metal Church’s The
Human Factor when I did my top ten lists for 1991, and
if you've been reading this book straight through (a
frightening thought, even if that is the way I wrote
most of it) you'll know that that’s high praise from me.

Tear of Thought, 1993 CD

The next album isn't quite as giddy. The melodies
and harmonies are still there, but this record is much
harder and angrier. From the opening image "Blood
drips down venetian blinds. / I cut myself on the glass
I grind. / I'm on my knees on the floor, / Carpet
stained with whiskey and blood." to the sinister closing
line "It's someone else's turn to fix the feeble", this is
very clearly not a cheerful album, and the darker,
edgier production makes it even less likely than on All
for One that you'll lose the anger in catchy tunes.

I would have expected, given that the catchiness
was certainly what I loved about All for One, that I
wouldn't like this one as much due to the change of
tenor. This is half right: I don't feel that this album is as
special. 1 wouldn't recommend it to people who don't

normally like this sort of thing, which I might have
done with All for One. Within the context of heavy
metal, though, this is a fine album, and a better one for
its additional muscle, and at times, bluesy guitars,
slower drumming, and singer David Gleeson's warm
mid-range voice give this album a hard-rock cast closer
to Aerosmith than to the bands that follow here.
"Helping Hand", with its surging horns, has a jazzy
swagger, "Think" has some surging bass gusto, "Rich
Bitch" dumb slide-guitar bravado, and the slow, sad
ballad "Shivers" would be perfect mid-set crowd
breather.

On the other hand, "Living in England" is a
thrashing, place-name-dropping punk-metal anthem
with the odd, but enticing, refrain "Living in England I
don't have to act like I'm having fun", "Here I Go" starts
off disconcertingly like UFO's "The Writer", and "Best of
You", "Hard Drugs", "It's Alright", "Dream On" and
"Nightchild" all sound like the Screaming Jets circa the
previous album. I'd be displeased to see the hard rock
strut take over all the way, but for now the band seems
to have struck a decent balance.

(CD note: my copy, a European release I picked up
in Amsterdam, has 16 songs, and I know from glancing
at it that the US version has only 12, so serious fans
may want to consult an importer.)

Living in England, 1993 CD5

I was surprised to find this promo single, as I
wasn't aware that the Screaming Jets had got any
promotion in the US. Nonetheless, here it is, and a
brief experiment it turns out to be, the four tracks
clocking in at just just eight minutes. The first two are
both the album version of "Living in England", one
with the seven-second "Rule Britannia" intro and one
without. The last track is the album's secret :22 bonus
track, "Worms", an amusing fragment.

In the middle, though, is the reason I bought this:
a cover of the Sex Pistols' "Pretty Vacant". The
Screaming Jets do a very credible and faithful job with
this, and it actually makes a much better companion-
piece to "Living in England" than anything else on Tear
of Thought does. If this represents the band's next
direction, they may be in for exciting things.

Quiet Riot

QR 111, 1986 LP

Unless you paid close attention, you probably
thought that Quiet Riot faded snappily from sight after
their hits “Cum on Feel the Noize” and “Bang Your
Head”. Having not paid very close attention myself, I



40 Mega Therion

know I did. At some point, however, MTV corrected
this impression by playing “The Wild and the Young”,
a hilariously overblown anthem replete with fabricated
million-voice choruses. Being a connoisseur of such
things, I filed this tidbit as an “acquire someday”. At
the time, though, I was chronically under-funded, at
least in relation to the amount of money I spend on
music these days, so it wasn’t until a few years later that
a second-hand copy of this album showed up in the
$1.99 bin of Underground Records, a bin that was
responsible for a surprising amount of detritus in my
collection for a few years, and I bought it.

If you like shiny, synth-drenched, over-produced
glam-metal (I do), this is just the record for you. And
lest you think that QR III is a one-song album, “Rise or
Fall” has the same legions-of-multi-tracks choral
histrionics. If you don’t like this sort of vapid
indulgence, though, spend your $1.99 on a grilled-
cheese sandwich or something.

Leatherwolf

Leatherwolf, 1987 LP

Another $1.99 (they seem to cluster together, like
lint), and another song called “Rise or Fall”. The
anthem here is a different song (“The Calling”), but the
appeal is identical. On the one hand, this band isn’t
quite as bad as Quiet Riot, but on the other hand they
cover CCR’s “Bad Moon Rising”.

Figuring out which is the upside and which the
down is left as an exercise for the reader.

Keel

The Final Frontier, 1986 LP
Keel covers “Because the Night” here. I keep this

record in case anybody ever claims that something else
is the worst cover ever recorded.

Y&T

Down for the Count, 1985 LP

Here is my favorite trash-metal band. Y&T
actually rocks enough harder than the last few listings
to qualify as different mostly on its own merits, but I
actually like them for epitomizing the genre rather than
transcending it. Although I think this album is pretty

weak, especially compared to Contagious, it has the
quintessential pop-metal masterpiece, “Summertime
Girls”. One of the greatest mindless Southern
California babe-patrol songs ever composed, this song is
most likely to produce the comment “Now, see, I like
this David Lee Roth song.” Nonetheless, it's Y&T’s
song, and it’s a classic.

The rest of the album babbles along with such
things as a cover of Loggins and Messina’s “Your Mama
Don’t Dance”, and the oh-so-topical “Don’t Tell Me
What to Wear”, delivered as if dress codes were
somewhere only slightly above genocide on the moral
scale.

Contagious, 1987 LP

I once opened a 30-page Harvard philosophy-class
refutation of Hume and Kant via Cary Grant, Nietzsche
and Wittgenstein with the quote “I got a mansion, / But
there’s only twenty rooms. / I think I need twenty-two,
don’t you?”, from the song “The Kid Goes Crazy”,
contained here. It was the only paper in my four years
at Harvard that an instructor ever threatened to fail. I
escaped on the strength of an appendix that refuted
Aristotle, for good measure, but I still think the quote’s
insight was germane. Even the most extreme
decadence, you see, has its own internal logic, and my
point was that all internally-consistent moral systems
are logically equivalent, so why not pick one that’s at
least fun? How was I to know that the section leader
was a dour Kantian?

Anyway, this whole album is an aesthetic exercise
similar to the moral argument I was making. On one
level, this is the apotheosis of crap. About the deepest
intended moments are “Ohh - ohh - ohh, / Get
dangerous - it’s Contagious. / (repeat)”, “Bodily Harm
destroying my defenses, / Bodily Harm whoa”, and the
piquant “Rim shot rock, / She’s got it”. However,
despising this music for lyrical inadequacies is like
hunting a beached whale; it's tremendous fun for a
while, but it’s neither sporting nor ultimately
satisfying, and after about a day of it the stench gets
unbearable.

If, on the other hand, you put aside your critical
faculties and embrace this music, you'll discover a
gleeful retreat from reason that I at least, enjoy
lingering in.

The Scorpions

Blackout, 1982 LP

We're almost out of the seamy underbelly of pop
metal, but no such ordeal would be complete without
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the masters of “a chorus is the title repeated four times”
metal, everybody’s favorite hard-rocking Germans, the
Scorpions. I have opted out of most of the dynasty, but
this album was a teenage mainstay. It's hard for me to
imagine a American boy being 15 without the
assistance of this record, though I suppose a number
must have managed. Just counting the printed lyrics,
the nine song titles on this album are repeated 82 times,
with “Blackout”’s 18 times and “Dynamite”’s 20
repetitions taking highest honors. Add in the “Can’t
live, can’t live without you”s and “You give me all I
need”s from those songs’ fade outs, and you have a
work that is almost minimalist in its excess.

All the same, “No One Like You” seemed like the
world’s greatest air guitar song at the time, lines like
“Loved her in her car / Took me to the stars”, from
“Arizona”, were hoarded jewels, and the album cover,
with its forks-in-the-eyes and shattering glass, was
considered fine art. Eleven years later, the weaknesses
here are readily apparent, but this is very much an
album loved not for what it is but for what we felt it
symbolized, even then.

UFO

Obsession, 1978 LP

The Scorpions’ guitarist, Rudolph Schenker, has a
brother named Michael who spent some time in what I
consider to be a vastly more interesting band.
Actually, this is the only UFO studio album I have with
Michael Schenker on it, as he eventually departed to
form first the Michael Schenker Group, and then the
McAuley-Schenker Group (see below). Vocalist Phil
Mogg is the only constant UFO member, joined here by
long-time bass-player and songwriting partner Pete
Way, Paul Raymond on keyboards and guitars, and
Andy Parker playing drums.

On one level, UFO is a straight ahead rock-and-
roll band in the mold of, say, Bad Company, Bachman
Turner Overdrive or Thin Lizzy. Certainly titles like
“Only You Can Rock Me”, “Pack It Up (and Go)”,
“Ain’t No Baby” and “One More for the Rodeo” look
like standard fare.

However, I think UFO is seriously underrated.
Mogg’s unadorned (but musical) vocal style is definitely
the root of their appeal for me, but musically UFO
handles elements from other genres with much more
finesse than almost any of the above bands, while still
displaying the power that characterizes all the bands in
Mega Therion. Synthesizers, in particular, have been
traditionally looked on with suspicion in heavy metal
circles. Even bands like Black Sabbath who have had

keyboards for many years tend to use them only
sparingly, and in a limited number of ways - usually
as introductions, fills kept low in the background, or the
occasional melody run (as in Dio’s “Rainbow in the
Dark”). Even Deep Purple, possibly the most
keyboard-aware of all the bands up to this point, leans
heavily toward organ sounds rather than overtly
synthetic textures. UFO, on the other hand,
incorporates keyboards tastefully and unapologetically,
neither trying to hide them nor relying on them. The
result is a richer and more versatile sound than most
metal bands produce, and opens the door to other
instruments (like strings on “Lookin” Out for No. 17).

That sound drives some great rock songs. “Only
You Can Rock Me” and “One More for the Rodeo” are
smashing (at least by the power-standards of 1978).
“Pack It Up (and Go)”, “Cherry” and “Born to Lose”
have a loose muscularity as well. A number of UFO
songs feel like covers (and some are, though there are
none on this record), not because they sound like
individual older songs, but because they have a simple
timelessness that makes you assume that some other
group wrote the song, since if UFO had written it they
would be more famous today.

Mechanix, 1982 CD

However fine a guitarist Michael Schenker was,
trading him away for Paul Chapman (and a draft choice
used to pick up keyboard player Neil Carter) was a fine
deal. While Schenker had flashier solo technique,
neither Obsession nor Mechanix are solo-centered records
in the way that Judas Priest’'s or Van Halen’s can be,
and so I felt neither Schenker’s presence nor his loss too
deeply. This album is one of the best sounding records
around. The guitars are thick and smooth, the
keyboards bright and dynamic, the drums steady in
just enough ambient space to stand in for concert smoke
machines. Mogg sounds sad but sincere. The tans and
blues on the cover look good together (or, did on the
LP; the Japanese CD reissue I have washes out the
colors and screws up the back with Japanese copyright
info and a redundant track listing).

And UFO’s songwriting has never been better.
“The Writer”, a musing on the power of the press, is
the fastest, hardest song here, and the aching “Terri” is
the slowest, tenderest. “You'll Get Love” is an oddly
detached message of hope to a lonely neighbor. “We
Belong to the Night” is a driving near-anthem. “Let It
Rain” evokes pieces of Springsteen, Heart and the
Eagles, and “Terri” and “Back Into My Life” sound a
little to me like Boston, but all these echoes are as if
heard from a great distance. Perhaps if UFO had been
raised in America they would have utterly mundane,
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and it is the distance of the Atlantic that twists this
music just enough.

The one song that is a cover here, “Something
Else” (by Eddie Cochran, also covered by the Sex Pistols
on The Great Rock 'n” Roll Swindle), fits in seamlessly,
sounding no more nor no less perfect than the rest of
the album. I can’t listen to this album without thinking
of warm, calm summer nights, cicadas and the sound of
cars on some nearby highway filling the spaces
between songs. When I make up lists of my very
favorite albums, Mechanix rarely occurs to me, but
playing it makes me feel good, and that makes it a rare
and precious thing.

Making Contact, 1983 CD

For quite a while, all I knew of this album was the
subset of it that appears on The Best of the Rest. Finally,
though, I shelled out for imported CD copies of this,
Mechanix and Misdemeanor, though it's still mysterious
to me why they seem to be out of print in the US.

This format history ends up virtually controlling
my sense of these songs. [ learned Mechanix and
Misdemeanor on vinyl, but I didn't even know about
Making Contact until I got The Best of the Rest. 1 then
listened to the compilation CD quite a bit, and it came
somewhat to take the place of the two LPs in my mind,
to inherit some of the same warm feelings I felt for the
original albums. The five songs from Making Contact on
the compilation, then, just seemed like parts of this
reconfigured hybrid UFO album.

So, now that I have all three on CD, it's as if the
single album is just longer than I remember, and the
music flows smoothly over the album divisions. The
five songs that were new to me here ("When It's Time to
Rock", "Call My Name", "All Over You", "No Getaway"
and "Push, It's Love"), are close enough in spirit to the
ones I'd already heard that it's just as if I'd forgotten
about the second side (in fact, save the exchange of
"When It's Time to Rock" for "The Way the Wild Wind
Blows" on Best, the selection there is the first side). If
you're inclined to buy the compilation and be done
with it, that's fine; if you go ahead and get the full
album, that's fine, too.

Your choice.

Misdemeanor, 1985 CD

More personnel changes: Paul Gray replaces Pete
Way, Paul Raymond returns, Jim Simpson takes over
the drums, and Atomic Tommy M is the new guitarist.
I'm just trusting the credits for that list, though, as I
can’t hear much difference between these players and
the ones on Mechanix. As Rush says, “The more that
things change, the more they stay the same”. (With
typical inaccuracy, Barlett’s insists that some guy

named Alphonse Karr said this. Must have been a
French-Canadian roadie...)

Don’t let the tattooed, gun-wielding ten-year-old
on the cover fool you. This album is very much a
sequel to Mechanix. It doesn’t affect me as deeply, but
that could easily be a function of the former record
having hit me at a more impressionable stage, and thus
taken possession of this particular corner of my
attention. Nonetheless, several songs on this album are
every bit as good as any of Mechanix. “This Time” is a
great start, and I frequently find myself singing “Night
Run” even when I haven’t listened to this album in
months.

The second half, though, seems a little bit lost to
me. “Heaven’s Gate”, “Blue” and “Name of Love” all
sound like Mogg is searching for a different direction
and, not finding it, retreats to familiar territory
somewhat in disarray. I don’t have much that’s more
concrete to support this claim with, except to say that all
three of these songs make me think of Rush’s “Red
Sector A”.

The Best of the Rest, 1988 CD

I bought this collection at a point when it seemed
that it was my only hope of getting Mechanix and
Misdemeanor material in digital. Having now found the
full CDs, this one is somewhat superfluous in my
collection, but for those of you not keen on Japanese
import prices, it serves as an excellent introduction to
the band later career, and quite possibly all you need of
it. Meant as a companion to the live album “Strangers
in the Night”, which covered material from several
early UFO albums (which, strangely, are still easily
found on CD), this 17-song compilation covers the five
albums from 1980 to 1986.

“Alpha Centauri”, “Lettin” Go”, “Money, Money”
and “Mystery Train” (a Junior Parker song, by way of
Elvis) are from 1980’s No Place to Run. 1981’s The Wild,
The Willing and The Innocent gives us “Makin” Moves”
and “Chains Chains”. These are fine, but not the UFO
albums that I have strong feelings about.

From Mechanix this includes “The Writer”,
“Something Else”, “Back Into My Life” and “Let it
Rain”. “You and Me”, “Blinded by a Lie”, “Diesel in
the Dust”, “The Way the Wind Blows” and “A Fool for
Love” are all from 1983’s Making Contact, and
Misdemeanor’s “Night Run” and “This Time” fill out the
collection (evidently the band agreed with my
assessment of that album, or perhaps the label did).
These eleven songs are UFO at its sad, beautiful best,
and with them this collection has come to make me feel
very close to the way Mechanix by itself originally did.
If you remember UFO fondly from "Too Hot to Handle"
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days, and wonder what became of them, check this out.
They matured rather nicely.

Ain’t Misbehavin’, 1989 CD

There is, I'm certain, a sordid story behind this
rather abbreviated recording. In the liner notes Phil
Mogg tries to bluff his way through an explanation
about wanting to share something “very personal”,
something “raw” with “the energy that is so important
to us”. I don’t believe this garbage for a second. Put
this 27-minute EP together with UFO’s subsequent
disappearance from American shelves, and you have
the making of some epic label-related sleaze-war.
Unfortunately, I have no idea what really transpired.

What we're left with, though, is the beginnings of
what would probably have been a great album. It’s
pretty good even in this form. These seven tracks
sound like demos, or rough studio versions, but the
songs are good, and the glance inside UFO’s studio
process that they imply is interesting in its own right. I
have a feeling, though, that if whatever went on
behind the scenes hadn’t, we would have eventually
seen a UFO album with much-improved versions of
some of these songs (“At War with the World” has great
potential, for one), and no sign of some others (“Rock
Boyz, Rock”). In fact, for all I know, they made the
album and just didn’t think to send any across the sea.

High Stakes and Dangerous Men, 1992 CD

Much to my surprise, UFO refused to fold after the
ill omens of Ain’t Misbehavin’. Mogg and Way return
with new guitarist Lawrence Archer and drummer
Clive Edwards for yet another album. Perhaps they
should have extended the vacation just a little bit
farther. High Stakes and Dangerous Men is a tired
shadow of UFO’s earlier greatness. Archer’s guitar
playing is bluesy in the most hackneyed ways,
meaninglessly flashy and without the sense to know
when to stop fluttering around and play something that
actually supports the rest of the band. Mogg’s lyric
writing skills seem to have gone into remission, and
this album is laden with far too many songs like
“Burnin’ Fire”, “Running Up the Highway”, “Back
Door Man”, “Love Deadly Love” and “Let the Good
Time Roll”. His singing, which always had a touch of
sadness, here sounds more worn out than melancholy.

On the other hand, UFO in a slump is still better
than most, and if I didn’t have albums like Mechanix to
compare it to, High Stakes and Dangerous Men would
probably seem much more credible. Mogg is still a
compassionate singer who avoids almost all of heavy
metal’s usual vocal clichés, Pete Way remains a reliable
bassist and songwriting partner, and Edwards proves
himself a sensible drummer. “Don’t Want to Lose

You”, with some great female backing vocals (if Stevie
Lange is a woman, it’s probably her), is up to their old
standard, and “One of Those Nights”, which credits
Nicky Holland (what is she doing here?) though I can’t
really hear her, recaptures some of the mystical
summer-night ambiance of Mechanix. “Love Deadly
Love”, despite the inauspicious title, is a killer song
whose bass and drum-driven verses and halting chorus
easily overcome the unnecessary guitar solos.

All things considered, 1 suppose I'm happier
knowing that UFO is still working than I would be if
they’d just tossed this album in a vault. It's not their
best, by a long ways, but there are enough good
moments to keep it from sounding like a bell with their
name on it. As I write reliable rumors have it that
Michael Schenker has rejoined the band, and this
reunion has the potential to produce something truly
great again. I'm patient, I'll wait.

McAuley-Schenker Group

Perfect Timing, 1987 LP

They should have called this album Rigid Timing.
I don’t know of any album that sounds as much like the
drum track is played by a metronome, and that
includes several albums later on where the drum track
is played by a metronome.

My friend Matt says that the Michael Schenker
Group albums were uniformly excellent, and I bet he’s
right, but I haven’t gotten around to buying any. This
one, though, another bequest of the $1.99 bin, is
blazingly unremarkable. Without the credits and logo
to clue me in, I'd never know that this band’s guitarist
is reckoned by some to be one of the best. Vocalist
Robin McAuley is passable, for sure, but unless he’s
famous for some reason I don’t know, it’s a mystery to
me why his name is on the band.

This is the kind of album that probably makes
people from other musical traditions think that rock’s
most redeeming feature is that you can keep playing it
even after a complete lobotomy. My only regret is that,
actually, I kind of like listening to it.

Blue Oyster Cult

Blue Oyster Cult, 1971 LP

Since Fire of Unknown Origin was the first BOC
album I heard, I was quite surprised to find that the
band began their life as a parody! As a 14-year-old I just
thought Blue Oyster Cult was a particularly cool name.
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Musically, I don’t like this album and, like Black
Sabbath, 1 keep it purely for historical reasons. It's much
funnier than Sabbath’s debut, however. “I'm On the
Lamb But I Ain’t No Sheep”, “She’s as Beautiful as a
Foot” and “Cities on Flame with Rock and Roll” should
give you some idea of the tenor of this album. Eric
Bloom is credited with “stun guitar”. The music is
heavy metal only in the sense that Steppenwolf is (I
mean, it's so old!). Biker-blues is probably a better
description.

Agents of Fortune, 1976 CD

Two studio albums (Tyranny and Mutation and
Secret Treaties) and one live album (On Your Feet or on
Your Knees) later, BOC is a more sophisticated and
much mellower entity. The Simon and Garfunkel-
like”(Don’t Fear) the Reaper” was an AOR staple for
many years, and most of the Western hemisphere is
probably familiar with BOC only through that song.
As much as it doesn’t sound like much BOC before or
after this album, it is pretty representative of the songs
here.

Agents of Fortune is a very backwards-looking
album. People more familiar with older rock might
have a better list, but I hear hints here of Jefferson
Airplane and CSNY, as well as Simon and Garfunkel.
The first song is called “This Ain’t the Summer of
Love”, but while you can certainly tell it isn’t, you can
also tell that BOC remembers that summer vividly.
Piano and harmony permeate the album, and the
occasional power chords (as in “Sinful Love” and
“Tattoo Vampire”) don’t disrupt the mood. Patti Smith
appears on “The Revenge of Vera Gemini”, helping to
lend that track some dark moodiness, but the rest of the
album is, if not cheerful, certainly lighter than any of
the other BOC records I have.

Spectres, 1977 CD

If you know two BOC songs, the second one is
probably “Godzilla”, the first song on this album.
Though by today’s standards a pretty tame heavy
metal song, at the time it felt to me like the spiritual
successor to Sabbath’s “Iron Man”, its four-chord riff as
much a part of my life as “Smoke on the Water” or
“Jailbreak”.

The second song, “Golden Age of Leather”, better
summarizes the mood of the album, though. It opens
with the Newark Boys Chorus’ barber-shop a cappella,
and then barrels into driving guitar, bass and drums.
The multi-part harmonies of Agents of Fortune are still
here, but the music is a step heavier and less folky,
especially on songs like “Death Valley Nights”, “R.U.
Ready 2 Rock” and “Nosferatu”.

On the other hand, “Searchin’ for Celine”,
“Fireworks”, “Celestial the Queen” and “Goin’
Through the Motions” all have an upbeat, almost
honky-tonk, perkiness to them that the sinister album
cover tableau wouldn’t lead you to expect. “Goin’
Through the Motions” in particular sounds like it could
have been a forgotten Motown gem by some group like
The Carvells, here given a reverent refinishing.

Cultosaurus Erectus, 1980 CD

Skipping another live album and the studio record
Mirrors, we arrive at the stage where BOC begins to
sound like the band I first grew to love. Switching
producers from long-time associate Sandy Pearlman,
BOC here recruit Martin Birch, later known for work
with Iron Maiden, and with his help the band’s sound
finally catches up to the present. The dry drums and
folky guitar treatment of past albums give way to a
bigger, heavier sound. Processed vocals lend an eerie
science-fiction quality, as do the Lovecraftian cover art
and the lyrics to “Black Blade”, written by author
Michael Moorcock (best known for the Elric series, a
sword-and-sorcery antihero classic).

The titles “Lips in the Hills” and “The Marshall
Plan” (which refers to the amplifier manufacturer, not
the architect of Europe’s US-aided post-WWII rebuilding
effort) make sure you don’t think the band has
forgotten its tongue-in-cheek roots, but the music here
has come to take itself seriously. Perhaps finally
realizing that they could be quite good at it, BOC starts
with this album to carve out a niche for themselves in
Mega Therion more sophisticated than core
heavyweights like Black Sabbath and Iron Maiden, but
not as ornate as the progressive metal bands listed next.
Like UFO they work synthesizers into heavy metal in a
way that most of the genre does not, but where UFO
does it sort of by feel, working it in as just another
normal rock instrument, BOC lets it stand out more and
help to distinguish their sound.

“Hungry Boys” shows that boogie hasn’t entirely
left their systems, but it shows just as strongly the
change in sonic emphasis. The guitars are louder and
the piano less prominent, and the vocal harmonies
gutsier and less precious, and the weird synthetic
percussion noises wouldn’t have appeared on previous
albums, either.

Fire of Unknown Origin, 1981 CD

This is the album that really introduced me to
BOC, and as with UFO and Black Sabbath, it is the
album that remains in my mind their most definitive.
While I feel somewhat self-conscious about the fact that
in all three cases the album I heard first is my
“favorite”, in all three cases I bought the albums in
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question at an age when buying albums was a rare
occasion, and when my record collection, accordingly,
was an order of magnitude smaller than it is today.
Any album I owned back then got listened to a lot. I
still listen to favorite albums over and over again today,
but merely being in my collection can’t guarantee
airplay any more, and in the process of writing this
book I am listening to some records that I haven’t
played for years. Albums like Mechanix, The Mob Rules
and this one, then, were daily companions in my life,
and lodged themselves deeper into my psyche than
many albums I acquired later ever had a chance to.

In fact, the BOC tour promoting this album was the
first rock concert I ever saw. “Blue C)yster Cult, live at
the Dallas Convention Center, with special guests Aldo
Nova and Dokken.” My friend Marc Elliot and I went,
and we sat in the front row of the first balcony. My
overwhelming impression from the evening:
“LOUD!M!” I maintain that nobody really needs to
hear Dokken at such volumes (there’s some questions
whether there’s a need to hear them at all...), and BOC
themselves brought enough amplification to create
wind solely through loudspeaker vibrations. They had
the huge mechanical Godzilla behind the drumset, and
Albert Bouchard pelted it with drum sticks throughout
the night. They had guitars with mirrors on the back
for reflecting spotlights into the audience. Buck
Dharma had a guitar shaped like the BOC upside-down
question-mark-cross symbol. It was awesome.

All that said, I still feel no need to apologize for
loving this record. “Veteran of the Psychic Wars”
(lyrics by Moorcock, again), “Heavy Metal: Black and
Silver” and “Vengeance (The Pact)” are grand epics.
“Fire of Unknown Origin” and “Burnin’ For You”
provide some radio fodder. “After Dark” and “Joan
Crawford” show some of the old BOC tunefulness, the
latter featuring the classic lines “Policemen are hiding
behind the skirts of little girls. / Their eyes have
turned the color of frozen meat” and “Catholic
schoolgirls have thrown away their mascara / They've
chained themselves to the axles of big Mack trucks”.
And “Don’t Turn Your Back” shows that like their
sense of humor, the quieter side of the band hasn’t
disappeared.

The Revolution By Night, 1983 CD

Skipping yet another live album (BOC must have
the highest ratio of live albums to studio albums of any
band), this record shows the band mostly staying the
course set with the previous two. This one is a bit
slicker than Fires of Unknown Origin (Bruce Fairbain
replaces Martin Birch), but the sound is not that much
changed. Aldo Nova’s guest appearance on “Take Me

Away” is unfortunate, from my perspective, but the
damage is minimal.

Nothing here hits me with the same impact as
“Veteran of the Psychic Wars” or “Vengeance (The
Pact)”, but there are more songs of the radio-friendly
“Burnin’ For You” variety, like “Take Me Away”,
“Shooting Shark” and “Veins”. “Shadow of California”
and “Feel the Thunder” bring “Golden Age of Leather”
into the present. “Light Years of Love” and “Eyes on
Fire” fill the mellower introspective niche.

The funniest song, by far, is “Let Go”, a
intentionally made-for-singalong rocker with the chorus
“B-O-C, / You can be whatever you want to be. / We
got the power, we got the key, / We're B-O-C”.

Club Ninja, 1986 CD

I didn’t skip anything in this gap. After a few
years of silence, BOC returns with, for the first time in
their long history, a different lineup. Absent are
keyboard player Allen Lanier and drummer Albert
Bouchard, replaced by a number of people I've never
heard of. Producer Sandy Pearlman is back, though.

Without prior knowledge of BOC’s satirical past,
you might take this album very differently. It is the
most straightforward rock album in the BOC canon,
both lyrically and musically. Titles like “Dancin” in the
Ruins”, “Make Rock Not War” and “Beat 'Em Up”
could be easily mistaken for rock’s, shall we say, less
thoughtful side. And even knowing the band’s history,
it is not entirely clear to me that this record provides
sufficient evidence to be confident that critical distance
from metal’s clichés has been maintained.

Even if it hasn’t, though, this album is harmless
fun. From the space-Oriental excess of the cover art to
the overblown choruses of “Make Rock Not War” and
“Madness to the Method”, this is Eighties air-guitar
music. Keep a mirror nearby while dancing around to
it, as you'll want to make sure frequently that your hair
looks okay.

As an aside, not only did I buy this album out of
the $1.99 bin, but I recently replaced the LP with a CD
that was, itself, only $1.99!

Imaginos, 1988 CD

Lanier and Albert Bouchard return for the next
album, though most of the supporting players from
Club Ninja are still present. Guesting here, in the
“Guitar Orchestra of the State of Imaginos” are Marc
Biedermann, Kevin Carlson, Robbie Krieger, Tommy
Moringiello, Aldo Nova, Jack Rigg and Joe Satriani,
though I couldn’t really tell you where specifically they
appear.

Stylistically this is a partial return to pre-Club
Ninja form. Lyrically, this is a concept album telling
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the disjointed story of Imaginos, a magical child born in
early-1800's New Hampshire, who goes on to acquire a
mirror with great, if unexplicated, spiritual significance
to the native culture of Central America, which
somehow in turn leads to World War 1.

I don’t understand the story, and frankly, this
interferes with my appreciation of the album, because it
seems important throughout that I should, yet I don’t.
There are a number of excellent songs here, like “In the
Presence of Another World”, “The Siege and Investiture
of Baron Von Frankenstein’s Castle at Weisseria” and
“Astronomy”, but the more closely I listen to them the
more conscious I am of not having the slightest clue
what the hell they are talking about, and the more
uncomfortable this incomprehension makes me. The
culmination of this tension comes with the song “Blue
Oyster Cult”, which somehow integrates a secret
organization bearing the band’s name into the tale,
probably explaining the recurrence of the band’s ankh-
like symbol in all its album covers. The answers must
be in there, but I can’t find them. BOC fans who can
find them, though, or alternately can ignore them, will
probably like this album a lot.

Queensrjche

Queensrijche, 1986 CD

Queensryche are the founders of a significant
metal sub-genre, but not on this record. The four songs
on their short 1983 debut EP are sped-up Judas Priest,
pure and simple. It's not bad stuff, but it isn’t why
Queensryche is important. The CD adds “The
Prophecy”, an outtake from the Rage for Order sessions
(thus the 1986 date on this entry), which does show
Queensryche’s forte, and provides a reason other than
curiosity to buy this record, at least for serious fans.

The Warning, 1984 CD

Queensriyche’s distinctive style begins to emerge
in places here. The tempo changes and synth stabs in
“Deliverance”, and the visitors-from-outer-space noises
and odd off-beat vocals in “NM186” best indicate the
direction Rage for Order would take the band in.
Without the context of the rest of the band’s career,
however, it isn’t clear whether these songs are the
exception or the rule, and the rest of this album is still
very much in the mold of its predecessor.

Rage for Order, 1986 CD

The first word that will occur to you on looking at
or listening to Rage for Order is, I promise,

“overproduced”. From the precisely coifed, posed,
costumed and lit band photos to the shiny, heavily
processed sound of the first track, “Walk in the
Shadows”, this record immediately violates most of the
unspoken rules of hard core metal-cultural purity.

Where bands like Keel do this in the interest of
commerciality, however, Queensrjche is establishing
an entirely new aesthetic, separate from just about all
prior metal, but still discernibly allied with it. This
album is the official dawn, according to me, of
“progressive metal”. As the name implies, this corner
of Mega Therion draws on the musical complexity of
such straight progressive rock bands as Yes and ELP,
but channels their virtuosity into a powerful heavy-
metal casing, rather than making complexity its own
end.

Calling Queensryche “overproduced”, then, is like
calling Picasso “inaccurate”. The raw “nothing between
our Marshall stacks and your sweaty ears” ethic of
Mega Therion’s other extreme is not what Queensrjche
is after, any more than Picasso’s fruit-from-all-sides
cubist still-lifes aspired to be Vermeer’s intricately
symbolic staged tableaus.

The transformation effects many changes in the
band’s sound. Geoff Tate’s vocals are much less shrill
than on the first two outings, and extra echoes and
reverb aren’t entirely responsible. Keyboards are
much more prominent, and guitars are used more often
in a keyboard-like way, with long sustained chords
often taking the place of the more usual strumming.
The drums are heavily processed, sounding at times
like cannons and at other times toned way down for
contrast. Overall, the feeling of space on this album is
crafted with almost unprecedented attention.

Both tempo and meter changes are frequent, but
where bands like Metallica change tempos like they are
slamming through right-angle turns without banking,
Queensrjche uses them more like evasive action,
making many changes in succession rather than single
isolated changes. The musical twists and turns are less
intricate than the rhythmic ones, and Queensrjche
doesn’t try to outdo Voivod with individual chord-
progressions, but song structures are quite deliberate
and not at all the verse-chorus-verse-chorus rock
stereotype.

There are several standout songs, my favorites
being “Walk in the Shadows” and “Surgical Strike”,
but the importance of the album is not contained in any
single track; its whole is the thesis statement of a new
direction as discrete and significant in its own way as
Paranoid and Ride the Lightning.
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Operation: Mindcrime, 1988 CD

Having created their own sub-genre, Queensrjche
followed up Rage for Order with perhaps the most
ambitious concept album since Rush’s 2112. An
Orwellian futuristic nightmare, Operation: Mindcrime is
the story of a disillusioned young man singled out to be
the instrument of a complicated assassination plan.
Where Blue Oyster Cult’s Imaginos attempted to span a
hundred years and three continents and instead left me
adrift somewhere near Easter Island, and Savatage’s
Streets bogged down in musical extraneousness
included to “advance the plot”, Queensrjche uses these
15 tracks to tell a much more focused tale, and to tell it
not in linear narrative but cinematically, in impressions
and snapshots of moments. The result is, I think,
decidedly more successful. With the emphasis not on
what is “happening” but on the characters’ thoughts
and experiences, each song connects you to the story by
itself, without depending as heavily on threads sewn in
previous songs. Additionally, in nearly an hour of
music there is nothing here that feels like it is not
musically self-justifying. You can appreciate this album
in its entirety as a musical whole, without having to be
aware of the narrative content, something I cannot say
of Streets or Imaginos.

The biting, often brutal, lyrics add to
Queensriche’s appeal as well, providing a raw contrast
with the polished music that was less evident on Rage
for Order. There have been albums with more
intellectually-stimulating lyrical content, but rock music
offers few more complete and coherent artworks.

Empire, 1990 CD

Coming in the wake of the concept album, Empire
can hardly avoid seeming scattered. I get the feeling
that to an extent the common thread that links these
songs is that they didn’t fit in the previous album. I
also have a feeling, however, that that is more a
compliment to Operation: Mindcrime than a criticism of
Empire.

And thinking of these songs as Mindcrime outtakes
also fails to do justice to the stylistic progress that this
album displays. Mindcrime’s lyrical focus meant that
musically not much was different than on Rage for
Order. Freed from that focus, Empire advances the
band’s music as much as the previous record did their
ideas. Most remarkable to me is the bass sound on this
album, which is one of the deepest, fullest, grittiest and
coolest I've ever heard. Shifting percussion treatments
and dramatic fly-by vocal effects contribute to a
strikingly mature and robust sound that proves
Queensriche is not content just to occupy the niche they
created.

This album also features “Silent Lucidity”,
Queensryche’s mega-crossover MTV-mainstay hit, and
“Jet City Woman”, another successful video-track.
Those two, however, are my least favorite songs on the
album, and were even before I realized they were
going to be singles. “Silent Lucidity” is a nice ballad,
but not what I like Queensryche for. “Jet City Woman”
has a chorus so unoriginal that I find it somewhat
painful to listen to. My favorites, instead, are “Best I
Can”, an uplifting song about overcoming a disability,
with the touching lines “I won’t be torn between / The
man in the chair / And the man that’s in my dream /
I'm going to melt the two men into one”, and “Another
Rainy Night (Without You)”, a love song updated by
the perfect modern touch “But tonight I'll...pace the
floor one hundred times in an hour / And check the
voice-mail for a message you've called.” The anti-drug-
culture title track is a close runner up, summing up the
effect of crack-dealing on inner-cities with the image
“Black man trapped again, / holds his chains in his
hand”.

Operation: Livecrime, 1991 CD+VHS

Two words for this release: Don’t Bother. I was
taken in by the pre-release hype about how this
“limited edition” recording of the last full live
performance of Operation: Mindcrime would only be on
sale until Christmas, never to be seen thereafter, so I
rushed out and bought mine the week it appeared.
That was Christmas 1991, and I'm still seeing them in
stores. Some limited edition...

Marketing resentment aside, there’s little good
reason to own this, in my opinion. The live
performance is about as close to the original studio
versions as it could be, but the studio album still sounds
better, and the video is decidedly underwhelming.
There’s a glossy booklet telling the album’s story, but
one of the appeals of the story to me was precisely that I
didn’t need notes to follow and appreciate it. True
Queensrjche devotees will, I suspect, not heed my
warning, but I consider myself a pretty serious
Queensryche fan and this box adds nothing to my life.

Fates Warning

Night on Brocken, 1984 CD

The Fates Warning of their first three albums is
substantially different from the band that hits their
stride on Perfect Symmetry. Being a hopeless completist,
though, and coming across the two-discs-in-one-box
reissues of the first four albums for a reasonable 40
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guilders each in Amsterdam, I filled out my collection
anyway.

This album sounds way too much like Iron Maiden.
Actually, when I listen closer I realize that it isn’t so
much that the band sounds like Iron Maiden, as it is that
singer John Arch is almost an exact Bruce Dickinson
clone, with the same phrasing patterns, same timbre,
the same sorts of lyrical concerns, everything. The
band sounds a bit like Iron Maiden, I guess, but it’s
more that they sound like rather standard heavy metal,
and in the early days Iron Maiden did too.

Of course, if you like early Iron Maiden, these
could be positive things. Night on Brécken is a credible
heavy metal album. It's nothing to compare to the
band’s second phase, though, and because of this it
doesn’t really impress me much. Competent, but no
more.

The Spectre Within, 1985 CD

My copy of Night on Brdcken came boxed with the
second Fates Warning album, The Spectre Within. Some
progress is evident here. The songs are fewer and
longer, for one change, and this reflects some more-
ambitious songwriting experiments. The addition of
producer Brian Slagel (the first album was self-
produced) helps with the clarity of the band’s sound, as
well, and this in turn helps make the longer songs
possible. Arch’s singing is evolving, too. His voice still
has some of the tone of Bruce Dickinson, but there’s
nothing he can do about that. The parts that he does
have control over, though, his cadence and delivery,
are beginning to take on their own distinctive character.
His prize trick at this stage seems to be a knack for
moving pauses and stresses around in a sentence so that
even staring at the lyric sheet while he sings I have
trouble following along, even though no individual
word is particularly obscured. Words I expect to be
short are drawn out, and phrases I expect to be drawn
out he whips through almost before I can notice that
he’s reached them.

So, The Spectre Within finds the band holding Fates
Warning back. They’re willing to take on harder song-
structures, and Arch is developing his own singing
style, but the band’s playing remains basically
unremarkable. The bass and drums are solid, the
guitars churn and wail vigorously, but every
professional heavy metal band in creation has a solid
rhythm section and driving guitars. That's what makes
them heavy metal bands. Fates Warning at this stage
is just another one with unfulfilled promise.

Awaken the Guardian, 1986 CD

Awaken the Guardian goes backwards. 1've checked
the dates twice to be sure, and yes, this album comes

after The Spectre Within, but it sure doesn’t sound like it.
Brain Slagel is still producing, but this album is muddy
and muted. Arch shows some of the technique from The
Spectre Within, but an alarming amount of Iron Maiden
regression along with it, for all the world as if this
album had come between the first two. Metal clichés
are way too prevalent here for a band that showed such
potential, however speculative, for avoiding them, and
there are some genuinely painful moments, particularly
the saccharine “Guardian” and the turgid and overlong
“Prelude to Ruin”. I'm glad I wasn’t following Fates
Warning at the time when this album came out, as I
would have been quite likely to have given up on
them.

No Exit, 1988 CD

For No Exit, John Arch departs and is replaced by
Ray Alder. Whether coincident with this or because of
it, Fates Warning takes a noticeable step forward for
this album. Not only is it substantially better than
Awaken the Guardian, which it shares the reissue box
with, but it’s even a strong improvement over The
Spectre Within, and the earlier album’s potential starts
getting converted into actuality.

It's a good start, but it is only a start. The
ambitious 21:25, eight-part epic “The Ivory Gate of
Dreams” is the most adventurous thing here, but even
it only hints at what is to come. The band is starting to
play and think like their future, but they still sound a lot
like their past. Their new producer, Roger Probert,
cleans up their sound impressively compared to Awaken
the Guardian, but the big sonic change wouldn’t come
until Perfect Symmetry.

On the other hand, they’ve safely outlived the Iron
Maiden phase. Alder’s singing is a significant factor, of
course, as he doesn’t sound like Dickinson, but the
music has also matured in a different direction from
Iron Maiden’s. In fact, from this point on, Fates
Warning's career closely parallels that of Queensryche.
No Exit occupies a comparable position in Fates
Warning's development to that held by The Warning in
Queensryche’s, though in fact I think No Exit is a more
interesting album on its own merits. I consider it a good
heavy metal album from the prehistory of an excellent
progressive metal band.

Perfect Symmetry, 1989 CD

This album, in turn, is Fates Warning’'s Rage for
Order. Several changes are immediately apparent.

First, there is a new drummer, Mark Zonder, who
is credited with “acoustic and electronic drums”. He
backs up this expanded sonic palette with a wide
rhythmic range, and this makes a world of difference in
the impact of these songs. Former drummer Steve
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Zimmerman wasn’t holding the band back or
anything, but Zonder has a very distinct personal style,
which is a rare commodity in rock drummers, much
less metal ones.

Second, the production of this album is very much
slicker than that of No Exit. It's hard to accurately
imagine what the previous album would have sounded
like produced this way, but it is possible that merely
the change in production styles could have raised it into
league with Perfect Symmetry.

Third, the crude album art and ragged logo of No
Exit are replaced by a sleek updated logo and a dark
textural photograph. Platitudes about judging things
this way notwithstanding, changing logos is a big deal
for a metal band, and this change shows that Fates
Warning is serious about wanting to be taken seriously
as more than just another metal band.

Fourth, this album features some occasional
keyboards (courtesy of Kevin Moore from Dream
Theater). These are used pretty sparingly, but the
guitar sounds here are actually more keyboard like,
which contributes to the casual impression that there is
more synthesizer playing here than there actually is.

Lastly, and this is partly just another manifestation
of the second thing, Ray Alder’s vocals are delivered
very differently here from on No Exit. From being,
frankly, towards the shrill side, he has refined his
delivery to a slightly less-grating and more drawn out
style, using many more long notes, and notes held
longer, than even Geoff Tate usually does.

All this is not to say that Perfect Symmetry really
sounds the same as Rage for Order. Fates Warning is, I
think, somewhat more subtle musically than
Queensryche, and thus somewhat less accessible.
Where Rage for Order punctuated the progressiveness
with more conventional high-energy moments like
“Walk in the Shadows”, Fates Warning takes a purer
approach to progressive metal, letting the complicated
song structures stand on their own (though both “The
Arena” and “Nothing Left to Say” have substantial
primal drive behind them). For some this will make
this album seem less exciting than Queensryche’s, and
for some people Queensryche’s concessions will be seen
as compromising. To me, though, they appeal slightly
differently to the same mood.

Parallels, 1991 CD

As Queensryche’s Empire bent their sound towards
more conventional songs, Parallels too takes steps
toward accessibility. The notable distance the band
covers in getting from the previous album to this one,
though, is not primarily in the “hit” direction. Instead,
they continue to sound increasingly like themselves
and unlike anybody else. The touch of producer Terry

Brown (known for producing all the Rush albums up to
Signals) is evident, and though Fates Warning
integrates his presence into this album as if he had no
history, it is worth noting here that despite appearing
widely separated in this book, the stylistic distance
between Queensryche / Fates Warning / Dream
Theater and Rush / IQ / Marillion in Market Square is
actually fairly small. Were this book to be constructed
in four or five dimensions, rather than just one, this
connection would be more apparent. On the other
hand, trying to read a five-dimensional book would
probably make your head quickly assume the
consistency (and reading level) of a box of lasagna
noodles accidentally run through the dishwasher. The
tradeoff I've chosen, then, is to sacrifice complete
accuracy in the hopes of not actually killing any
readers.

I have divided these six groups, then, because
though I think they arrive at sounds that are not too
different, they do so from different directions, and my
experience of them has been very much from the
junction outwards, rather than toward the space in
between them. If you like one set and don’t know the
other, though, by all means stagger out to a record store
and correct the omission. After all, what's money for, if
not to buy music?

Back to Parallels, though. I vacillate between a)
thinking that the presence of such hummable songs as
“Life in Still Water”, “Eye to Eye”, “Point of View” and
“We Only Say Good-bye” makes this a much more
accessible album than the prior one, b) thinking that as
Fates Warning moves away from the traditional
elements of heavy metal they are losing the strongest
connection they had to a larger potential audience, and
thus becoming, ironically, less accessible, and «¢)
thinking that with a few more bands of the quality of
Fates Warning and Dream Theater, this sub-genre
would acquire critical mass and begin to support and
justify itself, and a) and b) wouldn’t matter.

Whichever way I sway, though, this is a unique
and superb album. The confidence, focus and polish
shown here are remarkable, and the band has grown
much since No Exit, which I consider praise of Parallels
far more than criticism of No Exit.

Dream Theater

When Dream and Day Unite, 1989 CD

If you like Fates Warning, you will like Dream
Theater, and vice versa. [ will make very few
predictions in this book with more confidence than I
make this one. Not only are the bands personal friends
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(Dream Theater members appear on both Perfect
Symmetry and Parallels, and both bands figure
prominently in each other’s thank-you lists), but they
are professional peers. They clearly play the same sort
of music, the same sort of way, though neither band is a
copy of the other.

Dream Theater uses keyboards as standard
equipment, which Fates Warning does not, and I think
Dream Theater tends to play a little heavier and faster.
They also compress their equivalent of Fates Warning’'s
first five albums into this one. When Dream and Day
Unite has their “old” vocalist, Charlie Dominici, and has
some token immaturities, at least compared to Images
and Words. On the whole, though, it's pretty
comparable to Fates Warning’s Perfect Symmetry, which
came out the same year. It has a similar penchant for
tricky rhythms, a similar unrelenting intricacy (there
are no crossover hits hiding here), similar production,
and of course Kevin Moore actually plays keyboards on
both albums. If you like one, get the other.

Images and Words, 1992 CD

Dream Theater plays a bit heavier and faster on
this album than Fates Warning did on Parallels, but if
you had played me this record blind and told me it was
the new 1992 Fates Warning album, it would not have
occurred to me to doubt you. “Wow, another great
record”, I would have said, with enough gusto and
sincerity that you would look nervously around for
cameras, wondering if we were in a commercial.
Likewise, if I hadn’t heard of Fates Warning first, I
could easily have believed that their back catalog were
previous Dream Theater releases.

All that is another way to say that Images and Words
is an even better album than Parallels. 1 fully expect
these two bands to leapfrog each other as long as they
keep making records (if they would only tour together,
so I could evaluate them simultaneously...), and this
one is about a year better than Fates Warning’s 1991
album.

Dream Theater gets their new vocalist here, James
LaBrie, who sounds terrific. From an aside in the liner
notes I think that they auditioned ex-Fates Warning
singer John Arch for the job, among others, and I think
they did the right thing picking LaBrie. His smooth
voice is of the same type as Ray Alder’s, and it
complements their musical style much better than Arch
would have (unless he’s improved, which is quite
possible, I guess). Producer David Prater gives the
record an awesome aural space (it sounds like the lavish
cover looks), and the remaining four members inhabit it
as if defying anybody to question their tenancy. They
show no signs of tiring of complex epics, of which there
are several here, but they also vary the mixture with a

few shorter, more easily apprehended songs. “Another
Day” is a stunning, beautiful ballad that with half-
decent promotion (which it didn’t get) ought to have
been another crossover hit like “Silent Lucidity”.
“Surrounded” starts out slow as well, and when it picks
up it actually reminds me of Pallas (and Marillion gets a
thank you in the notes, strengthening the Mega
Therion/Eden connection further). “Wait for Sleep” is
the most radical departure, a soft two-and-a-half minute
piano and synth song that never does slam into
overdrive, as often as you might expect it to.

The epics are what Dream Theater’s identity is
built on, though, and there five impeccable ones here.
“Pull Me Under”, in an abridged form, got some MTV
airplay, and for a little while it looked like the band
might achieve critical mass of exposure and become real
stars. (Certainly the buzz about them in metal and
progressive circles was unprecedented, and I've yet to
hear of a prospective fan who thought they might like
Dream Theater who wasn’t basically blown away by
this album. “How do I get the other one?” quickly
became the most commonly asked question in
progressive metal net circles, and it was almost
unnecessary to ask which band was meant.) “Take the
Time” and “Metropolis-Part 1” are even better, and
“Under a Glass Moon” and “Learning to Live” are right
behind. All five members are unbelievable musicians
(you have to be in order to play this sort of music, of
course), and the resulting noise is a true joy to listen to.
Their lyric writing isn’t especially notable (it seems like
they want to emulate Neil Peart, but they haven’t
learned to put enough concrete detail in to anchor the
songs and make them stories), but it's easily good
enough not to detract from the songs at all, and as band
flaws go, this is one that I'd gladly accept if it meant
that everything else would work as well as it does for
Dream Theater.

Vai

Sex and Religion, 1993 CD

Georgia and I were watching television one
Saturday night, flipping between Headbanger's Ball
and American Gladiators, and probably motorcycle
polo or something on ESPN. We flipped back to MTV
just in time for a song to end at one point, and the
credits for the next one came up announcing a new
video by "Vai". I was about to flip away, as I'm not
generally much for instrumental guitar heroics, but
suddenly I dimly remembered something about Steve
Vai having gotten a band and a new singer for his new
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album, and so we stayed to see if the result was
anything interesting.

The song got off to a decent start, albeit with some
guitar whiddling that wasn't necessarily what I was
after. Suddenly, a little ways into the video, this singer
stalked onto the set like a cross between Robocop, Peter
Garrett and Edward Scissorhands, and all hell
proceeded to break loose. The song, "Down Deep into
the Pain", flung itself from haunting, soaring parts to
frenetic screaming interludes with the abandon usually
reserved for caged, rabid, radiation-induced monsters
in Japanese horror movies. The singer, shaved bald
with strange patterns painted on his skull, and dressed
in some uncomfortable-looking array of leather and
metal, definitely didn't look like being the new singer
in a band nominally centered around (and named for)
its virtuoso guitarist phased him in the slightest, and
the song was overwhelming. When it ended, both
Georgia and my jaws were hanging slackly. (Now,
people often say "my jaw dropped" by way of
expressing their astonishment, but rarely has their
actual jaw actually dropped when they say this. Ours
had.)

The next day, I went out and bought the album.
The whole album doesn't have quite the instant impact
that "Down Deep into the Pain" did on video, and in
the end it was the song that made my year-end list, not
the album, but the album comes admirably close to
living up to that song's potential. There is plenty of
impressive guitar, for sure, but it rarely is allowed to
overwhelm the band or the songs. Terry Bozzio, on
drums, is a match for Vai anyway, and bassist T.M.
Stevens (aka Shaka Zulu) doesn't feel out of place.
Devin Townsend, the singer, doesn't do as much crazed
screaming on the rest of the album as on "Down Deep",
but the soaring lyrical parts of that song are not flukes.

Most of the record, in fact, is appealing progressive
metal that should probably appeal to fans of the
Queensryche/Fates Warning/Dream Theater axis.
Parts, like the straightforward "Sex and Religion", the
grungy "Dirty Black Hole", the Asian-ish instrumentals
"Touching Tongues" and "State of Grace", the funky
"Survive", the perhaps ill-advised "Pig", and the
experimental noise/atmospheric collage "The Road to
Mt. Calvary", would be unexpected on a Dream
Theater album, but "Here and Now", "In My Dreams
with You", "Still My Bleeding Heart", "Down Deep into
the Pain" and "Rescue Me or Bury Me" might not be.
The album is uneven (or varied) enough that I'm not
sure it's made me a true Vai convert, but I'm interested
enough to pay attention to the next one.

Faith No More

We now move out of the main progression of Mega
Therion into the miscellaneous leftovers. Faith No More
and the two bands that follow are not much like
anything else here, and I have grouped them according
to this common quality.

We Care A Lot, 1987 7"

I am not a single-buyer, by nature. Most of the
singles you will come across in this book are ones I
have because they have additional songs not available
on the albums they are taken from, which I also have.
In a few instances, though, I have singles because a
particular song cries out to me “I am a fluke, a song you
love because of some trick of fate, not because you will
like anything else this band ever does”.

Such was the novelty appeal of this hilarious
stomping rap-metal tribute to global consciousness.
Professing their political correctness in elaborate detail,
to the accompaniment of a relentless drum-march
reminiscent in its simplicity of “We Will Rock You”,
this is a song for the Eighties, both then and in our
memories.

The Real Thing, 1989 CD

It was to my surprise, then, that Faith No More
failed to sink tracelessly into one-hit obscurity. Much to
the contrary, this stunningly original record will make
you forget about “We Care A Lot” very quickly. Faith
No More are not, by any means, the only band to blend
elements of funk, rap and metal. Suicidal Tendencies
and the Red Hot Chili Peppers were there first, to name
two, but in my opinion neither achieves a fusion with
the same strange warped logic as Faith No More does
here.

Imagine, if you will, the following elements:
heavy metal guitar in the mold of Slayer; almost-
classical keyboards, heavily emphasizing piano and
string sounds; a funky, popping bass; drums played
hard; and singing that swings abruptly from guttural
shouted chants to a nasal (but melodic) whine. "Epic",
the track with the highest rap quotient, is the song that
got the most airplay, but most of the songs involve
some similar balance of elements, from the strangled
refrain of "Surprise! You're Dead!" to the soft acoustic
moments of "Zombie Eaters" and "The Real Thing".
The result is more powerful to me than RHCP, and
richer than Suicidal Tendencies.

The result is also odd enough that at times I find it
grating, and though I respect this album intensely, it
didn’t make my top ten for its year. Unlike most artists
that I like, I can’t listen to Faith No More repeatedly, as
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overexposure sets in quickly. It’s hard to tell, though,
whether this is a failing of mine or theirs, so I just
mention it as a point of interest.

The CD adds two songs, neither of which make
particular musical sense with the rest of the material.
One of them, however, is a cover of Black Sabbath's
"War Pigs". To my disappointment, Faith No More
don't really do anything stranger with it than speeding
it up a bit, though they threaten to for a few beats here
and there.

Angel Dust, 1992 CD

Given the substantial critical acclaim for The Real
Thing, the long wait between albums, and the
inherently unstable nature of Faith No More, Angel
Dust was a record I waited for with very mixed
anticipation. The responses I've read have, almost
unanimously, hailed it as courageous, uncompromising
and refreshingly unique. And, to the extent that this
means “I like it”, I'm with ‘em. The specific terms they
use, though, I'm not so sure about.

The truth is that, aside from scattered random
noises, some odd processing, and a couple of simply
bizarre interludes (the muttered country-on-Quaaludes
“RV”, and the album-ending campfire-side melodica
rendition of the “Midnight Cowboy” theme), I don't
hear too much here that is all that different from The
Real Thing. I think this is a better album, but better in
the sort of ways you’d expect from a couple years of
experience and a bigger studio budget, rather than the
sort of quantum leap represented by, for example, Talk
Talk’s Spirit of Eden.

Every time I listen to this record, I really like it.
From “Be Aggressive”’s demented cheerleader
backing-vocals to “Jizzlobber”, whose lyrics I think I'm
probably better off not reading, this is a strong and
involving album. Nonetheless, when I'm not listening
to it, I never miss it, and when I put it on it is almost
invariably because I ran across it while perusing my
CD rack, not because I stormed home from work
urgently growling “Faith No More, Faith No More”
under my breath. I don’t understand, and thus can’t
really explain, why this is. Perhaps there’s MSG in the
CD paint. That could be. Next time I'll try not licking
the label.

Sisters of Mercy

Some Girls Wander By Mistake, 1992 CD

This is the sort of CD that every band should do,
and I mean CD, not album. This 79:30 disc contains,
complete, the first six Sisters of Mercy EPs, otherwise

completely unavailable on disc and awfully hard to find
on any format. I paid a lot for it as an import when it
was first released, but compared to the hard core
collectors” prices I would have had to pay for the EPs
this is a peerless bargain.

The contents, then, are really The Damage Done
(1980), Body Electric (1982), Anaconda (1983), Alice (1983),
The Reptile House EP (1983) and Temple of Love (1983),
containing 3, 2, 2, 4, 6 and 3 songs, respectively (one of
which was repeated, for a total of 19).

The CD does not, however, proceed in strict
chronological order. Instead, it begins with Alice and
continues in order, and then starts over with the first
three EPs in order. There is a very, very good reason
for this: the first six songs Sisters of Mercy released are
basically terrible. Rather than start out on such a trying
note, Andrew Eldritch seems to have opted to begin
with the point at which the songs really began to sound
like the band’s “mature” work.

Now, when I say “terrible”, I'm being somewhat
evasive. The first six songs are fascinating in their own
way. You can clearly hear the seeds of Sisters’
trademarks, but the histrionic power of later Sisters’
work is almost completely lost in the low-fi inside-a-
cardboard-box production and incredibly wimpy drum-
machine sound. On The Damage Domne it is pretty
obvious that nobody can really play any instruments.
The drum machine, Doktor Avalanche, arrives in time
for Body Electric, and helps out immensely, but in its
debut it sounds frankly cheesy. “Anaconda” is getting
much closer to the band’s imminent realization, but still
sounds like they added reverb by some ploy very
similar to wrapping aluminum foil around a Slinky.

On “Alice”, the band finally cranks up the bass
and Eldritch’s spectral vocals, and these two things
suddenly turn Sisters of Mercy from people you want to
treat to music lessons into one of rock’s most distinctive
presences. These are not heavy metal songs yet, by
any means, but even this early their music is centered
on a relentlessness that is as powerful as any metal
band. The monster-guitar underpinnings of later work
are less evident on most of these early songs, but the
intent is there.

“Alice” proves to be an early peak, as most of the
rest of Alice and The Reptile House do not live up to its
promise. “Phantom” is a long, mesmerizing
instrumental. “1969” is the Sisters’” version of ol" good-
time rock and roll. With the partial exception of
“Burn”, The Reptile House is too limp for my tastes.

The final EP, however, redeems all the others.
“Temple of Love” is perhaps the quintessential Sisters
of Mercy song. Over an unwavering and unstoppable
drum track, punctuated by machine-gun fills, an
incredibly distorted guitar plays a strangely catchy
hook something like an Egyptian translation of the
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Batman theme. The bass waits to come in into you've
almost gotten used to the tinny bass-less sound, and its
entry thus seems much grander than the production
alone makes it. And over it all are Eldritch’s surreal
monklike incantations. If fog started pouring out of my
CD player during this song, and all the lights in the
apartment turned dark green, I wouldn’t think it at all
unusual.

“Heartland” isn’t as mind-blowingly cool as
“Temple of Love”, but it keeps the energy flowing,
leading to the chronological finale, an other-worldly
deconstructed cover of the Stones” “Gimme Shelter”.
Although this rendition is actually less than six minutes
long, it feels like it goes on for hours. It starts at about
half-speed (it sounds like you've got a 45 on 33, a
reference that some fraction of you already don’t get),
and it slows grindingly down until, by the end, the
instruments give out entirely and Eldritch is left alone
to scrape to a complete halt. A more memorable cover
you will rarely hear.

First and Last and Always, 1985 CD

Having found their niche at last, the Sisters turn in
a dark and disturbing first full album. This album was
remixed, remastered and re-released in 1992,
presumably polishing the production to later standards.
I haven’t bought one of the new copies, though,
because the relatively stark atmosphere here is part of
what makes this album different from the other two.
On the whole I do prefer the slicker, bigger second and
third albums, but this one has a sort of gothic purity
that is worthwhile in itself.

“Black Planet”, a harrowing meditation on
ecological desecration, and the title track and “Logic”,
songs that I don’t know what they are about, are the
centerpieces for me. The drums boom, Eldritch sounds
strained, the guitar is mixed too low, and through this
clouded lens the band’s brilliant bleakness shines
coldly through. The other songs are even more angular
and unapproachable. Where the early work is hard to
listen to because the band was still figuring out what
made it it, this album is hard to listen to by design.
This is not a criticism, though, as it is a rare album
crafted with as clear a sense of itself independent of
conventions.

Floodland, 1987 CD

I expect that to many early fans this album is a
crushing sell-out. I prefer to think that, having done
bleakness as well as it could be done, the Sisters of
Mercy have simply decided to quit that effort while
ahead, and have moved on to try another experiment.
The new shinier Sisters are decidedly less alienating.
The spare production of First and Last and Always has

been replaced by ominous ambient space, courtesy of
the always-histrionic Jim Steinman. The formerly-
clicking drums now crash like footsteps of steel-shod
giants on the world’s iron roof. Eldritch sounds like
there are about ten of him, several of them possibly
dead, and wailing female backing voices add an
accompanying Valkyrie touch. Someone bumped the
guitar fader up a ways, and throbbing keyboards
augment the pulsing bass.

The song paces vary. “Flood 17, “Flood II”,
“Driven Like Snow” and “Torch” are slow and
deliberate. “Never Land (a fragment)” and “Colours”
are dark but subdued instrumentals. (Actually,
“Colours” has words, but given that there are only 20 of
them in a 7:18 song, I'll call it an instrumental on
principle.) “1959” is a piano-ballad that is not related in
any way | can tell to the older song “1969”.
“Dominion/Mother Russia” (how did Memphis get into
this song?), “Lucretia My Reflection” and “This
Corrosion” are faster, pounding, danceable tracks.
“This Corrosion” in particular rivals “Temple of Love”
for inexorable energy, and for sounding like the
soundtrack to some ominous blacklit future city. It also,
at 10:55, demonstrates the feature of many Sisters of
Mercy songs that if you like them you can turn them
way up and listen to them do basically the same thing
for practically forever. “This Corrosion” could be all of
this album’s 60:46 and I'd still love it.

Vision Thing, 1990 CD

This is the album that eliminated any doubts I had
that Sisters of Mercy belonged in Mega Therion. I defy
anyone to claim that the awesome “Vision Thing”,
“Detonation Boulevard”, “When You Don’t See Me”
and “More” are not heavy metal, without resorting to
historical prejudices. And “Ribbons”, with its blood-
curdling cries of “Incoming!” is just as intense to me as
Slayer’s “War Ensemble”.

Sonically, this album continues in the line from
First and Last and Always through Floodland, and where
the last album sounded big, this one sounds huge.
Every element is somehow louder, clearer and more
preposterously gigantic. The first Doktor Avalanche
could well have been one of those little Boss beatboxes
that look an early GameBoy prototype; the current
model sounds like Eldritch has managed to bolt bionic
drumming arms onto that floating torture robot that
Darth Vader used on Leia in Star Wars. The other
albums lack band credits, so this may not be the first
album to use two guitarists, but it’s the first one to
sound like there are two guitarists. Maggie Reilly’s
backing vocals sound even cooler over Andrew
Eldritch’s even more larger-than-life singing.
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“Vision Thing” itself opens the album, a bitter,
sarcastic response to George Bush’s trivialization of
“vision” as checklist item. “It's a small world and it
smells bad. / I'd buy another if I had / Back / What I
paid / For another motherfucker in a motorcade.”
“What do we need to make our world come alive?”,
Eldritch asks. Surely not a president who doesn’t seem
to even understand the problem, much less feel any
sense of moral urgency about it.

“Ribbons”, next, is an impressionistic collage of
images (“Flowers on the razor wire”, “Love is a many
splintered thing”, “I see no purple light / Crashing out
of you”) that feels to me like the Gothic version of
“Pretty in Pink”. “You look good in ribbons” is a
counter-cultural variant of “Isn’t she pretty in pink?”,
the ambiguity between wearing ribbons and being torn
into them very much intentional, and reflective of the
culture’s aesthetic. The apocalyptic sound effects
(including the “Incoming!”s) are as much part of the
composite image as the lyrics. As if conscious that
“Pretty in Pink” has established the basic narrative, this
song concentrates on the narrator’s impression of the
girl, not her plight (plights like this being something of
a cross-cultural standard, anyway). My favorite detail is
“I tried to tell her / About Marx and Engels, God and
Angels. / I don’t really know what for.” There is an
odd intellectual/spiritual component to Eldritch’s
writing that this moment captures beautifully.

“Detonation Boulevard” follows the aesthetic out of
the victim-narrative and onto some fog-enshrouded
(virtual?) road. Merging images of noise, flames,
angels, neon, information, machines and explosion with
hammering drums, galloping synthetic hi-hats and
churning guitar, this might almost be the quintessential
encapsulation of the Sisters of Mercy style if it wasn’t so
short (under four minutes). It's got all the elements, it
just doesn’t drum them into your head for long enough.

“Something Fast” has my favorite lyrical moment
on the album. “You can stand all night / At a red light
anywhere in town / Hailing Maries left and right, /
But none of them slow down”. This is as good an
example as any of Eldritch’s fondness for finding
angstful moral-decay-despite-religions’-best-efforts
insight in clever word-play, and although I understand
the temptation to dismiss the intellectual content on the
basis of the apparent linguistic frivolity, I think that’s a
mistake. Of course some of these songs basically have no
intellectual content, and the next song, “When You
Don’t See Me”, is one of those. Musically, it sounds like
the missing five-and-a-half minutes of “Detonation
Boulevard”, though, so I don’t much care what it says.

“Doctor Jeep” is a companion piece to “Vision
Thing”, similar musically but turning the narrative
focus around 180° and focusing on the things that
actually make up the squalid world, rather than on its

lack of leadership. @ The way Andrew sings
“Businessmen from South Miami / Humming AOR”, it
sounds like there’s an invasion of them on the way, like
killer bees or something, and I suppose in a way he’s
right. The chorus, “Meanwhile, in the Sheraton, /
Doctor Jeep plays on and on and on”, I keep wanting to
interpret as referring to a drum machine, but the drum
machine is called Doktor Avalanche, not Doctor Jeep, so
I guess I don’t understand it.

You can stop thinking about it, though, as “More”
switches off the brains and settles into this album’s
longest song, and closest approach to “This Corrosion”’s
inexorable drive. That finally out of the way, the band
then uncrates some acoustic guitars and a new drum-
pattern for the somewhat-hushed album-closing dirge “I
Was Wrong”. The self-condemnation implied by the
title turns out to be merely a martyr’s ploy to set up
criticism like “I can love my fellow man / But I'm
damned if I'll love yours”. Still, there’s the occasional
genuine emotion peeking through. “Pain looks great
on other people; / That's what they're for”, but I get
the feeling that the narrator says this because for once
the “other people” have not performed their function in
this regard, and some of the pain has hit him, after all.

More, 1990 CD5

The longer Sisters of Mercy songs are the better,
but in retrospect I'm not sure that the ten extra seconds
that the “extended version” of “More” here claims to
have are worth the price of a CD single. I think,
actually, that the long version here is the album
version, and the edited version is the one unique to this
CD5. And who needs a shorter Sisters of Mercy song?

This disc also has the otherwise unreleased song
“You Could Be The One”. It's a good song, but it
sounds very much like “When You Don’t See Me”-so
much so that I don’t wonder why it didn’t make it onto
Vision Thing.

Temple of Love (1992),1992 CD5

I usually think it’s pretty lame when bands
remake one of their old songs and re-release it. In the
hands of people like Real Life and Modern English it
feels like a crass attempt to milk a bit more cash out of a
band’s one faded moment of glory. I'm willing to
make an exception here, though, for the same reason
that I like Megadeth’s cover of “Anarchy in the UK”:
this version sounds like what “Temple of Love” would
have been if it was originally recorded in 1992,
brilliance utterly untarnished.

The original “Temple of Love” was my favorite
Sisters of Mercy song despite the thin production. In its
new form is so much better I can hardly believe I ever
put up with the old one. The full force of Vision Thing’s
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mega-mix production is brought to bear here, the
Arabian feel boosted by the inspired addition of the
seductive voice of Ofra Haza. Words are insufficient to
describe the effect. 1 got to see the Sisters of Mercy in
concert around this time (on an abortive tour with
Public Enemy that I could only rationalize as intended
to draw “everybody who wears black or is black”), and
“Temple of Love” had me up and convulsing wildly,
which entertained my companions almost as much as
the song entertained me. This version comes much
closer than the original to capture that mood.

As if that wasn’t enough, the CD5 also contains the
American edit of “I Was Wrong” (like the album
version, but half as long), the Canadian remix of
“Vision Thing” (longer! cool!), and the German version
of “When You Don’t See Me” (slightly longer, very
slightly different). None of these versions are too
remarkable on their own, but they serve perfectly as
after-dinner-mints to “Temple of Love”’s main course.

Under the Gun, 1993 CD5

Sisters of Mercy put out a greatest-hits compilation
in 1993, and "Under the Gun" was the token new song
on it. A slow song that sounds an awful lot like a
bunch of other Sisters of Mercy songs, it probably
would have been a fine album track, but I doubt it
would have made a best-of on its own merits. Ex-Berlin
singer Terri Nunn contributes some vocals, but there
aren't nearly as impressive as Ofra Haza's on the
remake of "Temple of Love". This single includes two
different mixes of "Under the Gun'", the second one
even slower and to me less remarkable than the first,
which I think makes better use of the throbbing bass
and Eldritch's spoken rant.

In between is a "1993" version of "Alice", which is
good but again not as notable as the 1992 remake of
"Temple of Love".

Living Colour

Picture this: my friend Matt and I are standing
around at The Paradise waiting to see Adrian Belew’s
band, the Bears, on the Rise and Shine tour. Now I
don’t mean this as a quality judgment one way or the
other, but the Bears are certainly one of the whitest rock
bands available. When some local DJ introduces an
unannounced, unadvertised opening act called “Living
Colour” (who nobody, at this stage, had ever heard of),
and four black guys with dreadlocks come out, we're
thinking to ourselves, “What dimension were the
promoters in when they thought up this combination?”

Living Colour proceeded to demolish the place.
You don’t easily impress a crowd of Belew fans with

technical virtuosity, but I think it was pretty clear
almost immediately that anybody in Living Colour
could hold their own beside Belew without much
trouble. I still think they were an odd pairing with
Belew’s slick arty guitar-pop band, but they rocked
hard enough that it really didn’t matter who they were
or what genre they played. By the time the Bears came
out, we were warm.

Vivid, 1988 CD

I have a firm policy of always buying the albums
of opening acts I like (if you can’t earn a purchase that
way, after all, what's the point of there being opening
acts?), so I rushed out and bought Vivid. I loved it
immediately, but it didn’t seem to be getting any press
or airplay for the longest time. Several months later
Living Colour came through Boston again and played
at T.T. the Bear’s Place, a room that holds, I'm
guessing, about 100 thin people. I spent the concert
standing two feet from Vernon Reid’s effects pedals. He
seemed kind of annoyed. (Not at me.)

Anyway, I'm reveling in this experience because a
few months later Epic decided to chip in some publicity,
and Living Colour suddenly because huge, and soon
they were opening for the Rolling Stones. I didn’t
know Nirvana before Nevermind, I didn't know U2
before War, Chronic Town passed me by, but damnit, I
knew Living Colour before their hype. Thank you for
indulging me for a moment.

Anyway, Vivid is an awesome record. As I said at
the beginning of this chapter, heavy metal has
historically been an overwhelmingly white genre, just
as rap, soul and funk have been overwhelmingly black
(all music in the Nineties remains sadly race-
segregated). Living Colour, though, are one of the
signs that cultures are starting to mingle. On the one
hand, Vernon Reid’s slashing guitar and William
Calhoun’s crashing drums suit them for Mega Therion
without question. On the other hand, their music is
flavored with generous infusions of funk, rap, soul and
jazz (Reid played with Ronald Shannon Jackson’s
Decoding Society before Living Colour, and also made
a bizarre album with Bill Frisell called, descriptively,
Smash and Scatteration). The resulting hybrid is either
the most danceable metal band ever, or the hardest
R&B band, or put better, a band that defies both sides’
stereotypes. Living Colour were founding members of
the Black Rock Coalition, a NYC collective intent on
getting rock bands with black members treated as rock
bands, not “black music”, but listening to this record it
seems pretty ridiculous that anybody would need more
persuading on this subject.

The album begins with “Cult of Personality”, a
song that would go on to be a reasonably successful
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single. Calhoun’s drum stomp propels the song, and
Reid’s Hendrix-after-a-transporter-accident guitar-leads
punctuate it. Pay to much attention to these elements,
though, and you might miss Corey Glover’s seditious
equation of Mussolini, Stalin, Ghandi and Kennedy as
the cult’s beneficiaries. Reminding mainstream culture
that some of its heroes aren’t necessarily black culture’s
is a hobby of Living Colours.

“I Want to Know”, “Middle Man” and “Desperate
People” are relatively standard rock fare, lyrically
unremarkable. The band’s social agenda rears up
again with “Open Letter to a Landlord”, though, a slow
song that merges soul and country, if you can believe
that. “Now you can tear a building down / But you
can’t erase a memory. / These houses may look all run
down / But they have a value you can’t see.” This
perspective on slums, that efforts to tear down the
tenements and build “better” buildings fail to account
for the residents’ desire to care for and identify with
their neighborhood, not some ersatz neighborhood
infrastructure craned in a dropped in their midst by
outside developers, this perspective casts an entirely
different light on the debate on how to “improve”
slums. It implies that a neighborhood must be
improved from within, that the first step ought to be to
identify the good things about it, so that they can be
preserved and strengthened in the process of fixing or
eliminating the bad things. This probably isn't a new
idea, but I'm not very well-informed on the subject of
slum-rebuilding, and it was an insight I’d not heard
expressed as coherently before.

For a light interlude to perk you up after “Open
Letter to a Landlord”, the band snaps into the ultra-
funky “Funny Vibe”, with the help of Public Enemy’s
Chuck D. and Flavor Flav. The lyrics of this bouncy
song are actually serious after all, posing the simple
question “No I'm not gonna rob you, / No I'm not
gonna beat you, / No I'm not gonna rape you, / So
why you want to give me that / Funny Vibe?!” This
strikes, I think, at the biggest hurdle to racial harmony
that we currently face. My impression (warped by my
environment, I'm certain) it that most racism these days
is learned, and that we're stuck in a vicious circle where
people with black skin have been traditionally
discriminated against, which has resulted in the poor
inner-cities being disproportionately black, and because
poverty has tended to breed violent crime, violent
criminals have turned out to be disproportionately
black, which makes white-skinned people nervous
about black-skinned people on a purely statistical basis
(a random black-skinned person is more likely,
statistically, to be a violent criminal than a random
white-skinned person is), which ends up polarizing both
groups’ impressions of themselves and the other, and
serves only to perpetuate the division, which reinforces

the social schism and the cycle begins again. This is a
very difficult situation to bootstrap ourselves out of
quickly, and if there’s any way out of it other than
slowly, arduously undermining these stereotypes until
nobody learns them any more, | haven’t heard it.

Actually, there are at least two good ideas that I've
heard. One was a science-fiction story in which
somebody came up with a virus that turned white
people black. Anybody who could figure out how to do
this for real would probably earn a lifetime subscription
to the Nobel Peace Prize, and we could all forget about
skin color and concentrate on stamping out religion. Ice
T describes a slower version of this idea in The Ice
Opinion, which is to simply breed the “white race” out
of existence. This could be done in one generation if
everybody would cooperate. As he explains, “If
everybody was fucking everybody else, the world
would have to change. If we had a mono-type race,
everyone would have to get along. ... The white race is
the only race that requires two white people to make a
white baby. ... If people just get along, you can
eliminate the white race.” Some smart-ass
anthropologist is bound to make the argument that a
mono-type race would be culturally poorer in the long
run, that human culture as a whole is better off if there
are cohesive subgroups to prevent total homogeneity.
This isn’t as stupid as it might sound, but I think
currently my counter-argument is “Hey, we’ve had
thousands of years of cultural diversity, and it's gotten
to the point where we're all living too close to each
other to be able to afford it any more. If you want
cultural separation back soon, let’s get to work on space
colonization, but this one planet has gotten way too
small for it.”

Back to the music, the next song is another step
toward integration, an eye-opening cover of the Talking
Heads” “Memories Can’'t Wait”. This is followed by
“Broken Hearts”, which sounds like a slow song in the
mold of “Open Letter to a Landlord” that has somehow
had whipcrack drums grafted onto it, and the funky
Mick Jagger-produced “Glamour Boys”, and then the
boisterous theme song “What's Your Favorite Color?”.

The album ends on one last jab at the status quo,
the vitriolic “Which Way to America?”, which simply
points out the startling chasm between the version of
America you see of mainstream TV and the version you
see looking out an inner-city window. I think this is
one area where we're starting to see change, as inner-
city life has begun invading mainstream media in
earnest, especially in music, and in fact this album was
an important crossover in precisely that way.
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Time’s Up, 1990 CD

Living Colour’s second album finds the band
hurtling in all directions at once, producing a vastly
ambitious record that strives to go way beyond their
debut but, for me, falls short in actual appeal.

“Time’s Up” starts the album off as full-speed
trash. Several instrumentals directly pay the band’s
debt to their African roots. “Love Rears Its Ugly Head”
and “Solace of You” are slow and slinky. “Elvis Is
Dead”, “Type” and “Information Overload”, bridging
the middle of the album, come the closest to replicating
both energy and the accessibility of the first album.
Here, though, the band seems almost apologetic about
them.

Thanks to increased industry clout, the album
features guest performances by Little Richard, Mick
Jagger (who also produced a couple tracks on Vivid),
Queen Latifah and Doug E. Fresh, and those were only
the ones ['ve heard of. The band’s soundscape is as
varied as their guests, with studio processing and
additional instrumentation playing a much bigger role
here than on the first album.

For me, though, the many colors of this album’s
expanded palette seem to just wash over me, and I have
a hard time picking individual ones out. This may well
have been the band’s intention, but I find that while it
makes this album in a way more impressive, the first
one was more fun to listen to.

Stain, 1993 CD

I was somewhat apprehensive about the next
Living Colour album, then. Would it go back to their
original drive, would it go further into ethnic
experimentation, or would it do something else
entirely? The relatively straightforward lead single,
"Leave It Alone", didn't decide matters one way or the
other, but I decided to give the record a chance.

Good choice. The band hasn't abandoned the
influences shown on Time's Up, but it has done a better
job of integrating them back into music that I like more.
New bass player Doug Wimbish adds some low-end
muscle, and perhaps his arrival helped to refocus the
band. Reid uses many fewer guitar textures here,
sticking more often to the sound of a jet engine
straining at a very large dog-chain, and Calhoun's
rhythms stick more to propulsion.

"Go Away", the crunching opener, serves both as a
statement of musical direction and a reminder of Living
Colour's political consciousness. "l see the starving
Africans on TV, / I feel it has nothing to do with me. / I
send my twenty dollars to Live Aid; / I pay my guilty
conscience to go away.", Corey sings, and it's clear from
the fact that he has to keep repeating "Now go away!"
that it hasn't. "Ignorance is Bliss", next, is similarly

themed, and its interplay between Wimbish and Reid's
lockstep groove and Calhoun's martial snare crack is
fascinating.

"Leave It Alone", as I said, seems pretty normal to
me. The drums are almostly awkwardly steady, and
Reid's crazed guitar-synth is mixed low enough not to
interfere with the flow of the song. "Bi", however, is
funky and irreverent, taking an intentionally naive
glee in the refrain "Everybody loves you when you're
bi!" "Mind Your Business", just to keep the pace varied,
is extremely heavy, and switches from near-subsonic
stomp to frantic slam for the choruses. "Ausldnder" isn't
as heavy or as fast at either extreme, but involves
similar principles.

"Never Satisfied" is clearly hung around a simple,
but charged, pattern from Vernon, the other players just
filling in around him and letting him lead through slow
cycles. I'd love to hear this one with just Reid and
Glover. "Nothingness", on the other hand, with airy
guitar-synth and loping bass, is the most reminiscent
here of Time's Up, Corey easing through the soft vocal
part while the rest of the band surround him in
textures.

It's back to rock quickly, though, with "Postman", a
menacing song that is not about mail delivery (though
it's amusing to imagine that it is, some sort of bizarre
postal-worker persecution complex that would
terminate, of course, in the obligatory disgruntled-
postal-employee shotgun fusillade). I'll let you figure
out yourself what the "post" in the title is, since it's a
cleverly disingenuous name. While you're at it, you
can puzzle out candidates for what "WTFF", the next
title, stands for. It is a chaotic instrumental, almost
certainly owing its existence to Doug Wimbish's
previous tenure in Tackhead, and I have a theory about
what the title is intended to stand for, though I think the
track is interesting enough not to prompt that question.

"This Little Pig" opens with the sound bite "56
times in 81 seconds. Something like this:", which I
assume comes from the trial of the LA police offers who
beat Rodney King, and refers to the number of blows
struck. With that allusion as context, "This Little Pig" is
a furious song that transforms nursery-rhyme imagery
into a scathing social indictment. The deceptive titling
continues with "Hemp", which many people will
probably expect to be a pro-marijuana anthem of some
sort. In fact, it's am atmospherically accompanied
reading of a poem by Andrew Fairley that sounds like
it is coming out of one of those round children's toys
that make different animal noises when you turn the
dial and then pull the cord. The liner includes the text
of the poem, though, and the best interpretation I've
come up with is that it's the musing of a man about to
kill a woman he is obsessed with. It's a pretty
interesting poem, but I'm not at all sure what to make



58 Mega Therion

of its inclusion, and the fact that I can't quite fit "Yet
your words will be unfaithful before I set you free" into
the story in a sensible way makes me wonder if there's
some other interpretation I'm not getting.

The last song, "Wall", is to me the musical climax,
Vernon Reid's caterwauling guitar and some bass parts
that sound as if they've been pitch-shifted about seven
octaves up sliding into grooves and out of them for a
powerful song that then closes out the album with some
disturbing looping, resampling and dialog that ends
with the tag line "The wall between us all must fall",
which is as good a way to end an album as any I've
heard.

Somehow, though, Stain is an album whose effect
on me is much greater than the individual songs would
indicate. "Wall" and "Nothingness" are probably the
only individual songs that stick with me in the way that
"Cult of Personality" or "Open Letter to a Landlord" did,
but the album as a whole has such an impressive sound
to it, a simultaneous exhibition of force and personality,
that I'm thoroughly engrossed in it even though I'd be
hard-pressed to explain its appeal with any particular
fifteen-second clip.

Leave It Alone, 1993 CD5

This single bolsters "Leave It Alone" with the "full
version" of "Hemp", and two unreleased tracks. The
first, "17 Days", is a brilliant Prince cover and worth the
price of the single all by itself. Living Colour is, among
their other talents, a peerless cover band, and this is as
good as their versions of "Memories Can't Wait" or
“Talkin” "Bout a Revolution”. The other b-side, "TV
News", is similar in arrangement to "Nothingness", but
a little more upbeat. Including it on Stain would
probably have made Stain seem a little more like
Time's Up, and perhaps that's why they didn't.

This longer version of "Hemp" probably makes
much more sense than the shorter one on Stain. I say
"probably" because while this version includes a long
stretch of text in the middle of the poem that is skipped
in the other, and while it sounds from what I can make
out of it like it may provide some additional
information and motivation that would help explain the
end of the printed poem, the reading is so badly
distorted that I can only make out phrases here are
there. There's something about a sheep with someone's
name printed around it's neck, I think, and something
about lies and whores. It seems like there's something
there worth reading in its entirety, and it's mysterious
to me why the band abbreviated it to begin with, or
why, having done that on the album, they didn't print
the complete lyrics along with this complete recording.
Or failing those, why they didn't record the poem so
that one could actually understand the words. It's as if

they don't want me to understand it. I guess I should
oblige.

Auslinder, 1993 CD5

This single is much less interesting. It includes the
7", "Dubldnder" and "Radio Days" mixes of
"Ausldnder", none of which strike me as preferable to
the original in any way. The fourth track is a strangely
mechanized live version of "New Jack Theme", and not
a very good recording of it, either. Worth the $.50 I
paid, but not much more.

Bill Frisell and Vernon Reid

Smash and Scatteration, 1985 CD

I like Living Colour; Vernon Reid is in Living
Colour; Vernon Reid made this album with fellow
guitarist Bill Frisell before starting Living Colour; I will
like this album.

Everything was fine up until the last clause of that
chain of thoughts, which led to my purchasing this
obtuse album. A collection of nine avant-garde art-jazz
instrumentals performed mostly on guitar synthesizer,
there is nothing even remotely resembling Living
Colour here. Two songs even feature Reid playing
banjo, and while this is an amusing idea, I find the
songs themselves pretty painful to listen to. Neither
Frisell nor Reid can drum-program their way out of a
leaking wading-pool, and the songs where they try
make my rhythm muscle hurt. On the other hand, the
songs where they don’t try do a good approximation of
a mathematical Drunkard’s Walk. There’s no relief
here. The worst moments are “Burden of Dreams” and
“Fr, Fr, Frisell”, which are guitar-synth solos by Reid
and Frisell, respectively, “recorded live with no over-
dubs”. AllI can say about these is that I don’t suppose
over-dubs would have improved them substantially,
either.



Underground

from the Jam song “Going Underground” and various
other references

Soundtrack

Sex Pistols: “Anarchy in the U.K.”

The Jam: “Down in the Tube Station at Midnight”

New Model Army: “Green and Grey”

Fugazi: “Shut the Door”

Soul Asylum: “Nice Guys (Don’t Get Paid)”

Nirvana: “Lithium”

The Pixies: “Gigantic”

Buffalo Tom: “Taillights Fade”

The Psychedelic Furs: “Pretty in Pink”
version)

Manic Street Preachers: “Stay Beautiful”

(original

Introduction

To an outside observer, heavy metal and punk
may seem indistinguishable. To a devoted fan of
either, the other may seem like the other end of the
world. There are elements of truth in both views. The
most-common ground is that both forms of music are
incredibly high-intensity. Where heavy metal channels
that intensity into controlled power, however, control is
absolutely antithetical to punk, and thus punk doesn’t
channel its aggression at all, preferring to spray it about
like Python-esque vomit or a sawed-off shotgun blast
(choose your metaphor).

At least, that was traditionally the case. Metal’s
gods were musical virtuosos, while punk simply
rejected as delusion the notion that you had to learn
how to actually play your instruments at all. As both
genres evolved in each other’s presence, however, each
began to assimilate alien elements. Thrash- and speed-
metal arose, incorporating some of punk’s mania into
metal. And some punk musicians, despite their best
efforts, actually learned to play their instruments pretty
well.

The ideological differences are actually much more
significant than the musical ones. Where Mega Therion
was basically escapist, Underground is confrontational.
Mega Therion is an imaginary world where you are an
invincible warrior leading a life filled with awesome,
but simple, challenges, which you overcome.
Underground is an all-to-real world where you
frequently get the shit kicked out of you both

physically and spiritually. The threat offered by the
music in Underground is often less obvious, as it
doesn’t hide behind flaming pentagrams and swooping
demons, but for this same reason it is much more
dangerous and affecting. Ozzy Osbourne may drive
Iowa’s sons to suicide, but the Dead Kennedys will
have them out on the streets torching Fotomats. That
neither things were their creators’ intent is in a way
irrelevant.

Underground, then, is my collection of bands
whose primary appeal, it seems to me, is their raw
energy. This fabricated community meanders from the
roots of British punk to some of its later progenitors,
then crosses to the US and skitters around the country
in a vaguely regional trek from California to New York,
D.C., Minneapolis, Seattle and Boston, and concludes
with some stray artists that show some of the musty
tunnels that lead out of Underground.

Into the vitriol, then.

The Sex Pistols

Never Mind the Bollocks, 1977 CD

Certainly the most important record discussed in
this book, and possibly the most significant album
made since rock’s inception, Never Mind the Bollocks is
punk’s definitive explication, and a record you simply
must own and understand. There are other components
to musical literacy, but very few of them exist in such a
concise, self-contained form as this record. There is, in
one sense, little point in my describing it, since it really
doesn’t matter whether you think you will like it or not
(or, indeed, whether you actually like it when you hear
it).

Since part of the point of writing this book is
getting to write about my favorite records, though, I
will go ahead and talk about this one. The musical
highlights of this masterpiece are Johnny Rotten’s
borderline-tuneless cross between a sneer and a croak,
somehow elevated into an amplified whine that could
probably save your dentist a bundle on drilling
equipment, a cheap guitar played very loud and very
hard by Steve Jones, who doesn’t let an undue concern
for accuracy dull his style, and Sid Vicious turning in
some of the worst bass-playing ever funded by a major
record label. These mix to produce the angriest sound
that ever was.

And it only gets worse when you listen to the
lyrics. The most notorious songs are the banned-in-
Britain duo “Anarchy in the U.K.” and “God Save the
Queen”, which rip into an unstable England like crazed
drunken buzzards into a huge rotting beached whale.
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“No Feelings”, “Liar” and “Problems” just lash out at
whatever happens to be passing. “Bodies”, sadly
overlooked by pro-Life forces, is a scathing indictment
of abortion. And the Pistols round out the album by
blasting “EMI” the record label that chickened out of
releasing this album. There are no answers here, just
desperate, frustrated, heady rage.

And perhaps the most overlooked secret here is
that through all this anger and sloppy “What do you
mean | can’t play, I paid £7 for this fucking guitar”
playing, these are a dozen of the greatest songs rock has
produced. This part of the lesson, in fact, has been
missed by observers both outside of punk and inside it.
The Sex Pistols couldn’t play particularly well, but they
didn’t revel in their incompetence so much as they
simply chose to blithely ignore it. They are not saying
“any noise can be music”, they are saying “enthusiasm
can be substituted for technique”, and these two
statements are very different. Later waves of punk
would venture into intentional discord and sonic
deconstruction, but the Sex Pistols only veer into those
areas occasionally by accident. Their version of punk
was a social revolution, not an artistic one; they aren’t
trying to change music, they’re just reminding
everybody that even if Yes and ELP arena-shows had
turned the popular focus to the virtuosic end, the
spectrum of what was already thought of as rock does still
include music this technically simple. If you like
“Louie Louie” and “Wild Thing”, there’s no particular
artistic reason why you wouldn’t like “God Save the
Queen”, too.

The Great Rock 'n’ Roll Swindle, 1979 CD

The vast number of record-shaped things available
with the Sex Pistols” name on them aside, they really
only made the one record. This
hilarious/appalling/fascinating collection documents
the rest of the career that wasn’t. The hand of Malcolm
McLaren, the Pistol’s manipulative manager and
overall media menace, is very evident in the disco
medley of “Anarchy in the U.K.”, “God Save the
Queen”, “Pretty Vacant” and “No One is Innocent”, the
orchestral French-language rendition of “Anarchie Pour
Le U.K.”, the German version of “Belsen Was a Gas”,
called “Einmal Belsen War Wirflich Bortrefflich (Belsen
Vos a Gassa)”, and the symphonic version of “EMI”.
The Pistols’” completely incompetent side is also fairly
represented by the incoherent “Johnny B. Goode /
Road Runner”, Sid Vicious’ brilliant “My Way”,
Tenpole Tudor’s chaotic “Rock Around the Clock” and
the classic b-side “Friggin’ in the Riggin’”. There is
also great grist here for comparisons with other artists in
this book: compare the Pistol’s version of the Who's

song “Substitute” with Marillion’s, and their version of
“Something Else” with UFO'’s.

Where Never Mind the Bollocks is a record you owe
it to yourself to own, The Great Rock 'n’ Roll Swindle can
be ignored without invalidating everything else you
think about music. If you like the former album,
though, I promise you’ll find this one entertaining. I've
intentionally left a few particularly choice selections
undescribed, to preserve the element of surprise.

Public Image Ltd

The Greatest Hits, So Far, 1990 CD

The Sex Pistols sailed way past annoying into
greatness; PIL catches a heel on the hurdle and crashes
ungracefully into the ornamental moat just beyond. I
could listen to Never Mind the Bollocks over and over,
but I find the first five songs on this album (“Public
Image”, from Public Image; “Death Disco”, “Memories”
and “Careering”, from Metal Box/Second Edition; and
“Flowers of Romance”, from the album of the same
name, PIL’s third) basically unpleasant, and not in a
good way, songs that miss precisely the social/artistic
lesson that the Sex Pistols taught. “This Is Not A Love
Song” is a slight improvement from my point of view,
but it still augers into my skull. Things pick up for me
at about the point when most people probably get
completely fed up with Johnny Lydon and start
thinking that Johnny Rotten was a different person
entirely, not just a name change, with PIL’s fifth studio
album, 1986’s Album. “Rise” and “Home” represent it
here, and both are buoyant, catchy, richly arranged
and produced pop gems, with Lydon’s monotonal
whine used as if it was cilantro, not styrofoam peanuts.
Co-producer Bill Laswell does great work here, turning
a ambitiously confrontational but unlistenable PIL into
something like a cute, cuddly sounding, stuffed cactus.

“Seattle”, “Body” and “Rules and Regulations”,
from 1987’s Happy?, are a bit darker, but not much less
accessible. “Body” is unmitigated dance music, playing
Lydon’s made-for-the-club-floor “We want-we want
your body” chorus chant over a steady, pounding
drumbeat. “Rules and Regulations” may be a tad too
slow to work the crowd into quite as thick a froth as
“Body”, but at least they won’t stop dancing.

From 1989s 9 come “Disappointed” and
“Warrior”. It's pretty hard to believe from either the
music or the lyrics that Lydon/Rotten was part of both
“Liar” and “Disappointed”. I can’t find it in myself to
hold his past against him, though, because
“Disappointed” is an absolutely first-rate rock song, of
the sort I wouldn’t mind putting into a time capsule
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going either direction, as part proof that music was
alive and well as of the end of the Eighties. Who would
have thought, listening to “EMI”, that anything good
could come of mixing Johnny Rotten’s nasal attack with
a huge angelic women’s choir? “Warrior”, by contrast,
is a forgettable near-House dance track, good for little
else.

The eco-retribution anthem “Don’t Ask Me”, new
as of this compilation, ends it. Lydon has traveled far
from Sex Pistols days, but seeing as he’s had 12 years,
that seems reasonable. And with a ringing sign-off like
“The package is product - perfected eternal / A crap in
a cling wrap / I never met a prime minister or
president / Who told the truth yet”, it is clear that the
spirit of “Holidays in the Sun” is altered but not bowed.

That What Is Not, 1992 CD

Encouraged by what I liked on the compilation, I
raked in That What Is Not shortly after its appearance.
Realizing that the highs I liked on the greatest hits
record were probably peaks, not representatives, I had
guardedly low expectations. The record did surpass
those.

In style these ten songs are closest, unsurprisingly,
to “Don’t Ask Me”, although none of them has that
song’s exuberant novelty appeal. Instead, this is a
pretty standard rock record, spanning the range of
dynamics and tempos that most reasonably well-crafted
such records do, but containing nothing as commanding
as “Disappointed”. On the other hand, “Covered”’s
horn stabs are a neat touch, the thrashing pace of “Love
Hope” is an intriguing historical pretzel, and it’s still
Lydon singing. I like this record just fine when I listen
to it, and if you put up with PIL’s career all the way up
to this point I doubt this album will be the one that
finally drives the moldy wooden stake of
disenchantment through your PIL posters, but this is
another album that I don’t miss much when I'm away
from it.

The Jam

In the City, 1977 CD

The Jam are another of the pillars supporting
punk. The Sex Pistols’ energy took shape as anger, but
the Jam’s drive came out as if they had piled up a
bunch of old soul, r&b and The Who albums, cranked
them up to 78, and somehow got the needle to play
them all at once. Paul Weller’s reactionary leanings
show through most plainly in “I've Changed My
Address”, “I Got By In Time”, “Non-Stop Dancing”,
“Takin” My Love” and the actual oldie “Slow Down”.

The rest of the album could have been done by a
different band. Weller turns up his always-thin guitar
and lets some raw noise peek through his crisp, punchy
playing. Bruce Foxton's deep bass takes frequent trips
up into melody, but always returns to prop up the low
end before it droops too far. Rick Buckler hits his
cymbals a lot. “Sounds from the Street” shows both the
limitations and potential of Weller’s voice. Technically,
it needs a lot of work, and the falsetto is a ill-advised
manceuvre, but at the same time, it is clear that Weller
and Foxton are straining to bring powerful melodies to
lyrics rich with social conscience and urban awareness.

“Away From the Numbers”, “In the City”, “Time
for Truth” and “Bricks and Mortar” are part of the same
attempt. “Bricks and Mortar”’s “They’re pulling down
houses / To build car parks” is a very Jam observation,
lacking only some unfathomable Britishism and an
explicit London reference. On the whole, though, this
is a schizophrenic album that can’t decide whether to go
forwards or backwards.

This Is the Modern World, 1977 CD

The resolution that The Jam came to is stated in the
album title, the first song title, and the first line, all of
which are “This is the Modern World”. Weller would
never wholly escape the pull of his past, and in fact the
course of the Jam graphs like a cannonball, arching up
away from its ground for a time, before returning to it,
having covered a considerable distance and mashed
some buildings or a pirate ship or something like that.

The roots still peek through. “In the Streets,
Today” has the pogo quality of some of In the City's
rear-facing material (in fact, it also sounds a lot like “In
the City” itself), “I Need You” sounds very Who-like,
and Wilson Pickett’s “In the Midnight Hour” is hardly
cutting edge. Still, the band rips through this cover
with a lot more aggressiveness than the reverent
treatment of “Slow Down”.

Everything else refines and advances the Jam’s
own distinctive style. The sound here is much deeper
and fuller than on In The City. Weller hasn’t improved
his singing much, but only a few months separated this
album from the first one. The fact that the Jam aspires
to melodies and harmony, though, continues to distance
them from the Sex Pistols and a whole wing of the punk
movement.

Also, the Jam here are increasingly centered
around Weller’s lyrics. The words are pointed and
clearly delivered, and the is almost no filler music to
stretch songs out past their libretto. The twelve songs
on this record total less than 32 minutes, and at most
there are pauses between phrases. The Jam'’s energy is
mental, to a degree approached by few other bands,
inside punk or out. On songs like “Life From a
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Window”, they assert that punk can be poetry, too, not
just barely-coherent rage. The same malaise and
inequities fuel Rotten and Weller, but where the Pistols
lash out at them, Weller stands back and picks them
apart by sheer acuity of observation.

All Mod Cons, 1978 CD

This, in my opinion, is the first fully-mature Jam
album. The band’s musical roots have for the first time
been fully entombed in soil, so to speak, rather than
poking out unhealthily naked, and the band’s own
style hits a new level of complexity. “Mr. Clean”,
“English Rose”, and “Fly” show a new, confident, slow
side. Weller incorporates acoustic guitar, piano, and an
occasional harmonica toot into the Jam's basic power-trio
approach.

“All Mod Cons” opens the album with a short, but
pointed, barb at some unidentified people who, I guess,
have shown tendencies to support the band only when
things were going well. “To Be Someone (Didn’'t We
Have a Nice Time)” continues the rumination on the
nature of success, its narrator imagining a whirlwind
rise and fall. The narrator’s realization “I should have
stuck to my guns, / Instead shit out to be one of the
bastard sons” reads like a promise that the Jam will not
do the same. At the same time that Weller despises the
narrator’s choice, though, the ending lines “It’s really
frightening without a bodyguard, / So I stay confined
to my lonely room”, show that he empathizes with the
weaknesses that drive sell-outs.

“Mr. Clean”, despite the mellowness of its
opening, is a chilling, distinctly-punk threat to the
comfortable middle classes. Where some punk lyricists
are content to treat older generations as a completely
different species, utterly detestable, Weller is careful to
identify the enemy as former friends who forsook their
ideals. This makes the following cover of Ray Davies’
“David Watts” all the more ambiguous, as on one hand
David Watts is the last kind of person Weller wants to
be, but on the other Watts refined, conventionally-
successful existence has an undeniable instinctive
appeal.

After the traditional love-song interlude of
“English Rose”, “In the Crowd” returns to overt
cynicism. With deftly executed melodic bass runs and
multi-layered guitar, including a rare solo towards the
end with the chorus of “Away From the Numbers”
echoing in the background, this song is, at 5:46,
perhaps the longest song the Jam ever recorded. It
justifies that length by summarizing the band’s musical
progress so far, and hinting at their aspirations for the
future.

For “Billy Hunt” the band puts its heads back
down and plows through a short, fast, noisy sprint that

makes sure you don’t think that learning to play their
instruments has curbed their energies.

The album hits its peak, though, in the last two
tracks,”” A’ Bomb in Wardour Street” and “Down in The
Tube Station at Midnight”. These two songs are
probably the primary reasons why London and the Jam
are inseparable in my mind. Explicit references to the
city are the source, I'm sure, but the music has
embedded itself in my psyche by now so deeply that
when I actually went to London for the first time in
1992, there was scarcely a moment when one of these
two songs wasn’t running through my head. Of course,
when | was there London didn’t seem like it was dying
in the throes of hate crimes and subway muggings, but
the feeling of vulnerability and, beyond that, the sense
that London was a city with enough promise that
injustice there was worth an outcry, strongly colored my
impression of the place. The day I got back to Boston I
went out and replaced all my Jam vinyl with CDs.

Setting Sons, 1979 CD

“Girl on the Phone” opens the next Jam album
forgettably. After that, though, the level of brilliance
that All Mod Cons reached at the end is restored and
sustained for tracks 2-9 of this, my pick for the Jam’s
best album. Setting Sons is the summit of the Jam's
career curve. The following album starts the band’s
descent towards dissolution and Weller’s solo career,
but here the tensions of past and future are in perfect
balance.

“Thick as Thieves”, a tale of joyful abandon that
eventually turned on itself, is as good an allegory for
the life of the Jam, and perhaps of punk itself.
Recklessness was at the heart of the vitality that fueled
the punk movement, but that recklessness was
inherently self-destructive, and bands that were unable
to bootstrap themselves out of the genre they created
perished, taking the British wing, at least, of the
movement with them.

“Private Hell” is the best of a family of Jam songs
like “In the Crowd”, “Down in the Tube Station at
Midnight” and “That’s Entertainment”, which focus on
the aching bleakness of “ordinary” life. “Alone at 6
o’clock-you drop a cup. / You see it smash-inside you
crack, / You can’t go on-but you sweep it up, / Safe at
last inside your Private Hell”. Weller’s level of keen
observation is rarely equaled in rock lyrics. K
Raymond Carver and J.D. Salinger had gotten together
to form a rock band, they would have probably done
better, but this will do.

“Eton Rifles”, a fast, aggressive song like “Private
Hell”, trashes a reactionary youth group, “Little Boy
Soldiers”, a more complex song akin to “Thick as
Thieves”, attacks the government’s willingness to send
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young men to die for their “causes”, and the two tracks
are among the Jam’s best left-wing political anthems.
“Burning Sky” and “Smithers-Jones” turn Weller’s
attention back to ideological traitors. “Burning Sky” is
sung from the point of view of a sold-out “realist” to his
old idealist friends, explaining that “there’s no time for
dreams when commerce calls”. The senses in Weller’s
delivery both of hatred for this point of view, and of
fear that it is largely correct, are plainly audible.
“Smithers-Jones”, whose cello and timpani
accompaniment is uncharacteristic only on paper, is
another sad evocation of the bleak lives that, ironically,
await most who sell-out hoping to avoid exactly that.
“Saturday’s Kids” turns the camera momentarily on the
young people in government housing tracts for whom
the question of whether to sell out or to remain true to
their ideals simply never comes up.

The tenth and last song, a cover of “Heatwave”,
hearkens back to the Jam's early days, and thus seems
very much out of place to me on this otherwise coherent
album. I levy only a small deduction, however, and
my overall praise for this album remains effusive.

Sound Affects, 1980 CD

From the first echoes of the thin, reverberated
snare of “Pretty Green”, it is clear that the Jam’s decline
as one of punk’s standard bearers is beginning.
Whether you consider this the decline of the Jam, as
well, or not, depends on how able you are to take this
and the rest of the Jam’s remaining catalog on its own
terms. As someone who does not enjoy the Style
Council or Weller’s later solo work, hearing echoes of
that future here and in The Gift is in a way painful.
However, the Jam was long gone before I ever got into
them, so my sense of loss is more intellectual than
personal.

The energy that previously showed itself as
aggression, here is increasingly channeled into tighter
and snappier musical arrangements and song
structures. Studio effects are more prevalent than on
the first four albums, and Weller is trying harder than
ever to smooth over his singing’s rough edges.
“Monday” is perhaps the most reactionary song here.
There are no covers on this album, but “Monday” could
easily have been an old r&b standard.

The two songs that define “Sound Affects” for me
are the middle ones, “Start!” and “That's
Entertainment”. Admittedly, this could be because I've
listened to them on “Snap!” far more than I've listened
to the rest of this album. Still, “Start!”, with its
scrupulously clean drum and bass tracks, spiced with
thin, punchy guitar and what sound like horn stabs, is
clearly the forerunner of the Style Council’s white-
Motown sound. And “That’s Entertainment”, a soft,

folky acoustic-guitar driven song with some of Weller’s
best depressing cynical lyrics, shows the union of the
old and new Jam spirits in a way that, sadly, almost no
other songs really attempt to do.

The Gift, 1982 CD

Weller, Foxton and Buckler share liner credits here
with trumpet player Steve Nichol and saxophonist Keith
Thomas, whose presence is felt strongly. The Jam of old
is not much to be found here. “Running on the Spot” is
about the noisiest track on this album, and even it is far
more tightly controlled and clean than anything from
previous records.

The singles, “Precious” and “Town Called Malice”,
are perhaps the stylistic extreme. “Precious” is loaded
with horns and wocka-wocka guitar noises that remind
me of the theme songs to bad Seventies TV police
shows. “Town Called Malice” works in organs, clap-
along percussion and a very treble-heavy mix, and
Weller’s soulful singing is a far cry from the hoarse-but-
sincere efforts of “Away from the Numbers”.

No song on this record aspires to merge the Jam’s
aesthetics the way that “That’s Entertainment” did, but
“Just Who Is the 5 O’Clock Hero” and parts of
“Carnation” come closest.

This was the band’s last studio album, and it's
easy to see why.

Dig the New Breed, 1982 CD

We now enter the Jam’s posthumous retrospective
zone. The first of these is this live album. The selection
here does a pretty good job both of conveying the
power of a live Jam show, and covering the spectrum of
their career, though both endpoints are slighted.

“In the City”, recorded in 1977, and “Standards”
from early 1979, are the only songs from the first two
records. “All Mod Cons”, “To Be Someone” and “It's
Too Bad”, from late 1979, and a 1982 recording of “In
the Crowd” represent All Mod Cons. A 1982 recording
of “Private Hell” is the only song from Setting Sons.
“Set the House Ablaze”, “Start!” and “That’s
Entertainment” cover Sound Affects. “Ghosts” is the
only song from The Gift. The remaining three songs are
a cover of Booker T. Jones and Eddie Floyd's “Big
Bird”, and the great non-album singles “Going
Underground” and “Dreams of Children”.

The quality of the performances is excellent, but
this is still an album for Jam fans only. As an
introduction to the band it pales in comparison to Snap!
or its variants, and all the original albums are more
important than this. If there is one Jam album you
aren’t going to own, this is it.
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All the Choice Cuts (Snap!), 1983 CD

As an overview of a band’s career, the double-LP
Snap! was absolutely unequaled. Sadly, CD re-releases
of it are among the releases that fail to equal it. The
running order, then, of the 29-song original:

“In the City” and “Away from the Numbers”,
from In the City; the fine single “All Around the
World”; “The Modern World” from This is the Modern
World; another single, “News of the World”; “Billy
Hunt”, “English Rose”, “Mr. Clean”, “David
Watts”,””A” Bomb in Wardour Street” and “Down in
the Tube Station at Midnight” from All Mod Cons; the
killer singles “Strange Town”, “The Butterfly Collector”
and “When You're Young”; “Smithers-Jones”, “Thick as
Thieves” and “The Eton Rifles” from Setting Sons;
“Going Underground” and “Dreams of Children”;
“That’s Entertainment” (demo version), “Start!” and
“Man in the Corner Shop”, from Sound Affects; the
singles “Funeral Pyre”, “Absolute Beginners” and
“Tales from the Riverbank”; “Town Called Malice” and
“Precious” from The Gift; and the impressive late
singles “The Bitterest Pill (I Ever Had to Swallow)” and
“Beat Surrender”.

Every CD version of this that I've seen, and I've
seen five or six, omits several songs. The one I picked
as marginally preferable is an Australian Polydor
release called All the Choice Cuts. It omits “Away from
the Numbers”, “Billy Hunt”, “English Rose”,
“Mr.Clean”, “The Butterfly Collector”, “Thick as
Thieves”, “Man in the Corner Shop” and “Tales from
the Riverbank”. All of these are album tracks except
for “The Butterfly Collector” and “Tales from the
Riverbank”, both of which are on Extras, so I have all of
these omissions on CD elsewhere.

Still, part of the wonder of the original is the
awesome scope of the musical journey from “In the
City” to “Beat Surrender”, and the omissions detract
somewhat from the progression of the journey. They
are especially galling when I observe that the CD is
only 65:40, far below the medium’s limit.

At any rate, this or the other versions of it still
serve as a tremendous introduction to a tremendous
band, and since they contain a number of essential
songs not otherwise available on CD (or LP, for that
matter), I wholeheartedly recommend the compilation
both to Jam fans and neophytes alike.

The Peel Sessions, 1990 CD

Four songs, recorded in early 1977 for Peel's UK
radio show, this is hardly a necessity for anyone but a
serious Jam collector. The versions here of "In the City",
"Art School", "I've Changed My Address" and "Modern
World" are raw, angry and powerful, but the versions
of those songs everywhere else are raw, angry and

powerful, too, and somewhat better produced. Ten
minutes, ten bucks? Up to you, but I wouldn't pass up
anything for it.

Extras, 1992 CD

The best gift a Jam fan could ask for, this rarities
compilation is an incredible 26-song, 76-minute disc of
b-sides, demos and other miscellany, with excellent
liner notes.

The 11 b-sides are: “The Dreams of Children”
(from “Going Underground”); “Tales from the
Riverbank” (from “Absolute Beginners”); “Smithers-
Jones” (the guitar-bass-drums version, not the album’s
orchestral version; from “When You're Young”);
“Disguises” (a Who cover; from “Funeral Pyre”); “The
Butterfly Collector” (from “Strange Town”); “The Great
Depression” (from “Just Who Is the 5 O’Clock Hero”);
“So Sad About Us” (another Who cover; from “Down in
the Tube Station at Midnight”); “Pity Poor Alfie/Fever”
(from “The Bitterest Pill”); and “Move On Up”,
“Shopping” and “Stoned out of My Mind” (1 and 3 are
covers; from “Beat Surrender”).

There are also: 5 demo versions of Jam album
tracks (“Burning Sky”, an intense Billy Bragg-like
Weller-only rendition of “Thick as Thieves”,
“Saturday’s Kids”, “The Eton Rifles” and “But I'm
Different Now”); two songs from a fan club flexi-disc
(“Pop Art Poem” and an alternate version of “Boy
About Town”); a demo version of the “Start!” b-side,
“Liza Radley”; demo covers of Lennon and
McCartney’s “And Your Bird Can Sing”, The Small
Faces” “Get Yourself Together”, and James Brown’s “I
Got You (I Feel Good)”; a Jam demo recording of the
later Style Council hit “A Solid Bond in Your Heart”;
and the three previously unavailable songs “No One in
the World”, “Hey Mister” and “We’ve Only Started”.

Very cool.

Live Jam, 1993 CD

The gradual trickle of Jam archive material
continues with this encyclopedic 24-song, 76-minute
collection of live recordings, selected to complement Dig
the New Breed. Most of the songs, in fact, are from the
same shows as those on Dig the New Breed, though
overall this disc sounds better to me. The 1979
recordings, from two shows in December, are "The
Modern World", "Billy Hunt", "Thick as Thieves",
"Burning Sky", "Mr. Clean", "Smithers-Jones", "Little
Boy Soldiers", "Away from the Numbers", "Down in the
Tube Station at Midnight" and "Strange Town". An
October 1980 show, unrepresented on Dig the New
Breed, provides "The Eton Rifles", "When You're
Young" and "'A' Bomb in Wardour Street". A couple
December 1981 shows give us "Pretty Green", "Boy
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About Town", "Man in the Corner Shop", "David
Watts", "Funeral Pyre" and "Town Called Malice".
April 1982 contributes "Move On Up", "Carnation" and
"Heatwave", and a December 1982 show that also
wasn't featured on Dig the New Breed tosses in "The
Butterfly Collector" and "Precious".

In terms of original albums, this is one from In the
City, one from This is the Modern World, five from All
Mod Cons, six from Setting Sons, three from Sound
Affects, three from The Gift, and five non-album songs.
Because this distribution more closely matches the
graph of how much I liked each Jam album, I end up
enjoying this album more than I do Dig the New Breed,
and the fact that it's nearly twice as long is another
bonus. Perhaps for this second factor more than the
first, this is the only Jam release I'd consider
recommending over one of the best-ofs as an
introduction to the band. The versions here of some of
these songs, particularly "Little Boy Soldiers" and
"Down in the Tube Station at Midnight", are
overwhelming, and the bell-curve of selections actually
makes the band seem more consistent than they
actually were in practice. This can be seen as a bad
thing, though, and for the most part this set skirts
around the band's early and late stylistic digressions
(the two late 1982 recordings do feature a few extra
musicians, but that's about it). In the end, perhaps the
decision between starting with Snap! or this comes
down to whether you want a historically accurate sense
of the band's whole career, or whether you want a
viscerally accurate sense of the parts that, I think, were
what made the Jam such a powerful force.

Jam fans, on the other hand, need make no
complicated aesthetic calculations. Buy.

Time U.K.

The Cabaret, 1983 7”

The Jam’s drummer, Rick Buckler, resurfaced
briefly in Time U.K., a band about which I know no
additional information. There’s no need for external
reasons to like “The Cabaret”, a blistering and
infectious song that sounds like what the Jam might
have become in an alternate universe where Weller’s
childhood was different. The b-side “Remember Days”
is janglier, but still sounds like the Jam's lost twin.

The second disk of the double-pack 45 I have is a
mock radio show with a corny interview of the band
and snippets of enough killer songs to prove that the
band had at least an album’s worth of strong material
just waiting.

Playground of Privilege, 1985 12"

“Playground of Privilege” and “Puppets Don’t
Bleed” aren’t quite as good as “The Cabaret”, I think,
but they are both better than “Remember Days”, and
they are both excellent. The band, while still showing
inevitable hints of the Jam, sounds a bit more like the
Psychedelic Furs here.

It is mysterious to me why this band didn’t turn
out to be a big success. The four songs on these two
singles provide more good material than many good
bands manage in a whole album. My admiration
notwithstanding, there are no other releases by Time
UK. that I've ever heard of.

Sharp

Entertain Me, 1986 12"

Buckler and Time U.K.
singer/songwriter/ guitarist Jimmy Edwards are joined
here by Bruce Foxton, whose solo album, reviewed
next, didn’t go much of anywhere. The three songs on
this single, “Entertain Me”, “So Say Hurrah” and “Next
Generation”, are decidedly stranger than the Time U.K.
songs. The drums sound synthetic, and there are
strange, sometimes-discordant keyboard parts, eerie
sound effects and weirdly processed vocals. Supporting
this odd, if distinctive, sound are three excellent songs,
and once more my hopes were raised that the Jam’s
superb rhythm section would get another chance at big
things.

Sadly, that didn’t happen, and to the best of my
knowledge I'm the only person in the world who has
heard this record without actually being involved in
making it.

Bruce Foxton

Touch Sensitive, 1984 LP

Since Bruce Foxton wrote, as best I can tell, only
three songs during the entire career of the Jam, the fact
that he made a solo album at all is very much to his
credit. He also deserves kudos for the courage to make
an album that has nothing much to do with the Jam’s
style or sound. Instead, Bruce adds keyboards, backing
vocalists, and horns (including the Waterboys” Anthony
Thistlewaite), and makes a shiny, modern, upbeat
dance-pop record.

I admit, though, that I don’t much care for it. I
might like it better if I didn’t know Foxton's
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background, but then again, if I didn’t know Foxton’s
background I would have never bought it. In the end
too much of this record sounds like A Flock of Seagulls
or the Thompson Twins to really appeal to me, as much
as I wish it did.

Buzzcocks

The third leg of the triangle at the base of my
experience of British punk, the Buzzcocks are one of the
most cheerful-sounding bands in Underground. This
isn’t saying very much, and they are lyrically a more
cynical band then their music sounds. Compared to the
Sex Pistols, the Jam and the Clash, the Buzzcocks seem
to me to have been badly underrated, and when I
began this book the reunited Buzzcocks (who got back
together in 1989) still didn’'t have a new recording
contract, which I didn’t understand that at all.

A note: I bought their “complete works” in the
form of the Product 3 CD boxed set, but I will here
separate the four studio albums that the box combines,
and discuss them individually.

Time’s Up, 1976 CD

This isn’t one of the four. Originally a bootleg of
the band’s very first recording session, this CD version
made it to respectable chains that wouldn’t normally
carry bootlegs, which may mean that some legitimizing
went on behind the scenes, or simply that HMV got
duped. A 11-song demo recording done entirely in
real-time (well, each song done in real-time, anyway)
onto four-track in October of 1976, when Howard
Devoto was still with the band, Time’s Up is an
invaluable bit of Buzzcocks history for me, as the only
Devoto performance I have otherwise is “Boredom” on
Burning Ambitions. All four songs that would later
appear on the band’s debut EP, Spiral Scratch, are here:
“Breakdown”, “Time’s Up”, “Boredom” and “Friends
of Mine”. It also has early versions of “You Tear Me
Up”, “Orgasm Addict” and “Love Battery”, the never-
released songs “Lester Sands (Drop in the Ocean)” and
“Don’t Mess Me 'Round”, and covers of the Troggs” “I
Can’t Control Myself” and Captain Beefheart’s “I Love
You, You Big Dummy”.

There’s no mistaking this set for anything but
rough demos by an even rougher punk band. Devoto
sounds at least as awful as Johnny Rotten, and the rest
of the band only seems competent by comparison; it’s
great. The Buzzcocks would go on to be one of the
standard bearers of the punk movement, but this
captured moment is a rare look not at what punk
became, but at the impulses that started punk.

Another Music in a Different Kitchen, 1977

On their first real album, the Buzzcocks tread a
stylistic path somewhere between the Sex Pistols and
the Jam. The fast, noisy music, and nasal singing, are
closer in spirit to the Pistols, but the attitude is nowhere
near as angry, nor the playing as sloppy. Instead, like
the early Jam, the Buzzcocks” energy is frenetic but not
frantic.

Lyrically, the Buzzcocks are neither as vitriolic as
the Pistols, nor as detached and critical as the Jam.
Instead, on songs like “Fast Cars”, “Love Battery” and
“Sixteen”, they treat smaller, more personal, subjects
with a sense of humor. In a way, the Buzzcocks treat
lyrics the way the Sex Pistols’ treated music, boldly
asserting that you don’t have to have something earth-
shaking to say to write a good song. (Not that this is a
revelation in rock and roll, mind you.) Where the Sex
Pistols relied on anger and the Jam used social
disillusionment, the Buzzcocks mined simple boredom
and personal irritations.

This is especially effective on the breakneck pop of
“No Reply”, “I Don’t Mind” and “I Need”, and the
grinding “Fiction Romance”. The musical pace only
lets up on the closing track, “Moving Away From the
Pulsebeat”, whose rumbling drum track and whining
guitar solo drone on for a lot longer than anything else
on the album.

Love Bites, 1977

The second album, coming close on the heels of the
first one, resembles it to nobody’s great surprise.
“Operator’s Manual”, “Nostalgia” and “Just Lust” are
the high-speed pop-punk of Another Music, careening
along with the buoyancy of repressed teenage
sexuality. “Ever Fallen in Love (With Someone You
Shouldn’t've)?”, “Sixteen Again”, “Nothing Left” and
“E.S.P”, as well as the instrumental “Walking
Distance”, begin to show a somewhat wider musical
range than the sprints, the songs feeling more fleshed-
out and less reliant on sheer speed for their identity.
“Ever Fallen In Love” is one of the band’s best songs,
and “Sixteen Again” is a great follow-up to the first
album’s “Sixteen”. The opening track, “Real World”, is
darker than most Buzzcocks songs, and the long album-
closing instrumental “Late for the Train” explores
further into the territory charted by the first album’s
last song, “Moving Away from the Pulsebeat”.

The Beatles-esque “Love Is Lies” is the most
ambitious new direction for the band. Incorporating
acoustic guitar and smoothing out Pete Shelley’s whine
considerably, it shows the rare patience to let a song
determine its own pace, rather than hiring track stars to
chase it with a cattle prod. It demonstrates that the
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Buzzcocks are not prisoners of their core style in the
way that, say, the Sex Pistols or the Ramones are.

A Different Kind of Tension, 1979

Maturity hits the short-lived Buzzcocks barely in
time to make an effect. Less cheerful and less manic
than the first two records, A Different Kind of Tension is
just that, the band moving away from being a straight
ahead punk band, and metaphorphosing into a
sophisticated rock band, while not losing sight of the 3-
minute pop-song aesthetic that drove their earlier work.

“Paradise”, “You Know You Can’t Help It”, “Mad
Mad Judy” and “I Don’t Know What To Do With My
Life” are the closest to earlier work. Debts to the
Beatles are stronger than ever on “You Say You Don't
Love Me” and “Sitting Round at Home”. The latter,
especially, starts to show the technological tell-tale signs
of Pete Shelley’s later solo work, with processed vocals
and a much smoother overall feel than the band’s
earlier, edgier songs. “Hollow Inside” is reminiscent,
ironically, of departed vocalist Howard Devoto’s new
band, Magazine.

The last two tracks are the least Buzzcocks-like on
the album, and either despite or because of this, they
are two of my three favorite songs the band did. “A
Different Kind of Tension” is a dialog between a
processed Shelley and an even more-processed robotic
demon exhorting him to do the reverse of everything
he suggests. It is a pretty long song by Buzzcocks
standards, and a very repetitive one, but to me it hits a
perfect groove, and I sail along on its undulating back,
spinning around with the rotor-speaker effects.

The last song, “I Believe”, is even longer and more
repetitious, and I like it even more. Alternating
between a litany of happy things the band believes in,
and the less cheerful cry that “There is no love in this
world any more”, this song makes the most of two
immaculate hooks. I could listen to it for an hour.

Singles Going Steady, 1979

This collection unites 12 songs from non-album
singles over the preceding two years. The US LP
release I replaced with this CD also included “I Don't
Mind” and “Autonomy”, from the first album, and
“Ever Fallen In Love?” and “Just Lust” from the second.

This is probably the most definitive Buzzcocks
album, showing their full range, such as it is. “Orgasm
Addict” and “What Do I Get?” are pure early-Buzzcocks
confections, near-perfect combinations of pop and punk.
“Love You More” and “Promises” are toned down only
a little.

“Everybody’s Happy Nowadays”, with its sardonic
falsetto chorus and stomping drum-only bridges, and
the shouted “Harmony in My Head”, show the band’s

more versatile side. “Whatever Happened To?” and
“Oh Shit!” backslide for a few moments into the
adolescent fervor of old, and “Noise Annoys” and
“Lipstick” are somewhere in the middle (“Lipstick”
sounds a lot like Magazine’s “Shot By Both Sides” to
me...).

And this record ends, like A Different Kind of
Tension, with two brilliant tracks that make me all the
more sorry that the band fell apart so soon. “What
Can’t I Touch It” is an epic similar to “I Believe”.
“Something’s Gone Wrong Again” sounds not entirely
unlike Shelley’s solo hit “Homosapien”, but more
sinister and less corny.

Which is all to say that this album shows what an
amazing singles band the Buzzcocks were.

Many Parts

The third Product CD, this contains eight songs
from a early concert, the six tracks from the band’s last
three singles (“Parts One, Two and Three”), and the
previously unreleased track “I Look Alone”.

The live songs are the first album’s “Fast Cars”,
“Moving Away from the Pulsebeat” and “Fiction
Romance”, the singles “Noise Annoys”, “What Do I
Get?” and “Whatever Happened To?”, and the songs
“Breakdown” and “Times Up”, from Spiral Scratch. The
performances are spirited, and the sound quality is
quite decent.

The late singles are much more interesting to me.
It's reasonably clear that the band is falling apart, but
this doesn’t stop their songs from showing fascinating
unfulfilled promise. “Are Everything” sounds a bit
like late Public Image Ltd. “Strange Thing” is bizarre
and cacophonous. “What Do You Know”, with
burbling horns and some of Shelley’s best singing ever,
is the third of my three favorite Buzzcocks songs, and
should have been the hit that kept them going. “Why
She’s A Girl From the Chainstore” sounds like an
outtake from a four-track recording session in
somebody’s bathroom. “Airwaves Dream” is similarly
murky, an unfriendly song that I would never have put
on the front side of a single. “Running Free”, on the
other hand, with its beeping synthesizer line, could
have been another big hit, but it sounds distinctly
unfinished, and like the vocals were done in one take
and shouldn’t have been.

“I Look Alone”, the last recorded Buzzcocks song,
is a fitting end, uniting their early exuberance with the
strange production of the last singles.

Trade Test Transmissions, 1993 CD

For those of you who wished that the Buzzcocks
hadn't broken up just when things were really getting
interesting, you get a very unexpected present about
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twelve years after you'd stopped hoping for it. Never
mind the ostensible copyright date on this. Turn it on
and it's 1981, and the Buzzcocks have weathered a
difficult period and gotten right back on track. The
potential of the band's "last" singles isn't entirely
fulfilled, in the sense that they seemed to show the
band heading off in some new direction, and this
album finds them again going mostly in their original
direction. There is one song, "Isolation", that to me is
exactly the song that the Buzzcocks always had in them
but never got out, but at the other extreme, "Palm of
Your Hand" is essentially "Orgasm Addict, part 2", both
musically and lyrically. The musical awareness that
those singles showed is in evidence here, though, and
makes this in many ways the Buzzcocks' richest album,
stylistically.

There is the odd detail that this album was,
actually, released in 1993, and recorded sometime not
too long before then. Also, while Pete Shelley and
Steve Diggle always were the chief songwriters, Steve
Garvey and John Maher are gone, replaced by Phil
Barker and Tony Arber, making it even stranger that
the band sounds so much like they always did. So
while I heartily approve of this album, I listen to it with
an odd distance. I can't get excited about it, because it
sounds so much like it's just a fourth disc from the
Product box that somehow fell down behind the tray so I
didn't discover it until now. I should be dancing
around vyelling "The Buzzcocks are back!  The
Buzzcocks are back!", but it doesn't sound like the
Buzzcocks are alive and well in 1993 making music, it
sounds like they're alive and well in 1981 making
music. That's still cool, but different. If you're nostalgic
for what punk used to be before grunge got ahold of it,
though, and don't want to listen to Bad Green
Offspring's Rancid Religion Day rehash its original
genius, here's a rogue strain of that genius still,
somehow, wriggling away.

Alive Tonight, 1993 CD5

The US version of Trade Test Trasmissions included
a couple bonus tracks. By the time it came out here,
though, I'd already bought the import and a couple of
singles in addition. This one has the album versions of
"Alive Tonight" and "Last to Know", and the non-album
songs "Serious Crime" and "Successful Street". "Serious
Crime" is catchy. "Successful Street" borders oddly on
dub, with somebody amusing themselves by twiddling
echo knobs in a way that I don't necessarily think helps
an already somewhat aimless song. The album, I
think, is just as well off without these.

Innocent, 1993 CD5

An even worse value, this single adds only one
non-album track, a bluesy, straight-ahead Steve Diggle
rock composition called "Inside", to the album's
"Innocent" and "Who'll Help Me to Forget?". Except for
a few seconds of drum break toward the end, "Inside"
sounds much more like Scruffy the Cat than it does the
Buzzcocks.

Pete Shelley

Heaven and the Sea, 1986 CD

I wasn't particularly fond of any of Shelley's solo
hits, but picked this up out of some bargain bin, just in
case | was missing something.

Nope. This is mid-Eighties low-energy dance
music on autopilot. There aren't very many songs here
that are bad, but it all glides by so featurelessly that it's
hard to get even slightly involved. Shelley puts
nothing into his singing beyond staying in tune, the
arrangements are uncluttered but uninspired, the drum
tracks steady but sparkless, the lyrics inoffensive but
ignorable. This album is functional, but aren't there
enough good things to dance to that we don't need filler
for the purpose? Given how unmoved Shelley himself
sounds by the proceedings, it's hard to imagine
anybody else being much more interested.

Steve Diggle

Heated and Rising, 1993 CD5

I don't know the real story behind this four-song
solo effort, but I can make one up from listening to it
and the Diggle Buzzcocks b-side "Inside". My guess is
that resusitating the Buzzcocks wasn't quite the
complete musical experience that Steve Diggle was
after. A little rock blood got into him somehow
(perhaps a transfusion after the Buzzcocks' original
crash), and he needed a chance to play a little more
expansively, and maturely, than the Buzzcocks'
hyperactive neo-juvenalia would allow.

The bad news, from my perspective, is that as with
"Inside", Diggle isn't nearly as intriguing in this mode
as he is as part of the Buzzcocks. Yes, he can play rock
music, but it doesn't seem like very special rock music
to me. "Heated and Rising" has a decent chorus, but
"Over and Out" sounds too similar. "Terminal" is
slower, but still a bit too much like the first two.
"Wednesday's Flowers" has big drums and the rest of it
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gets lost in the background. I hope this turns out to be
just a footnote.

Magazine

Real Life, 1978 LP

Howard Devoto, the Buzzcocks original vocalist,
left the band before their first album and founded
Magazine. I review this record here because of its
association with the Buzzcocks, but the music is not at
all similar. Heavily electronic and atmospheric, only
Devoto’s voice unites most of these songs with his
former band’s.

The biggest exception is the Devoto/Shelley
composition “Shot by Both Sides”, a seminal punk
anthem that would have fit right in on any Buzzcocks
album. “The Light Pours Out of Me”, credited to
Devoto, Shelly and Magazine guitarist (and later
Armoury Show, PIL and Visage member) John
McGeoch, is nearly comparable, as well.

The rest of the album is harsh and angular.
“Motorcade” is a sinister impressionistic narrative of
either power or the lack of it-1 can’t quite tell. It
changes tempos more than once as if somebody
accidentally bumped the speed switch on the mastering
deck. “The Great Beautician in the Sky”, “Definitive
Gaze” and “My Tulpa” are every bit as elliptical as the
titles sound. This is an interesting record, but if you are
interested in Magazine, I suspect that the posthumous
compilation Rays and Hail is a better place to begin.

Penetration

Moving Targets, 1978 CD

This first Penetration album shows the band’s
hardcore punk roots most clearly. Lead singer Pauline
Murray’s voice is still somewhat shrill and unreliable
(and it sounds a lot like X-Ray Spex’s Poly Styrene),
and though the band has learned to play their
instruments credibly, there is a DIY simplicity to most
of these arrangements that is vintage punk attitude.
Comparisons to Patti Smith are largely inevitable for
any punk-pop band with a female singer, and an epic
cover of Smith’s “Freemoney” establishes them as
worthy of the comparison. The band obviously owes a
big debt to the Buzzcocks, too, which they acknowledge
with a cover of “Nostalgia”, but they don’t try to rely
quite as much on sheer speed as the Buzzcocks did.
Penetration is actually at its most distinctive here, in my
opinion, when they slow to a middle tempo like that of

“Lover of Outrage” or “Silent Community”. The songs
that are really slow lose focus, and the faster ones all
merge into one in my mind, but in between
Penetration shows potential for bigger things than just
punk sprints or the noisy clamor of “Movement”.

A good CD value, this reissue appends two non-
album singles (including their first, “Don’t Dictate”),
and three b-sides.

Coming Up for Air, 1979 LP

On their second album, Penetration begin to sound
more like what Pat Benetar’s early punk days might
have been like if she’d had any. Pauline’s voice is now
clear and sparkling, and she provides strong melodies
for the rest of the band to gather around, while
maintaining enough of Moving Targets’ tough edge to
preserve’s the band’s original punk vitality. Steve
Lillywhite’s production gives the record his trademark
unobtrusive cohesiveness. “Shout Above the Noise”
and “Come Into the Open” are terrific defiant sing-
along anthems, though I find myself singing along just
for the joy of it, not because the lyrics strike some
particularly resonant chord with me. “Killed in the
Rush” and “Lifeline” are similarly upbeat, and show
that the band has matured quite a bit in just the one
year between albums.

The darker songs here are just as appealing in
their own way, and “Last Saving Grace”, “Challenge”
and “What's Going On?” all skip along with me in tow.
I'd have a hard time arguing that Coming Up for Air is
an important album, or Penetration a particularly
significant band in the grand scheme of punk history,
but my visceral enjoyment of this record is way out of
proportion with my intellectual assessment of its
significance. It’s evolution of punk rawness into
vaguely polished pop tunescraft is very much in the
spirit of the Buzzcocks, and thus Penetration inhabit
what I consider an underrated outpost of punk,
abandoned in the movement’s quick retreat, and only
recently rediscovered by later generations, where
applying a little control to punk’s energy serves to
increase its force, like levees make the river run deeper
and faster, eventually flooding several major cities
downstream.

The Clash

London Calling, 1979 2LP

A conventional history of punk would
undoubtably attribute a much bigger role to the Clash
than I do. Longer lived than the Sex Pistols and more
successful in the US than the Jam or the Buzzcocks, the
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Clash’s influence on punk music was considerable. The
other musical genres that creep into their music,
however, particularly rockabilly and reggae, are
completely unappealing to me, and I thus find that, on
the whole, I don’t like the band very much. This
album in particular sounds very dated to me fourteen
years later, in a way that none of the other three bands’
records do.

Still, this is an important and ambitious double
album. The most appealing songs to me are “London
Calling”, “Working for the Clampdown”, “Death or
Glory” and the unlisted “Train in Vain”. All four are
accessible introductions to the Clash’s musical universe
of barely-tuned guitars, thickly-accented bad singing
and attitude. “Working for the Clampdown” and
“Death or Glory” are straight-ahead punk, the latter
containing the classic observation “I believe in this-and
it's been tested by research: / He who fucks nuns will
later join the church”.

“Koka Kola”, “The Card Cheat”, “I'm Not Down”
and “Lost in the Supermarket” are slower and
mellower, almost pretty. “Lost in the Supermarket” is
by far my favorite, for personal reasons. Three of my
friends had a “band” in high school. By “band” I mean
that Marc had a synthesizer, which he kept perpetually
tuned to an incredibly cheesy sound that he said
sounded like guitars, David had two tom-toms, a snare
drum, and a piece of sheet metal that served as a
cymbal, and Mike sang. Marc had an incredible ear,
and could pretty much reproduce anything he heard,
albeit only in the cheesy “guitar” sound. This resulted
in a vast repertoire of songs by the Animals, Beatles, T.
Rex, the Who and the like, which all came out
sounding, I'm sorry to say, mostly alike.

Anyway, | was a regular guest vocalist with this
“band”, by which I mean that I couldn’t play any
useful instrument either. My songs were the
Psychedelic Furs” “Ghost in You”, the Sex Pistols’
“Pretty Vacant”, REM’s “Driver 8”, and the undisputed
high point of any “band” “concert”, “Lost in the
Supermarket”. It was the high point for two reasons.
First, it was quiet. Second, it was one of the rare tunes
for which Marc would use a sound other than the
cheesy “guitar” (specifically, cheesy “organ”). Thirdly,
it was usually played toward the end of the “show”,
which meant that the audience, comprised of several
hapless acquaintances wedged into a tiny couch that
took up, despite its small size, about a third of the room
we played in, could look forward to getting out of the
room and into some other space where the temperature
was not 143°.

The Clash’s version is better than mine in many
ways, predictably, but a part of me is always mildly
disappointed that their version ends before the silly
romantic verses come in that I added to mine for a

special performance when Hilary, my then-girlfriend,
was in town for a rare visit. Without them, the song is
rather depressing, a quietly desperate murmur of
repressed pain. With them, it became a charming (to
us, anyway) emotional syllogism that found personal
redemption for social malaise, that found hope in a
person and a personal relationship, just as its hopeless
was born of people and impersonality, though
admittedly I was hardly the first person to devise this
symmetry. When I hear the original, I can't help the
unreasonable feeling that it owes me a response, and
that repeating its starting position isn't it.

The rest of London Calling is, as far as I'm
concerned, disposable. “Brand New Cadillac” is an
oldie cover. “Jimmy Jazz”, “Guns of Brixton”, “Wrong
"Em Boyo” and “Revolution Rock” are reggae-tinged,
which is the kiss of death for me. “The Right Profile”,
an ode to Montgomery Clift, and “Spanish Bombs”, a
Hemingway-esque historical vignette, also strike me as
too contrived.

Make up your own mind, though. This is widely
regarded as the best album the Clash made, and I
certainly don’t regret having it around, even if I don’t
like it or them very much.

Skids

Scared to Dance, 1979 CD

The Skids occupy a place in my experience of
punk that is much larger than they might in yours. As
particularly incisive readers who read the introduction
to this book might guess, if there were such people, the
reason for this anomaly is that the Skids feature
guitarist Stuart Adamson, who would go on after his
departure to form Big Country, one of my four favorite
bands. It doesn’t hurt that this historical draw is
complemented by some great records.

This, the first one, is prototypical punk. “The
Saints Are Coming”, which begins the record, is a
classic punk anthem. “Scared to Dance” and “Sweet
Suburbia” are of a similar ilk, and “Into the Valley” is
one of my favorite punk rallying cries.

While it is possible, from the perspective of
historical revisionism, to hear hints of Big Country’s
later sound (the guitar solo in “Integral Plot”, for
instance), the Scottish influences on this record are
pretty subtle. In their place are thick, but somewhat
muted, guitars, even drumming that bursts into
occasional spasmodic episodes, and Richard Jobson’s oft-
jarring voice. Even if you can’t tell that Scotland is the
country of origin, it is clear that Scared to Dance is of
both the same time and a different place than most of the
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rest of the early punk movement. The common energy
and vitality take on a more textural and introspective
expression here than in the Sex Pistols or the Clash. It
is also clear that the Skids hope to be taken much more
seriously as musicians than many of their
contemporaries. The considered structure of songs like
“Charles” is a level of sophistication above the Pistols’
play-as-fast-as-you-can-until-the-singer-runs-out-of-
words approach.

The impact of Scared to Dance is dulled a little by
murky production. I can only imagine the impact it
could have if Steeltown’s sonic character could be
magically applied here.

The UK CD I recently replaced my US LP with has
a different track order, and adds seven songs. Actually,
it adds seven single sides to the UK LP's original dozen
songs, but because a couple of these singles had already
been substituted for album tracks on the US version,
two of the songs that are bonuses to UK buyers are
album tracks to me, and vice versa.

The two songs dropped from the LP during its
Atlantic crossing, "Dossier (Of Falibility)" and "Scale",
are pretty cool, "Scale" particularly looking forward
towards Days in Europa. Of the single tracks, the most
interesting are "TV Stars", a crazed, barely-in-tune, live
recording, and "Reasons" and "Test Tube Babies", the
two sides of the first (?) Skids single, rescued from a
dumpster in not quite pristine condition. All three of
these are charming pure punk, and it's interesting to
hear evidence that the Skids weren't always more
sophisticated than their peers.

Days in Europa, 1979 LP

As if the Skids could hear my comments about
production from 14 years in the future, the band got
studio veteran Bill Nelson to produce their second
album, and the ensuing record is awesome. Judicious
keyboards, bigger drum and guitar sounds, and a
mastering tape with wider dynamic range combine to
produce an album that is simultaneously more polished
and more vital than their first one. The glossy cover art
helps to establish a set of expectations for this album far
more ambitious artistically than what many of the
band’s initial peers were up to in 1979.

The triptych of “Charade”, “Dulce Et Decorum Est
(Pro Patria Mori)” and “The Olympian”, on side 1, is an
anthemic suite rarely matched. “Charade” is the most
musically adventurous, “Dulce Et Decorum Est” the
most rousing, and “The Olympian” the most directly
related to “Into the Valley” and “Saints are Coming”.
Together they make a unit with considerable stylistic
range, and one that brings to mind “Where the Streets
Have No Name”-“Still Haven't Found What I'm

Looking For”-“With or Without You”, even though this
set doesn’t have quite the panoramic grandeur of U2’s.

Lest you think that the Skids have lost sight of the
ideals of the punk movement, side two opens with the
vitriolic “Working for the Yankee Dollar”. To support
this archtypical punk-principled anti-sellout message,
the Skids run their Celtic folksong heritage through a
food processor on high and produce a powerful hybrid
that makes one wonder whether all that stuff about
haggis being sheep’s’ intestines isn’t just a trick to scare
away the tourists. “Thanatos” then cuts loose
completely, a roaring fight song the subject of which is
a complete mystery to me.

“A Day in Europa” shifts down a gear or two for a
more melodic song that ranges from merry-go-round-
like organ sounds to a wall-shaking bass plunge.
“Peaceful Times”, the album’s closer, is its most
ambitious track. Combining heavily processed
instruments, heavy guitar, backwards singing and
drums, and an ominous alien-invader-sounding spoken
voice-over, the Skids produce a song that belongs on
compilations with Yaz’ “In My Room”. You can’t really
dance to it, but I find that it usually roots me,
dumbfounded, to the spot, listening to it, so who cares?
A riveting conclusion to a brilliant album.

Charade, 1979 7"

The b-side to this single is "Grey Parade", a
stately, atmospheric, martial song with a synth solo line
that I could swear was imported from an instrumental
section of one of the early Rush epics. Jobson's somber,
semi-Gregorian vocals, which I keep expecting to break
into "Little Drummer Boy"'s "Pa rum-pa-pum pum",

presage Joy.
The Absolute Game, 1980 LP

If it weren’t for Days in Europa coming first, 1
imagine I would rave just as excitedly about this album.
The band’s sound continues to evolve. It is
phenomenal how much the Skids change musically
over three albums released inside of two years; most
bands would be fortunate to grow as much over a
decade. The songs on this album, especially “Out of
Town”, sound more like those on the Armoury Show
album than any of the Skids’ other work. At the same
time, the seeds of Big Country are beginning to poke
though in several individual phrases, like the guitar
parts on “The Children Saw the Shame” and the
beginning of “The Devil's Decree”.

On the whole, this still strikes me as a slightly
weaker album than Days in Europa. The production
isn’t quite as clear and energized as on the prior record,
and this one lacks a single song of the brilliance of
“Dulce Et Decorum Est” or “Peaceful Times”.
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On the other hand, I like this one better than the
first one, which is itself excellent. The whole first side
of this album is uniformly strong, on par with
“Charade” or “Animation” from Days in Europa.
“Hurry on Boys”, which begins side two, is either the
album’s most interesting or most annoying song, you'll
have to decide which. Jobson’s weird nasal sing-song
vocals, combined with some strange bass instrument
that might be a digeridu, produce a song that I think is
very cool. The next one, “Happy to Be with You”, has
some of the same odd vocals, but doesn’t rely on them
as heavily. With it's abrupt starts and stops, I like it as
much as, say, “Thanatos”, but not as much as “Dulce Et
Decorum Est”. “One Decree” is especially interesting
from a Big Country point of view, as it sounds at
moments strikingly like “Flag of Nations (Swimming)”,
a Big Country song that is otherwise very hard to
understand.

The Skids again save their least characteristic song
for last. “Arena” is slower and sedater than most any
other song of theirs so far. The verse also sounds a lot
like the Buzzcocks’ “Are Everything” combined
somehow with “We Will Rock You”. This one isn’t as
successful as “Peaceful Times”, though, and where
“Peaceful Times” is perhaps my favorite song on Days
in Europa, ” Arena” is the one I feel least strongly about
on this album. The lowest point of the Skids’" second-
best album, though, is not a perch to be desultory about
occupying, and the song does seem to cheer up a bit by
the end.

Goodbye Civilian, 1980 7”

Where I got this picture-disk 45 from I have
completely forgotten, but there it is in my small stack of
7” singles. The record’s surface noise is particularly
bad, but it’s pretty to look at. The flip side, a
bruisingly fast instrumental with the made-for-b-side
title “Monkey McGuire Meets Specky Potter behind
Lochore Institute”, is an interesting oddity to own, and
probably worth the £1.50 sticker price, even if I'd had
to pay it, rather than the smaller label reading 25¢ that
I suspect more accurately represents how much it cost
me to acquire.

Joy, 1981 LP

Stuart Adamson departed the Skids after The
Absolute Game, but I bought Joy anyway, mostly
because the only comments I'd ever gleaned about it
were that it was “terrible”, and I wanted to know why.

Well, I found out. It's not entirely awful: “Blood
and Soil” and “Fields” are both good, and “Iona” is
very good once it gets going. All three are not very
Skids-like, resembling traditional Celtic music much
more than the Skids ever did. The rest, though, is

Jobson half-singing, half-reciting forgettable poetry in a
way-out-of-tune voice over minimal or no
accompaniment. This is only my opinion, I stress, but
it's abysmal. Jobson, in fact, would go on to make
easily the worst album in my collection, An Afternoon in
Company, which I will not review, as it is entirely
composed of the worst sparsely accompanied poetry
reading I've ever heard. The reason I'm not reviewing
it, though, and the reason I don’t want to spend much
energy deriding this album, is that it is simply a kind
of audio art that I don’t care for. Somebody might think
Joy is a masterpiece, and that would be fine, so long as
they stayed reasonably far away from me.

Dunfermline, 1987 CD

Not much of the Skids work has made it into the
digital domain in the US, so I picked up this
compilation to partly compensate. It has six songs from
Scared to Dance (“Into the Valley”, “Charles”, “The
Saints Are Coming”, “Scared to Dance”, “Sweet
Suburbia” and “Of One Skin”), four from Days in
Europa (“ Animation”, “Working for the Yankee Dollar”,
“Charade” and “Masquerade”), five from The Absolute
Game (“Circus Games”, “Out of Town”, “Goodbye
Civilian”, “A Woman in Winter” and “Hurry On
Boys”), two from Joy (“lona” and “Fields”), and “Night
and Day”, a Scared to Dance era song not otherwise
known to me (though it does appear on the Scared to
Dance CD, which I got later).

As a replacement for the original albums, it is
about half-decent. The two songs from Joy are quite
sufficient for posterity, though if they’re the only ones
you hear you still won't quite understand why people
say Joy is awful. The selection from Scared to Dance
definitely covers my favorites from that album, which is
ironic since that’s the one Skids record that is easily
available on disc in the US. The five songs from The
Absolute Game are an okay selection, but I still think the
whole album is worth having. The excerpts from Days
in Europa are completely insufficient, though, as my two
favorites are both absent.

On the other hand, as an introduction to the band
it serves decently, I guess, so thrifty would-be Skids
fans may keep it in print for a little while. But watch
the cutout bins, just in case.

various

Burning Ambitions, 1978 LP

Before I leave the real core of the UK punk scene, 1
want to mention this definitive punk-history
compilation. Although the absences of the Sex Pistols,
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the Jam, the Clash and Siouxsie and the Banshees are
glaring, those bands are relatively well-known on their
own, and their albums are easy to find. This collection,
then, showcases 38 less-known but priceless punk
classics.

The Buzzcocks’ early song “Boredom”, with
Howard Devoto still in the band, is the perfect opening.
Other notable tracks include Wire’s homophobic “1, 2,
X U”, ATV’s poignant “Life” (“Life’s about as
wonderful as a cold”), the Adverts” “Gary Gilmore’s
Eyes” (about an executed murderer), Slaughter and the
Dogs” boorish “Where Have All the Boot Boys Gone”,
Generation X’s Who-response “Your Generation”, X
Ray Spex’s shrill “Identity”, Adam and the Ants’
bouncy “Lady” (“I saw a lady and she was naked / I
saw a lady and she was nude”), Spizz Energi’s
“Where’s Captain Kirk”, the Ruts turgid “In a Rut”,
Sham 69’s croaked “Angels with Dirty Faces”, Killing
Joke’s somewhat more ambitious “The Wait”, the Dead
Kennedys’ classic “Holiday in Cambodia”, Blitz’s
“Someone’s Gonna Die”, GBH’s sensitive love song
“City Baby Attacked by Rats”, and the Angelic
Upstarts ragged anthem “Lust for Glory”. The sleeve
of this double-LP contains a Sgt. Pepper parody cover, a
short written history of the movement, and several
hundred very small photographs and press clippings,
the most striking of which are the early concert posters
announcing, among others, a Sex Pistols / Damned /
Heart Breakers / Clash show for £1.80, and a Sex Pistols
/ Clash / Buzzcocks show for £1.

Noisy and badly played, with vulgar, furious and
inane lyrics, these songs are everything punk
originally stood for, and the collection is a must-have. I
haven’t been able to find a CD reissue of it, but the two
UK-punk installments of Rhino’s DIY series cover many
of the same songs.

Wire

The Ideal Copy, 1987 LP

The presence of Wire and Killing Joke on Burning
Ambitions provides the segue for a detour out of the
mainstream of punk into one of Underground’s
stranger neighborhoods.

I never knew Wire as more than “1, 2, X U”, until
their unexpected comeback in 1986 after a 6 year
absence. Where “1, 2, X U” was blistering punk in the
mold of early Buzzcocks and the Sex Pistols, The Ideal
Copy sounds much more like a technologically-updated
version of Magazine, or mid-to-late PIL. Punk’s slam is
replaced by danceable and/or synthetic-sounding
rhythms, the guitars are toned down and back, and

keyboards are a major component. “Ahead” is an
excellent, pulsing dance song comparable to PIL’s
“Rise” or “Home”. “Madman’s Honey” is a
mesmerizing cross between the Beatles and the
soundtrack to a low-budget filmstrip about the Louvre
that I remember seeing over and over again in
elementary school.

“ Ambitious”, with it's robot drum track, ominous
bass synth part and almost-spoken vocals sounds a bit
like Shriekback. “Cheeking Tongues” wouldn’t be
entirely out of character for Kraftwerk, though I think
they would have left out the “dig dig digadiga dig dig
digadiga dig dig” backing vocals. “Over Theirs” is
like a Midnight Oil song performed by Bauhaus.

I don’t know what the band spent the early
Eighties doing, but they came back much changed.

Killing Joke

Brighter Than a Thousand Suns, 1987 LP

Killing Joke went through a similar transformation
from Burning Ambitions days to this 1987 album.
Retaining only punk’s bleak spirit, they
metamorphosed into a highly electronic, semi-gothic,
thickly ambient band making dance songs for smoky,
blacklit clubs filled with affectedly morose people
wearing all black.

That sounds pretty depressing, and Killing Joke
tends to live up (or down) to their name pretty well.
The dark atmosphere of their music, however, makes
moments of brightness all the more dazzling by
contrast, and thus at moments brooding songs like
“Sanity”, “A Southern Sky” and “Wintergardens” come
through with moments of unexpected triumph. If you
find Bauhaus underdone and the Sisters of Mercy
overdone, then Killing Joke may be your perfect
compromise.

Laugh? I Nearly Bought One!, 1992 CD

Personally, I find that I like Killing Joke in
principle more than I like any particular stretch of their
songs. A compilation, then, was exactly what I needed,
and I bought this one without even looking at it very
closely first, which is a good thing, since the packaging
is terrible and there is not a single word in the liner.

The collection covers almost all of the band’s
career, but in widely varying depth.

“Turn to Red” is from their first EP, Almost Red;
“Pssyche” from the live EP “Ha”; “Requiem” and
“Wardance” from the album Killing Joke; “Follow the
Leaders”, “Unspeakable”, “Butcher” and “Exit” all
from 1981’s What’s This For...; “The Hum”, “Empire
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Song” and “Chop-Chop” from the next year’s
Revelations; “Sun Goes Down” from the b-side of “Birds
of a Feather”; “Eighties”, “Darkness Before Dawn” and
“Love Like Blood” from Night Time; “Wintergarden”
from Brighter Than a Thousand Suns, though the song is
remixed here; and “Age of Greed” is from the album
Extremities, Dirt and Various Repressed Emotions.

Completely unrepresented are 1988’s Outside the
Gate and the band’s most notorious album, 1983’s Fire
Dances, which I have heard variously described as
“frighteningly solid”, “Killing Joke’s best album”, and
as the single worst album ever pressed. “Birds of a
Feather”, itself, is also a strange omission, and I have to
wonder who picked this selection, and why they
thought it called for four songs from What’s This For.

On the whole, this anthology emphasizes Killing
Joke’s venomous and destructive side to the virtual
exclusion of the more-accessible, if perhaps less-
interesting, side shown on Brighter Than a Thousand
Suns. The vicious “Eighties”, whose resemblance to
Nirvana’s “Come As You Are” when slowed down
prompted a lawsuit, is the catchiest song of the 17 here.
The strangest is the final one, “Age of Greed”, which
opens with a advertisement sound-bite describing some
hideous-sounding bulk-purchasing meat club, and
quickly jumps into a chaotic rant somewhere between
Suicidal Tendencies and Consolidated that alternately
fascinates me and sends me scrambling for the remote
to turn it off.

That Petrol Emotion

Babble, 1987 LP

That Petrol Emotion are linked stylistically to
Killing Joke in my mind. Using fewer electronics and
little of the heavy atmosphere effects of Killing Joke,
That Petrol Emotion achieves a similar level of
abrasiveness, danceability and political antagonism
(pro-Irish, in this case) through more-conventional rock
arrangements. This album’s melodic peak, an
extended version of the single “Big Decision”, with its
chanted refrain “agitate, educate and organize”, is
significantly mellower than most Killing Joke material.
Then again, the manic burst of noise “Split!” comes just
two songs later.

“Belly Bugs”, with its bass-heavy riff, uneasy
rumbling drums, half-siren / half-cartoon-double-take
background noises, and nerve-grating guitar parts, and
the similar sounding “In the Playpen”, typify the
album for me, and do not offer enough appeal to get
this record played here very often. The partial saving
grace is the last song, “Creeping to the Cross”, a

scathing attack on organized religion (its chorus a
sneered “I'd rather be the Devil / Than go creeping to
the cross”) that runs on a kinetic beat a bit like those of
the Sisters of Mercy. I like this enough to say that it’s
worth not throwing Babble away, if you get it as a gift.

Bauhaus

The Singles, 1981-1983, 1983 EP

Bauhaus is a pivotally influential band that I don’t
care much for at all, with the exception of their cover of
Bowie’s “Ziggy Stardust”, which is on this six-song EP.
One might wonder why I would like a cover by a band
I don’t particularly like, of a song by another artist I
don’t particularly like, and I can offer by way of
explanation only my abiding fascination with covers. If
you like Killing Joke, Lords of the New Church, or any
other gloomy dark-clothed gothic post-punk
dance/angst bands, Bauhaus is the original, and so
probably worth checking out. I find personally that the
Bauhaus-ness of these bands is what I don’t like about
them, and Bauhaus themselves are the most Bauhaus-
like of all.

Specimen

Batastrope, 1983 EP

Imagine a cartoon superhero version of Bauhaus,
and you've got Specimen nailed. If Edward Scissorhands
had been made in 1983, this EP would have been a
perfect soundtrack, spooky but utterly melodic, with a
jaunty swagger that sounds like one of those old British
musicals in which the plucky orphans throw out their
evil keepers and perform complicated impromptu mass
song-and-dance routines in their charming rags along
grimy but warm-hearted cobblestone streets, until the
enigmatic local millionaire-recluse emerges from his
gothic mansion to invite them all to tea. 1 keep
thinking that Chitty Chitty Bang Bang is the one I mean,
but that’s probably just because there’s a song here
called “Kiss Kiss Bang Bang”. It doesn’t have exactly
the plot line I described, but as I remember the music
it's close enough. The fast chatter of the chorus of
“Chitty Chitty Bang Bang” itself is exactly the sort of
dizzy, melody driven romp that Specimen, in their own
way, are masters of.

There are only six songs on this EP, and this is the
only Specimen record I have (there’s at least one other,
perhaps more), but I really feel like I know the band all
the same. There isn’t much variety of style here, but
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“The Beauty of Poison”, “Kiss Kiss Bang Bang”,
“Returning from a Journey” and “Lovers” are all
splendid, and “Syria” and “Tell Tail” are close behind.
Rumbling drums, chunky bass, orchestral keyboards
and driving power-chord guitar support a singer
(identified in the credits only as “Ollie”) who sounds
enough like Bowie and Murphy to encourage the
association, but without the sort of back-of-the-throat
catch that makes Bowie’s voice distinctive (and
Murphy’s redundant). Bold lock-step unison melodies
mostly replace harmony as the operative musical
principle. In fact, everything about this album is
painted boldly, and the sort of harlequin/ghoul look
adopted by the band on the cover fits their style
perfectly. White face-paint, heavy black eye-liner,
dyed-black (or dyed-red) hair, leather, fishnet and the
sort of angst-of-a-clown expressions on their faces go
along with the skin-deep macabre of the music, and the
“bat” in Batastrophe refers to the Bat Cave, the London
club that acted as this scene’s headquarters. If you can
picture Billy Idol without the anarcho-punk sneer (it
may help to first imagine the sneer itself perched
disembodiedly in the air like the grin of the Cheshire
Cat), then this is what I think he’d sound like. Dated,
but not expired.

Lords of the New Church

The Lords of the New Church, 1982 LP

This is another band that owes a stylistic debt to
Bauhaus, though the members of Lords of the New
Church all arrive with their own punk credentials.
Their music sounds often like the Damned, where
guitarist Brian James came from. The Damned’s brand
of mellow Sixties-colored punk isn’t my favorite, either,
and most of this album has worn poorly for me since it
was new.

When they crank the intensity up a notch, though,
and Stiv Bator really lets loose, the Lords of the New
Church showed the potential to cause structural
damage. “New Church”, “Portobello” and “Holy War”
strike me this way. The album’s piece-de-resistance,
“Open Your Eyes”, an attack on the way “they” use the
media to keep “us” in ignorance, struck me at the time
as about as vicious a song as you could imagine.
Listening to it again, now, the harpsichord-like
synthesizer parts sound very dated, and what punch
the song once had has been overshadowed by so much
other more forceful music that has come into my life
since 1982 that I can only barely see what I once loved
about this.

Is Nothing Sacred?, 1983 LP

Whatever it was, it got me to buy their second
album, as well, but it I didn’t even like then. Having
added more keyboards and horns and backed further
away from flat-out punk, they now sound just like the
Damned to me. Informed Damned fans will no doubt
think I'm a complete idiot for saying that, but if you're
an uninformed Damned fan, you might really like this
album.

The Three Johns

The World By Storm, 1986 LP

Somewhere between Killing Joke, the Jesus and
Mary Chain, and the Sisters of Mercy are the Three
Johns. Combining drum-machine rhythms, fuzzy
distorted guitars, bass-heavy vocals and apocalyptic
lyrics, they produce a result that is more accessible than
early Sisters of Mercy, but less than late. This album’s
first five songs seem mostly homogenous to me, but I
like the second side a lot.

“Death of the European”, the most Sisters-like song
here, is also my favorite. Cruising along on a solid, if
unchanging, beat, it comes only “Temple of Love”’s
hook and backing vocals short of true transcendence.
“Coals to Newcastle” is closer in intensity to That Petrol
Emotion. “The Ship That Died of Shame” works in a
stronger melody and understated lyrics with some of
the feel of fable, and comes out as a timeless song. “The
World by Storm” nudges the drum-machine’s speed
fader back up a few centimeters and finishes the album
in good style, with something (the world, presumably)
exploding in the background.

New Model Army

Vengeance, 1991 CD

If you take the Clash and substitute the sounds of
the previous five bands for the rockabilly and reggae
influences in the Clash’s sound, and then get a better
drummer, a better bass player, a better singer and lose
one of the guitars, you get an unwieldy mess that you
may as well not have bothered with, because it still
won’t be as good as New Model Army.

New Model Army keep the rumbling drums, bass
emphasis and literate political commitment of Killing
Joke and the rest, and strip out the excess atmosphere,
noise and stylized gothicity. Vocalist and guitarist
Slade the Leveler doesn’t have spectacular technical
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skills in either area, but his voice is much more musical
than most punk singers’, and his guitar playing doesn’t
have to be flashy to flesh out NMA’s spare
arrangements. Robb Heaton’s churning drums hold up
the beat, and bass-player Stuart Morrow is actually the
band’s lead instrumentalist. Morrow’s hyperkinetic
bass lines, sprinting up and down the instrument’s
range, take the spotlight in NMA the way guitar solos
usually do in other bands.

When it was originally released in 1984, this debut
was a tight 8-song affair brimming with barely-
contained ideological fervor and musical adrenaline.
The CD reissue adds ten songs (including two Peel
Session recordings) to the original eight (oddly,
sequencing five before the original album and five after)
without diminishing the effect, but the core eight
remain the focus of the album for me.

“Christian Militia”, with its chorus of “Here come
the Christians, an hysterical mob / Worshipping the
Devil in the name of God”, establishes the band’s
philosophical perspective quite quickly. “Notice Me”
lashes both out and in, proclaiming “I'll take any drug
in the whole damn world / If you'll only notice me”.
Hypocrisy and ignorance are NMA’s most hated foes,
and “Smalltown England” condemns the country
wholesale as rife with both. Their proposed response?
“I believe in justice / I believe in vengeance / I believe
in getting the bastard”, roars the title track. New
Model Army’s rage is even more frightening than the
Sex Pistols, because while you can tell that the Pistols
are angry, New Model Army clearly understand what
they’re angry about, and who’s responsible, and they
sound like they have names, addresses, and all sorts of
incriminating photographs. “Spirit of the Falklands”
concludes the original LP with the damning “Dead men
in the South Atlantic. / It's meant to warm our hearts. /
They think that they died for you and me. / Oh God,
what a farce, what a farce”.

With the exception of the bitter “1984”, the added
songs are more personal than political. “I see that
paying prices came so soon”, laments “The Price”.
“Spoilt children in a row, / No-one dares to tell them
‘No’, / So all I wanted in the end / Was world
domination and a whole lot of money to spend”, says
“Great Expectations”.

This is a more thoughtfully critical and cynical
album than Never Mind the Bollocks’ anarchic nihilism,
and this at once makes it less exuberant but in its own
way more damning. The back cover of the liner quotes
the band saying “This group is everything that we ever
wanted and the songs are all that we felt, loved and
believed in.” It shows.

No Rest for the Wicked, 1985 CD

After the caustic Vengeance, New Model Army turn
around on their second album and start to point out that
things can be improved, and more importantly, that
they are worth improving. This cover quotes the Magna
Carta, saying “To no man will we sell, or deny, or
delay right or justice”.

“Frightened” opens the album by saying that
“people are the same as we've always been”, and thus
New Model Army begins trying to make peace with
the world’s on its own terms. “Love will build a
cushion / To keep you safe from harm, / But hate will
drive you onwards”, Slade sings on “Ambition”.
Instead of hating each other, he wonders, can’t we turn
hatred’s productive energy on the apathy and
groundless fears that are really responsible for the sad
state of the world? “Fight all the ones who divide us”,
says “My Country”, a statement of carefully-qualified
patriotism.

Johnny Rotten gave the impression that if you
handed him the keys to the nation, he would smash
everything larger than a toaster and then collapse,
foaming at the mouth, in the nearest mound of debris.
And while that might, in fact, turn out to be a
productive start to the rebuilding process, it’s not
exactly what most people mean by a positive agenda.
New Model Army, on the other hand, are one of the
first bands to bear punk’s flag with the sort of dignity
that suggests that their interest in the quality of life is
more than just visceral disgust with the status quo.
They’ve come not to kick Caesar in the testicles and
spray-paint anarchy symbols on his prone, convulsing
body, but rather to try to convince him of the real errors
of his ways (which, admittedly, might involve kicking
him in the testicles, but not for it's own sake). This is
not meant as a criticism of the Pistols; somebody had to
break the ice with their forehead, after all. But New
Model Army are, I think, the next stage (or, at least, a
next stage) in the development of punk ideology.

And to keep up our spirits during this difficult
struggle to come, No Rest for the Wicked is even better,
musically, than the rousing debut. A little studio
polishing produces a louder, stronger New Model
Army. Heaton’s drums crash harder, Morrow’s bass
rings and pops more sharply, and Slade’s singing is
both rawer in timbre and more melodic in tone. Attack
Attack Music is well-named.

The Ghost of Cain, 1986 CD

The departure of Stuart Morrow meant that The
Ghost of Cain became, perforce, an album of shifted
focus. I don’t know who is playing bass on this record,
but they’re both very good and not as good as Morrow.
Slade/Justin Sullivan picks up the slack himself,
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bringing his guitar and some added miscellaneous
instrumentation forward, and letting the bass ride on it,
rather than vice versa. On songs like “Heroes”, he
actually transfers to guitar some of what I'm sure would
have been bass parts if Morrow had still been around.

The results are not at all shabby. “The Hunt” and
“51st State” are songs as urgent and powerful as
anything from the first two albums. The latter,
especially, is said to have been largely responsible for
New Model Army being refused visas to tour the US,
though who knows how accurate this rumor is.
Sullivan’s quieter (which is not the same as “mellower”)
side begins to show on this record, as well.
“Lovesongs” is a melancholy song that still manages to
criticize the world for exacerbating the narrator’s
loneliness. “Ballad” is musically just that, with Sullivan
accompanying himself on acoustic guitar, occasional
mournful harmonica and light keyboards providing the
only other sounds. The lyrics, however, are about the
bleakest available, with such uplifting summaries of
this generation’s accomplishments as “Another square
mile poisoned forever”, and “Harvested everything,
planted nothing”.

Overall, this is an album most other bands would
be lucky to have made, but sandwiched in NMA'’s
career between the first two records with Morrow and
Thunder and Consolation to come, it is sadly an also-ran.

New Model Army, 1987 CD

To tide fans over during the long wait between full
albums 3 and 4, this seven-song EP appeared, and it
was the first time I'd heard of the band myself. The
first side contains three new songs (“White Coats”,
“Charge” and “Chinese Whispers”), and the second has
live versions of “My Country”, “Waiting”, “51st State”
and “The Hunt”.

“White Coats” and “Charge” are both amazing.
“White Coats” is a Luddite masterpiece, crying in
despair “How do we tell the people in the white coats -
enough’s enough?” The prominent keyboard part,
through hindsight anyway, foreshadows the expanded
musical canvas of Thunder and Consolation. “Charge” is
the tale of a wildly unsuccessful battle, though whether
it is imagined or drawn from history I can’t tell you.
Guitar and bass get a rest for much of “Chinese
Whispers”, which hammers on on drums and voice for
most of its length.

The live tracks are excellent, also. “My Country”
is either a recording from Morrow days, or features
somebody else doing a quite credible job with his part.
“51st State” and “The Hunt” are more significant than
the other two, as they do not appear on the live album
Raw Melody Men. “51st State” here is done partly as a
sing-a-long, which is a neat effect, if a ragged one.

The unlisted bonus track, an a cappella pseudo-
barbershop rendition of some strange sea-shanty
fragment, is absolutely priceless, and means that this
disc is a collectors” must-have. I've only ever seen it on
vinyl in the US, but I found this UK CD on my 1994
London trip.

Thunder and Consolation, 1989 CD

Forget collectors, this album is a must-have, period.
New Model Army’s best record, by far, and an easy
and consistent pick for my periodic “10 Best Albums
Ever” lists, this record is an absolute Masterpiece, one of
those few records that is so distinctly better and unlike
anything that has gone before it that it seems to me like
nobody could seriously deny its impact, whether they
like it or not.

“I Love the World” begins the album. Heaton is
drumming more furiously than ever, his impact
augmented by some studio electronics for the first time
(new producer Tom Dowd making his presence
known). Jason Harris” bass playing surges just below
the surface, as deep and full as Morrow’s was fast and
dexterous. Sullivan’s singing is at its most passionate,
competent and confident, and Heaton and Harris’
backing vocals sound great. Sullivan has bought a
new, bigger, tougher amplifier for his guitar, and it
sounds huge. Filling out the sound are the understated
keyboards hinted at on “White Coats”. You might not
think that keyboards would fit in with NMA’s lean
attack, but you'll make other mistakes in your life, too.
Far from clashing with the band’s musical style, the
keyboards here make the earlier albums seem thin by
comparison.

As good as “I Love the World” is, by itself it could
simply be an isolated great song, much as “White
Coats” was. “Stupid Questions”, the second song, puts
this theory to rest instantly. Opening with a verse of
acoustic guitar, it promptly slams into gear for a rousing
anthem that makes you realize that you've been
listening to NMA all along through a neighbor’s wall,
and suddenly a big hole has been blown in it and you
are hearing clearly for the first time (and also
discovering some things about your neighbors that you
might have been better off not knowing).

I don’t know what the title of “225” means. It's not
in the lyrics, it's not the length of the song (not in
seconds or minutes, anyway). It’s not the atomic weight
of any radioactive elements (I thought that was a good
guess, though). Perhaps it’s Sullivan’s street address.
Whatever it means, the song is a touching story of some
anonymous encounter that prompts Sullivan to wonder
(not for the first time) whether technological “progress”
is, in fact, progress. There is no escape, however, and
“Even in the freshest mountain air / The jet fighters
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practice overhead”. In fact, you can hear their control-
tower chat in the background of the song. The song is a
relentless charge that barrels along in a manner almost
reminiscent of the Sisters of Mercy. A heavy, ghostly
synthetic breathing sound permeates the song, as if
some digital wind has the band in its grip.

“Inheritance” is even more minimal than “Chinese
Whispers”. Heaton’s drumming and Sullivan’s voice
are interrupted only by a handful of single piano notes.
A half-confused and half-angry message to the
narrator’s father, this is what Billy Bragg might sound
like if he was a drummer, not a guitarist.

Thunder and Consolation hits its musical and lyrical
peak with the poignant ballad-turned-to-anthem
“Green and Grey”. Keyboards, violin, acoustic and
electric guitars, bass and drums mesh immaculately.
The text is a bitter message to some former comrade
who has turned their back on their homeland and gone
off to somewhere evil (presumably America). “Do you
think you're so brave / Just to go running / To that
which beckons to us all? / And tomorrow brings
another train, / Another young brave steals away.”
New Model Army hasn’t forgotten their conviction that
as horrible as their home can be, it is better to stay and
fight to fix it than to abandon it. I can’t help wonder
whether Bono and U2 are in some ways the targets
here.

“Ballad of Bodmin Pill” and “Family” turn
introspective again. Where Paul Weller had mastered
the art of observing in the details of people’s lives how
the little choices they thought they made were really
huge and wrecked their lives, Justin Sullivan captures
instead the feel, from inside, of being trapped in a life
you didn’t ask for, neither able to relax nor make any
progress by trying, and having no evident way out.
“Give me some place where I can go / Where I don't
have to justify myself”, he pleads in “Family”.

I don’t know what “Family Life” is about, but it is
a pretty, bittersweet song, just two acoustic guitars and
voice. It lulls you a little, the lyrics not letting you get
completely comfortable, yet the soothing music
lowering your guard. “Vagabonds”, opening with Ed
Elain Johnson's electric-violin playing against delayed
versions of itself, keeps you in a half-sedated state for
just long enough that you're starting to forget, growing
sleepy, beginning to think that when someone says the
word “chicken” you will rip off your clothes and skip
around the room squawking. The band comes crashing
in just in time to avert such petty party tricks, and
stomps through the rest of this paean to dreams.

“Archway Towers” ends the original LP on a
quietly brutal note. It builds and builds, but rather
than breaking into punk fury, it pulls back from the
brink and flails chaotically for a period in the middle,
which excites the “crowd” (just as the lyrics talk about

the public’s fascination with movie violence). The band
backs off the noise, and the crowd begins chanting,
trying to get it back, but they won’t oblige, and
eventually the crowd shuts up and the song trails softly
away, New Model Army bowing gracefully out of a
brilliant album.

At least, that's the way it used to end. The CD,
rather than stop there, starts up all over again with the
three studio tracks from the New Model Army EP, and
the bonus tracks “125 MPH” and “Nothing Touches”.
“White Coats”, “The Charge” and “Chinese Whispers”
are welcome inclusions, as the vinyl EP was not
released on CD itself to my knowledge, and is probably
long out of print, and they fit stylistically with the rest
of the album. The other two songs are okay (“125
MPH” has some particularly nifty electric-violin work),
but they don’t add a lot to an already virtually-perfect
album.

I Love the World, 1989 12”

You will probably never locate a copy of this plain-
label promotional disk even if you try, so I won't
torture you by raving about how great it is. Besides the
album version of the title track, it contains live versions
of “Betcha”, “My Country”, “White Coats” and “51st
State”. I haven’t tried to hook up two turntables and do
a close analysis, but the versions of “51st State” and
“My Country” here are pretty damn close to the ones
on the New Model Army EP, if not the very same
recordings. “Betcha” and “White Coats” are good, too,
but not so amazing that you need to come to my house
and steal my copy if you don’t have them. They're
good enough that I'd put up a fight, though. Especially
if you look especially weak and I happen to have
several beefy friends over at the time.

Impurity, 1990 CD

It's pretty much impossible to follow up an album
as great as Thunder and Consolation. Either you make
one that’s entirely different, in which case the
masterpiece gets trivialized as a fluke, or you make one
that is similar, and it gets criticized as a retread. If you
ignore this inevitability and just try to make another
good record, though, history usually comes down on
your side.

At least, that’s what I feel about Impurity. It was
disappointing when I got it, because, of course, it wasn’t
as much of an advance over Thunder and Consolation as
that was over The Ghost of Cain. Listening to it more it
is clear that, once you get over the unavoidable
expectations, it is probably an even better album in
some ways than T&C. It won't supplant the earlier
record in my mind, as it is too firmly entrenched, but
Impurity is a great album in its own right. Out of the
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glare of T&C’s newness, it becomes possible to sit back
and see the progress that the band, as a whole, has
made since Vengeance days.

It's really quite remarkable. Few bands who
began as punk have been able to mature as gracefully
as New Model Army. Johnson's violin playing fit in so
well that they kept him around (and in fact when I saw
them in concert in 1991 he came along and played
keyboards when his violin wasn’t needed). New bass
player Nelson fits in like he was there all along.
Sullivan and Heaton still sound great together.

Impurity is musically even more varied than T&C.
From “Get Me Out” which begins the record in vintage
NMA form, and could easily have been a song left over
on paper from the “old days”, only now arranged and
recorded, to the rollicking folksiness of “Bury the
Hatchet” and the Spanish-sounding guitar of “Eleven
Years”, to the unadorned rock and roll of “Lurhstaap”
(which reminds me of Blue Oyster Cult), the band’s
range is now impressively expansive. “Purity” and
“Lust for Power” show that Sullivan’s old topical
concerns are still important to him, but the upbeat (!)
“Bury the Hatchet” admits “Funny how vendettas just
turn into a bore”, and calls a truce without ceding
anything to the enemy. And “Marrakesh” is perhaps
the first whole-hearted love song New Model Army has
done. Sullivan does skew it a bit by casting the two
lovers as fugitives for some unknown crime, but the
song is genuinely touching all the same.

And so is the album.

Raw Melody Men, 1991 CD

New Model Army is an awesome force live, and so
it was just a matter of time before they made a live
album to try to capture their concert intensity. The bad
news is that this recording simply doesn’t reproduce the
full experience of seeing New Model Army play live.
The good news is that the most prominent feature it
leaves out is getting repeatedly kicked in the head by
braindead stage-diving skinheads who manage to shout
along with the songs without the lyrics ever penetrating
their tattooed brains.

The selection favors the last two albums, but covers
all five: from Vengeance come “Liberal Education” and
“Smalltown England”; from No Rest for the Wicked is
“Better than Them”; from The Ghost of Cain
“Lovesongs”; from Thunder and Consolation they do “I
Love the World”, “Green and Grey”, “Vagabonds” and
“Archway Towers”, plus the New Model Army tracks
“The Charge” and “White Coats”; and from Impurity
they play “Get Me Out”, “Space”, “Innocence”,
“Purity”, “Whirlwind” and “Lurhstaap”.

The performances are excellent, though as you
might expect the more recent songs sound the most like

their originals. Fans should love this album, but those
who prefer the early material might be better served
by the Radio Sessions 83-84 compilation. As an
introduction to the band it does an okay job, but the
greatest-hits collection History might be a better
overview than this. There’s also a History video that I
recommend.

Here Comes the War, 1993 CD5

Having departed EMI for Epic, after almost a
decade, New Model Army resurfaces with personnel
and principles intact. Pessimism seems to have enjoyed
a renewal of favor in the Sullivan household, as “Here
Comes the War” is a dark and depressing prediction
that these “peaceful times” are an illusion, and more
violence is about all we have in store. “You screamed
give us liberty or give us death. / Now you've got
both, what do you want next?” NMA must have
concluded that they mellowed too early, and have
decided to wind up the engines of anger again and
make another bombing run. Of course, part of the deal
is that the band play loud and fast again, and that
Sullivan scream like a wounded animal, both of which
are pretty cool, so the apocalypse turns out to have a
bright side.

“Modern Times” echoes the title track’s bleakness,
but with less-intense music. “Ghost of Your Father”,
the other non-album track here, sounds more like
Impurity than the other two. Mixing in a country-ish
guitar twang, and a melody that sounds like it was
passed down through the ages rather than invented in
some recording studio, this gentle, beautiful song
makes an odd companion to “Here Comes the War”,
but with “Modern Times” in between the two, the three
songs together make a sort of sense.

The Love of Hopeless Causes, 1993 CD

The album for which Here Comes the War was the
advance scout turns out to be a good deal less strident,
on the whole, than the single lead me to expect. While
that one song, which does open the album, sounds like
a return to early New Model Army rage, the rest of the
record is much more in keeping with the stylistic trend
from Thunder and Consolation to Impurity. There's no
violin, and not as much acoustic stuff as on Impurity, but
the sense of calm musical confidence that eventually
replaced the band's original frantically propulsive
agitation remains. Sullivan's singing and songwriting
sound better every year, and Heaton and Nelson still
provide an unshakeable rhythm.

For me, though, the fact that The Love of Hopless
Causes does follow Impurity so well makes it hard for
me to concentrate on the album in its own right. It
almost immediately took its place in my mind as the
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continuation of the post-T&C period, and while I enjoy
listening to it, it really doesn't make me feel anything
that Impurity doesn't as well. I hope you understand
that the brevity of the phrase "another great album"
doesn't make it insincere.

Living in the Rose, 1993 CD5

This single, subtitled "The Ballads EP", backs up
"Living in the Rose" with three songs that, as you
might expect, find New Model Army at their gentlest
and most smoothly moving. "Drummy B" accompanies
a thoughtful requiem to a departed friend with breathy
bass synthesizer and mournful harmonica. I want to
think that it's a personal scene from the religion
divisions in Northern Ireland, but there's not much
concrete evidence for this. "Marry the Sea" is even
slower and sadder, Ed Alleyne-Johnson returning to
provide some electic violin to go with spare acoustic
guitar and soft bass and breath-synth. "Sleepwalking"
is a nice mostly-guitar instrumental credited to Heaton,
who may even be the one playing it.  Alleyne-
Johnson's violin provides some counterpoint on the
second half, and Nelson inserts very occasional bass
notes (perhaps six in the whole song) at useful points.

For people who really know New Model Army,
this side of their style comes as no particular surprise, as
it shows through at various points on several of their
albums, but it's different enough from the usual
perception of the band that I can see why they'd make a
point of collecting three consecutive examples of it here.

various

Gimme Shelter (Alternative), 1993 CD5

Part of a four-single series consisting entirely of
"Gimme Shelter" covers, proceeds going to British
homeless charities, this edition finds itself in my
clutches by virtue of the first version here being done
by New Model Army and Tom Jones. This is an
amusing collaboration of the sort that Jones seemed to
be making a mini-comeback out of at the time, and the
band handles the song well.

The other two takes here, one a funky neo-
seventies version by Cud and Sandie Shaw, the other a
somewhat turgid Kingmaker rendition, don't do much
for me. It doesn't help that, in my opinion, the Sisters
of Mercy turned in the cover to end all "Gimme Shelter"
covers some years previous.

Dead Kennedys

We now switch gears rather drastically, re-crossing
the Atlantic and backing up to the patron saints of
American hardcore punk.

In God We Trust, Inc., 1981 EP

The first six songs on this brief gob of vitriol clock
in at about seven minutes, total. The other two almost
double the length of this record, but not quite. This is
almost certainly the most ridiculous album I own. The
Dead Kennedys’ favorite song-construction philosophy
is to pick a social issue, write a few verses of the most
offensively phrased left-wing sentiment they can think
of, put some simple guitar, bass and drums to Jello
Biafra’s quavering shout, and then play the whole
thing as fast as the fastest band member can perform his
part.  This results in “Religious Vomit”, “Moral
Majority”, “Hyperactive Child”, “Dog Bite” and “Nazi
Punks Fuck Off”. Actually, “Dog Bite” doesn’t appear
to have a social issue, but the difference isn’t
particularly audible.

The songs’ subjects are basically obvious from the
titles. The lyrics to the songs are printed on the back
cover of the vinyl copy of the EP. This is important,
since the six songs together have about eleven words
that you will be able to recognize without referring to
the text. I find it impossible to listen to any of these
without laughing hysterically. 1 don’t think this is
actually the reaction that Jello Biafra and friends were
hoping for, but perhaps it is.

The seventh song, “We’ve Got a Bigger Problem
Now” is a partial remake of the DK’s earlier song
“California Uber Alles”, alternating patches of pretend
lounge music with the standard kamikaze bits. If there
were an organization called “Psychotics Against Ronald
Reagan”, this would be their theme song.

The record ends with a cover of the theme to
“Rawhide”. To be quite honest, I think they could
have played it somewhat faster.

Plastic Surgery Disasters, 1982 LP

By contrast, this, the DKs third album, sounds like
it was made by humans. The songs are longer than a
minute, the lyrics slightly easier to make out, and the
music played at the limit of the slowest member, not the
fastest, which improves the output considerably.

As the DKs occupy a position in US punk music
similar to that held by the Sex Pistols in the UK,
comparing the two is natural. Both bands are driven
by almost unprecedented energy levels, and to a
certain extent the sound is similar, with fast, thin
distorted guitar dominating the music. But where the
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Sex Pistols write angry songs with angry lyrics, the
Dead Kennedys write extremist political diatribes and
set them loosely to music. Accordingly, Never Mind the
Bollocks is a hugely better rock album. With too many
of the DKs songs, the best way to appreciate them is to
listen to them all once or twice to get the aural effect,
and then just read the lyric booklet (a chaotic 28-page
text-and-photo collage; I don’t know how or whether
they crammed this epic indulgence into the CD
reissue). “Terminal Preppie”, “Winnebago Warrior”
and “Moon over Marin” are the most-musical exceptions
to this rule, but if you aren’t prepared for an album that
is predominantly non-musical, you won’t enjoy this.

The Sex Pistols really didn’t have a political
agenda. Johnny Rotten was disgusted with just about
everything, and really didn’t attempt to form a
coherent platform from which to explain and justify his
anger. Jello Biafra, on the other hand, is more
considered critic, and DKs songs taken as a whole
convey a consistent liberal, anti-suburban, anti-“family
values”, anti-Americana stance. Some will prefer each
approach. If the Dead Kennedys were a better band it
might be a harder decision for me.

Jello Biafra (w/DOA)

Last Scream of the Missing Neighbors, 1989 CD

And, in fact, when Biafra teams up with a better
band (in a better studio, several years later, to be fair), I
like the result better. The first five of these six songs
are the same basic genre as the Dead Kennedys. DOA
aren’t a massively melodic rock band, but they do hold
their own against Biafra’s lyrics better than the DKs.
The cover of the Animals” “We Gotta Get Out of This
Place” is better than the DK’s “Rawhide”, but neither
cover is as much different from the original as it could
have been.

The last song changes everything. It's called “Full
Metal Jackoff”, and I am pretty sure that the title is
meant to be self-deprecating, Biafra not letting himself
off easy for having written what is, essentially, a metal
song, with churning guitars and pounding drums,
though it also reminds me strongly of PIL, which is
appropriate enough. If it were any shorter, this would
be the only Biafra song I know of where Jello’s vocal
presence was overshadowed by the music. At over
thirteen minutes, though, you eventually grow
accustomed to the repetitive hook and the long
narrative takes over after all, the fade-out chant being
“Ollie for President; He’ll Get Things Done”.

An edited, slightly remixed version of this song
could probably have been a big dance-club hit akin to

Lydon and Africa Bambatta’s Time Zone epic “World
Destruction”. Then again, that’s not at all the point.

Ramones

Mania, 1988 LP

The Ramones are summed up nicely by Johnny
Ramone’s observation that the group began writing
their own songs because other people’s were all too
hard for them to play. Often credited with starting
American punk, and sometimes said to have started
punk, period, the Ramones are an unlikely band to
have ever been paid to perform in public, let alone
begun a movement. Then again, few bands better
exemplify the punk principle that you don’t have to be
a great musician to start a band. Taking this at its
word, the Ramones have built a startlingly long career
out of about the simplest music and lyrics history has
seen. I don’t mean that the Ramones are bad musicians,
in the sloppy way that, say, Sid Vicious was, but rather
that they have deliberately kept their music so simple
that anybody could play it competently. If the Sex
Pistol’s message was “Anybody can play”, the
Ramones’ is “Anybody can play this”.

This approach worked pretty well, and has
produced a great number of memorable, albeit largely
identical, songs, most of which are in this collection: “I
Wanna Be Sedated”, “Teenage Lobotomy”, “Rockaway
Beach”, “Bonzo Goes to Bitburg”, “Somebody Put
Something in My Drink”, and the theme to one of the
silliest movies ever, “Rock and Roll High School”
(featuring the classic lines, “Does your mother know
you're Ramones?” and “They’re ugly, ugly people.”). 1
don’t see the need to have more than one Ramones
record, and probably any hits collection would suffice,
but any serious rock and roll connoisseur ought to be
able to produce at least a few Ramones songs for those
times of your life when the parts of your brain that
handle all reasoning more complex than making
sandwiches shut themselves off completely. I mean, it’s
better than television...

Fear

Live...for the Record, 1991 CD

Another seminal American punk band, Fear made
only two studio records (The Record, and More Beer).
The issue of this 1986 concert recording brings the total
number of official Fear albums to three, and the band is
threatening as I write to record yet another one.
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On the one hand, there is very little laudable
about Fear. The Sex Pistols were nihilistic, the Dead
Kennedys were ideologues and the Ramones are inane,
but Fear are stupid, intolerant and offensive, to no
useful end. “More Beer” is about their most thoughtful
message.

On the other hand, Lee Ving is an intense singer,
and the band is actually good, which is a rare quality in
their circles. Both studio albums are genre classics, and
this live album contains much of both.

On the first hand again, this record contains an
extended between-song joke that really drives home
what a waste of mental space the band is. In the end, if
you like punk, you should go buy a Fear album, but
don’t pay more than you have to for it, and if you, too,
write a music guide, make your Fear section short like
mine.

Naked Raygun

Understand?, 1989 CD

Naked Raygun sounds to me like they wish they
were Fear. Fortunately, from my perspective, they
don’t succeed. “Treason”, my favorite song on this
album, has a serious anthemic quality that Fear lacks
completely. “Wonder Beer” takes one of Fear’s favorite
topics and twists it into more than just a celebration of
drinking, saying “If there are gods they must be
drunk”, which sounds about right. The crashing “The
Sniper Song” isn’t going to get Eric Spicer course credit
towards a psychology degree, but its lyrics show that he
actually had his brain engaged while writing it, which I
think produces better results than, for example “Beef
beef beef, beef bologna”.

Musically, Naked Raygun falls approximately
midway between Fear and Social Distortion, towards
the mainstream and hard rock margins of punk. You'll
find no synthesizers, fancy studio tricks or barbershop
harmonies here, but the band is powerful and solid as
well as fast. Frill-less.

Gang Green

Can’t Live Without It, 1990 CD

Boston has a band obsessed with alcohol, too. This
live album starts out with “Let’s Drink Some Beer”
(Gang Green’s answer to Fear’s “Let’s Have a War”,
one assumes), and proceeds promptly to “Bartender”.
A series of songs intervenes whose titles, at least, don’t

have anything to do with beer, and the album
concludes with the Gang Green theme, “ Alcohol”.

I bought this album for three reasons. First, it was
a really cheap cutout. Second, Gang Green is a
significant part of Boston rock history, and in fact I used
to get them confused with the Bags back before I
actually met the Bags (or had any idea what they
sounded like). Third, and most significantly, it has the
one Gang Green song that I'd wanted badly for a long
time, their banzai punk cover of ’til tuesday’s “Voices
Carry”. I'm not sure it's accurate to call their version
“reverent”, especially with the lyrical additions they
insert in this live version, but whatever their intentions,
the tune holds its own, and to me this demented,
screamed version just emphasizes what a great song
“Voices Carry” is, however it is done.

I didn’t actually care whether I liked the rest of this
record, but I definitely do. Recorded at one show in
London early in 1990, the band on tour to promote
Older...Budweiser, this album documents a show of such
brutal intensity that if I hadn’t actually been to London
more recently than 1990, I wouldn’t be completely
convinced that the place was still standing. Gang
Green aren’t technically that impressive a band, but
listening to them play live, over a decade after punk
supposedly died, there’s no denying that the
movement’s zombie corpse can dig itself out of the
grave every once in a while, strap on an electric guitar,
and explode into the audience’s eager faces about
twenty times a second for more than forty minutes. The
remarkable thing isn’t how short these fifteen songs
are, but that the band has the stamina to keep up their
manic pace for any two songs in succession. I heartily
recommend this album for anybody who pines for a
listening experience roughly comparable to lying on a
bed made up of boxing gloves attached to the ends of
running, upside-down, jackhammers.

SSD

Power, 1992 CD

SSD is Boston’s original contribution to hardcore
punk. Another band with a fondness for short songs
(29 of them in 63 minutes), SSD was to me this shore’s
answer to the Buzzcocks. Would this have occurred to
me if they hadn’t have covered “No Reply”? Yes, I
think it would, for the same reason that their version of
the song sounds remarkably like the original. SSD’s
beginnings, their development and to an extent their
attitude all resemble the Buzzcocks’.

Both bands play fast, but basically play pop music,
however warped. In both cases, the early stuff is mostly
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fast, and the later work gets more sophisticated.
Neither band relies as extensively on lyrics as, say, the
Dead Kennedys or the Jam. Both bands broke up after
just a few records. Both bands have CD career-
overviews that begin with “P”.

Conversely, Springa began as a shouter, not a
whiner like Devoto or Shelley. The Buzzcocks moved
away from punk toward electronics and less-
confrontational music, while SSD moved away from
punk towards heavy metal. The Buzzcocks never
covered an SSD song.

This expansive compilation seems to do a good job
covering SSD’s career, though since it’s my only
exposure to them I'm only guessing at that. The 29
tracks cover the years 1981-1985 with 4, 7, 10, 3 and 4
tracks respectively (plus one undated one) and at least
nine of the songs did not appear on the band’s four
vinyl releases, so existing fans will want this
compilation, too.

I arrived in Boston five months after SSD’s last
show, so SSD is a learned component of my history, not
an experienced one. I've never heard anyone cite them
as a big influence, cover their songs or play them on
the radio (or for that matter, anywhere outside of my
apartment), but Trouser Press gave them an entry
longer than Squirrel Bait’s, but shorter than the
Lemonheads’, and I figured I could fix half of that.

Minor Threat

Sliding down the East Coast to Washington, D.C.,
we encounter Minor Threat, the definitive straightedge
punk band, and Fugazi, its musical successor. There
are several excellent non-musical reasons to like these
two bands:

Frontman lan MacKaye also runs the Dischord
label, and refuses all major-label offers, preferring to
keep control and do things right. Dischord CDs keep
record stores honest (or make them look bad,
depending) by printing the label’s direct, postpaid
price on the outside, and while major labels have
pushed “list” prices above $15, the four Dischord CDs
here go for $10, $10, $9 and $8. That's right, not only
are they priced in round dollars, not .99s, but the prices
have come down!

Straightedge is easily the most philosophically-
responsible wing of punk music, disavowing alcohol,
drugs, sex and violence without diluting punk’s manic
energy and rage in any way.

MacKaye insists on keeping ticket prices for his
bands’ shows low, and prevents clubs from opening
hours before show time in order to sell more drinks.
He also refuses to sell overpriced T-shirts.

MacKaye hates slam dancing, and does his best to
run concerts where people don’t get kicked in the head.

Despite sticking resolutely to these industry-
unfriendly principles and getting virtually no radio
airplay or publicity, both bands have achieved strong
cult status, and their live shows fill up effortlessly.

Complete Discography, 1989 CD

Another good reason for completists like me is that
the entire recorded output of Minor Threat is compiled
on this single CD. 26 songs, 48 minutes, $10.

And the best news of all is that even without all
those external reasons, this is an awesome album.
Minor Threat strips just about everything non-essential
out of rock music (including, in MacKaye’s case, hair),
and pours all the energy they can find into what's left:
drums, bass, guitar and shouting. Unlike many punk
bands, though, they keep these elements in balance,
and manage not to loose an underlying sense of music.
This is not basically pop in the way that the Buzzcocks
were, or metal in the way that SSD became, but rather
rock music on its own, original terms.

The songs are sequenced chronologically, as all
compilations should be, making it easy to follow the
band’s stylistic development. The first ten are from
1981’s Minor Threat EP, and are the fastest and most
furious. The position statement “Straight Edge”, the
bitter “Bottled Violence” and the defiant “Stand Up”
draw Minor Threat’s line in the sand, and would make
a good three-part theme song for the Guardian Angels.
The band'’s title song, “Minor Threat”, explains that the
“Minor” in the band’s name can mean either
“insignificant” or “young”. Which one they really
intend I'll leave as an exercise for the reader.

The next four songs are from the In My Eyes EP,
just a few months later. These are a little less noisy,
each instrument a little more distinct. The text of
“Straight Edge” here gets boiled down to “Out of
Step”’s succinct “I don’t smoke, / Don’t drink, / Don’t
fuck. / At least I can fucking think”. “Guilty of Being
White” is similarly direct, saying “I'm sorry / For
something I didn’t do”. The cover of “Stepping Stone”
is perfectly in character.

Songs 15-23 are from the album Out of Step, which
came out in 1983. These songs are longer (which isn’t
saying much) and more complex (which is), but no less
intense. The pair “Think Again” and “Look Back and
Laugh”, with their refrains of “Think again” and “Try”,
summarize Minor Threat’s message perfectly: forget
whatever useless crap you think you know and try to
do better. A fine idea, and some inspiring and
invigorating music to accompany the effort.

The last three songs are from the band’s last days,
toward the end of 1983. “Stumped” is a rough one-off,
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“Good Guys (Don’t Wear White)” is a cover that they
make sound a whole lot like “Steppin’ Stone”, and
“Salad Days” is the band’s farewell song, explaining
their breakup by saying “Look at us today, / We've
gotten soft and fat”. They don’t sound too soft or fat fo
me, but they’d be the first to remind me that self-
opinion is the most important thing.

Fugazi

13 Songs, 1989 CD

After Minor Threat burned out, its members
dispersed into various D.C. bands, releasing nothing
substantial until MacKaye returned with Fugazi.
“Fugazi” is not listed in the Scrabble dictionary, forcing
me to conclude (thought this must be wrong) that the
band took it from the Marillion album of that name,
which is the only other place I've ever heard the word.
As best I can infer from “Fugazi”’s lyrics, the word
means something like “incast”, that is somebody whom
society has rejected not by throwing them out (which
would be “outcast”), but by grinding them up within
itself. The characters in many songs by the Jam would
qualify as fugazi, as I define it. Assuming I'm right (a
chancy proposition, but one that, in a sense, I've built a
book around, so it’s a bit late to chicken out now), the
transition from “Minor Threat” to “Fugazi” recognizes
that youth is no longer a shield that separates MacKaye
and his companions from “the world”; they are in it
whether they like it or not, and this new context
changes the nature of their thoughts drastically.

Although Fugazi are clearly heirs to Minor
Threat’s hardcore heritage, over the intervening years
MacKaye learned a valuable lesson that would later
make Nirvana a huge amount of money: manic punk
energy is all the more affecting if it's not all you do.
Accordingly, Fugazi sandblast a few more layers off of
Minor Threat’s already-lean style to come up with an
almost-minimalist approach that actually might have
complemented Minor Threat’s lyrics better than Minor
Threat’s music did. It's essential for Fugazi’'s songs.
Every note, every noise, sounds deliberate and
necessary. Clicking rim shots replace crashing
cymbals, the distortion pedals get turned off as well as
on, and the shouting hits notes. It's quite striking,
really.

The first thing you notice about the lyrics is that
there are only two “fuck”s on the whole CD (which
represents two vinyl releases, Fugazi and Margin
Walker). The next thing you notice is that some of the
stuff here is practically poetry: from “Bulldog Front”:
“And I would never say you act without / Precision or

care, but it’s all attention / To armor, to the armor you
wear so well”; or “And the Same”’s “And what they
found out a bit too late / Got covered up with all that
hate / And now it’s nothing but reaction”. Minor
Threat’s lyrics were the sort that made you go “Yeah!”.
Fugazi’s are the sort that make you go “Hey, who’s got
the lyric sheet”, and then, later, “Wow.” From the anti-
rape “Suggestion” to the  anti-compromise
“Provisional”, Fugazi stakes out their ground, as they
put it themselves in “Burning”: “I wanted a language
of my own”.

Repeater + 3 Songs, 1990 CD

I discuss each artist’s albums, in this book, in
chronological order, because that seems to make the
most sense. It’s rare, however, that you really need to
experience albums from the earliest to the latest. This is
one of those rare cases. Repeater was the first Fugazi
album I bought, and although I found it interesting, it
didn’t strike me as all that brilliant until I got the Minor
Threat compilation and the first Fugazi CD. Heard in
the context of those other two records, Repeater changed
character entirely for me.

In an incredibly courageous musical move, Fugazi
constructed this album, in my opinion, by postulating
the other two. That is, instead of refining the approach
they took on 13 Songs toward some “better” musical
goal, they take the musical territory the earlier works
charted and burrow deeper into it. This is a louder,
noisier record than the previous one, but it is in no way
a return to the same kind of volume and noise that
Minor Threat used. Somehow they have rotated the
universe so that they’'ve gotten louder, noisier and
more intense by going in exactly the opposite direction.

If you harbored the delusion this long that Fugazi
was “lan MacKaye’s band”, this album will dispel that.
Brendan Canty, Joe Lally and Guy Picciotto are both as
obvious and as invisible as MacKaye on this ensemble
effort. It is a rare album as unified and together as this
one. Anybody who tries to claim that punk musicians
can’t play had better be able to swallow a 5” plastic disc
whole, or keep the sentiment to themselves.

I'd cite individual songs, but there aren’t enough
that are not standouts for that to be meaningful. This is
an album that draws me in so thoroughly that while
I'm listening to it the rest of the music world fades away
and this music seems to be everything and nothing,
both the only album anyone would ever need, and yet
something so utterly separate from the rest of music that
it hardly makes sense to talk about them together. As
you may guess from the amount of book still in your
right hand at this point, this impression is not terminal,
but this is still an incredible album. If I had a big
rubber stamp that said “Masterpiece” on it, I'm sure I
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would have smashed Repeater’s jewel case with it
several times before it occurred to me to take the liner
book out and stamp that rather than trying to get the
ink to somehow permeate the whole thing.

Steady Diet of Nothing, 1991 CD

If you don’t agree with me (or learn to) about how
great Repeater is, and why, then you probably shouldn’t
bother with Steady Diet of Nothing. In the world that 13
Songs sketched the borders of, and Repeater painted
oceans and rain forests and glaciers into, Steady Diet of
Nothing finds Fugazi pulling back and trying to fill in
some of the world’s details that Repeater’s broad strokes
left out, rather than trying to outdo Repeater, which
would probably have been futile. The relation between
these two albums is, to me, very much the same as that
between Talk Talk’s Spirit of Eden and Laughingstock.
The first of each pair tears me loose from everything
and sets me adrift in its universe. The second albums
are the ones I play while I recover. They remind me of
the universe I just left, but while I'm listening I'm
really thinking either about the world I left or the one
I'm returning slowly to, and so I pay the second albums
much less attention than they deserve, and it is only
because they provide a glimpse of the other world that
is not loaded with the tumult of associations that I have
now attached to the first ones that I am able to get out
without injury at all.

Will anybody but me see this? How many people
are there in the world that make any sense of my
equating Fugazi and Talk Talk, two bands that even I
place hundreds of pages apart in my narrative of
musical experience? In other words, is there any
universality to my personal experience? These are the
questions that, in the end, write this book.

In on the Kill Taker, 1993 CD

The initial striking thing about In on the Kill Taker
is a visual detail. The CD jewel case is one of those
ones with a clear tray, in which there is an additional
space for art underneath the disc. Found there here is
what looks like a sheet of yellow legal paper, with "I
will not lie" written on every line in a youthful penciled
hand. The intriguing detail is that the graphic on the
CD itself is a blown up detail of this, isolating the
repitition of "will", implying to me a clever cynicism
about the truthfulness of the repeated phrase, and
reminding you that Fugazi is still a band to whom
things as fundamental as honesty remain pressing
issues.

Age has done Fugazi no harm at all. This album
not only continues to develop the musical ideas set out
on Repeater, but it also has some of the coolest
individual Fugazi songs in their canon. The furious

"Smallpox Champion" casts American generosity as a
disease. The mostly-unaccompanied verses of "Rend It"
remind you that the rawest punk doesn't always mean
constant noise. "23 Beats Off", a deceptively simple
song that sounds for the first half like it's about to break
into some good-natured grubby-punk anthem about the
joys of eating stolen canned meat after a good
skateboarding session, turns out to be a disturbing
attempt to understand the spread of HIV. "Sweet and
Low" is an ambitious instrumental. "Cassavetes" is a
slashing "Fuck You" to Hollywood on the filmmaker's
behalf (and beats AMC to building a lyric around
"Gene Rowlands" by a year). "Great Cop" is an old-
fashioned, sub-two-minute, anti-authority rant. "Last
Chance for a Slow Dance", the final song, features a
vintage howled Fugazi chorus, "Shot shooting youself
again for what?"

With every album Fugazi makes in this vein,
deeper each time out, they drive home an important,
and often overlooked aesthetic point: punk and musical
immaturity are not synonymous. So many punk bands
matured musically by moving out of punk that it can
seem that this is what maturing, for a punk band,
means. Fugazi stubbornly insist that musical
sophistication does not have to equate to conventional
polish. This album is meticulously played and
recorded, but with an unflinching dedication to punk
values. When the buzzing of an amp is heard faintly
in the background, I think it is not because the band
can't afford to buy the equipment they really want, or
because the producer didn't know how to eliminate it, it
is because the buzz of amps seems to Fugazi to be a
valid, and even important, part of their music, of music,
and something they wouldn't want to eliminate.
MacKaye's vocals are never going to sound like those of
a conventionally trained singer, but where punk's
original point in this regard was "you don't have to be a
trained singer to sing punk", to me Fugazi's persistence
is actually saying "people, this is singing". Fugazi isn't
saying that a lack of talent is okay, they're saying that
this is not a "lack of talent" to begin with.

The complementary point, also missed by many, is
that punk doesn't have to value incompetence. A
Fugazi album involves as much attention to detail as, at
the other end of the spectrum, an IQ album does, and
this suggests not only that progressive rock fans ought
not to dismiss punk out of hand, but that punk fans
ought not to dismiss progressive rock, either. It gave
me particular satisfaction to put In on the Kill Taker and
IQ's Ever on my 1993 Top Ten list in a tie. I'm not sure
how many people would understand this juxtaposition,
but I'm sure there should be more.
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Shudder to Think

Get Your Goat, 1992 CD

Shudder to Think is another Dischord band, who
have toured with Fugazi at least once. These seemed
like good credentials, so when Sweet Relief had a song
by them (“Animal Wild”) that I really liked, I went out
and got this album to see if they could sustain my
interest for a whole album. Disappointingly, they
don’t. What you think of Shudder to Think will
revolve around what you think of their singer, Craig
Wedren. His vocals oscillate between a throaty roar
and an impossibly weak, barely-in-tune falsetto. On
“Animal Wild” the falsetto parts seemed to hit at just
the right parts of the chorus. On most of the songs
here, they crop up at times and in ways that seem, to
me at least, unmotivated. On “Animal Wild” they
were exactly what those moments of the song needed.
Here I rarely hear a moment of them where I don’t
think that singing normally would have been more
appropriate.

Musically, the band is tight, edgy and energetic,
and appropriate-enough label company for Fugazi, but
they aren’t nearly as innovative as Fugazi themselves,
and without the vocal gimmick, I have a feeling they
wouldn’t sound like anything very special to me. The
fact that with it they sound worse pretty much seals their
fate as far as I'm concerned. You should listen to a few
songs to make up your own mind, and if your record-
buying is budget-sensitive you should try to hear them
before you buy one of their albums. I'll warn you,
however, that you may have trouble getting a record
store to play more than one of their songs. It doesn’t
take a very big crowd to ensure that somebody in it will
find Wedren unbearable enough to inspire violence. So
listen quickly.

Helmet

Meantime, 1992 CD

On my way from the East Coast to Minneapolis,
New York’s Helmet makes a fitting, if non-
chronological transition.

Helmet’s minimalism is, to be sure, not very much
like Fugazi’s, but to me they nonetheless fit in
somewhere between Minor Threat’s straightedge and
Hiisker Dii’s wall of noise. Helmet's version of
stripped-down involves clean, unadorned drums and
vocals, between which rides a wave of bass and two
guitars that could drill through solid metal with Blue-
Angels precision.

With heavier drums and a different vocalist, this
record could have been in Mega Therion. As it is, the
eerily synchronized stop-start music comes out as more
intense than powerful. The vague lyrics produced by
the somewhat limp singing help create the sensation
that this relentless music arises from some profound
disenchantment with modern life, and that Meantime is
the evocation of some apocalyptic future. Closer
examination of the lyric sheet, however, leads to the
realization that there’s only one song here that's
actually about anything, and it's about the downfall of
MTV V] Downtown Julie Brown.

Perhaps this band is a failed attempt to construct a
robot Pantera. It's an intriguing idea, at least partially
successful, and one Interscope Records evidently paid a
lot of money for, but I bought my copy used, and I
don’t play it much.

Hiisker Dii

Candy Apple Grey, 1986 LP

Minneapolis’ vastly influential punk patron saints,
Hiisker Dii made eight records, of which this is the
seventh. All the real Hiisker Dii fans I ever met
basically thought the band put out six good records for
SST, and then switched to Warner Bros. and effectively
ceased to exist. The Rolling Stone Album Guide, on the
other hand, gives them a suspiciously orderly set of
ascending star-ratings that goes 1, 2, 3, 3_, 3_, 4, 4_, 5.
I'm somewhere in between.

On the one hand, I can’t listen to any of the
albums before this one. It's not that they are too noisy,
so much as it is that I can sense the potential for
melody, getting drowned under the noise, and that
ruins the enjoyment of the noise for me.

This album isn’t entirely free of that feeling, but
it's pretty close. “Don’t Want to Know If You Are
Lonely” is the single that finally cracked my resistance
to the band. After it, my favorites are the slow
primarily acoustic songs “Too Far Down” and “Hardly
Getting Over It”. Bob Mould’s lyrics are uniformly
depressing, but well-written. “Eiffel Tower High” is a
bit more nonsensical, but has a sort of exuberance that
carries it for me. “All This I've Done for You” is a bit
too thin and noisy for me, but does get its hook in my
side at the end, as the title repeats.

The Grant Hart songs, “Sorry Somehow”, “Dead
Set on Destruction” and “No Promise Have I Made”,
seem almost sing-songy to me, like insubstantial pop
music played too fast in the hopes that that will disguise
its roots. It doesn’t quite work.
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Warehouse: Songs and Stories, 1987 LP

On the other hand, this album is awesome.
Twenty songs, spread over two discs on vinyl, this
work uses its length not for breadth but for sheer
weight. I saw Hiisker Dii on tour after Warehouse came
out, and they played the whole thing, straight through,
in order, without a single moment of silence, and then
left the stage. They did come back and play a few
more songs as an encore, but that was essentially an
afterthought. If I have a serious reservation about this
album, it is that the production is, on the whole, very
treble-heavy and tinny, and I think a stronger, fuller
sound could have made this a much different
experience, and one I would have preferred. But it’s
not my record, now, is it?

“These Important Years” sets the tone for the
album, saying “These are your important years, your
life”. “Charity, Chastity, Prudence and Hope” reminds
you of the band’s usual lyrical fascination, misery, with
an odd sardonic twist, describing the meeting of two
homeless people as “It was his aluminum / That
attracted her to him, / And quite a day there did
unfold / Turning garbage into gold”.

“You're A Soldier”’s aching chorus harmonies turn
the title’s three words into a heavily loaded
denunciation. “Too Much Spice”, an odd plea for
moderation, sounds to me like the follow-up to “Don’t
Want to Know If You Are Lonely”. “Visionary”, with
its way of derailing momentarily at the end of chorus
lines, is pretty cool, and “She Floated Away”, a half-
ballad, sounds in hindsight a lot like Hart’s next band,
Nova Mob.

“Bed of Nails”, which opens the second disk, and
“Turn It Around”, which starts the last side, suggest
Mould’s imminent solo career. His voice quavers to
keep up with the heavily distorted guitar, as if it would
rather not have to. “She’s a Woman (And Now He Is a
Man)” could be the second half of “Charity, Chastity,
Prudence and Hope”. And “You Can Live at Home”
sounds like the band marshaled all the energy
remaining and poured it into one last, chaotic burst of
noise. The song trails off into repetition, a perfect
ending for an epic album.

Could it have been edited down to about its half
length without losing anything? Perhaps. Should it
have been? Maybe, but then again, what are we in
such a hurry for? Sit back and let the noise wash over
you.

Nova Mob

The Last Days of Pompeii, 1991 CD

Grant Hart switched from drums to guitar and
after a couple of solo releases on SST, picked up a bass
player and drummer to form Nova Mob. This record is
a strange concept album that somehow merges
Vesuvius and the German rocket-pioneer Wernher Von
Braun, in a way that is not at all clear to me. There are
a number of tracks here that I can most charitably
characterize as “psychedelic”, like “Woton”, “Getaway
(Gateway) in Time”, “Space Jazz”, “Persuaded” and
“Lavender and Gray”. Mixed in amongst this not-
overly-appealing weirdness, though, are three great,
straightforward, folky rock songs, “Where You Gonna
Land (Next Time You Fall Off of Your Mountain)?”,
“Admiral of the Sea” and “The Last Days of Pompeii”.
Why they are set in such deliberately eclectic and
obscure surroundings, though, I don’t know.

Sugar

Copper Blue, 1992 CD

Mould’s return to banddom is decidedly more
appealing. He picks up bassist David Barbe and ex-
Zulus (and Human Sexual Response and Concussion
Ensemble) drummer Malcom Travis (Mould produced
the Zulus” Down on the Floor) to form Sugar, and the
result seems to me to be the band that was lurking
inside Hiisker Dii aching to get out all those years, and
a big improvement on Mould’s two morose solo
albums, besides. Mould’s distinctive fuzzed guitar gets
a much-need re-equalizing, as does his voice, and the
strong, steady rhythm section gives him the support he
lacked in Hiisker Dii to make music with some noise,
rather than noise with some music. Occasional
keyboards help fill out the sound, too.

The Boston influences on this record are very
strong. Recorded in neighboring Stoughton with
Boston producer Lou Giordano, who is also known to
me for working with the Bags, Big Dipper and SSD,
this record wouldn’t have sounded out of place in the
Boston section later in this chapter. “A Good Idea”, in
particular, is a dead-ringer for the Pixies.

“Hoover Dam” is my favorite song on the album.
It sounds a little like Cat Stevens to me, and I can see
the last scene of Harold and Maude played out on the
dam instead of whatever cliff it actually takes place on.
“The Slim” and “Slick” are the most like Hiisker Dii,
with waves of guitar and Mould’s old snarly voice.
“Fortune Teller” starts out that way, but breaks
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distortion’s hold and ends up impressing me much
more than any Hiisker Dii song. “If I Can’t Change
Your Mind” is the least like Hiisker Dii, with its catchy,
rollicking melody, clear, jangly acoustic guitar, and
sweet vocal harmony.

“The Act We Act”, “Changes”, “Helpless” and
“Man on the Moon” just sound like Sugar. This is a
striking debut, if you can call Bob Mould’s 11th record a
“debut”.

Beaster, 1993 CD

Not ready for a full new album, but with thirty-
one minutes of left over music that Sugar apparently
didn't feel like consigning to b-sides, the band put out
this six-song interim EP to clear the vaults a bit and
remind everybody that they hadn't gotten soft. Beaster
is a noisy, dark, chaotic journey that always seems to
me to go on for much longer than just half-an-hour.
Most of the reason for this, I think, is the degree of
relentless repetition. Mould's guitar howl scarcely ever
pauses, and his vocals are buried in the sonic murk,
contributing to it. Unable to focus on bass or melody or
any such linear element, I find myself caught in the
chord-change undertow, dragged bodily back and forth
in an unending ebb and flow. There's some sort of
Christ theme running through these songs, but I can't
make enough sense of it for it to be the element I cling
to.

Not that listening to Beaster is an unpleasant
experience. In fact, I quite like it, in the way that
undertows themselves could be great fun if there wasn't
this associated risk of actually drowning. There are
some fascinating fragments of pop songs that
occasionally whirl by, particularly in "JC Auto" and
"Feeling Better", and the surge always has a solid
forward momentum. Still, the whole disc blends
together in such a way that I have a hard time treating
the whole as much other than a somewhat demented
experiment in mood music for feeling dazed and
vaguely angry.

The Replacements

Tim, 1985 CD

Minneapolis’s second claim to fame (not counting
minor local celebrities like Prince) is the Replacements.
In place of Hiisker Di’s barrage of distortion and
feedback, the Replacements draw from folk, country
and other influences best forgotten, and apply to them
an approach which combines Soul Asylum, the
Ramones and Jonathan Richman for an overall defiant
(but tuneful) raggedness. Or, that’s what they sound

like to me by this, their fourth album, and first on a
major label.

When it works, it's a pretty potent combination.
“Hold My Life”, “Kiss Me on the Bus” and “Bastards of
Young” are definitive post-punk anthems. Singer Paul
Westerberg sounds like he psyches himself up for a
performance by sinking into a mix of apathy, disgust
and drunken stupor, and somewhere in that abyss finds
a tragic energy and unselfconsciousness that drive the
Replacements’” best songs.

As you might expect from a band drawing on such
an unstable wellspring of inspiration, the Replacements
are wildly, if gleefully, erratic. At many times they are
abrasive and corny. “Waitress in the Sky” is a
campfire-song attack on attempts to dignify the people
who serve you drinks in airplanes and explain how to
operate seat belts. “Dose of Thunder” sounds like a
Blue Oyster Cult cover. “Lay It Down Clown” and “I'll
Buy” are sloppy blues.

Oddly, I find the Replacements most appealing at
their deepest moments of apparent near-exhaustion.
The last two songs on Tim, “Little Mascara” and “Here
Comes a Regular”, limp along on what sound like the
band’s last few moments of wakefulness, or perhaps the
brink of tears. The effect is, to me at least, genuinely
moving, as the band seems to try, but fail, to keep up
its rowdy facade.

The Replacements position in my worldview could
have been much higher, were it not for a few
confounding factors that the band can’t really be held
responsible for. First, I discovered them at a time when
my record-buying budget was much smaller than it is
now, so discovering the Replacements didn’t lead to a
back-catalog buying-binge the way a new discovery
does now. Secondly, Tim and Pleased to Meet Me were
surrounded, it seemed, in critical hype married to
admiring journalistic tolerance for the band’s
destructive personal lives, and both of these things
annoyed me into not becoming a devoted Replacements
fan. Lastly, by the time (now) that I was in a position to
fill in the gaps in my Replacements library, the band
had made two more albums that didn’t intrigue me at
all, and some of the things I'd liked best about them I'd
come to like even better about Soul Asylum and
American Music Club.

Pleased to Meet Me, 1987 CD

Nonetheless, Pleased to Meet Me is irresistible. 1
didn’t start making Top Ten lists until 1988, but I'm
pretty sure both this album and the song “Alex
Chilton” would have been strong contenders for the top
of a 1987 list. Trading away guitarist Bob Stinson for
some organ, sax and horns (and two draft picks), the
band improves its sound immensely, and manages to
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keep most of the invigorating energy of its former
sloppiness without the music having to suffer.

“Alex Chilton” is unspeakably fabulous, and
drove me out to find Big Star records, which turned out
to be out of print at the time. “Nightclub Jitters” is a
slow, jazzy song that sounds like exactly what it says it
is. “The Ledge” is a great raw tale of an impending
suicide. On “Never Mind”, Westerberg’s strains
deliver a beautiful soaring melody. If anybody reading
this is about to make a movie that ends on a deeply
meaningful but intensely ambiguous note with a
helicopter camera shot pulling back from a tortured,
scorned lover standing high on some picturesque
natural wonder (Mt. Rushmore would be ideal. Abe.)
deciding whether to end his life or begin again, then
I'd recommend using Cat Stevens music, except that
Harold and Maude already did that, so instead you
should consider using “Never Mind”.

“Shooting Dirty Pool” and “Red Red Wine” are
the same sort of boogie-rock as “Lay It Down Clown”
and “I'll Buy”, from Tim, but here they don’t strike me
as being as corny. I think they sound more integral to
the flow of this album, but I might be just rationalizing
an arbitrary opinion.

“Skyway” is a slow ballad with mostly just
Westerberg accompanying himself on acoustic guitar.
Coming after the two raucous preceding songs, it stands
in even sharper relief than the similar ballads on Tim
did there, and it set the stage perfectly for the last song,
“Can’t Hardly Wait”, which feels in context like the
unification of all the other moods of the album, and
which would also be good on the soundtrack to the
movie that, probably, nobody is actually making.

Soul Asylum

Minneapolis wouldn’t be that significant as a place
to me just on the strength of Hiisker Dii and the
Replacements, but the relatively recent addition to my
world of Soul Asylum provides critical mass. As much
as I would like to say that I was among the Soul
Asylum cognoscenti from the beginning, it just isn’t
true. I knew the name, and I remember seeing the
cover of Made to Be Broken around when it came out, but
I didn’t knowingly hear a Soul Asylum song until
“Somebody to Shove”, in 1992. That one song was
enough to make me suspect that I'd missed something
major, and Grave Dancers Union made me sure of it. I
rushed out and bought the rest of the albums as fast as I
could locate them. This means that these seven Soul
Asylum albums are among the largest bodies of work
I've ever acquired and assimilated from scratch
essentially at once. It makes for an interesting
perspective, but people who have followed Soul

Asylum along the way will probably not have the same
experience I did.

Say What You Will, Clarence... Karl Sold the Truck,
1984 CD

Soul Asylum begins life as a loud, fast, hardcore
punk band who might be better suited by their original
name, Loud Fast Rules. Most of this album is smashing
drums, frantic guitar and bass, and hoarse shouted
vocals. The CD restores five songs that were
apparently left off the original EP release, but even at
14 songs the album only barely clears 40 minutes. The
band’s sound has a bit more dynamic range than
Hiisker Dii, and sounds less like a failing electrical
system, but manic rants like “Draggin” Me Down”,
“Religiavision” and will probably appeal to early
Hiisker Di fans. The skittish “Spacehead” reminds me
a little of the Dead Kennedys.

“Broken Glass”, with a shaky but enthusiastic
backing chorus, sounds more like British punk bands
like the Ruts or Blitz than it does like anybody from
Minnesota. “Masquerade”, with its superfast shouted
call-and-response vocals, sounds like early Suicidal
Tendencies for a minute or so, and then breaks into a
strange lounge-jazz break for about three minutes (like,
come to think of it, the DKs “We’ve Got A Bigger
Problem Now”) before collapsing into utter chaos.
“Happy” sounds like you're standing on a median strip
and two convertibles are speeding past you in opposite
directions, one playing Fear and the other playing Sun
Ra, both very loud, and the laws of physics are
temporarily put into abeyance to allow the Doppler
effect to speed up the songs’ tempos rather than
increasing each note’s pitch. “Black and Blue”, a live
recording from 1981, shows that the band was wise not
to start making albums then.

It is the odd slow moments, though, that most
presage Soul Asylum’s future. “Walking” sounds like
an outtake from a punk western, if you can imagine
such a thing. “Stranger” is even more interesting, as it
showcase Dave Pirner actually trying to sing. He’s
basically unsuccessful, but the attempt creates an
interesting vocal tension that will be used to great effect
later.

Made to Be Broken, 1986 CD

Later arrives quickly when you buy all these
albums at once. This album finds Soul Asylum
sounding both more like Hiisker Dii and more like
themselves. The production is very much like
Warehouse-era Hiisker Dii (especially the beginnings of
“Tied to the Tracks” and the CD bonus track, “Long
Way Home”), but the songs are starting to show signs
of maturity. This album also introduces the band’s only
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line-up change, as Say What You Will drummer Pat
Morley is replaced by Grant Young, joining Pirner,
Dan Murphy and Karl Mueller for the duration.

Country influences are the most evident factor here
in Soul Asylum’s evolving sound, but it’s easy to
misunderstand what that means. This is still punk
music, and they don’t flaunt the Western elements like
Thin White Rope does. Instead, the band simply seems
to learn a few lessons from country music and uses
them to flavor its own style. Piano, some rhythmic
variation, and a more story-telling-oriented vocal
delivery are the most obvious signs.

“Never Really Been” is my favorite song on this
album, and the one that most directly follows from
“Stranger”. The acoustic guitar, shuffling drums and
cowbell contribute to the feel of the song, but it is
Pirner’s cracking voice that makes it. He’s still not what
I'd call polished, but it’s very cool to hear the sincerity
in his efforts. I'm torn between knowing how good he
sounds later, and loving this stage of the process.

Moments of hardcore intensity are all the more
fierce elsewhere on the album, “Whoa!” going the most
berserk to balance the other influences with. The
combination of better production and a better (I think)
drummer make this an album that people who like the
first album should probably like even better.

While You Were Out, 1986 CD

Perhaps it’s that this third album followed the
second so closely, but it sounds more to me like a
continuation of Made to Be Broken than the follow-up to
it. My reaction to it, thus, is somewhat mixed. On the
downside, its similarity to the previous record makes it
less interesting to me in understanding the
development of the band. On the upside, if this and
Made to Be Broken were a double album, I think this half
has some of the best songs. “No Man's Land” is my
favorite SA song so far, and “Crashing Down”, which
follows it, is almost as potent.

“The Judge” and “Sun Don’t Shine” are solid
hardcore. “Closer to the Stars” has a Grant Hart-like
snare syncopation to it, but the melody is nothing like
Mould or Hart. “Miracle Mile”, with its unswerving
backbeat, churning guitars and deep bass makes me
wonder if Social Distortion spent most of 1989 studying
it. The slow song here is the last one, “Passing Sad
Daydream”, and it is vocally a little more secure than
“Never Really Been”, more like “Made to Be Broken”.
It's outlaw theme is also another country inroad.

Clam Dip and Other Delights, 1988 CD

This 6-song EP has a funny cover, hilarious liner
notes, and mostly unremarkable music. The first two
songs, “Just Plain Evil” and “Chains”, are confident,

energetic and clear. They are also a little boring.
“Secret No More” is an improvement, making good use
of both acoustic and electric guitars. “Artificial Heart” is
odd. “P-9” is a Dylan-esque interlude with credible
harmony vocals, even. “Take It to the Root” sounds
like a punk version of Jimi Hendrix, and could be a
Bags cover. This stuff is probably interesting enough
for SA fans, but if you are new to Soul Asylum, don't
let the lower price on this novelty lure you into making
it your starting point.

Hang Time, 1988 CD

Hang Time is Soul Asylum’s first major-label
release, and the increased studio budget is obvious.
The opener, “Down On Up to Me”, is edgy and oddly
paced, but very much in keeping with the band’s
earlier work. “Little Too Clean”, however, clicks into
an irresistible groove and may be the first true Soul
Asylum rock song. “Sometime to Return” wastes no
time adding to that count, but “Cartoon” is folkier.

“Beggars and Choosers”, as the album settles in,
reminds me that, without making a big deal about it,
Soul Asylum has learned to play pretty well. Pirner’s
voice sounds great, Young's drumming is superb, and
the surge of guitar and bass wrings out more energy
than ever, despite having left behind most of the
characteristic punk sloppiness. “Endless Farewell” is a
slow dirge, and “Standing in the Doorway” is another
great rocker.

“Marionette” raises the ante again. Tossing in
some quasi-orchestral percussion and the catchiest hook
yet, its 3:24 plays like a Queen epic stripped of
pretentiousness. “Ode” keeps you guessing by
whipping through another short grungy Bags-like
song. (Rock Starve was 1987; 1 wonder if Soul Asylum
heard it?)

The fast “Jack of All Trades”, the silly “Twiddly
Dee” and the very-noisy (and presumably sarcastic)
“Heavy Rotation” round out the album. Or appear to.
There is actually a thirteenth track hiding on the CD, a
very silly ditty (“ditty” is the best word for it, really)
called, perhaps, “Put the Bone In”, about a considerate
shopper wanting to take a treat home to her dog, who
has been hit by a car. It's not clear from the text
whether the dog survived the impact, which makes it
hard to tell whether this story is touching or grisly.

How you react to this album is probably linked to
how you react to Candy Apple Grey and Tim. All three
Minneapolis bands changed noticeably when they
switched from indie labels to majors. In all three cases I
think it’s an improvement and a maturing, but there
are undoubtably die-hard hardcore fans who will see all
three as sell-outs. There’s something inexorably self-
defeating about only liking bands as long as nobody
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else likes them, though, and I refuse to succumb to such
inverted elitism.

And the Horse They Rode In On, 1990 CD

And just as with Hiusker Dt and the
Replacements, I like the second major-label album even
better than the first. This one hits its stride with the
masterful “Veil of Tears” and “Nice Guys (Don’t Get
Paid)”. “Veil of Tears” adds two factors that hadn’t
been too evident before this. First, this song has some
of the feel of such Seventies rock and roll titans as Thin
Lizzy and the Rolling Stones. Just a touch, but mixed
in with the punk and country influences already at
play, it works great. Secondly, the lyrics, never as
significant components of Soul Asylum songs as they
might have been, here attract (and reward) notice for
almost the first time. “Veil of Tears” is just a taste of
these two things, though, compared with “Nice Guys”,
which is high on my list of the coolest songs ever.
Slipping easily from quiet to huge sonic assault and
back, this is a pointed character study of a city in decay,
in which “the gangsters, cowboys, gypsies and free-
wheelers have sold out their trades to become drug
dealers”. It's pretty sad when the rewards for
traditional heroic roles are so much lower than those for
destructive crime. This is what people mean when they
say that teachers ought to be paid more than baseball
players, too, but the fact is that our social system
requires a lot more teachers than baseball players, and
there are some economic arguments that the large effect
the small number of baseball players have on people
(and the shortness of baseball careers, at least relative to
teaching) justify their salaries after all. The cowboy-to-
drug-dealer conversion is even more disturbing,
though, as it says that what used to be outlets for
individualism have been turned to roles that sap
society’s strength. The gangster-to-drug-dealer trade
says that, on the other side, we’ve lost the one role for
criminals that fosters at least some sense of community
responsibility. Are there any fields left that reward
social value with financial well-being? Art, sometimes,
and that’s about it. Some nation...

This album would be worth the price to me even if
all the songs other than “Nice Guys” were outtakes
from a rehearsal for the Emergency Broadcasting
System noise, but in fact they aren’t. “Something out of
Nothing” borrows some of the funk from “Take It to the
Root”. Murphy’s “Gullible’s Travels” puts Bernie
Worrell’s guest melodica to good use. “Brand New
Shine” starts out like it's going to be Stray Cats
rockabilly, but breaks loose on the choruses. “Easy
Street”, another amazingly catchy song, takes the wise
precaution of declaring, in case the band becomes
megastars, that “If we ever get to Easy Street we can

say with a smile, ‘I came just for the ride’”. And in fact,
they seem to have dealt with the fame that followed
Grave Dancers Union relatively well, though it will be
interesting to see what their next album is like.

“Grounded” is another easy-going countryish
tune. “Be on Your Way” balances it out with a tension
that hearkens back to the second and third albums.
“We 3” is introspective and really reminds me of Thin
Lizzy, though I can’t explain why, so your mileage
may vary. And “All the King's Friends” ends the
album in good style, with some great tempo changes
and a neat guitar solo.

All in all, in case I didn’t make this clear, I love this
record.

Grave Dancers Union, 1992 CD

And this is where I came in. My first Soul Asylum
album, this was my #2 album for 1992 (after only Tori
Amos’ phenomenal Little Earthquakes), and the song
“Black Gold” was #2 on my Top Ten Songs list (after
Tori’s “Silent All These Years”). I wasn’t the only one
impressed by it. First, for a while Soul Asylum,
Arrested Development and Nine Inch Nails were
MTV’s idea of a “music revolution”, and you may have
heard “Somebody to Shove” once or a hundred times.
It looked like Soul Asylum were finally getting the
breakthrough they’d deserved. Then “Black Gold” hit
and did as well as, or better than, “Somebody to
Shove”, and things looked really good for Soul Asylum.
Then the gentle “Runaway Train”, with a harrowing
missing-persons video, soared straight out of “music
revolution” into the top ten, and won a Grammy, and
suddenly Soul Asylum were stars, performing at
Clinton’s inauguration, appearing on compilations, and
releasing a few more of these tracks as singles just to
give pent up Soul Asylum demand somewhere to be
released. Dave Pirner wound up dating Winona
Ryder, and singing Paul McCartney’s parts in the
Beatles movie Backbeat. The good guys won one.

And even more remarkably, through all of this
I'm nowhere near sick of this album yet.

The vehemence of “Somebody to Shove” prompted
many comparisons to Nirvana, and there must be
something to this, as I've listed Nirvana next. In fact, in
my write up of my 1992 Top Ten lists I said that if Grave
Dancers Union didn’t sell as much as Nevermind or Ten
that I wouldn’t know why. My friend Marty said it
didn’t sound to him like Soul Asylum had as much
range as Nirvana or Pearl Jam, and I can see how you
might think that from just “Somebody to Shove”, but
the album as a whole shows far more versatility than
Pearl Jam, who I abhor, and I think it even shows a
wider musical range than that of Nirvana (who I liked a
lot, as you'll see).
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“Somebody to Shove” is a raw, angry scream of a
song, merging an aching loneliness with a need to vent
pent up frustration. It is a desperate call for contact, of
any sort, and it also rocks hard enough to finally break
Seattle’s lock on the media. It sounds like the
commercial vindication of a band that has resolutely
stuck to its principles, which is pretty much what this
album turned out to be.

“Black Gold”, when I described it on my list, got
one word: “America”. It's an impressionistic depiction
of playgrounds, urban violence, cars, racism, desolation
and personal courage, and to me touches on an
amazing range of the things that make the United
States unique (for both good and bad), especially given
how few words it actually uses. It also has, musically,
the ability to go from quiet to raging in an instant, just
as could “Nice Guys” and, for that matter, “Smells Like
Teen Spirit”.

“Runaway Train” is a mournful, graceful country-
ish song that complements the first two songs nicely.
“Somebody to Shove” is furious, “Black Gold” a
mixture of melancholy and anger, and “Runaway
Train” mostly sad. Predictably, as this song climbed
the pop charts, hardcore Soul Asylum fans began
queuing up to brand them sell-outs and castigate this
song as execrable. The ones that waited to kvetch until
the song became a hit earn my suspicion immediately,
as I defy anybody to have predicted the day Grave
Dancers Union came out that they’d even release
“Runaway Train” as a single, let alone that it would get
Dave Pirner on national television with a statuette in
his hands. The ones who thought to complain about it
immediately, though, have a point, in that “Runaway
Train” is the most pronounced example yet of Soul
Asylum’s musical progression out of straight punk into
a mature musical form that owes as much to folk and
country as to hardcore. Pirner has been quoted as
saying that his life changed the day he realized that
punk and Woody Guthrie were really all the same
thing, and Soul Asylum have grown into a particularly
convincing illustration of this insight. Still, if you
wanted them to stick to hardcore punk, “Runaway
Train” is both their farthest divergence from it and a
pretty clear statement that they don’t ever intend to go
back.

Having made their point with that triptych, Soul
Asylum turns the intensity back up for “Keep It Up”,
which rumbles and boils, and features the best “Na na
na na” chorus since Greg Kihn's “Breakup Song”.
“Keep It Up”’s quiet side is louder than “Black Gold”’s,
so it is appropriate that “Homesick”, which comes next,
is a higher-intensity ballad than “Runaway Train”.

“Get On Out” has the feel of an old folk song
(“Worried Man” is the one I'm thinking of, not “Roll
On Columbia” or the “Erie Canal”s), translated into the

Nineties with delicious consequences. A light
sprinkling of organ backs up the driving guitars and
leads into a great rave-up ending. “New World” lets
up on the accelerator again. Have I mentioned how
well paced I think this album is?

“April Fool” is Soul Asylum’s romping take on
hard rock, appropriating several handy elements of
bands like AC/DC and Aerosmith. The processed
background vocals and the larger-than-life drums and
guitar are both cool and hilarious, the band reveling in
the genre while mocking it. Pirner’s expressive voice is
especially good in this setting, showing again that
technical ability and musical versatility are far from
synonymous.

While its tongue is lingering in the area of its
cheek, the album goes on to “Without a Trace”, the
song from which its title is taken. With great lines like
“I might as well join the Mob, / The benefits are okay”,
and “Trying to do the right thing, play it straight /
[But] the right thing changes from state to state”, this
one turns its melancholy on itself. “Growing Into You”
gets back up to party speed, and in a way sounds like
the end of the record.

Instead of ending, though, Grave Dancers Union
tacks on two more songs that sound as if the deliberate
mood-oscillation of the rest of the album has finally
spun out of control. “99%” is a wild, noisy, Sonic-
Youth-like rollercoaster, just in case anybody has
forgotten the band’s hardcore roots. And while you're
reeling from that, “The Sun Maid” ends the album, a
sumptuous lullaby with sparkling acoustic guitar,
tasteful orchestra, and very funny lyrics. I especially
admire Soul Asylum for ending with these two songs,
because, as we used to say in fiction-writing class, they
had earned a triumphant ending, and could have gone
out in hard-rocking, if predictable, fashion, with
another song like “Somebody to Shove”. It would have
made sense in terms of pace, and it would have made
the album more consistent, but it would also have made
it less interesting. Together, “99%” and “The Sun
Maid” show that Soul Asylum is going to stick to their
own standards, and give in to pressure from neither
commercialism nor their own past.

I like this album better every damn time I listen to
it, and I have a strong feeling it'll end up in strong
contention for the list of the best albums of the Nineties.
In fact, I think I'll listen to it again right now.
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Archers of Loaf

Icky Mettle, 1993 CD

I like this album, but it's not as clear to me
whether I support it or not. The early nineties has seen
a rash of new punk bands, heirs of Hiisker Di, the
Replacements and early Soul Asylum artistically, and
Nirvana, Sugar and Grave Dancers Union commercially.
This has brought us quite a number of competent bands
who understand both noise and melody, and who make
songs suitable for either happy dancing in yuppie
apartment living rooms or ramming two-by-fours into
old black-and-white television sets in some teenage
alley hideaway. Part of me applauds this trend, as I'd
much rather have a glut of bands like this than dozens
of Soup Dragons and Inpiral Carpets. At the same
time, part of me does recognize the wave of them as an
artifact of fashion, and wants to hear more from any
specific example than just what got them along for the
ride.

Sometimes I think Archers of Loaf do have an
identity enough their own. Sometimes I think they
don't, but that it doesn't really matter. Sometimes I
think that listening to this album is just killing time. If
the Archers of Loaf have a unique niche, it's a knack for
melody that makes perfect sense for a band from
Chapel Hill, North Carolina, the heart of Connells
guitar-pop country. This is a noisy record, but the
songs on it aren't necessarily very noisy by nature.
There are conventional verses and choruses in here the
way there are not, for example, on Fugazi records.

Part of my ambivalence comes from not knowing
what intent to attribute here. Are these guys really pop
songwriters who've decided that noisiness is currently
more salable? Are they sincere punk rockers who can't
help slipping into hooks every so often? Is this all they
can do, or have they chosen to sound like this because
this is how they want to sound? You'll object, I hope,
that it ought to be possible to appreciate their work
without having to know about the impulses that went
into it. But actually, that's my point: this album seems
to raise those questions itself, and then not answer
them. It sounds good, but when I get to the end of it
I'm not sure how much I've enjoyed myself.

Nirvana

Disclosure time again. I'd never even heard of
Nirvana before “Smells Like Teen Spirit”. In fact, I
even passed up an opportunity to see Nirvana in
September of 1991, in order to see School of Fish in the
club next door. While I don’t necessarily think this was

a bad decision in itself, I'd already seen School of Fish
once, only a few months before. Oh well.

Bleach, 1989 CD

Nirvana’s first album has by now sold lots and lots
of copies to Nevermind consumers with an extra $15. I
would love to know what most of them think of it. I
like it, but its appeal is much more subtle than
Nevermind, and it’s not at all hard to figure out why this
album wasn’t the breakthrough that the second one
became.

In contrast to Nevermind, most of the songs on
Bleach have only one mood each. And more often than
not, that mood is “murky”. Now, some of you may
say, indignantly, that “murky” is not a “mood”, but it
is here. Heavy bass, mumbled lyrics and forceful but
muted guitars combine to form the prototypical grunge
stew, for which “murky” is as good a term as any,
thank you.

Kurdt Kobain and Chris Novoselic are joined here
by drummer Chad Channing and second guitarist Jason
Everman. I don’t think Channing is as good as Dave
Grohl, and the extra guitarist doesn’t add much. Or
rather, deleting a guitarist didn’t lose much, to be
historically accurate.

There are some excellent songs here, still, and
serious Nirvana fans will enjoy themselves, 1 feel
certain. “About a Girl” and “School” are really good
(catchy and explosive, respectively), though live
versions of them are also available elsewhere. The
cover of “Love Buzz” is terrific, and has some
particularly good bass playing. “Negative Creep” is
especially chaotic and wonderful, as is “Scoft”. “Mr.
Moustache” and “Sifting” are about as grungy as is
possible, with nearly-subsonic bass and chugging
unison guitar. The closest I come to not liking a song
on this record is “Floyd the Barber”, which was a title
after Primus’ heart, but not as remarkable a song.

An interesting note on the back of the album
points out that it was recorded by Jack Endino for $600,
though it isn’t completely clear whether they mean that
the entire budget was $600, or that that was Endino’s
fee.

Sliver, 1990 CD5

I'm guessing at the date of this four-song EP, as it
contains no useful liner information. It seems to me
from the sound that only Kurdt is playing guitar here,
but it’s hard for me to tell who's drumming, and I
certainly can’t figure it out from the right elbow visible
in the cover photo.

“Sliver” and “Dive” are the two new songs, and
live versions of Bleach’s “About a Girl” and “Spank
Through” (origin unknown) are the other two. “Sliver”
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and “Dive” are both phenomenal, and begin to show
signs that the conceptual breakthrough responsible for
Nevermind is imminent. Then again, both songs are on
Incesticide, which you’ll want, so that half of this EP is
obsolete.

The live version of “About a Girl” is, well, not the
studio version. I don’t have much else to say about it.
“Spank Through” is another Nirvana song, stylistically
in keeping with the songs on Bleach. If you can’t bear
to let a Nirvana song get away, you'll buy this, and
otherwise you won't. So I'll stop talking about it.

Nevermind, 1991 CD

Unless you spent 1991-92 in the Osmond’s guest
bathroom, you heard “Smells Like Teen Spirit” a
million times. Then you heard “Come as You Are” a
few hundred thousand times, “Lithium” until you woke
up mumbling the lyrics, and “In Bloom” enough to
flatten a small midwestern city, just for good measure.
If you watched much MTV you also got to see
“Territorial Pissings” a few times, just for variety. And
if all those didn’t get you to buy the album, then what
the hell’s wrong with you?

Nevermind is, to be blunt, a masterpiece. It was
single-handed responsible for a paradigm shift in how
music is marketed, it turned Seattle from a joke about
bad weather to a cultural Mecca, and in its wake it is
hard to remember that the state of rock music before its
release wasn't actually that bad.

Like many momentous upheavals in history, this
one is due to a relatively simple insight. Sometime in
1990, it must have occurred to Kurdt Kobain that
instead of writing slow songs and fast songs, he could
write songs that have both slow parts and fast parts, in
the same song. In fact, if he did it right, the fast parts
could end up making the slow parts even more intense,
and the dynamic of the changing levels could play off
the lyrics well enough that he could afford to stop
mumbling so much.

Depending on how perceptive you are, it either
takes :15 or 1:15 of “Smells Like Teen Spirit” to be sure
that he was absolutely right. There are harder, faster,
louder, angrier punk bands by the dozens, but musical
intensity is relative, and by including both ends of the
emotional scale Nirvana is able to effectively outdo
everybody else without having to actually play faster,
louder or angrier.

Once the music got things started, there were other
factors that fueled Nirvana’s success, in my incisive
analysis. First, Kurdt Kobain started spelling his name
Kurt Cobain, which Mommar Khadafi could tell you is a
surefire way to get some extra press attention.
Secondly, Kurt and Chris Novoselic were basically
goofy, likable, kind-of-ordinary people, and when you

saw them on interviews they didn’t seem like people
who were trying to start a trend, nor utterly appalling
wastes of human life, and you didn’t get irritated to the
point of incoherence by the thought that they were
getting lots and lots of money, like 1 get whenever
Guns and Roses or the Black Crowes come on. Third,
the cover photo of a baby paddling blankly after a
dollar-bill on a hook was a classic, and had the “fuck
you” spirit that tends to excite teenagers, college
radicals and other people who haven’t quite been
clubbed into immobility by their lives yet. Fourth,
Cobain’s lyrics and the band’s whole attitude resonated
with a whole generation of people who have basically
felt dulled into a near-stupor by both the micro and
macro details of their surroundings. Fifth, David
Geffen was smart enough not to fuck up a good thing.
Sixth, the album featured, after the last listed song, a
ten minute period of silence, and then the bonus song
“Endless Nameless”. The long silence is a hilarious
touch, and, in an amusing reversal of the usual way of
things, the first pressings of the album don’t have it, so
the “collectors’ edition is actually worse to have than
the easy-to-find one.

There must be some more reasons to like
Nevermind, but the truth is that the Nineties aren’t
likely to make much sense without it, and twenty years
from now if you don’t have a copy of Nevermind you
can pull out and show people, they will look at you like
you lived through the Sixties and don’t know the
difference between the Sexual Revolution and the Boer
War. So pick one up now while it’s still not too
embarrassing to admit that you don’t have it yet.

Smells Like Teen Spirit, 1991 CD5

This single features two new songs and a
remarkable picture of Cobain playing guitar while
balanced on his head. This photo is another in a series
of good pictures of Kurt risking or sustaining painful-
looking injuries in the service of his music. The liner to
Bleach had him sprawled across the drum set, the video
for “Come As You Are” has him swinging around
wildly on a chandelier, and the video for “In Bloom”
had him getting hit in the groin with some stage prop.
And then there’s the scene of Chris Novoselic hitting
himself on the head with his bass during an MIV
awards show.

The songs, “Even In His Youth” and “Aneurysm”,
are also excellent. “Even In His Youth” sounds more
like older Nirvana, but “Aneurysm” would have fit in
just fine on Nevermind. “Aneurysm” is on Incesticide,
but “Even In His Youth” isn’t. Worth $4.99 to me.
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Come As You Are, 1992 CD5

This one is less essential. The art is unremarkable;
Dave Grohl is grinning like a maniac, but then again
almost all pictures of Dave Grohl seem to show him
grinning like a maniac. Frankly, if I was him I'd
probably spend most of my time grinning like a
maniac, too. I like my job, but if you offered me
outrageous sums of money to play drums really hard for
a few years, I'd, well, I'd think about it.

The two other songs here are live versions of
“School”, from Bleach, and “Drain You”, from
Nevermind. Both are killer, but the originals weren’t
lacking much to begin with, so you won’t be laughed
out of cocktail parties for not knowing these versions.
You might want to carry a copy with you to enliven
such events, though, if your life involves going to too
many.

Lithium, 1992 CD5

This single’s liner has, in extremely small print,
the lyrics to everything on Nevermind, which did not,
itself, come with words. Actually, that's what it claims,
but the omission of “Endless Nameless” from the
transcripts makes this statement slightly inaccurate. At
any rate, the lyrics are reason enough to buy the single.
To take your mind off the fact that you are paying
another $5 for the lyrics to an album you already
bought, Geffen includes two more new songs, a live
recording of “Been a Son”, a great song about being a
daughter of parents who wanted a son (this is also on
Incesticide), and “Curmudgeon”, a very cool and
equally chaotic song that is otherwise unavailable.

Incesticide, 1992 CD

By the end of 1992, thousands of critics worldwide
were sitting around in eager anticipation of tearing into
whatever Nirvana put out next. In a strategically
brilliant move, the band launched a pre-emptive strike
by putting out a 15-song rarities/outtakes compilation
well in advance of their third studio album.

The fact that a band was able to sell a full-length
outtakes collection after, in most people’s awareness,
only one album, is pretty remarkable, and the record
itself is even more remarkable.

Several of the songs are repeats for the dedicated
collector. “Dive” and “Sliver” are from the 1990 EP.
“Been a Son” was on the “Lithium” single in live form.
“(New Wave) Polly” is a remake of the Nevermind song
“Polly”. “Downer” is from Bleach. And “Aneurysm”
was on the single for “Smells Like Teen Spirit”.

The rest of them are new to me, though. “Molly’s
Lips” and “Son of a Gun” (both Vaselines covers) and
“Turnaround” (another cover, but I don't know of

whom) are from a John Peel session. “Beeswax”,
“Mexican Seafood”, “Hairspray Queen”, “Aero
Zeppelin” and “Big Long Now” are all produced by
Jack Endino, making it seem likely that they are
leftovers from the Bleach era. I have no idea where
“Stain” is from.

There is also a long personal message from Kurt in
the liner that does an excellent job of solidifying his
reputation as “not a jerk”, and is one of the more
genuine pieces of rock journalism I've seen. 1 wish
more people would write things in their liner notes,
because I almost always enjoy reading them.

The collection isn’t as cohesive as Nevermind, for
obvious reasons, but it is surprisingly consistent, and
well worth getting if you like the band at all. It focuses
on a side of the band that is much rawer than
Nevermind alone might lead you to belief, and as such
this collection served to foreshadow a follow-up to it that
wouldn’t simply try to replicate it.

“Puss” / “Oh, the Guilt” (The Jesus Lizard / Nirvana),
1993 CD5

The wait for the third real Nirvana album was
further eased by this joint single from Nirvana and
friends the Jesus Lizard. They don’t play together on
the songs, which would have been neat; “Puss” is the
Jesus Lizard’s, and “Oh, the Guilt” is Nirvana’'s.
“Puss” is okay, but won’t get me to buy any Jesus
Lizard records. “Oh, the Guilt”, on the other hand,
makes me laugh hysterically, and uncontrollably, with
joy. Cobain’s singing on the chorus (if you can call it
that) is completely and utterly out of control, and it’s
positively wonderful. I'd really like to hear Tori cover
this one!

Stories I read about this made it sound like it was
only going to be released in a limited run, and only as
a vinyl 77, but Boston stores were well-stocked with this
cheap Canadian CD5 version as of its release, so I don’t
know how “limited” it really ended up being.

In Utero, 1993 CD

I don't listen to this album. I'm not sure it's fair to
say that I can't listen to it, because it's more of an
intellectual reaction than an emotional one, but I don't
put it on any more, and I'm not sure whether I ever will
or not. (It is the only entry in this entire book written
without having the subject playing at the time.)

The reactions I have to and around this album are
complicated, but they center inevitably on Kurt
Cobain's suicide in 1994. I was too young for Kennedy's
assassination to mean anything to me, not enough of a
Beatles or Elvis fan for Lennon's or Presley's deaths to
affect me personally. I've been sorry to see many
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talented artists die, but until Kurt's death, no celebrity's
demise had ever felt like an event in my life.

He wasn't a hero to me, he didn't speak for me.
We were almost exactly the same age, but my
childhood traumas were the ones that come from being
smart, small and slow, not from being misunderstood or
abused. There are ideals Kurt and I probably shared,
but not that many experiences. When he killed
himself, there wasn't any danger I'd consider it a cue for
action of my own.

It bothered me deeply, though, for other reasons.
While I didn't see myself in him, I recognized that a lot
of people seemed to. In a star climate previously filled
with people like Michael Jackson, Axl Rose, Mick
Jagger and Madonna, all people who their fans are
expected to admire more than to identify with, Kurt was
his fans. He wore his own clothes, shaved sporadically,
got in fights with his girlfriend, got depressed, played
guitar. To the extent that Kurt's chance at success
represented the dreams of everybody sitting in shabby
apartments eating 13¢ hot dogs and watching staticky
Brady Bumnch reruns, his suicide was a horrifying
message that the best this life could get wasn't even
good enough, and it made me hope desperately that no
staggered thirteen-year-old's parents or teachers would
try to make it into an insensitive value-scolding. I
recognize that this was speculation on my part; nobody
I know identified with Kurt, and perhaps in the end it
was all hype, and everybody who bought Nirvana
records just did it because "Smells Like Teen Spirit"
sounded so much cooler than the Black Crowes. But
that's not what it seemed like. When Hole's album,
Live Through This, came out days after Kurt failed to, it
felt to me like the world was unravelling, and that
there weren't very many threads left.

In a business that manufactures stars, Nirvana
refused to be anything other than people. What they
represented, for me personally, was an incredibly
important social and artistic experiment: could an artist
be successful without that success destroying or warping
them? Could a couple basically decent guys from
Washington somewhere continue to be a couple
basically decent guys from Washington somewhere
even after a few billion people suddenly decided to
mail them dollar bills for having made some good
songs with their band?

The incredibly disheartening answer that Kurt's
suicide delivered was "No." To me his death was an
indictment of the state of popular art and celebrity in
modern Western culture, was the touch that proved that
the feedback loop produced by mass adulation is in fact
inimical to art, and that artists, particularly musicians,
who manage to make decent art without being
consumed by the machine do so only because luck
favors them with few enough fans. The system is not

viable. As I read his suicide note, and he talks about
stomach pains, and the commentators talk about drugs,
and Courtney wishes she had been there, all I hear is
"There was only one thing I could do in life, and it
turns out I can't do that, either, so there's nothing left."
Plenty of people have called him a coward for killing
himself, but I'm not sure I see what else he could have
done. He was the wrong sort of person to cope with a
form of existence he didn't want and couldn't see how to
escape from.

Backing up to Nirvana's music, which it's easy to
forget in this discussion, I'm not sure that they weren't
painted into a corner there, too. After all the media
build-up to their third studio album, and the hints in
Incesticide, "Oh, the Guilt" and interviews, In Utero was
exactly the album I expected it to be. It failed to do all
the horrible things it had to not do. The band didn't sell
out, didn't soften, didn't give in on anything. After I
listened to it the first time I breathed a sigh of relief,
and said "Yes, Nirvana proved all their detractors
wrong." Already, though, I suspected that I wasn't
going to listen to it very often. After we get through all
the negative things that are not there, there's not much
positive that is there for me. I don't have anything bad
to say about any of the songs, but I don't have any good
things, either. The songs don't touch me, don't stick in
my mind for any reason. It's as if In Utero was simply
to prove a point, to earn us the right to put Nevermind
back into heavy rotation again. But where was it
going? Listening to it, can you really imagine Nirvana
making another album every couple years for the rest
of our lives? I can't. As They Might Be Giants almost
put it, they had two albums in them and they wrote the
third.

A part of me, then, although this sounds horrible,
felt relief when Kurt died. "Nirvana 1989-1994" makes
an incredibly compelling and affecting story in a way
that I'm not sure "Nirvana 1989-" would have. In David
Alexander Smith et al's Future Boston, the beaver-
looking Phneri treat death as a cause for celebration, on
the grounds that a life is a work of art, and death is its
completion, so that a person's death means that their life
can now be appreciated in full. The end of a life, to
them, should no more be a cause of sadness in itself
than the end of a book, or the completion of a painting.
The story may be sad, but the fact of its completion is
not. And so as sad as I think Kurt's, and Nirvana's,
story is, I think he found the most powerful ending it
could have had, and in killing himself completed one of
the most moving works of life-art rock has yet seen.

So if it's sad to you, if it hurts, if it makes you
angry? It should.
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Meat Puppets

Huevos, 1987 LP

The Arizona stop on our drunkard’s walk
(updating the classical description by adding a
hyperspace button) is for Tempe’s Meat Puppets. 1|
don’t know much about them, and can’t say a thing
about their other albums, but this one is forever linked
in my mind to hanging out in Jenn, Maia, Judith and
Andrew’s room (Adams A-21) for most of my junior
year in college. I feel certain they played other records,
as well, but the one song that has come to define the
experience for me is the Meat Puppets “Paradise”, and
to a lesser extent the rest of the first side.

Conventional critical wisdom seems to be that this
album sounds exactly like ZZ Top, but that wouldn’t
ever have occurred to me on my own. The key musical
elements are lots of chicka-chicka-chicka between-chord
guitar strums, and the strained, but spirited, singing,
which is really all that lands this band in Underground.

Still, if you ache to experience what a year of my
higher education felt like, this is the record for it. The
best way to listen to it, I would claim, is sitting on top of
a tall step-ladder, which you would instantly agree with
if you saw the sickeningly decayed, monstrous black
couch that was the only other thing to sit on in their, ah,
“disorganized” common room.

Sloan

Having already gone from Minneapolis to Seattle
nominally on the way to Boston, it seems to make as
much sense to buzz through Nova Scotia, Arizona and
California before arriving on the East Coast. Sloan,
being from Halifax, which is about as far as you can get
from Seattle without actually going somewhere where
the weather is pleasant, and being DGC label-mates
with Nirvana, seem like an appropriate next stop.

Peppermint, 1992 CD

Actually, this debut EP is not on DGC. By a
narrow margin of mere months, the band managed to
get an indie record out for important underground
credibility, before being snapped up by the big time.

Of the six songs here, three reappear on Smeared:
“Marcus Said”, “Underwhelmed” and “Sugartune”.
The versions here are rawer, less-clearly produced, and
to me, less appealing. “Underwhelmed”, which in its
Smeared incarnation is the song that drew me to Sloan,
here is badly unfocused, and I wouldn’t have given it a
second listen. The redone version of “Marcus Said” also

sounds much-improved to me. The two versions of
“Sugartune”, on the other hand, are close to identical.

Of the other three songs, “Pretty Voice” is my
favorite, and I'd have included it on Smeared. “Lucky
for Me” doesn’t catch me. “Torn” sounds like a lost
treasure from when the B-52’s were a punk band.

You could see this EP as Sloan’s Bleach, in a sense,
and it's an interesting historical artifact for fans of
Smeared, but I don’t think it stands on its own as well as
Bleach does.

Smeared, 1992 CD

The remixed, buffed, polished and cranked
version of “Underwhelmed” opens this album like a
cleverer Ozzy Osbourne backed up by the Primitives
with a better drummer. Mind you, it takes two or three
singers here to produce an overall effect similar to
Ozzy’s metallic whine, but they get some beautiful
harmony as a welcome side-effect. The music owes a
bit to Nirvana, with drum gallops leading into the fast
parts, but Sloan trades Nirvana’s angst for melodic
hooks. The lyrics, a love song set in school, are filled
with intriguing word play (“rolled her eyes”/“rolled
her ‘r’s”) and odd asides (“She was underwhelmed if
that is a word / (I know it isn’t, because I looked it
up)”), and by the end when the girl rejects the narrator
because he’s “caught up in trivialities”, this perspective
is wholly understandable from just what we’ve seen of
him in the song lyrics.

The range of this album is breathtaking. At
different moments Sloan brings to mind the Pixies,
Teenage Fanclub, Smashing Pumpkins, the Velvet
Underground, Dinosaur Jr., Sonic Youth, the Jesus and
Mary Chain and the Blake Babies. And yet they don't
even once sound derivative to me; in fact, I like less
than half of the bands I've compared them to, but I
think Sloan is great.

Sloan’s primary ingredients are squalling,
feedback-drenched guitars, solid bass, syncopated
drums, classic pop melodies (supplemented on several
songs by the ethereal voice of Jennifer Pierce),
tantalizing lyrical wordplay, a unique sense of texture
and a stunning degree of dynamic control. The music
is more complex than Nevermind’s, and thus somewhat
less accessible, but the two bands are in the same
general league, and I bet a double-bill would go over
well.

Most albums that cover as much stylistic ground as
this are almost unavoidably erratic in quality as well,
but Smeared somehow defies this truism, at least to my
ears. “Underwhelmed” remains my favorite song, but
just about the whole rest of the album is right behind.
The insistent “500 Up”, the surging, tuneful
“Sugartune” and the warped, fuzzed-out “Two Seater”
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are some of my favorites, but the languid “Raspberry”
is really the only song I don’t feel strong positive
feelings for, and I'd hardly call it “bad”. The album
careens from howling (the chorus of “Median Strip”) to
subdued (the verses of “Take It In”, the very next
song), but everywhere it ends up it seems to want to be,
I essentially never feel lost.

My only complaint, in the end, is that this is one
album that I think would have benefited greatly from a
lyric sheet, especially seeing as the four inner panels of
the liner are taken up with the package’s fourth band
photo, and a poorly exposed one at that. Even without
the lyrics written out, though, a fascinating sense of
difference comes through. Some of it is specific slang,
like “L.C.”, but most of it is a more general feeling of a
freshness of perspective that comes from the relative
isolation of Halifax. For all I know, of course, the band
sits around all day watching MTV and CNN, and this
feeling is entirely fabricated, but if it feels real, why
quibble?

Underwhelmed, 1993 CD5

The European single for "Underwhelmed" adds
two unreleased tracks, "Amped" and "Sleepover".
"Amped" is short, with pop potential. "Sleepover" is
long and slow, filled with low guitar grumbling.
Neither get nearly enough production attention to
really stand out, in my opinion. Sloan, circa Smeared, is
to me a band for whom attention to detail is critical, and
these two songs are thrown off too casually to make
much of an impression.

Minutemen

Post Mersh, Vol. 3,1984 CD

While I'm reminiscing, the Minutemen are a band
that my ex-girlfriend Nora’s best friend Herb adored.
After listening to his ecstatic eulogies for months, I
broke down and bought this random Minutemen CD,
which compiles the vinyl releases Paranoid Time, Joy,
Bean Spill, The Politics of Time, and Tour Spiel. This
totals 46 songs in just under an hour, which makes
them the most succinct band I know, and explains their
name.

The Minutemen to me combine the DKs, Fear and
late Minor Threat/early Fugazi, taking left-wing
politics and song brevity from the DKs, the better
playing from Fear, and the stripped-down
arrangements from Minor Threat/Fugazi. It all
whizzes by so fast, though, that very few of these songs
make any lasting impression on me. Still, with 46
songs you don’t need a very high retention rate to score

a number of solid successes. “Paranoid Chant”, “If
Reagan Played Disco”, “Shit You Hear at Parties”,
“Tune for Wind God” and “Party with Me Punker” are
superb, and the four covers that comprised Tour Spiel,
Van Halen’s “Ain’t Talking 'Bout Love”, BOC’s “The
Red and the Black”, CCR’s “Green River” and the Meat
Puppets’ “Lost”, are hilarious.

Like the Dead Kennedys, this is a band that I
think is worth having represented in your collection,
but I don’t imagine that it makes much difference
which disc you pick.

Mission of Burma

Mission of Burma, 1988 CD

At last, we reach Boston. As I may have
mentioned before, this is where I live (Cambridge,
actually), and as a result there are quite a number of
Boston bands represented in this book. Underground
has a particularly strong cluster of them (plus SSD, from
earlier in the chapter), and Mission of Burma is their
patron saint (or the one that I will impose, anyway).
This Rykodisc compilation combines the six songs from
the 1981 EP Signals, Calls and Marches, 12 from the 1982
album Vs., and six others, for a hefty 80-minute
overview of the band. It's a solid portrayal of a
dynamic band, and positively required for an
understanding of Boston local history.

It also has several classic songs of wider influence.
“Academy Fight Song” was a favorite REM encore (and
went over very well at Boston Garden). “That's When [
Reach for My Revolver” is one of American punk’s
finest creations, and “This Is Not a Photograph” and
“That's How I Escaped My Certain Fate” back similar
titles with similarly great songs. “OK/No Way” sounds
like the Buzzcocks doing a Devo cover. “The Ballad of
Johnny Burma” serves pretty well as a theme song.
The slow, moving “Einstein’s Day”, and the
cacophonous “Fun World” provide intriguing contrasts.
The collection ends with the Stooges cover “19707,
Mission of Burma in turn acknowledging their
influences.

Pixies

Come On Pilgrim, 1987 CD

One of the most successful denizens of Boston’s
Underground scene, the Pixies materialized only about
half-formed on this debut EP. They begin life as a
highly charged punk band with a penchant for
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stopping suddenly, singing in Spanish, and screaming
very loudly. Kim Deal’s added vocals and an overall
obscurity of attitude mark them as 4AD products like
Throwing Muses, but the tide of energy overwhelms
the quirkiness and atmospherics that are 4AD’s
mainstay.

“The Holiday Song” is probably my favorite song
here, a cowboyish romp that careens along on Black
Francis’ demented voice. “I’ve Been Tired”, with an
even more-crazed sung/spoken intro/verse that gives
way to a shrieked chorus, is a sign of coming greatness,
but the overall effect of this record on me is nowhere
near as strong as the second one’s. I shelve it, along
with Peppermint and Bleach, in the “historical interest”
vault.

Surfer Rosa, 1988 CD

Such relatively humble origins instantly forgotten,
this second album crashed into my life like very few
have ever done, causing me to run around for several
days unable to make conversation on any other topic, as
I tried to impress the enormity of the Pixies
accomplishment on completely random people solely
through the intensity of my enthusiasm. I've used
“manic” several times in this book already, and I'll use
it many more times, as it's a useful adjective, but if I
could have spared it, I would have loved to reserve it
for describing only this album.

The Pixies toss out the conventional verse-chorus
structure and replace it with a scheme that instead
alternates between “lunatics are running the universe”
and “lunatics are running the universe, and they're
chasing us!” Francis and Deal’s vocals don’t just sound
a bit crazy, like on Come On Pilgrim, they sound like
complete gibberish that makes perfect sense to them,
which is much scarier, and infuses this music with
riveting tension. In the moments when it all comes into
sync, like in the refrain of “Gigantic”, and catches you
up in its wild trance, the release is more cathartic than
any that a less-tense record could hope for.

Steve Albini’s production beefs up Deal’s bass and
David Lovering’s drums, and keeps Francis and Joey
Santiago’s guitars out of the way when they aren’t in
charge, which closes off the usual escape route from the
messages of gripping punk music, which is losing
yourself in the sound itself. By the time the second side
comes around, “Where Is My Mind?” starts making
perfect sense, which is both very frightening and
incredibly exciting.

The surf-rock sweep of “Tony’s Theme”, with
Deal’s perky explanation “This is a song about a
superhero named Tony. It's called “Tony’s Theme’”,
either convinces you that this album is an unwelcome
intrusion from another dimension, or that it’s the basis

for a brand new cult of eternal salvation (come to think
of it, those probably aren’t contradictory). “Oh My
Golly!”, whose mostly wordless lyrics adorn the front
cover, could confirm either impression.

Perhaps the finest moments on Surfer Rosa,
however, are the two snippets of studio dialog that
surround the remake of “Vamos”. I won’t bother trying
to describe them, but they are two of the funniest things
on record that I can think of, and they fit in perfectly
with the flow of the album, letting you know that not
only does all this insanity make perfect sense to the
band, but that they’re actually enjoying it. If that
doesn’t get a sympathetic smile out of you, you're dead.

Doolittle, 1989 CD

The third album is even better. No small feat, it
manages to overshadow the newness of Surfer Rosa by
sheer determination. “Debaser”, the first song, outdoes
“Gigantic” at its own game, “Wave of Mutilation”
surpasses “Tony’s Theme”, and Surfer Rosa has nothing
to compare with the good-natured pop of “Here Comes
Your Man”, or the soaring grandeur of “Monkey Gone
to Heaven”. And that’s only side one.

The rest of the record seems to know that it has
won, and that now it can have some fun. “Mr.
Grieves” sounds like cowpunk on the wrong speed.
“Crackity Jones” sounds like its title. The lilting “La La
Love You” sounds like the soundtrack to an extremely
bad beach movie where the good guys love Elvis (or
maybe Morrissey) and the villains are into hip-hop.

“Number 13 Baby” is another song that will come
back to haunt Black Francis if he ever has to get himself
out of a vindictive asylum. “There Goes My Gun” is a
priceless counterpoint to “Here Comes My Man”.
“Hey” is the Pixies” version of the blues, followed by
“Silver”, a western song that sounds like the cowpokes
are singing a duet with the wolves. And “Gouge
Away” slips all the elements back into place for one last
reminder that for a while the Pixies were one of the best
rock bands around.

Bossanova, 1990 CD

By the fourth album, though, I was beginning to
burn out on the Pixies. I'd been playing them a lot for
two years, and my then-girlfriend Nora liked them,
and the radio was playing them, and I began looking at
them as something to escape, rather than to seek out. I
bought Bossanova when it came out, but it barely made
the last spot in my 1990 Top Ten list. The Pixies
merger of punk energy and tight melodies was giving
way in my life to renewed interests in each extreme on
its own, with my chart dominated by Megadeth and
Iron Maiden on one side, and the Connells and the
Beautiful South on the other.
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Which is unfair to Bossanova, a very well-crafted
album that shows the Pixies adapting well to growing
minor stardom. It isn’t as deliberately scattered as the
previous records, but this is because the band is
growing, not fading. “Velouria”, “Allison”, “Is She
Weird”, “All Over the World”, “The Happening” and
“Blown Away” are as good as anything the band has
done, and “Dig for Fire” may be their finest song,
though I can no longer hear it without seeing the sterile
suburban-Arizona streets that were in the scene of
Pump up the Volume that the song played over, and
thinking that “digging for fire” somehow captures both
the desperation and futility that the movie’s characters
felt, searching for something vital, anywhere.

Dig for Fire, 1990 CD5

In a show of support for the song, I even bought
the CD single for it. This was a mistake. With some
bands’ b-sides it's a mystery to me why the songs
weren’t on an album. Pixies b-sides, however, are
clearly rejects. The Neil Young cover “Winterlong” is
uninspiring, and “Santo” just sounds unfinished.
Georgia has a couple other Pixies CD5s, and there isn't
a single song on them that I think should have been on
an album.

It was at this point that my enthusiasm for the
Pixies reached its lowest ebb, and I switched their
rating from “buy” to “hold”. The next and last album,
“Trompe Le Monde”, I couldn’t bring myself to buy.
Georgia bought it, so I've heard it, and it’s certainly
worth getting if you still like the Pixies. If Georgia
hadn’t gotten it, I'd probably have bought a copy by
now just out of a nagging sense of incompleteness.
Once it was in our apartment, though, there was no
point in my buying it, and I stopped thinking about it
entirely. Maybe by the next edition I'll feel like
reviewing it.

Frank Black

Frank Black, 1993 CD

By most accounts Black Francis seemed to have
been the guiding force behind the Pixies, so I had big
hopes for his first solo album under a slightly
rearranged name. And the first single, "Los Angeles",
delivers exactly what I was hoping for. It's crazed,
tight, powerful and vivid. The sudden shifts from
drifting acoustic guitar to crashing drums and electric
are eye-opening, and both sides of the song are very
well executed. An album of this, I thought, ought to be
very exciting.

Is it? Well, it depends on what you mean.
Musically, "Los Angeles" remains the album's high
point to me, but there are plenty of songs with their
own sharp hooks. The cover of the Beach Boys' "Hang
on to Your Eye" is catchy, "Czar"'s driving guitar is
cool, "Old Black Dawning" and "Ten Percenter" sound a
lot like the Pixies, the flamenco-on-speed "Brackish Boy"
is amusing, the surf-organ on speed "Two Spaces" is,
also, amusing, the instrumental "Tossed" has a great
groove, the sinister "Parry the Wind High, Low" is
nearly as good as "Los Angeles", and "Don't Ya Rile
'Em" ends the album with a jaunty flair.

The question I'm left asking, though, is "...but
what's the point?" Even though I think I like the music,
I have strong impression that Frank has a record
contract and knows how to crank out agreeable off-
center pop songs without putting any real love or sweat
into the project, and so that's what he's decided to do. I
can say I blame him, but the album, after it's over,
leaves absolutely no mark on me. I can't think of a
single reason to care. The record is crafted, but not
inspired. It fills time agreeably, but there's too much
great music to use that time for me to need to just fill
time. Back on the shelf with it.

The Breeders

Last Splash, 1993 CD

My reaction to the Breeders isn't quite the reverse
of my reaction to Frank Black, but it's a whole lot closer
to that than I expected. The spirit of Kim Deal (and her
sister Kelley) animates these proceedings in such a way
that even though the band's fundamental songwriting
skills don't always seem as polished as Frank's, the best
of the resulting songs are much more impressive to me.

I like the Breeders best when Kim's penchant for
haphazard, halting tempo changes and random
bizarreness is catered to. "Cannonball", the first single,
is clearly my favorite song here. The opening, with
distorted "ah-ooh-ooh's leading to a bass intro by
Josephine Wiggs that sounds like she begins in the
wrong key, correcting herself just in time for the dry,
precise drums to come in, is marvelous. The mangled
background chatter throughout the song, together with
the charged choruses and the careful rhythm section
work on the verses, make a song that I'd hold up to just
about anything the nineties have so far produced.
Kelley Deal's unpretentiously unschooled lead guitar
playing is utterly charming, and Josephine's bouncy
two-note bass part fits the song perfectly. Listening to
this song is exposure to a strange and wonderfully alien
brain.
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Several songs have similar strengths. "No Aloha"'s
stubborn first-half drumlessness and warped, tinny
mock-surf guitar set up the surging second half nicely.
"Do You Love Me Now?", reprised from the band's 1992
EP Safari, is deliciously slow and deliberate. "Flipside"
sounds like the Concussion Ensemble covering Adam
Ant's "Zerox". "I Just Wanna Get Along"'s spoken
chorus vocals make a great contrast with its noisily
churning bass. "Saints" instrumental growl and mock-
Sabbath lead guitar balance Kim's unforced vocals
nicely.

Some of the Breeders' experiments strike me as less
successful. There are a few songs here, like "Invisible
Man", "Divine Hammer", "Hag" and the country-swing
"Drivin' on 9", that drift too languidly and steadily, and
end up reminding me of dozens of other semi-noisy,
semi-ethereal alternative rock bands with listless female
singers. The two long, largely instrumental
experimental numbers ("Roi" and "Mad Lucas") don't
interest me much, nor does the short instrumental
"S.0.S.".

So I'm not sure I'm a true Breeders devotee, but if
the spirit of the Pixies is to live on in some other band's
bodies, it's this band or none.

Throwing Muses

House Tornado, 1988 LP

Throwing Muses are another Boston band, and
critically acclaimed at that, so I bought this album
having heard nothing of it, in order to correct just that.
It did not endear the band to me. “Colder”, the first
song title, sums up the feeling of the album for me.
Take accessible, friendly guitar pop and make it not
very accessible and not very friendly - make it colder -
and you have Throwing Muses. Leader Kristin Hersh
seems to be haunted by an obsessive fear of sounding
like the Go-Go’s, and everything about the band seems
calculated to keep it at all times heading at a right
angle to the seductive beacon of Bangles/Go-Go’s girl-
group dance-pop. The guitars are clamorous, not
smooth, treading that narrow line between intentionally
dissonant and just out-of-tune and off-key. Hersh’s
vocals seem to waver, break and falter, not because she
can’t do better, but because she is afraid to. Drummer
David Marcizo’s rhythms are stiff and halting,
functioning as much to prevent the songs from slipping
into danceability as they do as propulsion.

The Muses favorite compositional technique seems
to me to be to have one guitarist pick a strange chord
and play it over and over again with no discernible
inflection, while the other guitarist cycles through a

series of other strange chords, few or none of which
appear to complement the other. Under this the bass
wanders, the drums start, stop, speed up, slow down,
search for companionship, and find none. Mysterious,
vague, and sometimes sinister lyrics are not so much
woven into this warp as they are sprayed and drizzled
on top like some sort of bitter topping that you might
have asked not to have if you'd realized beforehand
what it tasted like.

Ironically, for me it is the very determination to
avoid pop that ruins the band, because in studiously
avoiding it they have implicitly described it by
negative space. In moving always at right angles to it,
they have in the end just completed an orbit around it,
so that it controls the flow of their music just as firmly as
if it was their destination. This album ends up striking
me as a pop record that is at almost every detail exactly
wrong. I find myself longing for the converter box that
would invert this. Eventually I remember that though I
don’t have such a converter, I do have Talk Show, and
that’s about what the result would sound like. I take
House Tornado off and put that on.

Hunkpapa, 1989 LP

So why in the world did I buy another Throwing
Muses album? Well, it was a misunderstanding. You
see, for most of a song, Throwing Muses slipped and
got it right. “Dizzy”, the single from Hunkpapa, is
catchy, fun, kinetic, danceable, upbeat, and everything
else that Throwing Muses generally avoid. 1 let it
delude me into thinking that the band had repented,
and I bought the album.

“Should have bought the single”, I quickly
concluded. This is a poppier album than House Tornado,
but not enough so to make a Throwing Muses fan out of
me. “Dizzy” is completely out-of-character, with the
rest of the material here being much closer to the
previous album than to it. The tenor of the album is, of
course, the band’s prerogative, but when I take over
the world I'm extending the truth-in-advertising laws to
require that singles which aren’t representative of their
albums be clearly labeled as such.

Counting Backwards, 1991 CD5

Taking my own advice to heart, for once, when
Throwing Muses put out another cool song, a couple
years later, I bought the single. “Counting Backwards”
is excellent, but even within the context of a three-song
single the band can’t manage a consistent mood.
“Same Sun” and the “Amazing Grace” rendition that
fill-out the disc are angular and unfriendly all over
again.

I will not be fooled again. Throwing Muses and I
g0 our own ways.
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Belly

Star, 1993 CD

Eventually, Throwing Muses and their second
guitarist Tanya Donelly went their own ways as well.
Tanya spent a little time with Kim Deal’s band, the
Breeders, and then opted to dispense with being “the
other” in anybody else’s band, forming her own band,
Belly. This first album was critically well-received,
even though for a while it seemed like people thought
“Ex-Throwing Muses guitarist Tanya Donelly” was her
indivisible full name, and I think it was a commercial
success as well, monopolizing the top of the “alternative
radio” chart for weeks on end.

But why? 1 like the album okay, but the strength
of its apparent appeal eludes me. Plenty of it could be
Throwing Muses. Whether this means that Tanya was
a more important part of the Muses” sound than people
realized, or whether it just means that she learned to
write from Kristin Hersh, it’s hard to tell. Whichever,
much of this album is basically cold and unfriendly.
Tanya’s voice is prettier than Kristin Hersh let hers be,
and the production is smoother than Throwing Muses’,
but after many listenings I'm driven to the conclusion
that, like with Throwing Muses, the album doesn’t live
up to the singles.

Still, the first two singles from this album are
terrific. “Feed the Tree” is a mesmerizing tune,
merging some of REM’s rumination with some of the
Pixies” flair for oblique narrative and effective song
structure. The bulk of the song is just Tanya singing
with bass and drum accompaniment, but when the
guitars come in they swirl around her nicely. The
song’s fortunes were helped by a good, simple video
that concentrated on swinging around Tanya and the
Gorman brothers, who help out on guitar and drums,
circling like the song and letting Tanya’s compelling
presence carry the video like it carries the song. It
reminds me of a mellower “Dig for Fire”.

I bought the album having heard only “Feed the
Tree”, and immediately latched onto the song “Slow
Dog” as the other standout, so I wasn’t surprised when
it turned out to be the second single. It starts out very
much like Throwing Muses, with a sour, repetitive
guitar line, minor-key vocals and some strange noises.
The chorus, however, shatters the resemblance, as the
band breaks into a fast, blazing-guitars surge with
Tanya’s powerful wail riding the crest like Maria
McKee somehow stripped of twang. The lyrics, about
what I interpret as the mercy killing of an old dog (or
the owner’s reluctance to perform it), read like some
classic short story you would have had to read in
middle school, teaching all sorts of lessons about

responsibility, love, mercy, life, death, and the
importance of aiming carefully.

The rest of the album varies from agreeable to off-
center. Hints of Throwing Muses and This Mortal
Coil/4AD influences are frequent (Tanya and Kim Deal
sang on one song from TMC'’s Blood), but while I don’t
think Belly is as successful with the other thirteen songs
here as they are with “Feed the Tree” and “Slow Dog”,
I do think they have established their own sound more
positively than Throwing Muses did, and that Tanya
shows real potential as a band leader.

Salem 66

1983-1987: Your Soul Is Mine, Fork It Over, 1987 CD

From Throwing Muses and Tanya Donelly it is a
natural step to Salem 66, another offbeat Boston band
led by women. Salem 66 was critically overshadowed
by Throwing Muses, but I actually like them better.

This CD compiles material from an EP, a single
and two LPs recorded between 1984 and 1986, all but
the last of which were produced by the Neighborhoods’
Dave Minehan. The three songs from 1984’s Salem 66
are pretty awful, and it is no mystery why the band
didn’t feel it necessary to reissue their early work in its
entirety. “Across the Sea”, the 1984 single a-side,
shows distinct improvement. The three songs from
1985’s A Ripping Spin are better again.

Salem 66 only really gets going, though, with the
1986 album Frequency and Urgency, produced at Radio
Tokyo by Ethan James, who is sainted in my canon for
his work with Pop Art. I don’t know how many songs
this album had on vinyl, but the eleven on this CD
must have been most of them, if not all. On them, the
band sounds real for the first time, rather than some
amusing spare-room hobby. The singers (and
songwriters), Beth Kaplan and Judy Grunwald, are not
going to win over any hardened Mariah Carey addicts,
but they sing like they like singing, and they aren’t
afraid to try some pretty harmonies on a few of these
songs (“Holiday”, “Wanderlust”). Grunwald and
Kaplan at this stage sound not just a little like Hersh
and Donelly, but where Hersh sounded to me like
someone who could sing like Belinda Carlisle and was
straining not to, Judy and Beth sound like people
singing as best they can, and this makes Salem 66’s
efforts more appealing to me than Throwing Muses,
despite significant sonic similarities.

Of course, a large part of this is that Salem 66's
music is much more to my taste than Throwing Muses’.
Susan Merriam’s drumming isn’t afraid to hold a steady
beat, and Beth’s bass and Judy and Stephen Smith’s
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guitars actually sound like they’re playing the same
song. There are few musical pyrotechnics here, but the
playing provides a solid foundation that combines pop
jangliness with punk jaggedness for a hybrid that is
abrasive enough to bother your neighbors but melodic
enough that you'll enjoy playing it even if they aren’t
home.

Natural Disasters, National Treasures, 1988 CD

The next album finds Salem 66 back in Venice, CA
with Ethan James, a new drummer (James Vincent) and
a new second guitarist (Tim Condon). Experience and
the new supporting cast have an instantly noticeable
effect, and you are unlikely to mistake this album for
Throwing Muses. The driving “Lucky Penny” sounds
more like Let’s Active than Throwing Muses. “Secret”
is prettier, airier. It and “You Can’t Take It with You”,
the previous track, make a fascinating pair. Both have
catchy, melodic verses, but where “You Can’t Take It
with You”’s chorus seems to suddenly lose all
momentum and almost stall out, “Secret”’s bursts into a
strange polka-like hop that reminds me of They Might
Be Giants, except that there aren’t any accordions and
TMBG rarely mention Buddy Holly in their songs.

In a way, this album is less exciting to me than the
1983-1987 compilation. The early songs showed
potential, but rarely fully realized it, leaving the
imagination room to extrapolate Salem 66’s future from
a present that clearly wasn’t the end of the maturing
process. While this album is even better, it's good
enough (and the production polished enough) that for
most of this album you can imagine that the band now
sounds the way they really want to, and that no further
“progress” will be made. When the songs work, as
with “Suffering Bastard” and the eerie concluding epic
“Eightball”, this is great, but hearing a less satisfying
song like “The Marble” with this production makes it
seem too closed, too final, and the fact that the song
doesn’t thrill me then threatens to extend that
impression to the band as a whole. On Fork It Over, on
the other hand, even the earliest songs, which have
practically nothing to recommend them, don't
adversely affect my opinion of the band at all.

Down the Primrose Path, 1990 CD

I needn’t have worried. Returning to Boston to
record their fourth album at Fort Apache with Paul Q.
Kolderie and Sean Slade, Salem 66 turns in its best set
of all. The change of producers appears to give the
band the opportunity of making some additional
tweaks to their sound, and this album finds them
sounding downright professional. Both singers sound
great, and the playing here is terrific. The angular
dissonances of Throwing Muses have given way to the

rock power of Tribe as the most obvious point of
comparison, not that there are any synthesizers here.
There are very few weak spots, and I think virtually all
of these songs are better than anything on the band’s
prior releases.

“Thaw” fires up the engines right away. A
roaring intro guitar is joined by rumbling, pounding
drums, and Beth’s bass, when it comes in, provides a
throbbing low end to balance out the slashing guitar
lines. Improved songwriting is plainly evident, and
“Thaw” is a composition on a whole different plane
from most of what the band did on earlier albums. For
the first time, I think Salem 66’s songs here could
survive having the vocals stripped off, which I'm pretty
sure would have killed anything up until now. This
strength adds a new dimension to the band’s sound.

“Bell Jar” is just as impressive as “Thaw”. The
breathy repeated line “Have you ever been arrested?”
anchors the song, and slow guitar arpeggios spin off of
it, weaving a delicate melodic web that ensnares me
without much strain (though for the longest time I
thought the chorus’ tag line was “In a Belgium of your
own design”, which I thought was a clever twist on
purgatory, like the B-52’s “Private Idaho”). “Ace of
Spades” is another enthralling narrative, the Queen of
Hearts struggling to explain a personal revelation to the
Ace of Spades. It reminds me strongly of Throwing
Muses” “Dizzy”, and makes me appreciate anew that
Salem 66 have managed to construct something I vastly
prefer from essentially the same original ingredients
that Throwing Muses simply alienated me with.

“Cinderella” may be Salem 66’s best song.
Hastened along by an infectious ticking that replaces
the usual high-hat sound for most of the song, it weaves
sinuously through a portrait of Cinderella after her
marriage to the Prince that finds her lonely and
unsatisfied by her “storybook” life, trapped in it just as
surely and depressingly as she was in her charwoman
role before she was “rescued”. It’s an arresting
perspective, and one that, as soon as I hear it, I can’t
believe I haven’t run across before this. I mean, after
Wide Saragasso Sea, you would think that feminists
would have gotten organized and ripped up all the
other patronizing sexist “classics” once and for all, but
either they didn’t, or they did and everybody went
“Well, yes, you're right, but this way animates better.”

After the first wonderful eight-tenths of this album,
it comes as a pleasant surprise to find yet another
buoyant, sparkling gem, “Can’t Hold a Candle to You”,
lurking near the end. Whole careers have been
founded on weaker songs than this. Salem 66’s lyrics,
which weren’t always that notable, have come as long a
way as their music, and this song contains one of my
favorite of their lines, “Do your kisses taste like water,
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/ Do they rise up in your mouth / Like a flood to ruin
Texas?”

Having come in with a roar, Down the Primrose
Path chooses to go out quietly. “Lost and Found”, the
final track, is a slow, sad meditation on loneliness that
finds Salem 66 in control of their darker side in a way
that Throwing Muses never managed (and Belly didn’t
try). Quiet, slow-moving songs are hard enough, but
for a band whose progress has mainly consisted of
getting faster, stronger, louder, slowing down again
without seeming to regress is doubly difficult, but they
pull it off. A stirring end to a stunning album.

(“Buoyant gem”? Well, it doesn’t make sense, but
it is what I meant.)

Blake Babies

Earwig, 1989 CD

I first saw the Blake Babies in the dining hall of
Adams House, playing to a crowd, if you can call it
that, of maybe a dozen people. Bassist and singer
Juliana Hatfield instantly fascinated me, with her
striking voice and tendency to give pitches whiplash by
flinging them from octave to octave at the most
surprising times. The two paradigms of female vocals
in popular music, technical competence and raucous
rebellion, are rarely transcended, but Juliana does it.
Her voice is frail and inconsistent, but she makes no
compromises with it, and sings like a cross between
Belinda Carlisle and Susan Sontag.

This CD is a mixture of material. Six songs are
1989 recordings (these are the ones with Juliana on
bass), seven are reprised from the band’s previous
vinyl recording Slow Learner, with the Lemonheads’
Evan Dando playing bass, and two are from even
earlier. On the whole I like the later trio’s tracks the
best, but the correlation isn’t as strong as my antipathy
for Dando might indicate.

“Cesspool” is my favorite. It captures all the
qualities 1 like about the Blake Babies: Juliana’s
vulnerable singing, Freda Boner’s careful drumming,
guitarist John Strohm’s knack for pouncing on the
distortion pedal right in the middle of a quiet part and
pouncing off it again just when you're getting used to it
being on. It is a pop song, but one performed with a
clear sense that the band has its own identity and
agenda that the songs are merely an expression of.

“Dead and Gone”, “You Don’t Give Up” and
“Don’t Suck My Breath” are the songs that best fulfill
this potential, in my opinion. “Rain”, a duet between
Juliana and Evan, sounds like a bizarrely mellow X
song. “Lament” lopes along unsteadily, like a garage

rendition of an old classic. There’s even an actual old
classic, the Stooges “Loose”. The two earliest tracks are
amusing, but no more.

Sunburn, 1990 CD

The next album finds the Blake Babies more
focused and more accomplished. Almost none of these
songs can be blithely dismissed like several of the ones
on Earwig. Louder guitars, more-impassioned singing
and more-confident compositions all make this a
stronger record than the last one.

Unfortunately, at least for me, the band seems to
be strengthening away from the quirky origins that I
found most enticing. The stranger of Juliana’s vocal
twitches are less in evidence here, as she slips into a
more agreeable and acceptable style, so even while the
band’s playing substantially matures, I find the album
a disappointment. There are moments in “Star” and
“Watch Me Now, I'm Calling” when Juliana sings in a
forced whisper, or holds notes into the zone when her
breath begins to fail her, and thus rekindles my
affection for the band, but for the most part I find this
album blandly accessible and not very distinguished.

Rosy Jack World, 1991 CD

I wasn’t willing to give up on the Blake Babies just
yet, though. The cover of “Temptation Eyes” that
begins this five-song EP restores enough of Juliana’s old
inability to decide what octave to sing the next note in
until right before the note starts that I had hope that
Sunburn was just an anomaly. Strohm’s “Downtime”,
“Take Me” and the Dinosaur Jr. cover “Severed Lips”
don’t give me what I wanted, but “Nirvana” is terrific.
Over a simple acoustic-guitar accompaniment and some
claps and fingersnaps, Juliana skitters through a
harrowing narrative of contemplated suicide and rescue
by music, with the classic chorus line “Here comes the
song I love so much. / Makes me want to go and fuck
shit up. / I got Nirvana in my head. / I'm so glad I'm
not dead.” Now, the capitalization of Nirvana here is
my addition, and it’s possible she was referring to the
state of mind, not the band, but I like it better as the
band, so there it is.

Juliana Hatfield

Hey Babe, 1992 CD

I gave Juliana one last chance with this, her first
solo album. Dispensing with Strohm and Boner, she
recruits Evan, Bullet La Volta’s Todd Phillips and Clay
Tarver, the Minutemen’s Mike Watt and John Wesley
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Harding, among others, to help out. The album was
well-received, critically, by which I mean critics other
than me. For me it was the last straw. Bad enough that
a vocalist with as much unique potential as Juliana
Hatfield should cave in and make such a dully
alternative album, but did she have to redo “Nirvana”
with electric guitar, bass and drums, completely
missing the perfect incompleteness of the original
acoustic version? Shortly after this album came out I
saw Juliana play live, and the live appearance provided
triangulation that I wasn’t misunderstanding the album
in some obvious way. Seeing the Breeders play just
after her cemented my opinion completely. As much as
it hurts to give up on somebody I badly wanted to
admire, what she wants to do with herself is none of my
business, and I'm sure she’ll recoup the loss of my
support in fairly short order.

Buffalo Tom

Buffalo Tom, 1989 CD

My instinct is to avoid albums that ] Mascis has
anything to do with, but I made an exception for the
first two Buffalo Tom albums, after the third one really
impressed me.

This one, certainly, gives me no reason to alter the
general principle. Produced by Mascis, and appearing
on the same label as Dinosaur Jr., SST, it shares a
number of the qualities that do not endear Dinosaur ]Jr.
to me. The first of these is that the album seems to
have been recorded under the guiding motto “Who
needs to clean tape heads, really?” The sound is
murky, the performances slurred; the album is a surge
of sound a bit like your kitchen drain backing up,
sludge bubbling up out of some unseen reservoir. It is
at first fascinating, then momentarily frightening as you
wonder if it will stop or if it will overflow the sink and
flood your apartment. Then, when it quickly subsides
and a quick rinse eliminates all traces of the outburst, it
becomes uninteresting. Sludge.

The other major Dinosaur Jr. similarity is the
generally limp vocal style Bill Janowitz falls into at
times. He doesn’t grate on my nerves as much as ]
does, but Bill definitely has an element of s
determination to deliver lyrics with less energy than
you would think possible, given current recording
technology. It fits, I'll admit, with the turgid guitar that
swamps the album, but I don’t much care for either.
And when he does put some energy into the vocals,
which happens often enough, his voice wavers wildly,
cracks, breaks and otherwise flounders. I'm not a vocal-

training purist, by any means, but too much of the time
on this album the vocals just sound bad.

If I'd heard this album without hearing Let Me
Come Ower (in fact, I think I did), that would be all I had
to say about it. “Bleah.” However, by keeping the
third album firmly in mind while listening to this one,
it becomes possible for me to also hear it as the
beginning of the three-album process of subtle refining
that turned this muddy noise into something
profoundly moving. I can look past the gratuitous
cacophonous guitar solos and barbiturated production
and hear kernels of emotional catharsis lurking at the
core of songs like “Flushing Stars”, “The Plank” and
“Reason Why”.

In the end the differences between the Buffalo Tom
albums I love and the ones I basically dislike are pretty
subtle, and my recommendation is that you start with
Let Me Come Owver and Big Red Letter Day, and, if you
like them, try Birdbrain, and if you still like that, get
this one. You may find my distinctions unimportant, or
even invisible.

Birdbrain, 1990 CD

Beggars Banquet picked Buffalo Tom up in time
for their second album, Birdbrain, and from the first
seconds of the title track, it is clear that they have made
substantial progress in my eyes. “Birdbrain” is louder,
clearer, better tuned, crisper, faster, and more
energized than Buffalo Tom. The band has begun to
distance themselves from ] and Dinosaur Jr.’s aesthetic.
The track listings here are actually typeset, and
production is credited to “Buffalo Tom and ] Mascis with
Sean Slade”. The cover art is still gibberish, but you
can’t expect a complete break with the past.

Buffalo Tom is a three-piece. They were a three-
piece on the first album, too, but I mention it here
because here you can actually tell that there are discrete
musicians. Janowitz’s surging, abused guitar is the
main musical force, Tom MacGinnis’ battering drums
the imparter of forward momentum, and Chris
Colburn’s bass the link between the two. McGinnis is
of the drum school that believes in hitting the snare
drum at least ten times per measure (but never on beats
one or three), with result that these songs tend to be
more edgy than propulsive, rocking but tending not to
do anything so smooth as rolling. Occasional bits of
acoustic guitar slip in here and there, but not often.
Janowitz’s unsteady but increasingly heartfelt vocals cut
through the howl of his guitar, which is recorded here
through a distinctly better amp than was used for the
debut album (but still not quite a top-of-the-line model).
He is still a vocalist you aren’t likely to praise for
precision, but within this limitation he is here more
accurate than before. It is at least clear, this time
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around, which notes he’s missing when he misses them,
and at times he comes close enough that I'm inclined to
give him full credit.

For the most part, though, this album still doesn’t
compare to Let Me Come Over. It gets closest right at the
very end. “Bleeding Heart”, the last regular album
track, hangs its verses on a simple repeated descending
melody that isn’t likely to awaken Mozart in his grave,
mumbling “Ah, now that is clever”, but it doesn’t take
the Surprise Symphony (yes, I know, not Mozart) to give
a driving song like this just enough of a hook to do
some serious damage.

The last two songs on the CD are bonus acoustic
tracks. The first, a cover of the Psychedelic Furs’
“Heaven”, is stunning. When the Furs recorded it, on
Mirror Moves, they were in the middle of their transition
from punk to pomp, and the song came across as a
catchy but somewhat saccharine tune meant for when
the dance-club DJ needed a slow song. Recast by
Buffalo Tom as an achingly sad ballad for voice and two
acoustic guitars, it is completely revitalized. The band
proves that at least one of them can actually play the
guitar, which Janowitz’s usual style doesn’t actually
make obvious, and Janowitz’s singing easily overcomes
its technical limitations with commitment to the song.
This cover is what “Heaven” could have been, and I
guess Now is.

The final track is an acoustic version of Buffalo
Tom’s own “Reason Why”, originally the last song on
their first album. The first version was possibly my
favorite song on Buffalo Tom, and this one is a lot better.
Coming as a pair with “Heaven”, it places the band in
a strange self-secured context, reminding me heavily of
Hiisker Dii, but postulating that punk’s nihilistic
release was as powerfully tragic as it was angry. Here
at the end of Buffalo Tom'’s second album, I feel for the
first time like I understand the effect the band is trying
to create, a channeling of the raw energy of noise, using
it to create power for other uses, like a hydroelectric
dam, instead of simply trying to direct its blast or, even
more simply, riding it. I also feel like the band is only
here figuring this out, or if they knew it all along, is
only here finding the way.

Let Me Come Over, 1992 CD

Buffalo Tom’s awesome third album was #4 on my
1992 top ten album list, and the second song, “Taillights
Fade”, was song #8. It made these inroads against
some initial prejudices, as I resented Buffalo Tom for
getting the label promotion and attention that I felt
other Boston bands really deserved. Enough MIV
repetitions of “Velvet Roof” and “Taillights Fade”,
though, and I began warming slightly to the band,
enough that my mind was able to make the switch from

“goddamn machine-hyped should’ve-been-also-rans” to
“hey, one for Boston!” I bought the album on that
basis, intrigued enough by “Taillights Fade” in
particular to think that I wouldn’t hate it, but mostly
buying it because I try to support Boston bands that are
any good at all.

A couple listenings later, the record’s grip on me
was vise-like. It is intense, brilliant, intensely brilliant
and brilliantly intense. It is beautiful, painful,
transported above pain and submerged in agony at
once, both noisy and note-perfect. It is as inexorable as
an ocean’s tide and as impossible to contain. It is either
a freak accident or a sign that Bill, Chris and Tom have
located one of the source arteries that supply rock music
with its raw stuff.

Part of this, no doubt, is just me reacting to ] Mascis
not being around. This album was produced by Paul
Kolderie, Sean Slade and the band, and for the first
time the album doesn’t even look like a Dinosaur Jr.
disc. The production is even clearer here than on
Birdbrain, the performances even better. Taking
advantage of the studio environment for the first time,
the band uses a little over-dubbing to get both electric
and acoustic guitars on some of these songs, which
enhances their sound noticeably. Colburn’s bass is
more legible than on the first two albums, as well.
There are more vocal harmonies than on the first two
records, and even a few parts where someone other
than Janowitz sings some lead.

Perhaps inspired by Soul Asylum (who were #2 on
my album list that year), some country touches seep
into these songs occasionally, as in “I'm Not There” and
in a way “Saving Grace”. Bill’s voice has improved in
much the same way that Dave Pirner’s has, and here
he sounds terrific; he has learned control without
sacrificing any appealing rawness. Tom’s drumming
has also settled down a little, and here when he kicks
into grape-shot snares-around-the-beat mode, it sounds
intentional, not just the default pattern. This is also the
first Buffalo Tom album whose lyrics I find invite
scrutiny, and scrutinizing them accordingly reveals a
series of arresting and claustrophobic emotional
vignettes that are completely in keeping with the music
that surrounds them.

“Taillights Fade” might seem like the least
original of these songs, with a chorus line that must
have occurred a billion times in songs written by
under-30-year-old males since the automobile was given
taillights, but some tiny touches in its lyrics transform it
into the album’s most powerful song for me. “I hit the
wall, / I'm about to fall, / But I'm closing in on it”,
goes one segment, and the way the two-letter words at
the end fall on stressed beats completely changes the
song for me from one with hackneyed lyrics chosen to
fit the beat to one whose words had to come out this
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way, whether they fit badly or too well. It makes me
think of Suicidal Tendencies’ song “Institutionalized”,
in which the narrator insists that he “can handle it”.
“Institutionalized” is a song, for all its street-credibility,
sung from the outside, a portrait of the kid as societal
victim, from the implied stance of a critic of that society.
“Taillights Fade” is the way that kid would see it,
trying to “handle it”, trying desperately, and not
completely succeeding, reaching out and drawing in
phrases and emotions from around him as he falls,
searching for something that will ennoble his struggle
without surrendering him to it. Salvation is so close.

“Frozen Lake” is the other end of this album’s
spectrum, a gentle, haunting song featuring chiming
acoustic guitar and cello, with ghostly electric guitar
noises drifting in from the background. It is the fruition
of the impulses that began with “Heaven” and “Reason
Why” on Birdbrain, a moment of hurt and confusion
turned into its own cure.

Let Me Come Over ends with “Crutch”, a song that
seems to wander almost without direction through its
verses, only to gather itself up for the chorus, frantic in
a half-paralyzed way, twisting noise into melody with
the smallest gesture, sleight of hand so masterful that
often when you look away and back you wonder if
anything really happened at all. Let Me Come Over
evokes the painful stage of youth where need and
destruction are both part of the same game, neither
acknowledged nor fully understood, and the equally
painful stage of adulthood when you realize that by
growing up you left none of it wholly behind.

This time, at least, you'll have the right record to

play.
Big Red Letter Day, 1993 CD

Buffalo Tom's next album suffers badly in my
mind from "similarly-styled album after the one I really
liked" syndrome. It's clear, when I'm listening to it,
that it does most of what Let Me Come Over does, as well
or better, and the gradually expanding sonic palette
(here adding, most notably, some soaring female
backing vocals, on "Tree House") suits the music
perfectly. But this time I'm expecting it, and without the
element of surprise I find it much less affecting. I listen
to these songs and acknowledge that they have all the
same elements that made songs like "Taillights Fade"
feel so powerful to me, but the slots the songs on Let Me
Cover Over fit into in my life are filled already, and that
leaves these plenty of intellectual respect but little
visceral connection.

For those who come upon Big Red Letter Day first,
or who weren't hit with Let Me Come Over the same way
I was, though, I think this album has the potential to be
amazing. The band's growing confidence and skills are

both plain, the songs are enviable, the liner art is
fantastic. Chris Colbourn's two lead vocals, on "My
Responsibility" and "Late at Night", are well handled,
and remind me of George Huntley's songs with the
Connells. A very impressive album, whatever it does
or doesn't do for me personally.

The Bags

Lest I be accused of covert nepotism, I will point
out that Bags guitarist Crispin Wood is my girlfriend
Georgia’s brother, and at some unspecified date in the
future he and I will probably be related. And yes, I
bought my first Bags record solely because of this
relationship. Their inclusion here, though, is on merit,
which is a good thing, because if I left them out I'd
have a hard time persuading Crispin to help me
proofread this tome.

Rock Starve, 1987 CD

The Bags debut is solid in the way that can only be
achieved by months of pent up club gigs and radio
tapes, making this practically a greatest-hits album
even though it’s the band’s first record. Like the first
Cavedogs album, this is an era in Boston music.

A trio with Jon Hardy on bass and Jim Janota on
drums, Jon and Crispin sharing vocal duties, the Bags’
version of punk is laced with heavy (but not speed)
metal, hard rock and an unusual sense of playfulness. I
once saw Jim do a whole show in Peter Criss makeup
(including a rendition of “Beth” that would go down in
history next to Sid Vicious” “My Way”, if it weren’t for
the fact that “Beth” is such an awful song to begin
with), which I think demonstrates all three traits.

“Spread It Around”, the first track, is a
representative selection: steady drums (hit hard)
throbbing bass, slashing guitar, a guitar solo (a punk
rarity that betrays Crispin’s love of Jimi Hendrix) and
lyrics you can sing along with if you can keep a straight
face. “Pioneer”, the second song, became the band’s
virtual theme song, and for a while in Boston audiences
could be counted on to behave properly, pumping their
fists to the “Ye-ah, ye-ah” part that comes after “I'm a
pioneer”. I don’t know how many of them really
followed the text, a Ramones/Buzzcocks-ish tale of the
quest for the unattainable girl, who in my mind is
definitely a high school cheerleader in a very bad teen
sex comedy, but they could relate to the “Ye-ah, ye-ah”
part.

“Warm Words” is one revved up for the mosh pit.
“What Do You Want?” is one of my favorites, with the
great line “Oh lord, how can it be? / My lover has
become my enemy” sung in hoarse fashion by Jon.
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“Tailbone”, a propulsive stomp about, simply enough,
falling on your ass, leads into the hard-rocking “Joy
Ride”, about stealing cars. “Trapped” is the shortest,
fastest song on a record full of short, fast songs. “Love
Sick Diane” and “Nothing to Say to You” slow down for
a pair of bitter anthems. “Lick My Wounds” has a taste
of the machine-gun vocal delivery to come later on “L.
Frank Baum”. “Egg”. (I just wanted to say the name.)
And the album ends with the crunching tempo-shifter,
“Big Wig”.

Overall, Rock Starve doesn’t necessarily show a lot
of range, but it shows plenty of promise. The songs
here are very much of a type, but they involve enough
solid musicianship on the part of all three players that it
seems clear that this isn’t the only thing the band is
capable of, not that there would be anything wrong
with it if it was. This album is out of print, but at least
in Boston used and cutout copies are still relatively easy
to locate.

Hide and Seek, 1989 7”

Despite being really great, Rock Starve didn’t make
anybody rich, and got the Bags dropped from Restless
Records. Undaunted, they switched to Boston indie
label Stanton Park, and released this single in between
albums. “Hide and Seek” is a very Hendrix-ian song,
with wah-wah solos and a guitar part that sounds like
the kind of strange noises that are much easier to make
with your mouth than with a guitar. The flip side, “I
Know”, is similarly retro, and sounds to me like a cover
of some song that came out right before a huge Beatles
hit and was thus relegated to instant obscurity through
no fault of its own. The feel of both of these songs is
more like Swamp Oaf than Rock Starve, 1 think.

Swamp Oaf (Swamp Oaf), 1989 LP

A side project in between albums, this is Crispin,
Jon and Jim indulging a slightly spacier and more
experimental side than the Bags. Compared with just
the short, direct songs on Rock Starve, these are
definitely different enough that the use of a pseudonym
makes a certain historical sense. Seen in the context of
all three Bags albums, though, these songs aren’t
nearly as strange, and the main things distinguishing
this album in the end are an overabundance of goofy
voices, a lower production budget, and the failure to
edit out some directionless instrumental noodling in
between tracks. “Sad Minnow” and “Extra Eye”, in
particular, wouldn’t sound at all out of place to me on
The Bags or Night of the Corn People.

The Bags, 1990 LP

The Bags put delusions of Norsedom behind them
for their second album. Experience shows, and this is
an even more muscular record than Rock Starve. The
playing is better, the production is clearer, and the
band sounds more comfortable with the studio
environment than on the first record, which is ironic
given that that one was a major-label release and this
one isn’t. The musical range on this album makes Rock
Starve seem somewhat compressed by comparison,
though it’s hard to say whether better production or the
band’s musical evolution is really responsible. Songs
here are given enough space to develop, where the
ones on Rock Starve seem more to have been crammed
into two or three minutes.

“Bagpipe” doesn’t actually have any bagpipes on
it, which is something of a letdown to a Celtophile like
me, but Hardy’s snapping chorus makes up for the
omission. “Evil” sounds like a maturing version of
“Lick My Wounds”. “Beauty of the Bud” is another
Bags concert favorite, with the bold pronouncement “I
am a stick in the mud, / A good ship on a sea of crud”.
“Atomic Coconuts” is too silly for me. The band’s metal
instincts show themselves on the fabulous “Dropout”,
which is, at almost five minutes, the longest Bags song
to this point.

“Dummy”, a searing, supercilious attack on a
ventriloquist’s puppet, should probably get some sort of
prize for finding an even easier lyrical target than
Ronald Reagan. It also has a few seconds of nice
harmony, which is uncharacteristic for the Bags.
“Thousand Acre Woods”, with its slow build and
bluesy vocals (like the somewhat similar “Closer
Then”), also shows a side of the band previously
underutilized. Due to my devotion to anything having
to do with Winnie-the-Pooh, I'm constitutionally unable
to dislike anything called “Thousand Acre Woods”, but
I'd like this song even if it had a different title.
“Superpower” reminds you that they can still play
really fast.

Sadly, this album was not released on CD. It is
one of the very few things I've bought on vinyl since
getting a CD player, and when I bought a new phono
cartridge, recently, it was records like this I was
thinking of.

Dr. Lb., 1991 7"

In a twist painfully like that scene in Singles where
Matt Dillon explains that Citizen Dick is huge in
Belgium, the Bags’ Italian label, Helter Skelter, wanted
an exclusive single to prepare for the Night of the Corn
People album. They got a good one. “Dr. Lb.” features
definitely the best heavy breathing effect of any Bags
song. I'd heard it live several times before seeing the
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title written down, and I was surprised to find that it
was “pound”, not “pow”. The flip side, “Frilly
Underwear”, is a recently recovered tape from a groovy
1964 Bags appearance on the Ed Sullivan show.

Also, red vinyl! Shows you how far behind the
Italians really are...

L. Frank Baum, 1991 7”

To build up to the new album here in the US,
Stanton Park released this single of the Bags
consummate masterwork, an epic tribute to the author
of The Wizard of Oz. This one song has the Bags
heaviest, prettiest and thrashingest moments, as well as
some of Jim’s best drumming, Crispin’s most powerful
guitar, and Jon hitting a couple notes that I wouldn’t
have though a human voice could produce without
surgery. The flip side, “Max Roach”, is an instrumental
extracted from a multi-tracked section of Waiting for
Maloney.

Night of the Corn People & Waiting for Maloney, 1991
CD

Released just in time for the Bags’ second-to-last
gig to be a record-release party, their third album is
their best, and the band’s subsequent dissolution is all
the more regrettable because of it. Night of the Corn
People is the first 12 songs; Waiting for Maloney, the last
track, is a 20-minute-plus mock-rock-opera actually
recorded several months earlier. All the progress from
Rock Starve to The Bags is duplicated from The Bags to
this. The production, playing, singing and composition
all continue to improve, though I admit to preferring
the demented cover art of The Bags to the painting of
“Night of the Corn People”, a joke which I don't
understand.

“Amsterdamned”, the opener, is a funny story of a
hapless hitchhiker’s adventures abroad. “The Mole” is
a funny story about, well, er, some sort of bad habit.
Dressing up like a Mole, maybe? Beats me. Great
song, though. “September” is, 1 believe, the only
recorded rock song about an affair between astronauts.
“A Pile of Money” explains the principle of entropy
thus: “A pile of money, / A pile of money. / Spent
some, lent some. / Left with a penny, / Just a penny. /
Too small to save, threw it away”. “Covered Up” and
“Who’s Laughing Now” are more sophisticated, and
then “Naked Lady” and “I Smell Rat” balance them out
in furious old-Bags style.

The slower “Moving to the Country” and “Barb
Jones” then pave the way for “L. Frank Baum”, which
is to me the climax and the conclusion of the album and
the Bags career.

The record continues, however, with the lethargic
“Matter of Time”, which for me blends into Waiting for

Maloney. An anti-rock-opera, or more accurately a rock
anti-opera, Maloney’s entire plot is this: the band,
wondering why Maloney hasn’t shown up, calls him;
he says he’ll be there in a while; eventually, he shows
up, and they jam. There are a number of very good
musical moments along the way, but there is also a lot
of filler. I can’t help think that with different lyrics and
a serious edit, this could have been a killer six or seven
minute song.

Night of the Corn People & Waiting for Maloney, 1991
2LP

The Italian double-LP version adds a fourth side
with six songs not on the CD. The two I like best are
“The Chant” (though this song, which features
improvised nonsense choruses in concert, loses
something on record) and the southern-rock send-up
“Mississippi Band”. The rest aren’t notable enough for
me to put up with the noisy colored vinyl very often.

Human Sexual Response

Fig. 15,1980 CD

Rich Gilbert’s first band (that I know of, anyway)
was Human Sexual Response, a noisily innovative post-
punk ensemble with no less than four vocalists (at once,
not taking turns). I got this CD reissue for its historical
value, and also because I know Rich, and it's
interesting, but I definitely say that word with the tone
that people use when they can’t think of what else to
say about something you did, and don’t want to say
“like” or “dislike”, either. HSR’s songs are jerky and
angular, somewhere between Devo and the Human
League. Don’t let the four vocalists lure you into
expecting ABBA-esque harmonies, either, as Larry
Bangor’s keening voice is the most prominent, and the
others don’t soften it any. The closest HSR get to
accessible songs are “Jackie Onassis” and “What Does
Sex Mean to Me?”, both of which rely largely on their
lyrical gimmicks. The CD bonus track, “Butt Fuck”, is
garish and inane. If this album’s historical significance
means nothing to you, I wouldn’t recommend it.

The Zulus

Down on the Floor, 1989 CD

Gilbert, Bangor and drummer Malcom Travis went
on to form the Zulus, another key figure in Boston rock.
HSR bassist Chris Maclachlan is credited as cowriter of
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four Zulus songs, as well, but the musical similarities
between the two bands are not nearly as close as that
much personnel overlap might suggest.

The two defining features of the Zulus’ style are
Rich’s intricate guitar playing, which can go from
hammer-heavy rhythm to squalling harmonics, or into
dizzying key changes worthy of Vernon Reid or Larry
LaLoude, and Larry Bangor’s distinctive voice, which
sounds like a cross between Black Francis and Gertrude
Stein. Or what I imagine Gertrude Stein would sound
like singing, anyway. The voice is striking, and it’s
pretty likely that you will have a strong reaction to it,
one way or another. When I first heard it, in the Zulus
centerpiece, “Never Again”, wailing “I think - I am -
not going to fall for your - old tricks again”, I thought it
was the sound of a cast-out angel. When I later realized
that he sings like that on all the songs, I didn’t think I
could take it. After some getting used to, though, I
think it’s a pretty remarkable instrument, and hiding
behind its brash edge is a lot of technical ability.
Bangor slides into and out of notes on a dime, and the
gyrations his voice goes through complement Rich’s
similarly adroit guitar playing.

In a way, though, “Never Again” hurts the Zulus
as much as it helps them. On the one hand, it is their
most accessible song and my clear favorite. On the
other, nothing else on this album really attempts to
follow up on it, and as a result it is not representative of
the character of the album, which is much more jarring
than catchy. People who buy it for “Never Again”,
expecting more, are likely to be disappointed initially,
and may not make the effort to come to terms with the
excellent but challenging record that Down on the Floor
is.

Concussion Ensemble

Stampede, 1993 CD

After the Zulus, and concurrent with the United
States, Rich Gilbert started yet another band with an
apparent overstaffing problem at one position. This
time, instead of four vocalists, there are no singers, and
four drummers (well, three drummers and a
percussionist). This is probably, to be fair, more
impressive live than it is on record, where rock listeners
are quite used to hearing single drummers' playing
produced to sound like an army anyway. Still, you can
tell that there's more than the usual amount of
percussion on these songs, and it's a cool effect. A bass
player and two guitarists round out the lineup, with
some guest help on horns for one song, and samples for
another.

Not being a big instrumental-rock fan, especially
not of the sort of garage-surf I expected from this album,
I bought the album mostly because I know Rich. I like
it a lot more than I expected to. This isn't soundtrack
music, these are songs, intended to be no less catchy
and accessible than anything else in rock, and the fact
that they don't have any singing on them is merely an
arrangement detail that lets you concentrate better on
the playing. Garage-surf is a pretty fair description of
the music, though. The drums and the bass providing
a roiling foundation, over which the two guitarists
weave giddy solo lines and driving rhythm parts. The
stomping "Bulldozer" and the quasi-Egyptian
"Cleopatra 94" are probably my favorite pair, but the
album really never flags. I recommend it. Even if you
turn out not to like the music that much, you can make
up some embarrassing fake lyrics and use it to sabotage
karaoke.

Flying Nuns

Disco Dancing Queen, 1992 7"

A trio called the Flying Nuns opened for one of the
first United States shows, at the Causeway, a tiny club
across the street from the Boston Garden. Crispin
thought they were not only terrible, but intentionally
terrible (which is even worse). I rather liked them.
They owed a sizable debt of inspiration to Fugazi, I felt,
but they were trying to do relatively original things
with rhythms, discordant guitars, and interesting lyrics
and vocals.

Maybe there are two Boston bands called the
Flying Nuns, but this unappealing single sounds
nothing at all like the band I saw.

Mighty Mighty Bosstones

Where’d You Go, 1991 CD5

My segue out of Boston, the Mighty Mighty
Bosstones are a band that combines punk, ska, reggae,
plaid, carnivals and gleeful energy into a mixture that

a ska or reggae fan, the band is not at all my sort. I
made an exception for this single, though, because the
title song is really good, and because I'm a sucker for
covers. Aerosmith’s “Sweet Emotion” is the b-side, and
the CD-single also contains covers of Metallica’s “Enter
Sandman” and Van Halen’s “Ain’t Talking "Bout Love”
that aren’t listed on the jacket. All three renditions are
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killer, full-throttle invitations to slam-dancing ska-metal
punk nirvana.

Fishbone

The Reality of My Surroundings, 1991 CD

Fishbone is another band that mixes elements of
fast punk with large doses of musical styles I don’t do.
There is no album I'm aware of that I have as widely
mixed reactions to as this one. The first song, “Fight
the Youth”, I think is great, like a collaboration
between Public Enemy and Living Colour. The second
to last song, “These Days Are Gone”, has a few good
moments. The last song, “Sunless Saturday”, was #3 on
my top ten song list for 1991, and is one of my favorite
songs ever. Living Colour meets Yes is the best
description I can come up with, but that won’t make
sense to anybody but me, I suspect. If there were such
a thing as punk/progressive, this would be it, but there
isn’t. Anyway, it's a monumentally great song.

The rest of the album I can’t listen to for more than
ten seconds.

Bad Brains

Rise, 1993 CD

The Bad Brains have been around for a while
without interesting me, but the title track sounded good
enough when I heard it that I picked up the album in
the store out of curiosity. The detail that cinched the
sale was that the album was produced by Beau Hill,
who I know for his production and songwriting work
with Fiona. I would be disappointed if I were to find
out that I am not the only person ever to buy a Bad
Brains record because it was produced by the same
person who did Fiona.

The thing to know about Bad Brains records (and I
checked some of the older ones that Georgia has to be
sure that they were like this too) is that they contain
music in two drastically different styles. The bulk of
any Bad Brains record is vicious rap/funk/punk/metal
somewhere between Fishbone, Public Enemy and
Living Colour. There will be two or three songs on
every album, though, that are straight-ahead reggae,
without the slightest hint of punk or metal. Not only
are these latter sorts of songs pure reggae, they're pure
terrible reggae, reggae so painfully cheesy and clichéd
that you'd expect a computer to be able to churn out
similar stuff ad infinitum if equipped with a Casio set to
"Reggae 1" and a word generator primed with the

generic outbursts of stoned Rastafarians. I'm floored by
how bad this reggae is. It's so laughable that I, who
normally can't listen to reggae at all, can almost stand to
listen to it for its sheer amusement value. The energy
gap between the lame reggae grooves and the
blistering majority of the album, in addition, could
scarcely be wider. You owe yourself a Bad Brains
album just to hear this phenomenon for yourself.

And if you're going to buy one of their albums,
this seems like a pretty good one. The advent of bands
like Living Colour, Rage Against the Machine and 311,
and the recent spurt of rap/metal collaborations, have
made the Bad Brain's fusion of these styles less
remarkable for its own sake than it once was, but Rise
shows that whatever company they've accumulated
along the way, they can still play with the best of it.

Gang of Four

Mall, 1991 CD

Having finished with Boston, I conclude
Underground with a handful of bands that to me define
what I think of as “post-punk”. These are groups
whose primary appeal to me is that they carry punk’s
ragged aesthetics and philosophy with them into less
violent musical territory.

Gang of Four was a intensely political minimalist
punk band from 1979-1983, best known for the songs
“Anthrax” and “I Love a Man in Uniform”. They
never particularly appealed to me, but the reconstituted
second incarnation with original members Andy Gill
and Jon King caught my attention with the catchy first
song, “Cadillac”, one of the only songs whose video has
ever increased my opinion of the tune itself. This
album fleshes out the original Gang of Four sound with
technology (nice mixed metaphor, huh?), very much to
my liking.

“F.M.U.S.A.”, a harrowing tale of racism and
ambivalence in Vietnam, combines chattering samples,
a guttural voice-over and seductive harmony vocals for
the strangest danceable incisive anti-war song you'll
find.  “Satellite” champions another oft-ignored
perspective, saying “Lost in space, the robot writes: /
Don’t wanna be a satellite”. “Money Talks” sounds
like a combination of the Teardrop Explodes, George
Michael and Timbuk 3. “Colour from the Tube”, using
a dance beat and female backing chorus to contrast
sarcastic nasal sung/spoken verses, reminds me
strongly of late PIL.

The whole album is heavily electronic, with robotic
drum-machine rhythms, carefully blended synthetic
noises, and plentiful samples and effects. This
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manages, among other things, to drain so much of the
reggae out of Bob Marley’s “Soul Rebel” that I only
discovered it wasn’t an original song by looking at the
credits to find out why its lyrics weren’t listed.
“Impossible” and “Hiromi and Stan Talk” are entirely
noises, though they’re both under a minute long. Cool
stuff, but not at all what I would have expected from
this band.

I actually got to see Gang of Four on tour for this
album. The conditions were not quite ideal, however.
They were the second act on a Warrior Soul / Gang of
Four / Young Black Teenagers / Public Enemy /
Sisters of Mercy bill at Great Woods, which meant that
they went on at about 7:00 on a summer evening, with
it still daylight and virtually all the attendees either still
in their cars on the way to Mansfield, Mass., or out in
the concession area eating awful cardboard-and-catsup
pizza and near-toxic “nachos”. They did their best, but
aside from one person dancing madly in the twelfth
row (to the mental strains of something completely
unrelated to what the band was playing, I feel sure),
they didn’t make much of an impression on anybody,
me included.

Talking Heads

Remain in Light, 1980 LP

The Talking Heads were, for a while, perhaps the
quintessential post-punk band. They take conceptual
quirkiness to logical extremes, here abetted by Adrian
Belew, Brian Eno, Nona Hendryx, Jon Hassel and
Robert Palmer. Singer David Byrne’s inhuman trans-
Dennis Hopper alienness may appeal to you, and it
may drive you crazy. I'm afraid that due to
overexposure (my freshman year at college there was
some unwritten rule that in order to have a dance party
at least every fourth song had to be by the Talking
Heads) and not liking Byrne’s subsequent solo career,
it's come to drive me crazy. This is a significant
record-it has “Once in a Lifetime”, “Houses in Motion”
and “Crosseyed and Painless”, three especially notable
Talking Heads songs, and the contorted knots of
percussion, vocals and rhythms that Eno and the band
construct are virtually unprecedented-but like King
Crimson, I find that it only appeals to me on an
intellectual level, and listening to it really isn’t as much
fun as one might hope. Not a record that I keep on
heavy rotation.

Siouxsie & the Banshees

Cities in Dust, 1985 12"

I have to admit that I don’t actually like Siouxsie
and the Banshees very much. They remind me too
much of the Cure, who I also don’t like. There’s a good
reason for this, as Robert Smith played with Siouxsie at
various times. Like Throwing Muses, however, the
Banshees come up with a song every once in a while
that I really like. “Cities in Dust” is one of these.
Siouxsie’s chorus vocal flips up an octave right at the
end of the title phrase, and it makes the song for me.
This 12”7 has extended and edited versions of the song,
and two forgettable b-sides.

Through the Looking Glass, 1987 LP

They came up with another song I like, “This
Wheel’s On Fire”, on this album. It's indicative of how
uninteresting I found the rest of the album that I didn’t
realize until just now, writing it up, that all the songs
here are covers. They do Sparks” “This Town Isn’t Big
Enough for Both of Us”, Kraftwerk’s “Hall of Mirrors”,
The Doors” “You're Lost Little Girl”, Iggy Pop’s “The
Passenger”, John Cale’s “Gun”, Roxy Music’s “Sea
Breezes”, Television’s “Little Johnny Jewel”, Billie
Holliday’s “Strange Fruit” and “Trust in Me”, which is
apparently from The Jungle Book. “This Wheel's On
Fire” is a Dylan/Danko composition.

As with “Cities in Dust”, “This Wheel’s On Fire”
gets me with vocal twists on the chorus. The rest of the
album, I'm afraid, is irritating caterwauling to me.

Peep Show, 1988 LP

I gave Siouxsie and the Banshees one last chance
after they managed another intriguing song, “Peek-a-
Boo”. This is probably the only song of theirs that I
find interesting all the way through, not just on the
chorus. It uses fascinating reverse-envelope reverbs,
and the whole feel of the song seems backwards.
Siouxsie’s vocals seem intentionally phrased to match
the patterns you’d get from playing normal singing in
the opposite direction, and it makes for a very unusual
song.

The second song, the blatant Echo and the
Bunnymen rip-off “The Killing Jar”, is actually pretty
nice, too, and I like the This Mortal Coil imitation, “The
Last Beat of my Heart”. For a moment I thought that
the band and I had finally come into sync after all,
albeit by it sounding like other bands I like better. The
rest of the album undermines this theory, but rather
than irritating me, Peep Show merely bores me, which is
something of an improvement. This album is sparer



Underground 113

and moodier than the other Siouxsie and the Banshees
stuff I have, at times making me imagine Magazine
doing Cocteau Twins covers, or This Mortal Coil without
quite the atmosphere or power. It strikes me as lacking
direction and energy, but it’s the sort of album that I
imagine many others will really like.

Divinyls

Desperate, 1983 CD

Christina Amphlett can, at the outset, be described
as nothing but a punk vocalist. Her voice is harsh,
raspy and breaking, her delivery tense and shaky.
Still, she has the range to shift from harsh to falsetto in
the blink of an eye, and could probably hold her own
in a weird-vocal-off with Debby Harry and Dale Bozio.

Unfortunately, the rest of this Australian band
doesn’t live up to Amphlett’s quirkiness, and her voice
is the only thing that carries an otherwise competent
but rather mundane record. “Boys In Town”, “Elsie”
and “Ring Me Up” are the most notable, and the others
are of a kind, but if you don’t really take to Amphlett I
can’t see what you’d find to like here.

What a Life!, 1985 CD

The back cover of the band’s second album (or of
the CD liner) shows Amphlett and guitarist Mark
McEntee hamming for the camera, with the rest of the
band barely visible in the background peeking
through the bars of their jail cell. The music reflects this
balance, with the bass, drums and keyboards even
more homogenous on this album than on the first one.
That might seem like a bad thing, but it actually turns
out to be a big improvement in my opinion, as it places
more emphasis on Christina’s vocals. Where on the
first album I strain to hear her, here it sounds like they
are trying to base the band on her voice, rather than it
just happening despite efforts to the contrary. Her
growls, squeaks and choppy phrasing are allowed to
find their own level, and it gives the music a raw,
sexual texture.

“Pleasure and Pain”, “Good Die Young” and “In
My Life” seem to me to be the best settings for
Christina’s voice. On “In My Life”, in particular,
McEntee roughs up his guitar playing a little, and it
sounds good. The rest of time, though, it just sounds
like the band is half-heartedly treading water, relying
on Christina’s physical desire to keep them afloat. To
be fair, it mostly works.

Temperamental, 1988 CD

From mediocre and good, the Divinyls take a
sudden giant leap to amazing. This album was #3 on
my top ten list for 1988, beating out entries from both
Big Country and Game Theory, and both “Back to the
Wall” and “Temperamental” were on my top ten song
list. My reaction to the next album, and to media
overexposure to the Divinyls, has tempered my
enjoyment of this one since, and it definitely now seems
insane to have ranked this above Vivid, Peace in Our
Time, Two Steps from the Middle Ages, and Blind, but 1
can still hear the things that made it so affecting at the
time.

Mainly, of course, it's Christina Amphlett. She is
actually singing a bit more mellowly on this album
than on What a Life!, but producer Mike Chapman must
be miking her closer or something, because every
detail of inflection, from breath to click to strangled
vibrato, is sharp and clear here-not overemphasized,
like Sinéad O’Connor, but as an integral part of her
delivery, like Tori Amos.

The music supports her solidly, building up more
momentum than on the first two albums, despite the
fact that Christina and Mark seem to have canned the
rest of the band and replaced them with session
players. There is heavy guitar multi-tracking at work,
and this gives the record a chunky fullness that holds
my interest without going out of its way to draw
attention. Although the overall effect is smoother and
more produced than before, the songs are peppered
with moments of impromptu energy on both players’
parts that on the other two records would probably
have been redone or masked out.

The whole album is superb, but there are several
standouts. “Temperamental” is the most dramatic and
energetic track. “Dance of Love”, with its warbling
guitar hook, is one of the hardest rocking. “Better
Days”, whose underpinnings feel ever so slightly CCR-
ish at times, marries one of the band’s strongest
compositions to a great croaked chorus by Amphlett.

I do have two lingering questions about this
album, and both revolve around the front cover photo.
First, what is she wearing over her dress? A vest made
out of those spiral telephone cords? That's what it looks
like. It's easy to see how that leads to the mesh dress
on the next album. Secondly, what is he doing with
that lizard?! Or is it a frog?

Divinyls, 1990 CD

After pouring all that life into Temperamental, there
evidently wasn’t any left for this album. That didn’t
stop it from becoming the band’s commercial
breakthrough, nor prevent “I Touch Myself” from
getting played 50 zillion times until people became so
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inured to the song that absently singing it aloud in
public places no longer struck anybody as at all odd.
They also played the song enough that I lost all desire
to listen to the album, and my enthusiasm for their
older albums got all damp and sticky as well.

The album isn’t awful. “If Love Was a Gun” is
slow and moving, as is “I'm on Your Side”, and “I
Touch Myself” is actually a pretty clever song, but after
Temperamental this record is a huge disappointment.
The music is even more featureless than on Desperate,
with monotonous 4/4 drum beats stomping on the
delicate contours of Amphlett’s voice, and mostly
drowning out McEntee’s thin, overly precious guitar.
Gone is the powerful wash of sound from
Temperamental, and even the relatively bland rockisms
of the first two albums would be vastly preferable to
this clunky set of weak clichés.

Obviously, not everybody feels like I do about this
album, as it sold lots and lots of copies, but this is my
book, and I say this one is a big letdown. Easily the
best things about it are a) the “I Touch Myself” video,
and b) the intense rope-net dress Christina is wearing
on the cover. In fact, the dress will be the subject of a
whole chapter in my next book, called Dolphin-Safe, But
Dead of Frostbite: The Deadly Eco-Terrorist Fashion
Conspiracy.

Romeo Void

Benefactor, 1982 LP

Deborah lyall, another woman with a distinctive
voice, fronts Romeo Void, best known for the song
“Never Say Never”, whose callous refrain “I might like
you better if we slept together” got it played a lot on
alternative radio. lyall’s harsh voice and lyrics are all
that qualifies this band as Underground, as the music is
even more-standard rock and roll than the Divinyls.
Romeo Void add a saxophonist as a regular player, but
aren’t too notable otherwise.

I actually detest “Never Say Never”, and don't
think very much of this album as a whole, but it
contains the song “Flashflood”, which I like a lot. [
think it reminds me somewhat of the Psychedelic Furs.
Iyall’s singing, which tends elsewhere to grating
repetition, softens for a song to duet with a slow
saxophone part, and the effect is a smooth, mellow,
haunting melody.

Instincts, 1984 LP

Here, too, there is one song I like a lot, and
nothing else that affects me the same way. This time
the song is “A Girl in Trouble (Is a Temporary Thing)”,

a seductive pop song that burbles pleasingly along like
a gutsier Quarterflash. I think this album is stronger
than Benefactor, but it’s hard for me to judge it without
liking it.

X

4th of July, 1987 7"

X is an incredibly significant LA punk band whose
singer, Exene Cervenka, probably has more personality
than Iyall and Amphlett together. As with all striking
voices, hers (especially in combination with John Doe)
can either enthrall you or turn you off completely, and
in this case I have the latter reaction. This one single is
my only concession, as I liked both “4th of July” and
“See How We Are” from the album See How We Are,
but didn’t like the rest of the record. Both songs feature
dramatic, plaintive, soaring choruses, and draw me in
despite my general aversion to Cervenka’s voice. The
two songs are completely interchangeable to me,
though, so this single seemed like about all the X I'd
ever need, a guess that at least up until now appears to
have been accurate.

Liz Phair

Exile in Guyville, 1993 CD

Liz Phair has been the beneficiary of a shocking
amount of critical attention. I bought this album,
myself, because I read a fascinating article about it
somewhere (Rolling Stone?), and I suspect a lot of people
first encountered Liz's name through descriptions, not
airplay. The reason for this is simple, and might as
well be admitted straight out: she's sings explicitly
sexual things in a cheerful girlish voice. That's it, that's
why she's gotten so much attention. She sings "l want
to be your blow-job queen", "I'm a little cunt in sprint,
you can rent me by the hour", "Fuck and run", and
some other related things, and she doesn't do it while
naked, or caked in blood, or spitting at the audience, or
under a name like Cycle Sluts from Hell or The Slits, or
with any sort of "Kill All Men" agenda. This, circa
1993, makes her completely unique. It says something
very sad about the state of open expression in our
society that a woman singer writing frankly and non-
confrontationally about sex is so unusual. It shouldn't be
this novel.

This leads to two interesting ironies. The first is
that, of course, virtually no public forum can play the
very songs that make Liz initially interesting.
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Newspapers can't quote them, MTV can't show them,
radio stations can't play them. So the people trying to
promote Liz (in both the commercial and critical senses)
have to allude to her subject matter, and then play one
of the songs that doesn't display it. The second irony,
though, is that, at least from my perspective, the thing
that actually most makes Exile in Guyville a notable
debut record, and not just a lyrical novelty, isn't Liz's
lyrics at all, but her musical songwriting.

There are basically two kinds of songs on Exile.
The more accessible set are charming, snappy pop
songs of the sort that you wouldn't have been surprised
to find Mitch Easter producing. "6'1"", "Never Said",
"Fuck and Run" and "Divorce Song" are my favorites of
these, with "Help Me, Mary", "Soap Star Joe",
"Mesmerizing" and "Strange Loop" the others. Liz'
singing and guitar playing are guileless, producer Brad
Wood's drumming crisp and uncluttered, and the
occasional other instruments understated and
supportive. "Fuck and Run" is probably the album's
most engaging moment and most obvious single were
it not for its title and words.

The other kind of song here is quiet, minimal,
haunting and often disturbing. These ("Glory", "Dance
of the Seven Veils", "Explain it to Me", "Canary", "Girls!
Girls! Girls!", "Shatter", "Flower" and "Gunshy", and
"Johnny Sunshine" as well, though it's noisier than the
others) are mostly performed solo by Liz on guitar (or
piano, on "Canary"), and show a degree of precise
emotional, dynamic and atmospheric control (or instinct)
that makes me think of early Sinéad O'Connor, Tori
Amos, P.J. Harvey or even, in some specific moments,
Talk Talk. This half of the album's personality is even
more impressive and unusual than the pop half, and
the fact that the two coexist here, their songs
intermingling unselfconsciously, is what really makes
the album an exciting announcement of a new talent.

The synthesis of these two styles, and to me the
album's high point, is "Stratford-on-Guy", an edgy,
driving rock song about flying into Chicago. It brings
the noise and the pop and the charm and the intensity
together, musically, and combines that with fascinating
lyrics (these having nothing to do with sex), and ends
up with a song I could listen to for hours, and the thing
that, I think, finally clinched Liz' "Best New Artist" spot
on my 1993 year-end report.

And, to return to the subject of words, it's worth
pointing out that Liz's lyrics are quite interesting. The
fact that the sexual material is shocking has more to do
with society than with Liz, and if you can stop tittering
nervously at the realization that she's talking about
arousal and lust and apathy and relationships as if they
all go together (which shouldn't be news), I think you'll
agree that she has some interesting things to say about
it all. "Divorce Song", for example: "And when I asked

for a separate room / It was late at night, and we'd
been driving since noon. / But if I'd known how that
would sound to you, / I would have stayed in your bed
for the rest of my life / Just to prove I was right, that it's
harder to be friends than lovers, / And you shouldn't
try to mix the two, 'cause if you do it and you're still
unhappy, / Then you know that the problem is you."
"Fuck and Run": "I woke up alarmed. / I didn't know
where I was at first, / Just that I woke up in your arms,
/ And almost immediately I felt sorry. ... Whatever
happened to a boyfriend? / The kind of guy who
makes love 'cause he's in it?" "Soap Star Joe": "He's just
a hero in a long line of heroes, / Looking for some
lonely billboard to grace. / They say he sprung from
the skull of Athena; / Think of your own head and the
headache he gave." There's no poetic distance, as there
would be with Suzanne Vega (whose voice Liz'
resembles at more than one point here) or Joni Mitchell,
but there's intelligence and insight to spare.

I think the liner art, though, might have been
better left to somebody else.

The Psychedelic Furs

In my world, the Psychedelic Furs are the single
band that most clearly manifests both the decline of
punk and its evolution. There are other bands, or
combinations of them, that show a similar progression,
such as the Sex Pistols/PIL, the Buzzcocks/Magazine,
and in a way the Pixies, but for various reasons, the
Furs are the ones that define the progression in my
mind.

The Psychedelic Furs, 1980 CD

The Furs emerge about half-formed on their debut.
You can see that they aren’t the typical punk band just
by looking at the back cover, where you see that they
have six members; that one plays saxophone is further
evidence. And in fact, both the music and the lyrics on
this record strike out away from the core of punk, while
clearly staying in walkie-talkie contact.

Booming drums and heavy bass hold up the
bottom, while heavily distorted and reverberated
guitars fill in the middle. The sax kicks in on an off, to
fill in what few gaps it can find in the mid-range. And
Richard Butler’s dramatic, hoarse, nasal voice sails over
it all like a cheese grater over the rind of a cantaloupe.
The result is a thick, swirling, atmospheric roar, as if
the album was recorded on a boat during a heavy
storm.

Butler’s caustic lyrics get lost in the crashing surf
lots of the time, especially without a lyric sheet, but
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when they come through, as in “Soap Commercial” and
“Imitation of Christ”, they ooze vitriol.

The overall effect, though, is still more murky than
anything else. The band doesn’t sound like they’ve
quite figured out what to do with all the sound they can
produce, and the dense textures feel somewhat
directionless. Changing dynamics is done by cutting
out everything but the drums and Richard, every once
in a while, but I don’t get the feeling that each
individual player has much more control than
play/don’t play. On the other hand, this album does
show a band taking punk’s attitudes in a new musical
direction, as opposed to blending punk into mainstream
rock or other existing forms. If this were the only
record the Furs ever did, though, I think they would
have been forgotten quickly.

Talk Talk Talk, 1981 CD

The band doesn’t squander a second chance. The
follow-up album is a bona fide classic that learns all the
right lessons from the previous effort. The production,
first of all, is vastly improved. Steve Lillywhite clears
out the ambient wash of the first album and in its place
tweaks each instrument to both stand out clearly and fit
in perfectly. The drums thump and smack without
sounding like they were recorded in a cathedral. Tim
Butler’s bass is winched down to a less prominent
position, but it performs its supporting duty just as well
from there. The guitars, sax and keyboards fill in the
rest of the space without drowning in reverb or
feedback. And Richard Butler’s voice is both improved
and more prominent in the mix.

Secondly, these are much better songs. They've
got strong melodies, structures that sound like they
were written, not like they accreted, and they have
focus, whether on Butler’s voice or on a guitar or sax
solo.

Thirdly, and the inclusion of lyrics on the liner
may be half of the reason for this perceived
improvement, the texts of the songs are more pointed,
incisive and delightfully bitter.

“Mr. Jones” lashes out at the mundanity of life that
the media and convention encourage. “Movie stars and
ads / And radio define romance; / Don’t turn it on, / I
don’t wanna dance”. This perspective is similar to that
of the Jam, but where Weller’s songs mostly criticized
implicitly by telling observation, Butler paints his
subjects with quicker, sketchier strokes, and then
spends the time he saves actually saying what he thinks
about them. “No Tears” equates demonstrations,
conversation and weather reports, and concludes,
bleakly, “they’re not saying anything”. Butler sees “no
tears, no colours”, and even sadness is preferable to no
emotion at all.

Personal relationships are no salvation in Butler’s
world, either. In “She is Mine”, the woman is “making
me a pair of shoes / So I can run away”, ruining what
she has by trying to strengthen it. “I didn’t want to put
you on / Or tape you down at all, / Or leave you here
/ So all alone, / Or put you in this room”, Butler sighs,
starting a trilogy of songs here that despair of strong
relationships doing anything other than further
strangling people who have a hard enough time
already. “Into You Like a Train” and “I Wanna Sleep
with You” continue this line of thought, and where
thousands of rock songs have gone over this territory
before, the Furs visit it without a trace of machismo,
treating sex as not at all an expression of powerful love
or even just power, but as a somewhat regrettable
weakness that has to be dealt with somehow, but which
should be satisfied in a way that causes as little damage
as possible.

“Dumb Waiters”, “It Goes On” and “So Run
Down” pencil in more details of Butler's gray lyrical
world. As he says about the protagonist of “It Goes
On”, “He has to have / A lie to live, / Or something to
believe”. For most of the characters on this album, the
lie is a version of romance created by the hopeless and
the advertisers. “All of This and Nothing” breaks the
rest of the album’s veneer of detachment with a list of
things left behind after a severed relationship. In the
numb recitation of such surreal and sinister detritus as a
“painting of the wall” and a “visit from your doctor”,
Butler finally lets pain crack through for an instant,
crying “You didn’t leave me anything / That I can
understand. / Hey I never meant that stuff, / I want to
turn you round”.

The song that defines both this album and the Furs
subsequent decline in my eyes is the first one, “Pretty
in Pink”. A song that has the rare distinction of
standing on its own as a powerful piece of poetry,
“Pretty in Pink” is a sad elegy for a departed (dead?)
woman named Caroline, and simultaneously a searing
indictment of all the men that trampled through her life
taking advantage of her kindness and giving her
nothing in return. The chorus, “Isn’t she pretty in
pink”, is a bitter joke, as that is all these oblivious
lovers have to say about Caroline, and all they
remember of her after she is gone, or they are.

Five years later, John Hughes made Pretty in Pink,
the movie, with the song as its centerpiece. The movie
misses the point of the song completely, and in place of
a pretty girl who gets trampled he casts Molly
Ringwald as a strongly independent girl who wants to
get trampled, and the climax of the film comes when
she arrives at the prom wearing a pink dress, and
because she is “pretty in pink”, wins the heart of the
lifeless rich kid on whom she has a mysterious crush.
This perversion of the message of the song was an
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artistic felony on its own. To make matters horribly
worse, the Furs agreed to re-record the song in a more
upbeat, danceable arrangement. To me the second
version of “Pretty in Pink” is the most pathetic sell-out
in artistic history. I am quite sure the band didn’t get
enough money to justify it.

Half of my senior film project at Harvard was a
study of the song and the movie. My analysis took the
form of a song I wrote as an address to Caroline herself,
along with a video that juxtaposed images from the film
with photographs of Caroline watching me play the
song, annotated with yet another running text
addressed to Richard Butler. The work packed in a
dizzying array of brilliant insights, and it was
completely impossible to understand any of it. The
song production was terrible, so you couldn’t really
make out the words, and at the same time you were
expected to read the onscreen text, figure out what the
pictures were of, and integrate it all on the fly, and
even then it made no sense unless you knew both the
song and the film intimately. It might have worked
even so, but the song was too long and too boring for
anyone to want to listen to it more than once. I learned
at least one valuable lesson from the experience that I
have tried to apply to this book: if you're going to be
opinionated, arbitrary, long-winded and boring, you
should at least try to be clear about it.

Forever Now, 1982 CD

My “Pretty in Pink” epiphany didn’t come until
1988, however, so in the meantime the Furs seemed
like a decent bunch, and I kept buying their records.

The band’s sonic and lyrical landscape broadens
spectacularly for this third album. Gone are second
guitarist Roger Morris and sax player Duncan Kilburn,
replaced by assorted studio players, and Todd
Rundgren replaces Steve Lillywhite behind the console.
Talk Talk Talk's sharply focused approach is expanded
into this album’s breathtakingly open sound, in which
the Furs’” punk roots start to become increasingly hard
to locate. Backing vocals and more keyboards than
before, horns (as opposed to just sax), as well as slower,
and less-angry songs, metamorphose a punk band
exploring new territory into a band with a great big
“New Wave” stamped right on their collective
forehead.

The subsequent albums color my impression of
this one, causing me to hear it less as the culmination of
the growth begun on the first two, and more as the
beginning of the long decline that begins with the
fourth one. On its own terms, though, this is a brilliant
album. “Forever Now”, “Love My Way” and “No Easy
Street” are three of the band’s best songs, and the slow
ballad “Sleep Comes Down” one of its prettiest. You

can’t help but notice that Butler is softening, and that
this album replaces Talk Talk Talk’s pervasive cynicism
with actual love songs, but you can’t expect people to
stay angry forever, right?

Mirror Moves, 1984 CD

My vinyl copy of this album proudly bears the
paint-marker inscription “We Love You - Richard
Butler” on the front, and Tim and John's signatures on
the back. They are actually three of only five
autographs I have. (The other two are writers William
Gibson and Bruce Sterling, who signed my copy of The
Difference Engine on my 25th birthday. They were nice
enough to write “Happy Birthday”, but Bruce wrote the
previous day’s date on his message, somewhat marring
the effect. I had one other autograph when I was a kid:
Dallas Cowboys quarterback Roger Staubach lived
around the corner from us when I was about four, and
when he had that dislocated shoulder I drew him a
picture of his injured joint to cheer him up, and he gave
me a signed action photo in return. I don’t know what
happened to that picture, though. Also, my mom
accidentally sat on his Heisman trophy once, but now
I'm getting way off the subject.)

Judged by the standards of the first two albums,
this record is painfully commercial and discouragingly
passionless. Ashton and the Butlers are the only
remaining members, and the studio help that fill in
around them is competent but very unremarkable.
Producer Keith Forsey does the drumming himself, and
although he seems to understand the hi-hat, the best I
can say about the rest of the drum work is that it is “in
time”. Nobody is willing to take responsibility for the
omnipresent synthesizers on the album credits, which I
can understand, as they appear to lull the rest of the
players nearly to sleep. Ashton and Tim Butler might
as well not be here, as Richard Butler’s voice is the only
thing on the album that I recognized or remember
distinctly.

In retrospect this is clearly the final transition
album between the angry early Furs and the danceable
later Furs. There are several excellent songs here,
notably “The Ghost in You”, “Heaven” and “Alice’s
House”, and if you got into the Psychedelic Furs
through later albums you’ll probably love this one. For
fans of the first two albums you will either hate this
album or learn to think of it as being by a different
band that happens to share the same name, and three
members. A pretty good light New Wave dance-pop
band, at that.

Midnight to Midnight, 1987 CD

This is the Psychedelic Furs” attempt to become sex
gods. From the intricately coifed and posed, contrasty,
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black and white fashion photos on the cover to the
insipid lyrics and irrepressibly catchy music, the Furs
have sold out wholeheartedly here, and their transition
is complete. The music falls somewhere between Love
and Rockets and Duran Duran, two bands that you will
notice are not listed in this book. It is still possible to
tell that these songs are written by some people who
were once in the Psychedelic Furs, not some random
LA jingle-hacks, but only just. When the Furs released
an extended dance-mix of “Heartbreak Beat”, I knew
that as far as I was concerned, the Psychedelic Furs
were no more.

All that Money Wants, 1988 12"

Like a frog’s legs will continue to twitch for a few
minutes after you kill it, the Furs managed to cough up
one last good song before sinking out of my attention
completely. “All that Money Wants”, which was
included on the compilation All of This and Nothing, is
strong throwback to the neighborhood of Talk Talk Talk
and Forever Now, and a good argument for beginning
with the compilation if you are just getting into the
Furs. The back of the 12” has an unremarkable song
called “Birdland”, and an excellent 1982 live
performance of “No Easy Street”, which is ironic
because when I saw the band in concert on the Mirror
Moves tour I thought they were pretty atrocious live.

various

Pretty in Pink (soundtrack), 1986 LP

I had to actually buy a copy of Pretty in Pink when
I was doing the song-film about it. The crime-against-
humanity of the redone title track excluded, it’s actually
a pretty decent snapshot of the real-life soundtrack of
the world the film portrays. Orchestral Manceuvres in
the Dark’s “If You Leave” and New Order’s “Shell
Shock” are synth-pop standards, and at the other end of
the spectrum, Suzanne Vega’s folky “Left of Center”
(with Joe Jackson playing piano) is as good as anything
on her first album. Echo and the Bunnymen’s “Bring
on the Dancing Horses”, the Smiths” “Please Please
Please Let Me Get What I Want” (which you probably
didn’t notice in the film, as it was playing almost
inaudibly on the radio in Molly’s bedroom during one
scene) and INXS’s “Do Wot You Do” add some
additional hit power, and Belouis Some’s “Round,
Round” (not that dance hit that goes “You spin me right
round baby right round, like a record player right
round round round”, which is by Dead or Alive) and a
plausible cover by the Danny Hutton Hitters of Nik

Kershaw’s “Wouldn’t It Be Good” come along for the
ride.

And, of course, you'll also need this album in
order to fully understand my rant about “Pretty in
Pink” itself. You may not want to understand it, and
that’s your privilege certainly, but if you do, you at
least have the consolation of knowing that the rest of
this album is a good era-sampler. Also, “Left of
Center” and “Bring on the Dancing Horses” do not
appear on their artists’ studio albums (though “Left of
Center” shows up on Vega’s UK best-of, and “Bring on
the Dancing Horses” is on Echo’s compilation Songs to
Learn and Sing), so that might be extra incentive.

Immaculate Fools

Dumb Poet, 1987 LP

Immaculate Fools want to be the Psychedelic Furs,
that much seems plain. This is more interesting than it
might seem, though, as they seem to want to be the
later Furs musically, but the early Furs vocally.
“Tragic Comedy” is the song I bought this album for. It
is steady and crisp, like “The Ghost in You” without
horns. “Never Give Less Than Everything” is faster,
darker. “Dumb Poet” sounds like “India” run through
one of those sampler modes that cuts the tempo in half
without lowering the pitch. “So Much Here” sounds
like the Furs performing acoustic on an ailing merry-
go-round. “Wish You Were Here” sounds like the Furs
covering the Payola$.

It doesn’t all add up to much for me, though, and
my copy of this album mostly collects dust. I heard a
song from a new Immaculate Fools album sometime in
1992, and it didn’t sound like this, but it didn’t sound
like anything I was interested in more, either, so I can’t
tell you anything about it.

Manic Street Preachers

At a time when punk’s legacy is mostly apparent
as thrash metal, or Seattle grunge, the Manic Street
Preachers rekindle its original fire as raw enthusiastic
defiance of, well, whatever is available. I gather that
the band is the subject of much heated debate in Britain
as to whether they are the Second Coming of the Sex
Pistols, or a hateful quartet of glam pretenders, but I
can’t tell what the difference between the two is, so as
far as I'm concerned they’re just great. They’re Welsh,
like the Alarm, and in some ways I'm coming to think
that the Manic Street Preachers are the band I always
wanted the Alarm to become.
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New Art Riot, 1990 CD5

Rescued from an import clearance bin, this four-
song EP is from long before I'd ever heard of the band.
The songs, “New Art Riot”, “Strip It Down”, “Last Exit
on Yesterday” and “Teenage 20/20”, are all good, but
don’t live up to the standard of Generation Terrorists, so
it's no wonder to me that none of them re-emerge there.
The liner quotes, one from Marx and one unattributed
one about how everybody drinks Coke (and, more
importantly, that everyone drinks the same Coke), go as
far towards establishing the band’s neo-anti-
establishment stance as the songs, which are a little
hard to follow.

Stay Beautiful (US), 1991 CD5

The only reason “Manic Street Preachers” meant
anything to me was that when you check the Magnum
and Marillion sections you tend to go past Manic quite
reliably. I thought it was a cool name, since it could
mean “evangelists who preach on a street called
Manic”, or “very-energetic outdoor proselytizers”, sort
of like “Swimming Pool Q’s”. Not knowing anything
more about them, I figured from cover art that they
were another loathsome Manchester drone-rave band
like the Charlatans. Switching the radio on one
evening, though, I heard the last ten or fifteen seconds
of a cool-sounding song. The DJ came on and rattled off
a number of artists he’d just played, but in a random-
sounding order that left me uncertain which, if any,
was the one I'd just heard. One of the names, though,
was Manic Street Preachers, which piqued my interest.
The next day I ran across this CD-single in the “It's
virtually inconceivable to us that anyone would want
these” bin at Looney Tunes, and figured it was worth
$.99 to find out what the band sounded like.

I was completely blown away. It was readily
obvious that the song fragment I'd heard was not by
this band, but this was way better. “Stay Beautiful” has
huge guitars and drums and rocks. The lyrics say
things like “This is a culture of destruction” that were
good to hear again. The music was amazing. And did
I mention how cool the song is? The other four songs
weren’t as amazing, but were easily good enough to
convince me that “Stay Beautiful” wasn’'t a fluke.
“Motown Junk”, “Sorrow 16” and “Star Lover” all
approach it in intensity, while the mellower “R.P.
McMurphy” is less affecting but still interesting.

Generation Terrorists, 1992 CD

Luckily, I was far enough behind in coming across
“Stay Beautiful” that I only had to wait a week-and-a-
half before the release of the Manic Street Preachers’
first full album. It was everything I hoped it would be.

When I first got it I was convinced it would be #1 on
my 1992 album list, and though a very-strong rest of
the year ended up demoting the album to a tie for
tenth, “Stay Beautiful” managed to hold onto #6 on the
song list.

“Slash 'n” Burn” starts the album out in explosive
style. Georgia says it sounds like Bon Jovi, and while I
don’t agree, I can sort of see what makes her say that.
The drum and guitar sounds are very heavy-metal-like,
and the emotive singing isn’t entirely unlike Bon Jovi
moments like the chorus of “Living on a Prayer”. But
where Bon Jovi's carefully-styled energy seems directed
at the suburban teenage girls in the front row of the
Meadowlands, the Manic Street Preachers’ crackles and
sparks in the service of lyrics that should make Johnny
Rotten proud. “Slash 'n” Burn” reprises the New Art
Riot EP’s fascination with Coke, pointing out that
“Madonna drinks Coke and so you do too”.

I don’t really know what “Nat
West-Barclay’s-Midlands-Lloyds” is about, but with
references to Pol Pot, Mein Kampf, and “death sanitised
through credit”, I'm pretty sure it's scathing. “Love’s
Sweet Exile”’s triumphant roar is so great I don’t even
care what it’s about. “Little Baby Nothing”, besides
being a terrifically melodic song, is a biting attack on
the sexual exploitation of women. The gorgeous hooks
and sailing vocals disguise a blistering text, with the
intensely cool and subversive effect that the song gets
you singing along cheerily without knowing exactly
what the words are, and then when you go to look
them up hits you with its real message. “Another
Invented Disease” employs a similar approach, luring
you into verses that you discover say things like “Left
alone in corporate slums / Where germs are free not
Amex fun / Healthy bodies in empty minds / Only
exist in advert time”.

“Repeat”, which begins with the straightforward
exhortation “Repeat after me / Fuck Queen and
country”, is the Manic Street Preachers’ “God Save the
Queen”, that odd breed of British rock song written to
be banned. The first version of it is labeled”(UK)”,
with a later, heavily sampled remix labeled”(Stars and
Stripes)”, but the second version doesn’t change the
lyrics to attack the US, like I expected it to.

“You Love Us” is a sarcastic exercise in self-
agrandization (“You love us like a holocaust”), in a
similar musical vein to “Stay Beautiful”. “Democracy
Coma” turns the guns back on the Queen. Songs about
the British royal family are always particularly amusing
to Americans, as I don’t think any of us really believe
that the Queen and Princess Di and the rest are
anything more than a popular weekly soap opera, no
matter how many times we’re told how much money
they have and that the Queen theoretically has the
power to form and dissolve governments.
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Lest organized religion get away without its due
invective, “Crucifix Kiss” provides a predictably dim
view of the effect Christianity has on its devotees.
“Motorcycle Emptiness” then extends the condemnation
to the rest of society in the costume of the album’s
slowest, prettiest song. “Tennessee” tosses in a cryptic
dig at the US and the PMRC, just to be global about
things, and leads into the”(Stars and Stripes)” version of
“Repeat”. “Condemned to Rock 'n” Roll” adds one last
irony to the album, by putting lyrics which cast rock as
the last refuge of the hopeless, their only remaining joy,
over the album’s hardest rock song, sounding as much
like Métley Criie as “Slash and Burn” sounded like Bon
Jovi.

One mark of a truly great album is that it can be
appreciated on more than one level, and Generation
Terrorists is one of the most remarkable examples of an
album that seems designed to be appreciated on two
levels. On casual listening, and even on relatively
close listening without the lyric sheet, this is a fabulous
album of hyperkinetic, punk-influenced pop music,
representing a sort of ultimate musical synthesis of
punk energy and pop melody. Once you read the
words, the album unfolds its second, true nature, as a
bruising resuscitation of the social and political fury that
fueled punk’s first coming.

Pretty intense. Writing this makes me wonder
what the hell I was thinking to rank this album only
tenth in 1992. No doubt I'll remember when I get to
review numbers 1-9.
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from the Big Country album Steeltown

Soundtrack

Big Country: “Where the Rose is Sown”

Big Country: “Song of the South”

Runrig: “Dance Called “America””

U2: “Sunday Bloody Sunday”

The Alarm: “Deeside”

The Waterboys: “Church Not Made with Hands”
Cactus World News: “Years Later”

Billy Bragg: “A New England”

Midnight Oil: “Dreamworld (live)”

Juluka: “December African Rain”

Introduction

My areas Mega Therion and Underground
corresponded closely to the “accepted” rock subgenres
of heavy metal and punk. Steeltown doesn’t have any
such analog. Perhaps more than any other chapter,
Steeltown is a collection of artists related much more
strongly to each other than they are independently
related to the chapter itself. Put another way, my
definition of this area explains its core members, and
the core members bring along associated bands that fill
up the rest of the area.

This, then, is my collection of music that brings to
American rock strong other-national identities, and uses
those identities to foster global awareness.

That's a grandiose description, and might lead you
to expect this chapter to be a cavalcade of nations and
eclectic multicultural musical styles. If it does, you'll be
disappointed. As I said up front, my appreciation of
music is very strongly tied to voices and lyrics, and
there is thus very little in my collection that is not from
English-speaking countries. Additionally, I am
basically a Western rock fan, and though I'm well
aware that this rules out thousands of years of rich
musical tradition in places like China, India, Tuvalu
and Kiribati, not to mention such other minor Western
phenomena like “Jazz” and “Classical”, it’s frankly all I
can do to try to keep up with this one style, and so I've
chosen for the time being to let the others wend their
merry way without me.

What you'll find here is music from such exotic
foreign locales as Scotland, Ireland, Wales, England and
Australia (as well as token representation from South

Africa). The core players are Big Country, U2, the
Alarm, Billy Bragg and Midnight Oil. Each of these
bring along several artists who are associated in my
mind, some but not all of which make sense in
Steeltown on their own. As the associations are
themselves the key to the organization of this book,
much more so than the chapter divisions in and of
themselves, I'm satisfied to treat this chapter the way it
falls.

You should also be aware, if you're reading this
book in order like I'm writing it, that the first artist in
this chapter, Big Country, is my favorite band, and is
the first of my four favorite artists (Big Country, Kate
Bush, Game Theory and Marillion, in case you've
forgotten or are skipping around) to be discussed.
They’re also the band for whom I have the most entries,
by a wide margin, so I hope you're prepared to read
about them at great length.

Big Country

I have my sister, Melissa, to thank for Big Country
(and for the bulk of this chapter, come to think of it). In
1983 I was just starting to broaden my musical tastes
from a strong focus on Rush, Black Sabbath and Boston,
and in the beginning Big Country to me was a funny
video in which the band rode around on little three-
wheeled ATVs. The more I heard their record seeping
out of her room, though, the more I realized, with the
horrible reluctance that characterizes any grudging
acquiescence by a 16-year-old boy that his 14-year-old
sister was actually right about something, that I liked it.

The point when casual appreciation began to turn
to deeper devotion, however, came one day when,
browsing through the racks at VVV Records, I came
across the 12” single for “Chance”, with “Tracks of My
Tears” on the back side. 12”s were a complete novelty
to me at that point, and “Tracks of My Tears” was a
song I'd hear on late-night TV ads for mail-order
compilation records. The two together, somehow, were
very appealing to me, and I bought the disk.

Over the next few years, thanks entirely to four
good record stores (VVV and Metamorphosis in Dallas,
and then Newbury Comics and Second Coming in
Cambridge), Big Country continued to be a band that
richly rewarded attention. Dozens of non-album b-
sides of astounding quality gave the experience of
being a Big Country fan a particular richness that was
quite different from the experience of liking a band that
simply put out albums every once in a while: this was
clearly a band both with inspiration to spare, and who
seemed to care about their record-buying fans. So
while Big Country would certainly be one of my
favorite bands solely on the strength of their albums,
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the ongoing process of watching for and collecting their
many singles has had a big hand in keeping the band
constantly in my mind for the past ten years, and the
span of their output has thus played a part in making
them such an incredibly important part of my life.

Here, then, is my favorite band in the world.

The Crossing, 1983 CD

Big Country’s debut album is an understated
masterpiece that I think has and will continue to
withstand the test of time better than just about
anything rock music has produced. (Well, I told you
they’re my favorite band.) To get them out of the way,
I'll just go through a list of things that make this album
wonderful:

Grace. From the simple white logo on a blue
cover to the clear, unobtrusive production by Steve
Lillywhite, to the absolutely gimmick-free songs and
arrangements, this is an album of perfect proportions.

Emotion. Sadness and hope, in equal parts,
saturate the lyrics and moods of these songs. The whole
band plays not like they think they are clever,
“original” or “great”, but like they actually care about
what they are doing and what they are saying-like
they are involved.

Talent. I'll be among the first to point out that
you can make a great band with almost no technical
skills, if the participants are willing to work with what
they have. At the other end of the spectrum, it is not at
all hard for a band with technical virtuosos to let
instrumental skill and pyrotechnics destroy the music it
is supposed to enhance. Somewhere in the middle
there is a delicate equilibrium where the musicians
play well enough that the band’s compositions are not
limited by their technical abilities, but where the
compositions aren’t driven by technical skills, either.
Big Country found it early, and has never lost it. Mark
Brzezicki is an awesome drummer, remarkable both for
the complex syncopated nuances of his percussions
parts, and for the way he fits them into the textures of
the band’s songs, rather than letting them poke out like
a heavy-metal “drum solo”. Tony Butler is both a great
bass-player and a great backing vocalist, and he and
Mark together make a tight rhythm section honed
through many studio gigs before Big Country (most
notably Pete Townshend’s album Empty Glass). And
while Stuart Adamson and Bruce Watson don’t set
themselves up as guitar heroes, nor does Stuart try to
dazzle anyone with his vocal range, the band makes
amazing use of all three abilities, and each one
individually rewards careful scrutiny better than a
casual recollection of the music’s overall impact might
lead you to guess.

Tradition. What some people misunderstood as a
gimmick, the guitars that sound a little like bagpipes, I
see as an attempt to incorporate the cadences and
timbres of Scottish folk music into rock music, to build
on the whole of the band’s musical heritage, not just the
contemporary aspects. In fact, using bagpipes
themselves would be more of a gimmick, and using
samples of bagpipe playing would be the most
gimmicky. The band is not tried to simulate bagpipes,
but rather to learn from them.

Originality. Though at no point does it sound like
the band has tried to be different, or chosen some
musical alternative on the grounds that “nobody’s done
that before”, the overall result is not like any other band
before them. Even on just this first album, Big Country
has already established a distinct and exclusive style
that goes far deeper than E-bows.

“In a Big Country” begins the album, as it
effectively begins both the band’s career and my
involvement with them. The chances are pretty good
that most of you have heard this song, but that you
never listened to it all that closely. For instance, you
might not have noticed that drummer Mark Brzezicki
creates a subtle and intricate hi-hat and splash-cymbal
interplay throughout the song without ever letting it
take away from the song’s irresistible loping backbeat.
You also might not have followed the determined lyrics
about the overriding importance of always having
hope, or the way the song seems to always be building
in energy, without ever actually speeding up, or the
way that Stuart and Bruce work together to mesh the
hard, churning chords that support the song with the
delicate single-note melodies that direct it, or how Tony
Butler’s bass-playing makes the song seem like it just
has a low end, without any human intervention, or the
way the line “pull up your head off the floor and come
up screaming” conveys the passion it describes more
clearly than any attempt to actually render it in screams
could have.

Or maybe you noticed all of those things.

“Inwards” offers, as counterpoint to the rousing
opener, a more introspective composition, both lyrically
and musically. In place of “In a Big Country”’s
unrelenting, extremely danceable beat, “Inwards”
works for contrasts. Stuart’s slow, legato singing plays
against the fast, choppy, up-and-down midrange guitar
riff, and the shifting drum patterns hang tenaciously to
the wailing high-guitar part. And in place of the catchy
phrases that fly out of “In a Big Country”, like “But I
can live and breathe / And see the sun in wintertime”,
“Inwards” offers the more private image, “the scouts in
the stairwell will kiss again / And talk about justice
and freedom and pain”.

Using “Inwards”” introspection as a transition from
“In a Big Country”’s enthusiasm, “Chance” slows the
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mood down even further, for perhaps Big Country’s
saddest, most haunting song. Using sketchy lyrics
about a loveless marriage to set the scene, “Chance”
achieves transcendence in the repetition of the chorus:
“Oh Lord where did the feeling go? / Oh Lord I never
felt so low”. On every repeat it coils more securely
around my heart, both painful in its sadness and joyous
in the tiny but blinding ray of hope that is implied in
the determination audible behind the anguish. The
music builds in such close parallel to the feeling of the
lyrics that towards the end the guitar seems to me to be
saying as much as the voice, and though I don’t know
what its words are, I know what they mean.

“1000 Stars” takes the tense energy built up by the
end of “Chance” and spends it in a song that seems
more upbeat on first listen, but which is actually even
darker and heavier. The pace of the music represents,
this time, not future hope but past luck, and luck that is
running out, at that. Although there is fear audible in
the lyrics, the dominant emotions are courage and
acceptance. The narrator (and in Big Country songs the
whole band portrays the narrator’s attitude, not just the
singer his words or thoughts) seems to recognize how
far fortune has got him, and that it won’t be getting
him any farther, and sees neither injustice nor
malevolence in this.

From this partial stop, “The Storm” seems to rise
from the ground like fog. A longer song than the first
four (on vinyl, both sides end with long songs), “The
Storm” plays like a new beginning-not a sparkling,
clear new day, filled with auspice, but a wet, muddy,
realistic and difficult new start, where hardship and
struggle cannot be avoided, but doesn’t necessarily lead
to peace or happiness, either. Christine Beveridge’s
ethereal backing vocals are especially effective here,
and the acoustic guitar, soft martial drums and almost-
orchestral E-bowed guitar parts combine for a song
whose music you can simply immerse yourself in, even
without trying to follow the story explicitly.

One misses, I feel, the precisely correct effect of the
transition from “The Storm” to “Harvest Home” when
listening to this album on CD. The first side should
end, and you should sit in silence for a few moments,
the last echoes of the previous side dying away in your
mind. Then you should get up, slightly drained from
the strong emotions, but with a good amount of pent-up
energy from the sheer brilliance of the songs as art,
held in check by the sobering mood. You flip over the
album, start the turntable, watch the needle move out
over the disk, and start to walk back to your seat.
Halfway there, the song kicks in with a surprising
level-change, and gets you moving again, though it
holds back just a few beats-per-minute short of outright
danceability that at this stage you would be completely

swept up in, thus missing the thread of the emotional
narrative.

On CD, though, you get a couple seconds and
before you know it the next song is begun. It takes
away from the impact of “The Storm”, but I guess that’s
life.

Anyway, “Harvest Home” feels the most like an
old folk-song to me of any of these, with it’s
symmetrical verses, starting each line within a verse
with the same word, which would make the song easier
to remember and pass down through the generations
verbally; the openness that comes with the verses being
mostly bass and drums, with little guitar; and the
insistent hopefulness of the chorus (“Just as you sow you
shall reap”), despite the pessimistic verses. The song is
fast, energetic and regularly-structured enough to
release some of the energy built up so far, but
controlled enough not to let release break the mood.

In another example of an ordering that made
excellent use of the limitations of LPs but gets a little
lost on CD, “Lost Patrol” acts as a structural parallel to
“Inwards”. Together, “Harvest Home” and “Lost
Patrol” feel to me like they produce the same composite
effect as “In a Big Country” and “Inwards”. In fact, the
two vinyl sides work in close parallel, the contrast of
each pair feeling absolutely intentional to me, though
it's entirely possible that the tracks were ordered at
random and I'm simply imposing meaning onto them
on my own.

“Lost Patrol”, then, though it seems no more
outward-looking than “Inwards” at first, has actually
made a great stride forward, for where “Inwards” is a
single person drawing in upon himself, “Lost Patrol” is
a group drawing in on themselves. Hidden behind a
pronoun-switch is a huge philosophical and personal
shift.

As if the band realizes this change only as it
happens, “Close Action” grabs on to it and turns the
simple sharing of fates that “Lost Patrol” discovered into
a song of dedication as determined in its intent not to let
go of this simple contact as “Chance” was wracked in
the lonely wife’s pain. “Close Action” reflects this new
hope in its music, too, with a pace more similar to
“Harvest Home” than “Chance”. This is important,
because rather than leading into a song like “1000
Stars” that feels to me like a partial conclusion, “Close
Action” is followed by “Fields of Fire”.

“Fields of Fire” was the other single to make some
impression in the US, so you might have heard it. As
invigorating in its own way as “In a Big Country”,
“Fields of Fire” takes its drive from a battle-hardened
deliberateness, rather than a naive enthusiasm. Where
“In a Big Country”’s drums gallop, “Fields of Fire”’s
crash like an army of giants marching in unison. It
occupies the same emotional plane as “In a Big
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Country”, but in the context of the album “In a Big
Country” passes through this plane on the way down,
and “Fields of Fire” goes through it on the way up.

“Fields of Fire” then fades out decisively at its end,
and to me the main body of the album actually ends
there.

There’s one more song, though, and here I'm really
sure I'm interpreting in things that weren’t intended,
but I read “Porrohman” as a separate composition that,
by way of an epilogue to the rest of the album, either
begins a new tale and cycle, or retells the whole
emotional narrative from a different perspective
entirely. Musically, “Porrohman” is the longest and
most wide-ranging song on the record, and as such it
almost seems to recapitulate many of the other songs’
themes and dynamics within itself. In a universe
where MTV viewers had longer attention spans, this
could have been the single and an epic video, and in
coloring the start of Big Country’s career differently,
might have changed the common perception of the
band drastically.

Now, after such a harrowing tour of this album, it
bears repeating that, musically, every single song on
this album is terrific. The songs, as songs, were what
made me a Big Country fan to begin with, and the
involved emotional storyline that I've either mined out
of the album or plastered on top of it, depending on
your viewpoint, has developed slowly over the years.
So if you run out and buy this album, listen to it, and
don’t hear what I describe, I wouldn’t be at all
surprised. It wouldn’t even shock me to find that after
ten years of you listening to this album, you develop an
entirely different theory about what it all means. What
makes me feel so strongly that this album is truly great
is that it possesses the ability to support such strong
associations and complex personal experiences at all,
because there are so tragically few albums that this
many listens enrich rather than diminish. Actually, I'm
alternately sad that such albums are so rare, and
astonished at how many of them I've actually found.
Either way, this is one of the truest.

Harvest Home, 1982 12"

As the date indicates, this single actually preceded
the album, and the version of “Harvest Home” here is
not the one on The Crossing. It’s faster, for one thing,
but mainly it’s just odder. Although the sleeve doesn’t
credit a keyboard player, there are plenty of noises on
these three songs that don’t sound like guitars. In a
sense, then, this single is actually proto-Big Country.
The difference between the two versions of “Harvest
Home” shows the band finding their identity, stripping
out the layer of beeping sounds that may have been

partially a holdover from the Skids, and concentrating
on the solid guitar/bass/drums core.

The two b-sides are even more uncharacteristic.
“Balcony”, with strangely processed vocals from Stuart,
Tony Butler’s bass pushed way forward in the mix, and
some synth-toms from Mark Brzezicki, has an almost
Magazine-like quality to it. For some reason I think
this song appeared on the soundtrack of the movie
Against All Odds, although as I write I can’t remember
why I think this, so perhaps it didn’t.

The last song, the instrumental “Flag of Nations
(Swimming)”, is the only Big Country song I've ever
heard that I'm pretty sure I couldn’t have identified as
being theirs in a blind listening test. Part of this is that
they’ve done so few instrumentals, but more of it is that
the music really doesn’t sound like them much at all.

All that makes this 12” an essential historical
document for Big Country fans.

Chance, 1983 12”

The extended single version of “Chance” is, like
many of Big Country’s extended remixes, more
rhythmic than the album version. Unaccompanied
drums actually begin the song, and there are a couple
of interludes of just voice and drums inserted along the
way, with heavy echoes on the vocals boosting the
rhythm yet further. The bulk of the song has the same
feeling as the album version, but the treatments of the
bits where it isn’t give the song a distinctly different
spirit that is delightful on its own, but which would not
have fit into the flow of The Crossing near as well.

The second song (actually sharing the a-side with
“Chance”, due to the length of the third song) is a live
cover of Smokey Robinson’s “The Tracks of My Tears”.
I like this rendition a lot, and it is pretty faithful to the
spirit of the original. There are a number of cover
songs in Big Country’s canon, and as you'll see, they
tend to be far more reverent than revisionist.

The other side is the song “The Crossing”. I've
never bothered actually timing this song, but it feels
long. Like “Porrohman”, or the later songs “The Red
Fox” and “The Sailor”, it has several sections, and
evolves as if telling chapters of a story.

The title prompts natural questions as to why this
song wasn’t on the album of the same name, and I have
no idea. I think it could have been used on the album,
perhaps in place of “Lost Patrol” or replacing
“Porrohman” as the album’s coda, but it doesn’t
immediately occur to me how I could fit it in without
removing something else or disrupting the flow of the
album. Of course, for all I know the song was written
after the album was completed. At any rate, it's a fine
song, and an important part of the The Crossing era for
more reasons than just its name.



Steeltown 125

As I mentioned in the intro to Big Country, this
was the first 12” single I ever bought, and it set my
expectations for 12” singles very high: an interestingly
different version of an album track, a strong cover song,
and another original absolutely up to the quality of the
band’s album tracks. And all for $4.99, which
admittedly seemed like more to me in 1983 than it does
here in the CD age. It has been my experience in the
subsequent years that very few other bands make 12”s
(or, later, CD5s) anywhere’s near as worthwhile as Big
Country’s.

In a Big Country, 1983 7”

The single version of “In a Big Country” uses a
slightly edited version of the album track, removing
several seconds of drums from the beginning, but
otherwise leaving the song unchanged. The flip side,
“All of Us”, shows signs of the “Harvest Home” single’s
sound still peeking through, making me suspect that
this song was conceived early on. For this reason it is
not, in retrospect, the song I would have chosen for the
b-side. One US version of the 77 used “Inwards”,
which made more sense stylistically, but who needs a
single that just contains album tracks?

In a Big Country, 1983 12"

The extended remix of “In a Big Country” (labeled
the “Pure Mix”), compensates for the omission of the
lead-in drums on the single edit by adding several
more, both at the start and sprinkled throughout the
song. The treatment is similar to that of “Chance” on its
12”, and I find the tactic even more effective on this
song, since it was more upbeat to begin with. Several
interesting moments are also created by isolating parts
of the original, letting you focus on guitar, or backing
vocals. I wouldn’t give up the album versions of any of
Big Country’s songs for their extended versions, but the
extended versions do a fascinating job of building on
the appeal of the album version, and adapting it for a
different context, without feeling like they are trying to
change the song’s nature or “correct” some perceived
“error”.

The second track, “Heart and Soul”, is the last song
to strike me as “Harvest Home”-era, and the fact that it
is produced by Chris Thomas, not Steve Lillywhite,
makes me pretty sure that I am historically correct.
This particular song I think sounds very much like the
Skids came to just before Stuart’s departure.

The 12” also reprises both tracks from the 7”.

Fields of Fire, 1983 7"

My record-buying budget being extremely limited
in 1983, I chose at the time that I would buy the cheaper

7” versions whenever the only thing the 12” added was
a remix. In the case of “Fields of Fire”, the only 12" I
saw at the time didn’t even have “Angle Park”, the
7”’s b-side. Additionally, the 7” came wrapped not in
the usual 7” sleeve, but in a cleverly folded poster that
served the same purpose.

“Angle Park” is one of my favorite Big Country
songs, a driving, darkly intense composition with great
lines like “the evil genius beats his wife”. It evokes a
weird German expressionist landscape populated by
pawns of a deranged god.

The poster is a bit blurry, and after displaying it
for a little while I refolded it into sleeve form.

Wonderland, 1984 7”

We now move out of The Crossing era, into a short
interregnum between albums. Filling this gap is the
only song I've ever thought I could say was my favorite
song ever. There have been times, mind you, when I
wasn’t sure “Wonderland” was really my very favorite,
but I've never been convinced that any other song was.
It is a wistful love song with crashing drums, rumbling
bass and guitars that both blaze and chirp. Coming out
between albums, it is now rather conclusively forgotten
in the US, but in the UK it was the band’s second most-
successful chart single, hitting #8.

The flip-side is an instrumental called “Giant”.
Unlike “Flag of Nations (Swimming)”, this one
definitely feels like a Big Country song. It struck me as
mystifying at the time why there weren’t vocals, as the
music seems to be leaving room for them. An
explanation would be forthcoming shortly.

The double-pack single I have includes a second
disk with a long live version of “Lost Patrol”. It's a
good performance, and a good recording, but it’s split
in half, with one half on each side of the disk, which
makes it annoying to listen to.

The single also has an insert with several good
concert photos of the band. This insert, sadly, was the
one serious casualty of The Flood of "89, when the water
heater in my first apartment exploded one day when I
was at work, submerging my bedroom in three inches
of water, and reminding me of one of the many reasons
why basements aren’t the best possible places to live.

Wonderland (clear vinyl), 1984 12"

The 12”7 version came in at least two
configurations, the one I have being a clear-vinyl
edition with the extended version of “Wonderland” on
the front, and “Giant” and the live “Lost Patrol” on the
back. Not having to flip the disk in the middle of “Lost
Patrol” is definitely a plus.

The “Wonderland” remix is a pretty substantial
reworking of the song. There is a lot of looping towards
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the beginning, middle and end of it, and while a great
deal of the structure of the original is left intact in
between the extensions, the instrument balances are
frequently altered, giving increased prominence to
either Tony’s bass or Mark’s drumming. I love the
song far too much to have anything particularly
objective to say about the remix. The idea of hearing a
different version of the song is inherently appealing to
me, and you’d have to work very hard to construct a
mix of it that I didn’t like, at least using raw material
produced by Big Country.

Wonderland, 1984 EP

This four-song EP was the only concerted attempt
PolyGram ever made to compile Big Country b-sides
into a more compact form. Besides “Wonderland” itself,
this EP contains both “Angle Park” (from the 12”7 of
“Fields of Fire”) and “The Crossing” (from the back of
“Chance”). The fourth song, “All Fall Together”, is
actually “Giant” with vocals added! Hearing the
vocals, I think I understand why the song got released
originally as an instrumental. It's not that the vocals
are bad, just that they don’t quite fit the music. I
wonder, however, whether this perception is just a
result of my having heard the instrumental several
times before hearing the version with vocals.

When CDs came along, Mercury or PolyGram
could have used this EP as the starting point for a
comprehensive CD collection of early b-sides,
something that Big Country’s prolific output could
really have used, but instead they chose not to bother
releasing the EP on CD at all, thus largely canceling the
small credit I gave them for putting it out in the first
place. Ah well, when I own a record company...

Steeltown, 1984 CD

Though my rhapsody on the subject of The
Crossing might lead you to guess otherwise, Steeltown is
my favorite Big Country album, and a frequent
contender for my favorite album, period. This is not
intended to diminish any of the other albums, as Big
Country’s whole ceuvre would monopolize a complete
ranking of my collection. For various reasons,
however, this album has a more exalted place in my
mind than the others.

The simplest explanation has two parts. First, I've
lived with this album longer than the ones that came
after, and the critical years of 1984-1986, before the
release of The Seer, were still in a time when I didn’t
buy records at near the rate I do now, so the mindshare
that any one album got was statistically larger. I was
also still broadening my awareness at that point, so I
tended to be much more focused on what I did know.

(In fact, writing this book is partly an attempt to re-
establish my focus.)

Secondly, where the first album is somewhat well-
known, and certainly “In a Big Country” is a song most
people of my generation were aware of, Steeltown is the
first Big Country record that you basically didn’t hear
unless you cared about them. So the feeling of
proprietariness no doubt influences my choice of
Steeltown over The Crossing.

On the other hand, there’s really no need to refer to
outside factors, as the album more than justifies my
highest accolades.

The most obvious change from The Crossing is that
this is a more muscular, harder rocking album. Where
the first album’s mood was in turns sad, wistful,
melancholy and determined, this album mixes in fury,
defiance and what borders dangerously on optimism.
The production is even better than on The Crossing, and
the playing is also, amazingly, improved. Although it
didn’t feel restrained at the time, The Crossing begins to
sound that way by comparison, as the band, maturing
both individually and together, comes to understand
their style well enough to expand on it. Stuart’s
singing is notably more ambitious, and though he
occasionally strains to make his voice do what he wants,
his limits are not reached quickly. He also sings more
clearly, a matter of some ongoing amusement to me
given how indecipherably thick his Scottish accent is in
his speaking voice.

I also don’t experience this album as much as a
single composition as I did The Crossing. That’s not to
say it isn’t as cohesive and coherent as an album as the
first one was, but more that I find every single song so
overwhelmingly wonderful that it completely holds my
attention during it, making it harder for me to step
back and filter the songs out for the whole. Imagine a
forest of Rodin statues, and you may get a feeling for
the way I wander, agape, from figure to figure,
completely ignoring your suggestion that we hike over
to a nearby hill from which we’d have a “better view”.

The forest’s first tree is “Flame of the West”. There
are Big Country songs before this that are as fast, but
this is the first one that seems designed not just to get
you up and moving, but to actually shake you. I read
somewhere that this song was about a visit to Britain by
Ronald Reagan, and that certainly might have been the
inspiration, but the resulting song is not that literal.
Instead it is cast as a fable about the power of
personality, and the way a people in need are
vulnerable to a well-woven spell, no matter how
sinister. The lines “There will be dollars in his hand /
He has all hell to pay”, and the “West” in the title are
the only concrete American allusions, and they make
sense on their own, especially remembering the Skids’
“Working for the Yankee Dollar”.
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The juxtaposition of the next song, “East of Eden”,
with “Flame of the West” suggests an interpretation of
“East of Eden” that wouldn’t have otherwise occurred to
me. The song by itself is, I think, a sketchy character
study about being happy with what you have, and as
such makes an optimistic contrast to The Crossing’s
anguished songs about the loss of hope. If you believe
that the “West” is the US, though, then the US could be
“Eden”, and the UK is east of it. This seems like a
fortuitous coincidence, and perhaps intentional at that,
but not the song’s primary intent.

“Flame of the West” and “East of Eden” make an
interesting pair to compare with “In a Big Country” and
“Inwards”. “East of Eden” is more restrained than
“Flame of the West”, like “Inwards” was to “In a Big
Country”. Both of the newer songs are more energetic
than their counterparts, and less introspective. The
Crossing was very much an album about personal
struggles and trials, and Steeltown, with its title, cover,
and opening, sets out to look beyond the personal to the
interpersonal, and beyond that to the political.

Thus, for the third song, where The Crossing had
“Chance”, its saddest character study, Steeltown offers its
title track. In less than five minutes, “Steeltown” offers
an emotional history of Scotland’s industrial rise and
fall, capturing how the mines promised, even more
than just employment, purpose, and how, as bleak as
the mines were, they were something the people made
themselves, and thus in a way beautiful. Unfortunately,
the industry didn’t last, and the people’s sense that
they had poured their lives into the mines made their
closing all the more crushing.

As if reminded of it by the subject of manufactured
destinies, Steeltown then shifts its gaze to another hollow
offer of direction, war. “Where the Rose is Sown” has
made occasional runs at “Wonderland” as my favorite
Big Country, and I chose it for this chapter’s soundtrack
over “Wonderland”, because it better captures the
political and social awareness that links all the bands in
Steeltown, the chapter. As well as thoughtful lyrics
about how young men are wooed by the glories of
fighting, and then numbed by its reality, the song has
some of the band’s best soaring vocal harmonies and E-
bow melodies, and a rock-solid beat.

“Where the Rose is Sown” trails off into soft martial
drum rolls that blend directly into “Come Back to Me”,
which flips viewpoints from the young soldier to the
woman he left behind. A haunting song that actually
brings tears to my eyes when I think about it very
much, this is a woman’s thoughts as, from her window,
she watches the jubilant welcome parade for a hero
returning from the war that killed her lover. The roses
showered on him for his victory become the roses that
mark the graves of those who died, and will one day
mark her grave, too, as she follows the part of her that

has died already. Between the two songs, it's hard to
tell what is sadder, the soldier dying, or the lover
living on.

Thus ended the first side on vinyl, and the break
between sides is even more significant on this album
than on the first one. “Harvest Home” was a change of
mood from “The Storm”, but the side-change was a
dramatic pause, not a break. Here it is a break, and the
two halves of Steeltown are distinct. The five political
songs of the first side give way to five much more
personal songs on the second.

“Tall Ships Go” is the first. It is a beautiful piece of
poetry, all the more so because I'm not entirely sure I
understand it. It begins as if it is about how dreams of
losing a loved one affect your relationship with them,
but there are some bits about “the enemy” that I can’t
quite integrate. The choppy music seems to reinforce
the song’s images of both the sea, and of the
disconnectedness of dreams. Perhaps it also applies to
the edginess of relationships based on tension, and the
narrator yearns for the more peaceful kind. Perhaps
not. An awesome song, anyway.

“Girl with Grey Eyes” is next, a ballad of partially-
unrequited love. The narrator seems to desperately
want more from the relationship, yet he fears almost
subconsciously that in trying to make something more
they will lose the close friendship that they have. It is a
slow, beautiful song that makes excellent use of high,
quavering guitar and a subtle bass part to surround the
vocals.

“Rain Dance” turns “Girl with Grey Eyes” around,
both musically and lyrically. Singing “When you put
your arms on me / Are they meant to set me free / Or
hold me like his master’s voice”, this narrator is mainly
afraid. Though it’s actually a mid-tempo song, “Rain
Dance” derives more energy than just its pace would
indicate. Implied for me in the “Rain Dance” and the
winter “crashing down” is a sort of exterior-weather-as-
reflection-of-inner-turmoil catharsis that gives the song
unexpected power. It's perhaps best if sung in the rain.

“The Great Divide” is even more energized,
riding a powerful guitar sound, pounding drums and
fiery vocals into what may be the first gleeful Big
Country song so far. I'm probably misinterpreting the
lyrics, but my reading is that it is about the
indomitability of free will, and how no amount of
wearying mundanity can weigh down a light heart. It
reminds me of Daniel Keys Moran’s intoxicating novel
The Long Run, which, of course, hadn’t been written at
the time.

This song also has one of the only glimmers of
nascent humor in a repertoire otherwise characterized
almost entirely by intensity and seriousness. The way
Stuart sings “l never lisped / I'm sure it was a
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downfall”, it sounds like the narrator’s wicked laughter
at danger defied.

The album’s finale, then, is “Just a Shadow”.
Beginning slow and building to a roar, “Just a Shadow”
is about human potential, and how, through both their
own failings and circumstances beyond their control,
people fail to live up to it. A wrenchingly emotional
song, I don’t think I would have ever thought to make
it a single (it was the third and least successful single
from Steeltown), but then again I suggested making
“Porrohman” a single, and it is a similarly ambitious
song.

“Just a Shadow” offers an interesting perspective
on the whole album, and in a way recasts the whole
thing, even the political first side, as a personal struggle
after all, reinforcing the idea that the worths of things
are determined by their effect on individuals. The
tragedies of mine closings, war, and reactionary politics,
then, are not the numbers of recession, casualty statistics
and votes, but the blows they both land and fail to
avert that land on already battered people who are
simply struggling to live their lives.

I have, I realize, by focusing on the subjects of
these songs, painted a somewhat gloomy picture of the
mood of this record. And, to be sure, the proximity of
Big Country to the B-52s on record-store shelves is about
as deceiving as such pairings get, but at no time do I
find Big Country depressing. The music is irrepressibly
invigorating, and the overall feeling is one of strength,
not of weakness or defeat. You won’t get the kind of
shallow good feeling that comes from, for example, a
jelly donut, but Steeltown has the kind of substantial
power that characterizes truly great art.

Plus, it sounds fantastic loud.

East of Eden, 1984 12"

The first single off Steeltown was “East of Eden”,
which surprised me, as it isn’t nearly as dynamic a
song as “In a Big Country” or “Wonderland”, nor as
quietly beautiful as “Chance”. The extended version,
however, adds quite a bit of drama, inserting more
drums and emphasizing Tony’s bass part, and brings
the song up to about the energy level of “Fields of
Fire”.

The b-side is a completely cool cover of Roxy
Music’s song “Prairie Rose” (from, interestingly, their
album Country Life - 1 wonder if Big Country ever
performed it at the Town and Country club...). I'd
never heard the original until quite recently, but from
the feel of this cover I had a strong sense of what it
probably sounded like, and my guess was that this
version was pretty faithful, except for the insertion of
the line “I hear your voice and it keeps me from
sleeping”, from “Tall Ships Go”. I remember including

this song on a mushily romantic tape I sent to my then
girlfriend Hilary, who was away at boarding school (a
factor that, as you might imagine, colored our
relationship), because the lyrics seemed like a nice
sentiment. She, however, was a Roxy Music fan and
preferred the original, so the song didn’t have quite the
effect I'd hoped for. Writing the first draft of this
chapter was what finally spurred me to get Country Life
and hear the original. I wouldn’t have been so
reluctant, but it’s from 1974! Yech.

The phrase "the big country" does actually appear
in this song, but I have no idea whether this is the
source of the band's name or just a coincidence.

Where the Rose is Sown, 1984 12”

The remix of “Where the Rose is Sown” follows the
same principle as the other remixes. This one happens
to be my favorite, as the song seems to lends itself
better to intensified rhythm than any other single.

This 12”7 has two b-sides. The first, “Bass Dance”,
is a short instrumental that, as you might expect from
the title, is mostly bass. Ilike it, but it's too short to be
really overwhelming. The second track, though,
“Belief in the Small Man”, is another great Big Country
song that is as good as anything on Steeltown. With
another song to complement it, it could have replaced
the two war songs “Where the Rose is Sown” and
“Come Back to Me”, and kept the whole first side more
focused on the effects of industry. I'm not sure that
topical shift would have improved the album overall,
mind you, but the song-by-song tradeoff wouldn’t have
been hurt by the switch. Musically, I think of it as a
more deliberate version of “The Great Divide”.
Lyrically, well, the title captures the essence.

Between the great remix and the two non-album
tracks, this was another 12” I heartily approved of.

Just a Shadow, 1985 12”

I wouldn’t want the extended version of “Just a
Shadow” to be anybody’s only experience of the song.
I've said before that these remixes augment the impact
of the originals, rather than replacing them, but this
case may be the most severe. The original version is so
complex, and builds so well, that adding more drums at
the ends and in a few places in the middle really colors
the effect. I find the remix interesting to listen to, but
only with the album version firmly in mind, and even
so I do find myself wondering what the point is,
something that hadn’t troubled me with the previous
remixes. If it hadn’t been convention at that stage in
history that 12” singles were to contain an extended
remix of the title song, I don’t know that this version
would ever had been done. “Just a Shadow” isn’t a
dance-club rave-up, and the remix can’t make it one.
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What's stranger, it doesn’t really seem to try to make it
one. I guess what I'm trying to say is that I don’t know
what it’s trying to do.

The b-side here is “Winter Sky”, a pretty,
understated song centered around a nice picked acoustic
guitar line. Especially in contrast to the ambitious song
it backs, this one is startling in its uncharacteristic
simplicity, and it shows a side of the band that no other
song so far really featured. To an extent I wonder if its
simplicity is a result of it being done quickly, but it
holds up so well to repeated listening that I prefer to
think the band just realized that it was best left in its
raw state. Partly because it is short and lives on a
single, I find that I almost never listen to “Winter Sky”
just once.

The Seer, 1986 CD

On the one hand, The Seer’s luster will always be
dimmed in my eyes by the comparison to Steeltown,
which was firmly dug into my heart by the time The
Seer came out. The stylistic progression from album
two to three is mostly incremental, which pretty much
ensures in general that a) I'll have a stronger fondness
for the former album, and b) the latter album is
probably actually better.

On the other hand, I frequently find myself
singing songs from this album and forgetting whether
they are from here or Steeltown, which must mean that
my visceral responses are more comparable than my
conscious ones.

The biggest change on The Seer is that producer
Steve Lillywhite has moved on to other pursuits, and in
his place is Robin Millar. The band’s sound is even
more powerful here than on Steeltown, but the way
Millar is credited with “original production”, not just
plain “production”, makes me wonder if there was
some behind-the-scenes tension. If there was, it doesn’t
show through in the resulting music.

The album begins with “Look Away”, which
turned out to be Big Country’s highest mark on the UK
singles charts, at #7. It is an intriguing, bittersweet
story that I interpret as being sung by a wrongly
accused fugitive to the woman who has accompanied
him into hiding or exile. The music varies from the
somewhat easy-going verse structure to the incendiary
chorus. Massive drums and a thundering accented bass
line give the song a solid kick that it doesn’t squander.

The title song, which comes second, I consider a
personal gift from the band to me (I doubt they see it
that way...), for in a turn of fate that I wouldn’t have
dreamed of hoping for, Kate Bush herself shows up to
sing a duet with Stuart on “The Seer”. Having two of
my four favorite artists actually performing together is a
windfall of epic proportions, and just served to fuel my

admiration for both artists even further. Kate turns in a
great performance, and it is to the band’s great credit
that they really kept the song as a duet, rather than
burying Kate or letting her carry it. They also did not
succumb to the understandable temptation to make
Kate’s presence into a gimmick like Midge Ure did on
his song “Sister and Brother” (which I like, by the way).
Instead, she and Stuart sing together like there were
supposed to be the two of them the whole time. I don't
know for a fact what the personal character of the
collaboration was, but I like to imagine Kate and the
whole band staying up late, rehearsing, Kate teasing a
shy Bruce Watson, Tony improvising a bass-only
version of “Don’t Push Your Foot on the Heartbreak”.
The truth was probably closer to Kate getting a tape in
the mail and adding her part all by herself with
nothing but a Fairlight for company, but truth can be so
unromantic, don’t you think? As an aside, it is a real
tribute to Stuart Adamson’s still-improving vocal skills
that at places in the song Kate takes the low part and he
takes the high one!

“The Teacher”, the second single, takes some of
the basic appeal of “In a Big Country” and adds an
eerie guitar riff and whiplash drum sound that together
sound like bleed-through from some alternate
dimension’s spaghetti-western soundtrack. I don’t find
the lyrics of this one quite as good as most of Stuart’s,
and this somewhat tarnishes my enjoyment of the song.

The album really gets moving after that, with “I
Walk the Hill”. It is at this point that I suddenly realize
that these songs are actually all not pessimistic! “Look
Away” is an outlaw love story, “The Seer” and “The
Teacher” relatively neutral narratives, and “I Walk the
Hill” is a heartening statement of a person’s ability to
affect their own destiny. This is a fascinating evolution
from the stark mood of The Crossing and the sobering
chronicle of industrialism’s decay on Steeltown. It
makes this album center on the songs, as songs, rather
on a mood or a sociological investigation like the first
two. Perhaps this is why the record doesn’t seem as
good in my mind as it does in my ears; it is meant
more as music than thought. This is all relative,
though, for as I commented earlier, you could
appreciate all the Big Country albums without even
speaking the language. What you would be doing
reading this book is, frankly, beyond me, but many
people have done more futile things with their life, and
most of them paid more for the privilege than you did
for your remaindered copy of this tome.

Evidently Kate could only fit one song into her
busy schedule of finishing The Sensual World in only
four years, so June Miles-Kingston steps in as backing
vocalist on “Eiledon”, a beautiful soaring ode to some
mysterious place (time? person? novel?). The lyrics
have the rustic feel of fable or legend, reminiscent of
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much of The Crossing. The backing vocals here are
definitely backing, not an equal partner as Kate's
singing on “The Seer”, but the effect is intoxicating in
its own way, and makes me wonder what songs like
“Chance”, “Close Action”, “Great Divide” or “Tall
Ships Go” might have sounded like with female
backing vocals. I guess I'm exposing a weakness here,
for the female voice, that you probably haven’t
encountered much of in the first two chapters. Just wait
until we get to Donnette Thayer.

From looking back to looking forward, the album
switches gears for what is probably the hardest rock
song in Big Country’s catalog, “One Great Thing”.
Throwing together the biggest sounds they could find
for every instrument, and mixing in martial drum-rolls
and a guitar part that doubles the voice (as well as the
rest of the band quadrupling the voice), and even a
flashy guitar solo on the fade out, “One Great Thing”
comes out as very nearly larger than life, a song that
you initially can’t believe anyone managed to get on
record, and then, once that settles in, one that you may
not believe came from “that band with the guitars that
sound like bagpipes”. Both in its powerful sound
(which could be phrased negatively as “commercial”),
and in its lyrical fascination with the dream of peace,
this songs foreshadows the next album rather neatly.
Ah, hindsight.

Lest Steeltown feel out of place in the parade of
echoes, “Hold the Heart” feels a lot like it could have
been the alter ego of “Girl with Grey Eyes”, or “Come
Back to Me”. This one is a mellower setting of the
thoughts, not of an aspirant lover either fearing or
yearning for closeness, but of a lover who drove his
beloved away by taking her for granted, and who is
now desperately penitent. Yet this one, too, is
ultimately hopeful. “Time will wear a mountain down
/ And make a lover of the clown / Who laughed too
long / And coloured you wrong”.

Cranking the amps up to 11 again after that
interlude, the band slams into “Remembrance Day”,
the other song graced with Ms. Miles-Kingston's
presence. Powered by another charged guitar line,
“Remembrance Day” is an exuberant evocation of the
renewed enthusiasm for life that comes with knowing
that there is someone else who cares for you. Or it
might be about campfire safety; I'm just guessing.

What really gets me thinking, though, is the
couplet “Like a flower in some forest / That the world
will never see”, which is very close to “Just a Shadow”’s
“Like a garden in the forest / That the world will never
see”. With this prompting it occurs to me that
“Remembrance Day” is the exact opposite of, not “Just a
Shadow”, but another Steeltown slow song, “Come Back
to Me”. Where “Come Back to Me” is a woman's
tearful lament at the sadness of a life without her lover,

killed in a war, “Remembrance Day” is that soldier
singing how her love keeps him alive. A fascinating
reversal!

The Seer concludes with two songs that somehow
make a four part epic whose plot I feel eternally on the
brink of deciphering. Both “The Red Fox” and “The
Sailor” have two distinct sections. The first part of “The
Red Fox” is narrated by a person who I think is a rebel
spy sent by night to capture a significant member of the
King’s army. Despite some trepidation and close calls,
he succeeds in his mission.

The second half of “The Red Fox” flips sides and is
told by the kidnapped royalist, although he in turn
seems like a rebel, so perhaps this is the first person
still, and the mission wasn’t successful after all. Or
maybe the first one was a King’s man, and his prey is
the rebel. Whatever the case, the kidnapped one
doesn’t seem to be responsible (for whatever it is), but
they think he is, and he is protecting a friend (“John”:
the English monarch? My history isn’t up to the task of
assessing that wild guess.), and he suffers
imprisonment and exile rather than betray his friend.

The first half of “The Sailor”, then, seems to
change the subject entirely, and portrays not a literal
sailor, but someone who has lived an always changing
life, as though life were a sea on which one sails
aimlessly, and is now willing to choose a spot of land
and stand on it. What this has to do with the other I
don’t know.

The detail that binds the two songs together (aside
from the parallel musical structures) is the line “The
only thing I wanted to be / Was the perfect one who
killed for free”. I can’t figure out what that means in the
context of “The Sailor” by itself, but next to “The Red
Fox” is suddenly gets me thinking. Is this the
kidnapped, exiled rebel, learning to come to terms with
his exile? Nah, that doesn’t explain the part about
“now we are together”, nor the romantic musing on
“the wind in your hair”. Is “The Red Fox” a dream,
and “The Sailor” the dreamer’s realization that he has
lived too long in dreams? Is the lover I'm imagining
really the monarchy itself, and “The Sailor” is a song of
political compromise?

I'm afraid all these explanations fail to incorporate
the “world fair” reference. I'm convinced there is a
deeply profound unifying thread behind the two songs,
though, in spite of my near-complete failure to find any
concrete sign of one. Maybe a few hundred more
listenings will reveal a detail I have so far overlooked.
“Please,” pleaded Br'er Rabbit to Br'er Fox, “don’t
make me listen to The Seer again!”



Steeltown 131

Look Away, 1986 12"

The extended version of “Look Away” is one of the
most interesting and radical of Big Country’s remixes.
In addition to adding more drums, this version takes a
manic razor to the original, and feeds the shredded
pieces back in sped up, slowed down, repeated,
reverbed, flanged and generally warped, all the while
keeping up the beat. The song lends itself well to this
energized treatment, and the result is pretty cool,
though as always somewhat inexplicable on its own.

And in fact, it is on its own on the 12”, because the
entire b-side is given over to the first half of Big
Country’s soundtrack for the movie “Restless Natives”.
I haven’t seen this movie, but a sketchy version of the
plot comes out in snatches of dialog through the
soundtrack: two Scots take up robbing tourist busses
while disguised as a clown and a wolfman, and meet a
girl along the way. The video guide I have does list the
film, but I“ve never seen a copy in a video store, on
TV, or in a US theater.

The soundtrack, as distilled into the form of two
long b-sides, is a gorgeous instrumental peppered with
bits of movie dialog, flowing from theme to theme in
grand style. The first half, here, starts with a section
that hearkens back to “Lost Patrol”, and then slips into
a nice acoustic section. After a piece of newscast
announcing the first crime, the acoustic theme grows
more electric, leading into the girl recognizing one of
the robbers, and then breaking into a two part
anthemic section (“Margo’s Theme”). The robber
denies having met the girl, and there’s an acoustic
reprise before the drums come crashing back in for a
hard rock section, which is then repeated in somewhat
mellower form (“Highland Scenery”) to end the first
disk.

The Teacher, 1986 12"

The second half of the soundtrack opens with a
delightful half-rapped monologue constructed from bits
of what sounds like one of the robbers’ calls home to his
mother, explaining that he’s quite taken to robbing, but
that he’ll try to stay out of trouble. A long atmospheric
section follows, with a nice bass melody and some
mysterious echoes, before another amped chase scene
intervenes.

Shortly the robber is captured, and this triggers
Big Country’s closest approach to heavy metal, a
pounding downward scale over which a blistering
guitar solo sails. This eventually gives way to a slow,
sad section that trails into the robbers’ reluctant
admission that the end has come. The rousing “Restless
Native” theme follows, the first of two conventional
songs on the soundtrack (with vocals and everything).
The final news story writes the robbers epitaph, and

then the other song, “Home Come the Angels”,
provides a slow, stately backdrop for, I presume, the
credits.

All in all, it's one of the coolest soundtracks I know
of, and it’s a pathetic shame that it wasn’t released as an
album in its own right (at least, not that 'm aware of). I
wish I'd seen the film.

With the soundtrack on the back, the front side of
this 12” can go easily unnoticed, but is quite worthy in
its own right. The remix of “The Teacher” is an
interesting counterpoint to the remix of “Look Away”.
While it manipulates the song quite a bit, the effect
here is much less obtrusive than on “Look Away”, and
this may be the only of Big Country’s extended remixes
that I think could replace the original song - that doesn’t
sound like a shorter song that has been “extended”.
Highly recommended.

Look Away, 1986 7"

The double-pack 7” single for “Look Away”
contains the short version of it, and the “Restless
Natives”, “Margo’s Theme” and “Highland Scenery”
sections excerpted from the soundtrack. I bought it
because I couldn’t be sure from just the titles that the
three soundtrack excerpts were really that, but this
single is definitely non-essential, as the soundtrack is

much better appreciated in its entirety.
The Teacher, 1986 7”

The same applies to this 77, which has the “Home
Come the Angels” excerpt.

One Great Thing, 1986 7”

This double-pack single, on the other hand, is
absolutely essential, as it contains what is probably my
second-favorite Big Country song, “Song of the South”,
which I included on the soundtrack for this chapter. An
anguished outcry against apartheid and racial
discrimination in general, this is also an intensely
kinetic song that, when I put it on, makes me feel
compelled to jump up and down, spinning wildly. This
isn’t all Big Country does, but it is one of the best
examples of part of their persona, and makes an
excellent companion to “One Great Thing”.

The second disk contains live versions of
“Porrohman” and “Chance”, recorded in Texas in
March, 1984. The recording of “Porrohman” doesn’t
quite do the song justice. It's hard to tell how much of
this is the performance and how much is the mix, but I
tend towards blaming the latter. “Chance”, on the
other hand, sounds great. Why Big Country has never
put out a live album is beyond me, but the occasional
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b-side goes a long way towards making up for this
deficiency.

Hold the Heart, 1986 12"

The version of “Hold the Heart” here is the
album’s, making this the first 12” that doesn’t have a
remix on it. As it turns out, the subsequent ones don’t,
either, so “The Teacher” was the last remix, if not
forever, at least for a while.

To ease the transition, this double-pack 12” chips
in Big Country’s terrific cover of the Rolling Stones’
“Honky Tonk Woman”, and a second interview disk.
The cover is pretty faithful, but retains enough of Big
Country’s identity that I like this version, in spite of
hating the original. As foreshadowing for the next
album’s first single, “King of Emotion”, it is doubly
interesting.

The interview is not, frankly, many of the finest
moments in rock journalism. The nameless interviewer
basically walks down the track list for The Seer and asks
“What about this one?” for each entry, which doesn’t
elicit particularly inspiring responses.

Peace In Our Time, 1988 CD

From the first steady cowbells of “King of
Emotion”, it is clear that Big Country’s fourth album
represents a different direction from the first three.
“American mainstream production gloss” is the phrase
that seems to come up over and over again in reviews,
as if the entire band is obscured behind a large, greasy
man waving an American flag and yelling “more
chorus reverbs!” The record was commercially their
least successful yet in both the US and the UK, and it
became the last one to be released in the US for a while.
From Stuart’s comments in the liner notes to No Place
Like Home, it was also artistically something of a failure
in the band’s own estimation, and he describes it as “at
a tangent to the plot”.

Fortunately, even an album’s creator doesn’t get to
legislate how much you can like it, and I take
advantage of this loop hole to think that this album is
simply a masterpiece of a slightly different sort than
their first three wonderful records.

In spite of the “gloss” comment, this is a less flashy
album than the others, not that hubris was ever a large
component of Big Country’s sound. Empty space is
used to much wider effect here, giving each instrument
space not to break free but rather to stand out without
any histrionics. The drum patterns are notably simpler
on many of the songs than in the past, and I find this
restraint very effective. Keyboards from producer Peter
Wolf also add to the apparent space, instead of filling it.
And all this works together to edge the focus over from
the bagpipe-guitars that the narrow-minded might

concentrate on to 10 of Stuart and the band’s most
captivating songs.

“King of Emotion” begins the album in a fearless
fashion, refusing to shy away from the biggest
departure from the band’s earlier sound. The paced,
snapping drums and the keyboards that provide most
of the instrumentation of the verse are far from the
hyperactive drums and machine-gun guitars of “In a
Big Country”, and the soulful backing vocals are very
different from those on “Eiledon” or “The Seer”. The
song is, intentionally, reminiscent of “Honky Tonk
Woman”, with its relatively simple structure, but in Big
Country’s hands the basic musical premise turns from
sleazy to quietly grand and portent-laden. Stuart’s
voice sounds better than ever.

“Broken Heart (Thirteen Valleys)”, perhaps feeling
the potential of this album’s sound, reaches back and
applies it to a sad, mostly slow song in the mold of
“Come Back to Me” or “Close Action”, with lines like
“But her lover is long gone / With the money she sent
on”. The longest song on the record, it builds and
subsides like ocean waves, again making very good
use of subtle keyboards, especially at the end.

“Thousand Yard Stare” puts a more sinister face on
a touching, Vietnam-inspired song that can be heard as
the quiet, personal side of “Where the Rose is Sown”.
Rather than rage at the futility of war, the pain of
separation, or all the anguish produced by every death,
this song is a simple statement of personal involvement,
the narrator saying only that he will never forget his
slain comrade.

The airy synthetic flutes that open “From Here to
Eternity” provide an aural divider between the mid-
tempo “Broken Heart” and the rest of this mid-tempo
song, making the similarity in pace between the two
into a unifying factor, not a repetitive one. The
insistent, choppy guitar on the chorus contrasts with the
delicate echoes when Stuart sings “But I carry on”, and
the soaring hook feels to me like the synthesis of the
two. This is a song whose lyrics rarely pop into my
mind unbidden, but whose instrumental melody drifts
through my mind frequently on some mysterious
errand of its own devising.

Starting slow again, “Everything I Need” builds in
intensity, not speed. The verses combine a precisely
picked acoustic string sound (which could be sitar,
mandolin or acoustic guitar) with a distant, mournful,
echoing E-bow part, and the chorus adds a normal
electric guitar part. Tony’s bass, unobtrusively effective
throughout the album, is particularly tasteful on this
song, working its way out of the mix only for effect at
the close of the track.

The title song, which comes next, is about what a
combination of “One Great Thing” and “King of
Emotion” might come out sounding like. The hard,
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defiant attack of “One Great Thing”, both in words and
music, shines through in the chorus, but gives way in
the verses to a more wistful, knowing mood that seems
to me to be describing someone else’s hope, destined to
come true, not pleading for itself. This song was my
favorite from the record for a long time, and was #4 on
my 1988 song Top Ten (the album was #5 on its list),
and though many of the other songs have grown on me,
I can still hear why.

“Time for Leaving” is Big Country’s “Emigrant
Song”. A very unusual sentiment in the band’s usually
stoic nationalist front, it is a character study of a laborer
who leaves Britain rather than accept his mean fate. Of
course, the two places he talks about going are Canada
and Awustralia, staying carefully within the
Commonwealth, so it isn’t like he was going to America.

“River of Hope” picks the pace up a bit, with
rumbling drums biting half-chanted verses and a
heady, swirling chorus. This is at the same time the
song I see having the most potential to be the “old” Big
Country, and yet a song that sounds as uncharacteristic
of the band as any, thanks to a guitar arrangement that
substitutes hard-rock energy for any possible trace of
Celtic cadence. If this had been the first single of a new
band, I think it would have well received, albeit by a
different audience subset than those who “In a Big
Country” drew in.

“In This Place” is a straight, pretty ballad. “Oh
Angel, it's coming down stone by stone”. A sad,
straight, pretty ballad.

The LP concludes with the tenth song, “I Could Be
Happy Here”. I know I keep saying things like this
about the last songs on Big Country albums, but again
this song feels like a microcosm of the band’s state of
existence. The soft verses go through lists of small joys,
concluding “I could be happy here”. The harsh chorus,
however, breaks in with a renegade patriotic swell,
crying “But I see what is done in my homeland, / I see
what is done in my name”, and the drums that escort
the song out sound like they have come storming up
out of the past, set to avenge Big Country’s old sound
on the new. This tension between the old and expected
and the new and refreshing can’t help but underlie the
experience of the whole album, as absent as it is from its
mood.

The CD adds one final track, the modern jig
instrumental “The Travelers”. This was a much
appreciated inclusion to me, as it gave me one of the
two songs that formed the b-side of the “King of
Emotion” 12”7, which at the time it came out, I literally
could not afford to buy, a fact that made me sadder than
I would have liked. (The other song, “Starred and
Crossed”, I wouldn’t hear for years.)

Looking over Peace in Our Time, then, I am again
struck both by how entrancing the songs are, and how

consistent the album is. What incongruity it has is only
imposed by juxtaposition with the first three albums,
and holding that against it seems arbitrary and
pointless. No matter what Stuart says, I say this is
another perfectly glorious stage in Big Country’s
evolution.

So there.

King of Emotion, 1988 CD5

I wasn’t buying CDs, or even paying attention to
them, in 1988, and by the time I got around to trying to
find old Big Country CD5s, in 1993, the trail was very
cold. None of them appear to have ever made the
journey across the Atlantic of their own volition, and
my scouring of record stores in Amsterdam that spring
produced only this one.

It was a significant find, though, as after “King of
Emotion” and “The Travelers” this single has two more
songs I didn’t otherwise own. The first is “Starred and
Crossed”, the other b-side from the 12”. This is a
shuffling country-ish song with mournful, honking
harmonica, lonesome guitar notes and some very
strange-sounding drums. I like it, but it’s one of the
least-characteristic Big Country tracks since “Flag of
Nations”.

The other new song, “Not Waving But Drowning”,
is unique to this single. Parts of it are very reminiscent
of moments from the band’s earliest days (I keep
thinking this is “The Crossing” being played
backwards), but the reliance on, and immediacy of,
Stuart’s voice here is very unusual for Big Country. For
most of the verses everybody gets out of his way, and
you can hear him breathing in between phrases, his
slight vocal unsteadiness fitting the uncertain lyrics
perfectly. If you don’t like the glossiness of Peace in
Our Time, this song is a powerful antidote that will
remind you just how much the band could accomplish
with only enough production to get the music onto tape.

Broken Heart, 1988 12”

Besides the album version of the title track, the
Broken Heart 12”7 contains three new songs, one apiece
by Bruce, Stuart and Tony. Bruce’s is the instrumental
“Soapy Soutar Strikes Back”, a title that refers to I don't
know what. It's a very cool track, with a synthesized
flute taking the place of a voice as the melodic focal
point. I don’t know why it is Bruce writes so few of Big
Country’s songs.

Stuart’s song is “When a Drum Beats”, which
sounds like it comes from an entirely different age than
Peace in Our Time. Raw, rough, noisy and fierce, it
shows that the polished, controlled facade of the album
is intentional, not something that the band cannot help
but be. A record filled with songs like these would be
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just fine with me. As strong as both of the
instrumentals here are, “When a Drum Beats” eclipses
them almost completely. An essential b-side.

Tony’s song is “On the Shore”, another
instrumental much more in keeping with the feel of
Peace in Our Time. Not too surprisingly, it has some
nice lead bass playing, as well as a slow, elegant,
Celtic-sounding guitar line.

The CD5 version of this single (well, one of the
versions of the CD5-there seem to have been several)
has another otherwise-unavailable track, “Made in
Heaven”. I'm still in search of the single itself, but I've
heard the song and like it a lot. It begins quietly, with
picked electric guitar and harpsichord-like acoustic, and
eventually kicks into electric gear with smashing
drums, a sawing violin-like E-bow part, and a driving
chorus reminiscent of “One Great Thing”. The line
“Even the bad things are made in Heaven” would be
echoed more than once later on, in songs like
“Beautiful People”.

Peace in Our Time, 1988 12"

Following Broken Heart’s example, this 12”7 too
contains an album version and three new songs. These
three come from “The R.E.L. Tapes”, R.E.L. being a
recording studio in Edinburgh. All three songs sound
like they came out of the same capsule as “When a
Drum Beats”. Guitars and voices are untreated and
powerful, and the production (by the band themselves)
is simple and lets the jagged edges of the music show
through undulled.

“Promised Land” is fast and forceful, touching on
questions about the nature of paradise, similar to “East
of Eden”, “Steeltown” and several others. Moving from
Eden to Denver, “Over the Border” is slower, but no
less intense. “The Longest Day” is either a remake of
“Broken Heart” with new lyrics, or vice versa. Wailing
guitars, mostly transparent production, and much-
changed verse structure make this version very different
from the album version of “Broken Heart”, and thus
fascinating to me.

What is the meaning of the wildly different style of
these four b-sides (three here and “When a Drum
Beats”)? If they came from before Peace in Our Time,
what does that say about the style-shift the band chose
for the album? And what does releasing them say about
what the band thought of the results? If they came
after, then what does that mean? Are Big Country just
showing another side, finding an outlet for a type of
song that simply didn’t fit in with the intent of the
album, or are these songs a deliberate reaction to the
album? Without knowing the history behind their
recording, it's utterly impossible for me to judge.

I can guess, though! I think these are the band’s
other side, and that their appearance here says nothing
more about Peace in Our Time than that they wanted to
make it a coherent, focused album of the sort that these
tracks would have been out of place on. It is tempting,
certainly, to let the initial high of blazing guitars and
crashing drums suck you into regretting the more-
sedate, measured approach of Peace in Our Time, but 1
think having these songs be b-sides to the album works
much better than it would have to have tried to put the
album’s beautiful, meticulously produced songs on the
back of singles from an album built around the roar of
“Promised Land” and “When a Drum Beats”. And I'm
very sure that sacrificing Peace in Our Time completely
for such an album would have been a sad trade. (And
in fact, in a way, with The Buffalo Skinners we
eventually got that hypothetical other album anyway.)

Save Me, 1990 12"

Well, no matter how much I like Big Country,
something had to be my least favorite, and “Save Me” is
it. Mind you, I still really like the song, but it contains
one crucial element that demotes it to the bottom of my
Big Country list: the chorus sounds too much like the
Eagles. Aside from that, though, the song is a return to
the form of The Crossing or Steeltown, and as the
new/advance track for Through a Big Country, it makes
some sense. The UK singles chart, unfortunately, was
unimpressed, but greatest hits albums do notoriously
well in Britain these days, due to the exorbitant price of
CDs, so it probably didn’t matter much.

“Pass Me By”, the first b-side, would have been a
better a-side, in my opinion. Its strong resemblance to
“River of Hope” can be seen as a drawback, or an
advantage, with me leaning, predictably, towards the
latter. “Dead on Arrival”, the other b-side, is a killer
instrumental that wouldn’t be out of place on a good
heavy metal album (though you’d probably want to
throw in a few more kick-drum hits per measure). Big
Country’s passionate energy has always had a level of
forcefulness not unlike heavy metal, but this is one of
the rare occasions where the music actually sounds like
heavy metal.

Save Me, 1990 CD5

The CD5, just to confuse collectors, trades “Dead on
Arrival” for “World on Fire”. Tony Butler wrote this
one, though it sure sounds like a trippy Sixties cover.
Either something strange was happening with Stuart’s
voice when they recorded it, or that’s Tony or Bruce
singing lead. Fascinating, but bizarre.



Steeltown 135

Heart of the World, 1990 12"

While “Save Me” was intended as an extra draw
for the greatest-hits collection, “Heart of the World”
appears, like “Wonderland”, to be a product of nothing
more than Big Country’s inability to sit still for very
long. Released on the heels of Through a Big Country, 1
got a hold of it long before 1 ever saw a copy of the
compilation, and so in my mind it and “Save Me” are a
pair. They sound like a pair, too, sharing the same
producer and aesthetic wavelength. Both songs are
unmistakably products of the band that made The
Crossing, but at the same time I can hear signs of years
of experience in between these songs and that album.
Of course, it’s possible that I'm just projecting, and the
band dropped these in a safety deposit box in 1983 and
pulled them out seven years later, and Tim Palmer is
actually the security guard at the bank who escorted
them into the vault.

Then again, if they don’t write a book, who'll
know?

The first b-side is easily the strangest Big Country
track since “Balcony”, a cover of Eddie Grant’s “Black-
Skinned Blue-Eyed Boys”, performed just as faithfully
as “Honky Tonk Woman”. Not being a soul, blues or
reggae fan, I approached this with trepidation, but just
as with “Honky Tonk Woman”, Big Country’s take on
the song has so much of their personality, despite their
obvious reverence, that things turn out okay.

The other b-side is Stuart’s “Troubled Man”, which
adds a countryish slide guitar to a song that otherwise
has much of the feel of “Come Back to Me”, or “Girl
with Grey Eyes”. Although their juxtaposition here
makes for a pretty schizophrenic single, all three songs
are eminently worth having.

Heart of the World (limited), 1990 12"

I found this single in the clearance bin of London’s
Virgin Megastore, on my 1992 visit to Britain, for the
agreeable sum of 99p. It was the only piece of vinyl I
brought back, and one of only two pieces of previously-
unknown-to-me Big Country material that I found in
either Edinburgh or London that trip.

The two songs that this version of the 12” adds to
“Heart of the World” are acoustic versions of “Peace in
Our Time” and “Thirteen Valleys”, performed with just
Stuart and a single guitar. Both songs positively sparkle
in this setting, reaffirming what I said about the quality
of the material on Peace in Our Time. Acoustic versions
go with live versions onto the list of things that Big
Country should do more of.

As if the music wasn’t enough, this gatefold
package includes a 2x2 poster of the other “Heart of the
World”’s cover painting.

Through a Big Country, 1990 CD

The last thing I needed was a Big Country greatest
hits collection, but I shelled out for this one without
hesitation in order to get “Wonderland” on CD.

The 17 tracks here cover the first four albums plus
some, as follows: “In a Big Country”, “Fields of Fire”,
“Chance” and “Harvest Home” from The Crossing;
“Wonderland”; “Where the Rose is Sown”, “Just a
Shadow” and “East of Eden” from Steeltown; “Look
Away”, “One Great Thing”, “The Teacher”, “Eiledon”
and “The Seer” from The Seer; “King of Emotion”,
“Broken Heart” and “Peace in Our Time” from Peace in
Our Time; and 