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Preface

	More than a decade after his death, as his life recedes into history, it’s possible that time will whittle Lou Reed down in public memory to a few songs and a defiant posture in black. This book is my modest attempt to fight off that erosion, and to encourage listeners to explore the complicated, messy and rewarding trail he left behind. 

	I focus primarily on his recordings, believing there is little value in rehashing other people’s memories of how he sounded in concert. Occasionally, though, I refer to concert video and audio when it can be experienced on YouTube or elsewhere. After considering several alternatives, I’ve organized this collection of album-by-album assessments by original release date, including some compilations and anthologies with previously unreleased music. So, like Billy Pilgrim in Slaughterhouse-Five, you will occasionally become unstuck in time, as a Velvet Underground compilation or live album pops up in the middle of Reed’s solo career. It’s OK: disorientation is part of the Lou Reed fan experience. 

	Reed fits today’s playlist era well, with a body of music that can be sorted by topic, mood, sound, subgenre, collaborators and other characteristics for satisfying listening. Even his messiest artistic flops have gold worth reclaiming, like the stunning “Kill Your Sons” from Sally Can’t Dance. 

	I have no unifying theory of Lou Reed to sell you. On the contrary, I see him as a polymorphous musical creature. Reed joked on Live: Take No Prisoners that “me and my several selves” discussed his loneliness: “Lou No. 1, Lou, Lou No. 5.” At minimum in his music I can hear Lou the literary artiste, Lou the noisemaker, Lou the provocateur and Lou the professional songwriter (whose influence should never be underestimated). 

	I examine how Reed portrayed the world of his patron Andy Warhol and the gender complexities that were part of it; how, during his decades as a solo performer, Reed developed songs he wrote in the Velvet Underground; and how deeply his music reflects the doo-wop and R&B he loved as a youth. My strong interests also include the many songs Reed wrote and performed about drug and alcohol addiction. Countless musicians have written about substance abuse, but I can think of no major artist who has reflected as many facets of that experience as Reed. 

	I return to his most notorious albums to see what we can mine from them today, and I write about his musical return to New York, his birthplace, crucible and fiefdom. 

	After each entry on an album, I offer recommended tracks and point readers to other Reed and Velvet Underground albums related to the one just discussed. Also, I suggest playlists of the most compelling music of the Velvet Underground and of each decade of Reed’s solo career. Streaming services and YouTube make it easier than ever to sample large careers like Reed’s. 

	
	Here are Spotify links for the playlists included in the book:


One Hour With the Velvet Underground


One Hour With Lou Reed in the '70s


Lou Reed in the '80s


One Hour With Lou Reed in the '90s and Beyond


	
	
	A few words about language: Lou Reed and the people around him did not use the same vocabulary of LGBTQ identity and sexual preferences that people do today. I have tried to be respectful of contemporary usage while not putting anachronistic words in anyone’s mouth.

	Copyright restrictions preclude me from quoting Reed’s lyrics in detail. To explore them more deeply, I recommend I’ll Be Your Mirror: The Collected Lyrics (Hachette, 2020).

	Do I expect you to agree with every opinion I offer here? No. I would be concerned about you if you did. Lou Reed fans are a diverse and pugnacious crew. Each Velvet Underground studio album has its champions, and I’ve heard half a dozen different solo albums declared his finest. What I love and value in his music has changed since I first heard him in the 1970s, as he and I both fitfully matured, and as I became more able to separate what I liked and responded to from what I only thought I was supposed to like. 

	Take these dispatches not as gospel, but as hand-sketched maps from a scout in strange territory and head out yourself for new sensations. 




The Velvet Underground & Nico

	Released March 1967
Produced by Andy Warhol and Tom Wilson
Lou Reed, vocals, lead guitar, ostrich guitar; Sterling Morrison, rhythm guitar, bass; John Cale, electric viola, bass, piano; Maureen Tucker, drums; Nico, vocals

	 

	

The Jimi Hendrix Experience, Big Brother & the Holding Company (with Janis Joplin), Van Morrison, the Doors, the Grateful Dead, Pink Floyd and Procol Harum all released their debut albums in 1967. All are still enjoyable. Hendrix’s Are You Experienced? is a milestone in the history of rock guitar. 

	But in terms of the music that rockers play today, The Velvet Underground & Nico, released that same year, may be more influential than any of those other recordings. Few guitarists can honestly aspire to the genius of Hendrix; few vocalists approach the power of Joplin or the soul of Morrison. But many men and women brandishing guitars have strutted in the footsteps of Velvet Underground leader Lou Reed, who parlayed his modest vocal ability into a compelling voice through his songwriting, defiant stance and force of will. Like Bob Dylan, Reed proved a rock artist didn’t have to be, or sing, pretty to attract listeners. The raw material of his songs could be homely, even repulsive: jealousy, addiction, self-destruction. Reed didn’t repeatedly top the charts, but he made the musical paint box so much more expansive for those who followed him. During the band’s brief, turbulent and not terribly popular lifespan, the Velvet Underground stretched the possibilities of what rock songs could be about and how they could be played. 

	The Velvet Underground had no hits, but their DNA lives on through many successors. More than likely you’ve heard the famous statement attributed to producer Brian Eno: The Velvet Underground & Nico only sold 30,000 albums in its first five years, but everyone who bought one started a band.

	Forming a band

	Reed was born March 2, 1942, in Brooklyn, New York. A decade later, his middle-class Jewish family moved to Freeport, Long Island. As a teenager in the 1950s, Reed fell in love with rock and roll, doo-wop and R&B, got a guitar and played in bands. An advanced reader and budding writer, he was ahead of the curve on drugs and sex, too. A mental breakdown led to his desperate parents assenting to electroconvulsive therapy, a disturbing experience Reed later described in his song “Kill Your Sons.” After treatment, Reed went to Syracuse University, where his professors included the poet and fiction writer Delmore Schwartz, whom Reed idolized and would invoke in “My House” on The Blue Mask.

	At Syracuse, Reed met guitarist Sterling Morrison, another Long Islander, when he came up to visit his friend Jim Tucker. Morrison transferred to Syracuse; he and Reed sometimes played music together. 

	After graduation, Reed returned to his family home and worked as a songwriter for Pickwick Records, churning out imitations of hits for cheap albums. His dance tune “The Ostrich,” released under the fake band name the Primitives, attracted enough attention for Pickwick to put together a band to promote it, including Reed and John Cale, a young classical musician from Wales. That band fizzled quickly, but Reed and the equally ambitious Cale worked on songs together at Cale’s New York apartment. They formed the Warlocks (also the original name of the Grateful Dead), bringing in Morrison and percussionist Angus MacLise who, like Cale, had been a member of avant-classical composer La Monte Young’s Theatre of Eternal Music. 

	They renamed their band the Velvet Underground after the title of a nonfiction paperback, by Michael Leigh, about sadomasochism, orgies and other sexual practices. Playing for little to no money, they demoed some of Reed’s most important songs in 1965, including “Heroin” and “I’m Waiting for the Man.” But when MacLise quit before a paying gig at a high school, the Velvets scrambled to find a replacement drummer. They turned to the younger sister of Morrison’s college friend Jim — Maureen (Moe) Tucker. That expedient choice turned out to be auspicious.

	Warhol and beyond

	Encouraged by his associates, Pop artist and scenemaker Andy Warhol (in tandem with Paul Morrissey) pulled Reed and the band into his circle at the Factory and arranged gigs for them. He also pushed them to add Nico (Christa Päffgen), a German model and actor, as a singer. Her beauty, height and icy affect made her a stunning frontwoman, though her chanteuse vocal approach fit awkwardly with the Velvets’ noisy sound. The visually minded Warhol put the band in his multimedia show, the Exploding Plastic Inevitable, projecting films onto them as they played.

	Warhol also landed the band a record deal with Verve. While he was credited as producer of The Velvet Underground & Nico, Warhol had little to do with the music itself, except for his injunction to Reed to keep the dirty words in his songs. But he designed the striking album cover: a yellow banana skin that could be peeled to see the phallic fruit underneath. Cale and Reed have said that Tom Wilson, who was brought in to enhance their initial recordings, was the real producer. (Wilson had already produced three Bob Dylan albums, electrified Simon and Garfunkel and signed the Mothers of Invention.) However, others have credited Cale, the band’s most advanced musician, with being the guiding force behind the album’s sound. 

	In its 11 tracks, The Velvet Underground & Nico encapsulates every aspect of this mutable group: Reed’s compelling songs about drug addiction (“I’m Waiting for the Man” and “Heroin”), a judgment-free portrayal of deviant behavior (“Venus in Furs”), noisy explosions (“The Black Angel’s Death Song” and “European Son”), basic rock and roll (“There She Goes Again”) and even gentle pop balladry (“I’ll Be Your Mirror”).

	The primacy of rhythm

	What made the Velvet Underground different from the other 1967 debutantes is how abrasive their music was. They were not only willing to rub against the grain, they were eager to irritate. Reed and Cale sum this up gracefully in “Style It Takes” from Songs for Drella (1990), their tribute to Warhol. Singing in Andy’s persona, Cale declares the Velvet Underground has a style that “grates.” 

	Yet the Velvets never completely let go of pop and rock song formats and the desire to please inherent in them. This is the tension that would drive Reed’s music career: the will to be an artiste and a provocateur who pushes words and sound past conventional limits vs. the desire to make popular records (without, of course, having to conform to anyone else’s idea of how to do that).

	Especially when music outside the narrow rock continuum is considered, no one thing the Velvet Underground did was utterly unique to them. Their greatness emerges out of the combination of abrasive elements they infused, to riff on a later John Cale song title, in their dirty ass rock and roll. 

	Consider four distinctive characteristics of their sound, present to varying degrees in all of their recordings: Tucker’s drumming, the use of drones, the incorporation of noise and Reed’s songwriting. 

	Starting at the base, Tucker brought a fresh conception to playing drums in a rock band. Not the idiosyncratic swing of Ringo Starr, the thunder of John Bonham nor the antic mania of Keith Moon. The facile thing is to call her style primitive or minimalist, but those baldly stated words diminish her accomplishment and leave much unsaid.

	As a teenager, Tucker became a fan of the Nigerian drummer Babatunde Olatunji, one of the first people to make African music widely popular in the United States through his hit album Drums of Passion (1960). It included the single “Jin-Go-Lo-Ba,” a drum call-and-response that Santana remade as “Jingo” on their 1969 debut LP. Tucker was so enraptured that she sold candy to help fund a performance by Olatunji’s troupe at her high school in Levittown, Long Island.

	Her other lodestar was Bo Diddley, who transformed an ancient African rhythm into the Bo Diddley beat, a syncopated pattern heard not only in his own songs “Bo Diddley” and “Who Do You Love,” but also in Buddy Holly’s “Not Fade Away,” the Strangeloves’ “I Want Candy” and the Who’s “Magic Bus,” to name only a few. Before she understood how recording contracts worked, Tucker made a vow to herself that she would record “Bo Diddley” every time she went into a studio.

	They inspired her, but Tucker’s drumming in the Velvet Underground doesn’t sound directly like either Olatunji’s crew or the Bo Diddley band. She took from them a preference for low sounds, respect for the primacy of rhythm and comfort with music that stayed on the same chord for a long time. 

	Instead of sitting behind a drum set, Tucker often stood up when she played, with her bass drum on its side. Also, she preferred playing with mallets rather than sticks for a deeper sound. And she played cymbals as little as possible, because she did not want to interfere with the singer and the higher-pitched instruments. 

	Rock music without cymbals was (and is) unusual. Peter Gabriel’s excellent third album, informally known as Melt (1980) and featuring “Games Without Frontiers” and “Biko,” attracted attention for its cymbal-free sound, which Gabriel imposed as a deliberate constraint on drummers Phil Collins and Jerry Marotta to wring a creative approach from them. Tucker eschewed cymbals more than a decade before Gabriel, not as an Oulipo trick, but as an integral part of her style. 

	It was exceedingly rare in 1967 for a woman to play an instrumental role in a rock band. Tucker was not eye candy or a singer. She saw herself as a person playing music with friends. We also see her today as a pioneer. 

	For a discussion of Tucker’s drumming with musical samples, listen to episode 597 of the syndicated radio show Sound Opinions, hosted by rock critics Greg Kot and Jim DeRogatis (a drummer himself), available online and through iTunes and other podcast platforms. Their 50th anniversary dissection of The Velvet Underground & Nico is an excellent introduction to both the debut album and the group itself.

	Droning on and on, noisily

	Tucker’s commitment to a powerful bottom mattered in a band with an erratic approach to bass in the first half of its life. When necessary, either Cale or Morrison (reluctantly) played bass guitar. Her cheerful comfort in thumping on and on facilitated the Velvets’ reliance on drones and repetition. 

	A drone is a sustained or repeated note or chord that serves as the foundation for a piece of music. Drones are common in many forms of traditional music, such as Indian classical music, which was influencing many musicians in the West in this time period. Bagpipes and didgeridoos create droning music, too. The archaic French word for a drone in music was bourdon, derived from the word for bumblebee, suggesting the buzzing quality many drones have. 

	“They are base musical sounds in both senses of the word: as the basis, the grounding, of melody; but also, they are sounds that tend to appeal to our most animalistic nature. They lie on the cusp of being something that we hear and something that we feel,” violist Emma Hacking writes in her essay “Perfect Drones Forever.” Hacking points out that “the drone makes us super-aware of tiny fluctuations in pitch within the constant notes.” 

	As New Yorkers, the Velvet Underground were well acquainted with the drones, squeals, whines and other industrial noises of the city. On “I’m Waiting for the Man,” from the debut album, Cale’s piano pounding and Tucker’s thumping sound like jackhammers at work that Reed’s white boy passes as he heads uptown to score heroin. This is very much Cale’s approach to this song. With the Yule brothers in place of Cale and Tucker on Live at Max’s Kansas City, Reed transforms it into a garage band raveup, complete with yowls. When Cale returned for the brief 1993 reunion, the pounding came back with him. Both interpretations work. 

	Cale’s droning viola, in tandem with Tucker’s slow, heavy bass drumbeats, creates the exotic, highly ritualized backdrop for Reed’s deadpan tale of sadomasochistic lust, “Venus in Furs.” Reed chimes in with his “ostrich” guitar, all strings tuned to the same note, for “All Tomorrow’s Parties.” 

	On “Heroin,” basically a two-chord song, Cale’s droning viola creates an unsettling thread of tension while Reed and Tucker speed up, release and slow down, mimicking the addict’s rushes. Then, during the last rush, Cale’s viola bursts into squeaks, snarls and squawks, prefiguring the junkie’s disintegration.

	The debut album’s longest track, “European Son,” dedicated to Reed’s mentor Delmore Schwartz, begins in rock and roll mode with a busy bass line. But one minute in, Cale drags a metal chair across the studio floor and slams it into a pile of dishes. Joe Harvard, author of the 33⅓ series book The Velvet Underground & Nico, describes it as “a jarring sound like someone flushing glass down a metal toilet.” That startling noise initiates us into more than six minutes of drone-based jamming, feedback and distortion. 

	He’ll be your mirror, reflect what you are

	From the start, onetime English major Lou Reed was a songwriter of uncommon force and emotional range, from the gentle compassion of “I’ll Be Your Mirror” to the bitterness of “Femme Fatale.” The young Reed had an occasional verbose moment, such as the Dylanesque surrealism of “Run Run Run” and the word salad of “Black Angel’s Death Song.” But he arrived with an almost fully formed narrative approach of hard-nosed concision that he likened to the fiction of William S. Burroughs and Hubert Selby Jr. Like them, he wanted to write about drug users, homosexuals and other outcasts unlikely to turn up as subjects of Top 40 songs (or, for that matter, any form of popular culture at the time). “Venus in Furs,” inspired by a Leopold von Sacher-Masoch novel, drops listeners into the middle of a sadomasochistic ritual between a “whiplash girlchild” and her submissive slave, Severin. 

	VU’s debut yielded two of rock’s landmark songs about drug addiction, “I’m Waiting for the Man” and “Heroin.” Reed wrote openly about drug experiences at a time when the Beatles were coding theirs in colorful metaphors. “When you are on the junk, the pusher is like the loved one to the lover,” William S. Burroughs wrote in his novel Junky. So perhaps it is more than merely irony that prompts Reed to dub “I’m Waiting for the Man” a “tender folk song” before ripping into it for the Max’s Kansas City crowd.

	In both Junky and “I’m Waiting for the Man,” an anxious young man navigates the mean streets of New York in pursuit of his next fix. That’s a story Burroughs spends a novel telling with digressions, elaborations, asides and tangents. Reed condenses it to a skit of 4 minutes and 39 seconds, with choice details of price ($26) and location (Lexington Avenue and 125th Street in East Harlem, an uncomfortable place for a white boy to be in 1967). Reed expresses the powerlessness of being an addict in simple, memorable terms.

	Many later musicians who have recorded this song, such as Beck and Vanessa Paradis, retain the pounding feeling of the original Velvets recording. But Reed has performed it other ways, altering its emotional tone. On Live at Max’s Kansas City, recorded in 1970 on what may have been Reed’s last night in the band, he sings it as a driving rock and roll number over Billy Yule’s rolling drums and fills. While the heavily percussive original recording of the song reflects the throbbing need of the addict, the Live at Max’s performance suggests the dangerous excitement of the score. 

	In the prologue to Junky, Burroughs’ narrator attempts to explain why he got hooked on drugs. “You become a narcotics addict because you do not have strong motivations in any other direction,” he writes. In “Heroin,” Reed pushes this notion to the extreme, announcing his decision to “try to nullify my life.” Only when blood carries heroin to his brain can he transcend the world that disgusts him, and his equally disgusting self. When the smack begins to flow, he cares about nothing, including his life or death. Echoing a phrase that’s been spoken a million times in 12-step meetings, the narrator declares that heroin is “my wife and it’s my life.”

	“Heroin” begins as gently as a folk song, but speeds up four times in imitation of the rush the addict feels, ebbing each time to a doubled statement of defeat. Cale’s electric viola drones throughout, until it shatters into shrieks during the final rush. But I don’t miss that viola on the magnificent live version of “Heroin” found on 1969: Velvet Underground Live driven by strummed guitars (anachronistically bringing Joy Division to mind).

	“Heroin” is more a series of waves than a typical rock song with its slot for a virtuosic solo. It’s also an intimate song about the intimate act of sticking a needle in one’s vein. Reed sings quietly in the Velvet recordings before building up to the rushes. Cover versions, like those by Beck, Opal (with Hope Sandoval) and Echo & the Bunnymen often lose this sense of intimate disclosure in their rush to get fast, loud and dramatic.

	Reed’s addict thanks God that “I just don’t care” in the final segment, but he is an unreliable narrator. I hear “Heroin” as an angry song. The addict’s tone and deliberately self-destructive decision make me think of something Matt Haig wrote in Reasons to Stay Alive: a suicidal person not only wants to die, he or she wants to kill. The addict wants to blot out everything that offends him, including “dead bodies piled up in mounds,” which could be taken as a reference to the carnage in Vietnam or the Nazi death camps. At the time, it seemed like a rare political allusion in a Reed song (though posthumously released demos would reveal others). 

	“Heroin” became notorious on impact, provoking criticism that Reed was glorifying drug use. A cold reading of the lyrics doesn’t support that position. But the song’s musical rushes are exciting. When the Velvet Underground played “Heroin” as part of Andy Warhol’s Exploding Plastic Inevitable multimedia show, Gerard Malanga danced in front of the band with a prop syringe, the kind of deliberate provocation Warhol liked. Ambivalent about the song’s impact on people, Reed ceased performing it during the later Velvet Underground years, famously telling an audience member who requested it, “We don’t play ‘Heroin’ anymore” on Live at Max’s Kansas City. However, as a solo artist in the ’70s, Reed resumed doing “Heroin” in a disturbing way, mimicking the act of tying off and shooting up while performing the song.

	Reed, who likened his songs and albums to short stories and novels, could take pride in the literary afterlife “Heroin” has enjoyed. Denis Johnson titled his important short story collection Jesus’ Son after a phrase in Reed’s song. And Irvine Welsh gives the song a remarkable shout-out in the early pages of his novel about junkies, Trainspotting.

	More than five decades after its release, The Velvet Underground & Nico remains fresh and powerful because it doesn’t sound like anything else — except for “There She Goes Again,” which steals (and speeds up) the opening riff of Marvin Gaye’s 1962 single “Hitch Hike,” which Gaye wrote with Clarence Paul and producer William (Mickey) Stevenson. While stubborn Marvin is prepared to thumb his way around the world to find his girl, Lou knows exactly where his can be found — on the street. With that memorable riff and an exciting double-time ending, “There She Goes Again” would appear to be the most radio-friendly song on the album. But it’s also marred by the line “you better hit her.” That was not a completely unknown statement in ’60s music — see the Crystals’ “He Hit Me (And It Felt Like a Kiss)” by Gerry Goffin and Carole King (a 1962 song King later regretted writing). It would also not be the only time Reed wrote a song about violence against a woman. 

	I don’t consider The Velvet Underground & Nico beyond criticism. These relatively inexperienced musicians were still figuring out what they were doing in the studio. (What’s with the busy bass line on “Sunday Morning”?) Recording techniques of the time had their limitations; I’m sure the album would be recorded much louder today. 

	When writers use the VU as a touchstone or point of reference today, my immediate question is: which Velvet Underground? The Beatles look like incrementalists compared to the Velvets’ musical personality changes from album to album. The next three studio albums from the VU each developed one aspect of the debut: noisy experiments on White Light/White Heat, gentle sounds on The Velvet Underground and pop-rock on Loaded. Mutability is a defining characteristic of the Velvets; the lone constant is Reed’s voice and words. He left the group when Loaded came out, but the band’s legacy would glow like a nuclear pile through the rest of his life.

	Recommended: “I’m Waiting for the Man,” “Heroin,” “Femme Fatale,” “Venus in Furs,” “All Tomorrow’s Parties”

	See also: White Light/White Heat (1968), The Velvet Underground (1969), Loaded (1970), Live at Max’s Kansas City (1972), 1969: Velvet Underground Live (1974), Sally Can’t Dance (1974), The Blue Mask (1982), Songs for Drella (1990)

	

	White Light/White Heat

	Released January 1968
Produced by Tom Wilson
Lou Reed, vocals, lead and rhythm guitar, piano; Sterling Morrison, guitar, bass guitar, vocals, sound effects; John Cale, vocals, electric viola, Vox Continental organ, bass guitar, sound effects; Maureen Tucker, drums, percussion

	

Distortion is the dominant feature and technique of the Velvet Underground’s second album. With Nico gone to a solo career, Andy Warhol fired as manager and producer Tom Wilson, by the musicians’ accounts, more interested in women visiting the studio than in supervising the recording, the Velvets were free to do what they wanted.

	What they wanted to do was make noise. 

	John Cale is ascendant on White Light/White Heat (before he got pushed out of the group), even taking lead vocals on two of the six tracks. (They’re the two least impressive tracks, but more on that later.) For a listener who cares deeply about Reed’s songwriting, especially his words, White Light/White Heat is the weakest Velvet Underground studio album. Only the title track delivers top shelf lyrics. This album’s fascinations are sonic. 

	In retrospect, “White Light/White Heat,” rather than “Heroin,” should have been Reed’s most notorious drug song. It describes the sensations of a speed (methamphetamine) rush without any of the painful emotions and hopelessness expressed in “Heroin.” Reed enthuses about watching “that stuff drip itself in” and adds a touch of goofy malice at the end of the original recording.

	Velvet Underground chronicler Richie Unterberger points to a second source of inspiration for the title song: Alice Bailey’s book A Treatise on White Magic, an occult text about spiritual psychology and the astral realm with references to streams of white light. Unterberger cites Reed complimenting the book in a 1969 radio interview. (If I want a song about zipping around esoteric realms, I’m heading to VU disciple Jonathan Richman’s “Astral Plane.”)

	Just as it does on “I’m Waiting for the Man,” pounding piano drives “White Light/White Heat.” At the end of the song, Cale’s heavily distorted bass guitar drone turns into an electric throb, an almost mechanical sound that Reed, humorously or otherwise, has suggested was a precursor of his electronic noise album Metal Machine Music. 

	After Cale left the Velvet Underground, Reed began distilling the song both musically and lyrically into a speedier piece of hard rock. Going forward, Reed rarely sang all the playful verbal interjections of the original version, though he did during the Velvets’ reunion tour in 1993 (documented on Live MCMXCIII).

	More than other VU songs, “White Light/White Heat” suited the twin-guitar attack of Steve Hunter and Dick Wagner on Reed’s live album Rock n Roll Animal. On Live in Italy, with Robert Quine as second guitarist, Reed takes the song so fast (for him) that he can’t get all the words out coherently. 

	David Bowie championed both the song and its composer. Performing “White Light/White Heat” for a John Peel session in 1972, Bowie sings “White light make me sound like Lou Reed.” (It’s on Bowie at the Beeb, a compilation released in 2000.) Bowie also recorded a glammy version in 1973 on the Ziggy Stardust tour, released a decade later on the soundtrack of Ziggy Stardust: The Motion Picture.

	But the most surprising take on “White Light/White Heat” comes from bluegrass patriarch Ralph Stanley, who sings it on the soundtrack of the 2012 film Lawless (written by Australian rocker Nick Cave). Supported only by acoustic guitar, the octogenarian makes Reed’s song sound like an old Appalachian lament.

	Words and gruesome injuries

	With sardonic relish, Cale narrates “The Gift,” a collegiate short story by Reed turned into a spoken-word tale, with a slow grinding rock track in the right channel. Waldo Jeffers, a nebbish pining for the collegiate girlfriend who barely remembers him, mails himself to her in a package, only to meet an abrupt, gruesome fate. Listen to it once and you won’t likely need to hear it again. 

	Cale sings the mysterious “Lady Godiva’s Operation,” which appears to mix words about the notorious naked noblewoman with a gruesome failed operation on a man, possibly a lobotomy. On the back half of the song, Reed shares the lead vocal, but no effort is made to equalize his voice with Cale’s, so it feels abruptly punched in. Cale and Sterling Morrison make silly medical noises as the operation goes kerplooey.

	This album’s outlier, “Here She Comes Now,” anticipates the band’s gentler next album, The Velvet Underground. Reed sings this slender piece of folk-rock about a woman who may (or may not) be on the verge of orgasm.

	Pushing noise to the breaking point

	The lurid, ridiculous story of drugs, orgy, murder and carpet stain that Reed concocts in “Sister Ray” becomes a launching pad for more than 17 minutes of Vox Continental organ and amplifier abuse, with Cale the chief offender. By mutual agreement, the quartet recorded “Sister Ray” in a single take, accepting whatever got down on tape. It became the band’s “Free Bird,” the show closer that could be extended almost indefinitely: a post-Cale concert performance in 1969, preserved on Bootleg Series Volume I: The Quine Tapes, goes on for 38 minutes. 

	“Sister Ray” begins like garage rock, riding an insistent funky riff, with a memorable lyrical refrain: “just like Sister Ray said.” About four minutes in, Reed’s roaring guitar and Cale’s high-pitched keyboard begin trading distorted licks. Around 5:30, Tucker increases the tempo; the guiding riff and rhythm are mostly a memory at this point. Reed pops back in for another verse and refrain at 6:40, but organ and guitar soon crowd him out. (If you’re listening attentively, you’ll notice that there’s no bass guitar on this track.) At nine minutes, Reed shouts some lyrics through the noise, with Tucker out and out bashing. After ten minutes, the sound turns industrial, evoking semi-distant explosions and drilling, destructive machinery. Beyond 13 minutes, it becomes difficult to tell which noise is made by an organ and which by a guitar. At 15 minutes, Tucker and Cale push the tempo near a breaking point before everyone slows down, groping their way to a semblance of the opening riff and a last round of verbal exhortations by Reed before they stop playing.

	“Sister Ray” was the Velvets’ concept car, showing the world at that time how far they could push accepted boundaries of musical commerce. Listening to it closely more than five decades later, it’s not so shocking any more. For my money, the VU does hypnotic droning jam with fluctuations better in both “What Goes On” from 1969: Velvet Underground Live and “Hey Mister Rain (Version I)” on Another View. 

	My best-in-show ribbon for VU noise goes to “I Heard Her Call My Name,” the second album’s zippiest track. Like “Sister Ray,” it begins as pure garage rock, with Reed shouting over vigorously strummed guitars, before he erupts into the first of several brutally discordant guitar solos, throwing off feedback. For a stretch, Cale and Morrison drop out, so we hear only Reed’s careening guitar and Tucker’s industrial hammering. Reed later remixed the track to emphasize his guitar, pissing off his bandmates. 

	Critics have pointed to Reed’s fascination with jazz revolutionaries Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor as inspiration for his playing here. In this case, I’d say he took from them permission to follow his energy without resolving harmonic niceties. His guitar shredding on “I Heard Her Call My Name” works, like much of the Velvets music, through the contrast of noise with basic rock and roll. I love this track, but it is also close to the event horizon where chaos sucks everything in. Even more so than “Sister Ray” (which, after all, is but a long jam with distortion), “I Heard Her Call My Name” tests a listener’s tolerance for disruption. It can still drive people out of a room today.

	Recommended: “White Light/White Heat,” “I Heard Her Call My Name”

	See also: The Velvet Underground & Nico (1967), The Velvet Underground (1969), 1969: Velvet Underground Live (1974), Rock n Roll Animal (1974), Metal Machine Music (1975), Live in Italy (1984), Another View (1986), Live MCMXCIII (1993), Bootleg Series Volume I: The Quine Tapes (2001)


	
	The Velvet Underground

	Released March 1969
Produced by the Velvet Underground
Lou Reed, vocals, lead and rhythm guitar, piano; Sterling Morrison, rhythm and lead guitar, vocals; Doug Yule, vocals, bass guitar, organ; Maureen Tucker, percussion, vocals


	

The eponymous title of the Velvet Underground’s third studio album suggests a reset — which it was.

	Issuing a him-or-me ultimatum, Lou Reed expelled John Cale from the group (sending Sterling Morrison to deliver the message) and reshaped the Velvets from noisy experimentalists to a more straightforward rock band that supported his songwriting. He brought in the nimble Doug Yule as bass guitarist, keyboard player and second singer. In a gentler way, Yule’s organ playing sometimes supplied the drones that once came from Cale’s electric viola. Morrison and Reed frequently play 12-string guitars on this low-key recording, adding to its distinctive sound. Critic and veteran Reed watcher Robert Christgau declared this his favorite VU studio album. 

	The Velvet Underground also serves as a reminder that one defining characteristic of the band is mutability. Here, the no-frills quartet, producing itself, performs delicate ballads, amiable and surly rockers and one provocative failed experiment. Apart from being louder and better recorded, indie and alternative rock mostly still sounds like this album today. 

	To my ears, the ballads are the best things here.

	Reed assigned the new kid, Doug Yule, to sing “Candy Says,” the lament of Candy Darling, the trans Warhol superstar who appeared in Flesh (1968) and later starred in Women in Revolt (1971). She was living full time as a woman by 1967 when she met Warhol and often served as his party date. The song’s opening lines are a sledgehammer of gender dysphoria and self-loathing, delivered as a soft lament that exudes doo-wop, down to the harmonies at the end, foreshadowing Reed’s “Coney Island Baby” (1975), a doo-wop-flavored love song for Reed’s trans partner, Rachel. 

	Candy would return a few years later as a subject of Reed’s signature hit, “Walk on the Wild Side.” Decades after that, Reed found the perfect interpreter for “Candy Says” in transgender singer Antony Hegarty, now known as Anohni, who sings with keening power on the live recording Animal Serenade (2004) in a stunning high voice that a classical listener might call countertenor.

	Reed and Yule share vocals on “Jesus,” a softly sung prayer, barely longer than a haiku, without a trace of irony. Reed was a cultural Jew, but even an atheist can appreciate the longing of someone who has “fallen out of grace.” At minimum, this little gem demonstrates Reed’s power as a songwriter to project himself into a character. Tucker doesn’t play on this track; Yule’s bass surges forward through delicate guitar work.

	Morrison’s bluesy licks support “Pale Blue Eyes,” Reed’s torch song for Shelley Albin, a woman he had loved “but couldn’t keep.” (Tucker’s tambourine is like a clock ticking in the background of Lou’s suffering.) Reed saw Albin occasionally after she married someone else, a transgression reflected in this ballad. Several rockers have found this song of heartbreak irresistible: R.E.M. recorded a cover of “Pale Blue Eyes” and Patti Smith performed it live.

	Both the bouncy “Beginning to See the Light” and more serious “I’m Set Free” address eyes being opened, be it in love or transcendence. (Don’t rule out the possibility that Reed had Duke Ellington’s earlier song “I’m Beginning to See the Light” in the back of his mind.) But Reed insists enlightenment is temporary with a gut punch here, announcing himself set free “to find a new illusion.” “I’m Set Free” is another example here of Yule’s harmony vocals enhancing Reed’s singing.

	Lyrically, “What Goes On” is pretty simple: our love would be fine if you just behaved yourself. The driving rhythm under a canopy of Yule’s keyboard playing is the real attraction — and Lou’s reedy guitar solo (actually several different solos overlaid). See 1969: Velvet Underground Live for the definitive recording of this song. 

	In a subtle but menacing way, “Some Kinda Love” continues the sadomasochistic strain in Reed’s music which began with “Venus in Furs” and ran through to Lulu. Cast as a philosophical dialog between a woman and man, she does most of the talking, but he’s blunt about his desire, urging her to give in to what she most fears doing.

	At nearly nine minutes, “The Murder Mystery” is the most experimental track the Velvet Underground recorded (and note they did
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