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Foreword

Rob Sheffield

Rock and roll is full of fateful choices. Beatles or Stones? Elvis or Ann-Margret? Sixties James Brown or seventies James Brown? Maggie May or Hot Legs? Peggy Sue or Mary Lou or Cherry Red or Midnight Blue? John Taylor or Simon Le Bon? Biggie or Rakim? Jimi Hendrix or Jimmy Page? Charlie Watts or Keith Moon? Doobie Brothers or Pointer Sisters? Tigra or Bunny? Born to run, or Revved up like a deuce? “Two Out of Three Ain’t Bad” or “Total Eclipse of the Heart”? Did you ever have to make up your mind? That’s what this book is all about.

When you’re a music fan, you understand why these questions are life-and-death matters. Rock stars can chicken out of big decisions (“Love is a temple, love a higher law”—come on, Bono, which is it?), but we, the fans, must face them down. Like Zen monks pondering koans (“What is the sound of one hand clapping?”), we argue over questions that have no final answer, because in the asking, we discern the inner Buddha nature of the universe. (Fun fact: Four out of five Zen monks agree that Charlie Watts crushes Keith Moon, and the sound of one hand clapping beats any band with two drummers.)

The writers in this book have faced these questions with fortitude, rigor, and (I’m just guessing) a stack of Zimas behind the laptop. So who rocked harder, the Stones or the Velvets? Who won the epic rap battle between Jay-Z and Nas? Most valuable Beatle, John or Paul? Best eighties band, U2 or R.E.M.? More evil, Trent Reznor or Marilyn Manson? The answers are here. Parliament vs. Funkadelic? Guided by Voices vs. Pavement? Nirvana vs. Metallica? Who’s your piano man, Elton or Billy? Who made you smear your mascara, Morrissey or Robert Smith? You’re standing at the jukebox with a quarter in your hand, so what’s it going to be: Simon & Garfunkel or Hall & Oates?

These writers have made the tough calls, and I am in awe, even when I think they’re full of crap. Some readers will be outraged. Tears will be shed. Personally, I’m demanding a recount on Phil Collins’s narrow victory over Sting. (I have reason to believe there were underreported write-in ballots from the Zenyattà Mondatta precinct.) But that’s rock and roll—the music will never die, because pointless and ridiculous arguments like these help keep it alive. And if you’re the kind of fan who jumps into the argument, then as David Bowie said—Ziggy Bowie, not Berlin Bowie—you’re not alone. As for my personal quandary, here you go:

Okay, Berlin Bowie or Ziggy Bowie? Let’s make this quick. Berlin Bowie: cooler hair. Ziggy Bowie: shinier boots. Berlin Bowie: Carlos Alomar and Ricky Gardiner on guitar. Ziggy Bowie: Mick Ronson on guitar. Berlin Bowie: Brian Eno. Ziggy Bowie: the Spiders from Mars. Berlin Bowie: “Sound and Vision.” Ziggy Bowie: “Moonage Daydream.” Berlin Bowie: the song about meeting your lover by the Berlin Wall and getting shot at by the guards but nothing can tear you apart because you’re lovers and that is that. Ziggy Bowie: the song about your God-given ass. Berlin Bowie: “You’re such a wonderful person, but you got problems.” Ziggy Bowie: “Hey, that’s far-out, so you heard him too?” Berlin Bowie: depraved sex night and day. Ziggy Bowie: depraved sex day and night.

I couldn’t live without either Bowie, but for me, the choice is clear. Berlin Bowie. And that is that.



Introduction

Sean Manning

I know what you’re thinking. Metallica vs. Nirvana? Shouldn’t it be Metallica vs. Megadeth and Nirvana vs. Pearl Jam? Or maybe you’re wondering what’s up with Patsy Cline vs. Kitty Wells but no Johnny Cash vs. Merle Haggard, Jay-Z vs. Nas but no Tupac vs. Biggie. Or could be you think George was the best Beatle or Van Halen was better with that dude from Extreme than with either Sammy or Dave. That’s the thing about musical rivalries: Somebody’s always going to protest, if not the matchups then the outcomes.

Just ask Dan Kois, whose “R.E.M. vs. U2: Who Was the Best Rock Band of the ’80s?” (appearing originally in the November 9, 2006, Slate, and here in an expanded version) could be described without exaggeration as the article that launched a thousand blog comments. Hordes of music and culture websites rushed to weigh in—and asked their readers to do the same. The response was overwhelming. USA Today’s Pop Candy blog received close to a hundred comments. (Compare that to its previous post’s twenty.) Rolling Stone’s Rock & Roll Daily blog and entertainment blogger Stereogum both received well more than that number—or roughly ten times the typical number of comments per post. And yet that was only a third as many as the three-hundred-plus comments Rock & Roll Daily received on its related post two days later asking readers to select “the most compelling music-related rivalries.” The suggestions ranged from the obvious (Blur vs. Oasis) to the arcane (Angels and Airwaves vs. +44) to the downright ridiculous (Thom Yorke vs. Clay Aiken), and the exchanges got plenty heated:



Frank:                  Nirvana was better . . . the [last] few albums from pearl jam all sound the same, boring, not very creative and forced sounding . . .

Ace:                  Pearl Jam’s last few albums do not sound the same you moron . . . you are TONE-DEAF, & you MUST BE to think Nirvana was better . . .

Frank:                  We could argue this point until the end of time and neither of us would budge, well you would a little because you’re riding eddie’s dick . . .

Ace:                  Yeh nice work Frank . . . How old are you? 12 . . . I think you should go and do your chores now . . .

Frank:                  Good one jack ass, and as for my chores, i don’t want to wear your mother out so I gave her the day off . . .





But one thing—the only thing—everyone seemed to agree on was the worthiness and fun of such debates.

Why do we get so fired up about this shit? What—beyond mankind’s innate fickleness, our ingrained tendency toward bifurcation (heaven/hell, yin/yang, tastes great/less filling)—makes us identify with one artist or band over another? Well, for Nashville native Laura Cantrell, having grown up just down the block from Kitty Wells, proximity plays a big part. Same, though in the complete opposite way, for Russ Meneve and Bruce Springsteen, whose singing, Meneve writes, “is almost always in praise of his New Jersey roots and in praise of how proud he is of the state. I’m from Jersey. I prays I never have to go back to that shithole.” For both Gideon Yago and myself, attire, specifically jackets, has something do with it, while for Whitney Pastorek, it’s a matter of phonetics: “My name is Whitney. I was born and raised in Houston. Because of that early coincidence—or perhaps in spite of it and the twenty years of chortled jokes I’ve patiently endured since—there is no question as to whom I give my allegiance.” But to varying degrees all of us, contributors and readers alike, are well served by Richard Hell’s explanation: “A rock and roll show is about the audience agreeing to surrender to the band in such a way that the band gives back that which it’s received from the crowd in the form of the crowd’s pleasure in itself, in the form of the crowd’s ideal of itself, of its own glory (as personified by the band’s front man).” Or as Michaelangelo Matos puts it: “We respond to creators whose impulses match our own, or seem to—people we imagine we have some understanding of, or with, were we to meet them.” Nowhere is this sentiment better exemplified than in Marc Spitz’s essay, in which he contrasts the experience of interviewing, on separate occasions, the Cure’s and the Smiths’ respective front men, Robert Smith and Morrissey: “When the Robert Smith interview was done, I took the subway home. I’m sure I played lots of Cure albums on my stereo, but I didn’t feel like I couldn’t recover from it all rather quickly. When the Morrissey interview was done, and I’d walked him and his manager out, I went back to the bungalow we’d rented and stole the teacup that he was drinking from. Then I went back to my room and called everyone I’d ever met—and when you do that from a hotel phone you’ve clearly lost your shit.”

However, this book strives to serve an even greater purpose than defining, to crib another line from Matos, “what guides a lot of how fandom works in general.” Are you aware of the recent bit of revisionism alleging that both the American Revolution and the Civil War stemmed from disagreements over music? Sure, the founding fathers were tired of taxation without representation, but their real beef, the theorists contend, was George III digging Handel over Bach. And while the North and South were certainly at odds over slavery, turns out it was actually Jefferson Davis’s insistence that “Camptown Races” was Stephen Foster’s kickinest jam—not “Oh! Susanna,” as was Lincoln’s contention—that prompted the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter. Now once more the country stands divided. Iraq. Immigration. Gay marriage. Abortion. Stem-cell research. If we’re ever to reconcile our differences, clearly we must heed history’s counsel and first address those questions more fundamental to our national identity: Michael Jackson or Prince? Elton John or Billy Joel? Van Halen or Van Hagar?

(. . . or, fine, the Extreme dude—seriously, let it go already!)



R.E.M.

vs.

U2 

Dan Kois

1. You can tell a lot about a guy by how he tells his own story. Does he make of it an ornate drama, one featuring pomp, pageantry, and a healthy dose of self-aggrandizing? Or does he tell it modestly, taking pride in his accomplishments but expressing more pleasure in the work he’s done over his time in this world?

In the fall of 2006, two products appeared in the Borderses of America telling the stories of two bands that—though very different—in many ways represented the peak of intelligent rock music in the 1980s: R.E.M.’s And I Feel Fine, a two-disc collection of songs from their early years, 1982 to 1987, featuring eleven short pages of liner notes in which the four founding members relate thoughtful, often very funny, mostly self-deprecating stories of the band’s early years and how individual songs were born into the world; and, in weighty contrast to this slim text, U2 by U2, a forty-dollar coffee-table book that exhaustively recounts—in 352 pages of interviews, Anton Corbijn photographs, and splashy graphics—the band’s birth, struggles, and modern-day success.



(This essay is an expanded version of the article that originally appeared in the Nov. 9, 2006, issue of Slate.)



Now that U2 has become America’s spokesband for human dignity, it’s difficult to remember that R.E.M., the quiet Georgians with the elliptical lyrics, once competed with Bono and company for the title of world’s best rock band. But the differences in those two retrospectives—one focusing on the music, the other on the myth—can help us remember that R.E.M., not U2, made the most important music of the 1980s.



2. Throughout that decade and the early 1990s, a fierce, bitter rivalry existed between R.E.M. and U2—not in real life, mind you, but in my head. By 1988 I was in high school and as obsessed as any high schooler with making sense of the world, usually by dividing it into false dichotomies. Jocks vs. nerds. Friends vs. phonies. Artists vs. sellouts. Liberals vs. fascists. In my mind—and, I’ve come to learn, in those of other floppy-haired music nerds of the era—you were either an R.E.M. person or a U2 person. (This assumed, of course, you had already made it through the brutal culling of People Who Cared About Music vs. People Who Were Morons and Just Listened to Rick Astley, or Extreme.)

To R.E.M. people, U2 represented the triumph of bombast over subtlety. To U2 people, R.E.M. represented preciousness and willful obscurity. To both, their own band represented the peak of musical relevance.

Who’s more relevant now? Well, that’s easy. This R.E.M. person has spent the last six years in agony watching his onetime heroes release several drab albums. Meanwhile, after a few years in the wilderness, U2 opened up their 2001 tour with Bono announcing they were “reapplying for the job” of “best band in the world.” In doing so, U2 were famously proclaiming their intention to matter once again—and through a combination of hit singles, canny marketing, and Bono’s admirable humanitarian advocacy, they’ve succeeded.

Though fans like me might fervently wish for R.E.M. to make a similar pronouncement, it’s hard to imagine such a thing given the determination with which they pursued their off-center Southern muses for so many years. For all of their ambition—and you can’t become as popular as R.E.M. once was without some measure of ambition—R.E.M.’s music in the 1980s was willfully obscure.



3. And I’m not just talking about the words. Much has been made of Michael Stipe’s mumbly lyrics, but with a lot of early R.E.M. songs, the point wasn’t that you couldn’t make out the words—you could make out a lot of the words, but you didn’t know what the hell they meant. As the liner notes in And I Feel Fine reveal, neither did the band. “I still have no idea what the song is about,” Stipe writes about “Pilgrimage,” and bassist Mike Mills says the same about “Gardening at Night” (while drummer Bill Berry claims—in jest?—that it’s based on a euphemism for peeing along the side of the road during an all-night drive). 

Berry goes further into the issue of the band’s lyrics. “Very early on,” he writes, “I made a point not to confront Michael with queries regarding lyrical origin or significance. Just as I wouldn’t peer into his diary if it fell into my possession, I didn’t feel I merited any more privy than the average listener.” To that average listener, the lyrics could mean anything, and therefore they meant everything, weighted as they were with mystery, resonance, and passion. “It’s not necessarily what we meant,” writes Mills, “but whatever you think.” A friend of mine once gave his sister, for her birthday in 1988, a complete collection of R.E.M. lyrics, painstakingly hand transcribed from repeated listens to the songs. Were they right? It hardly mattered.

Even R.E.M.’s “political” songs of the era, like “Fall on Me” or “Exhuming McCarthy,” are tricky to parse. “Fall on Me” could maybe be about acid rain, or maybe environmental degradation in general, or maybe, uh, missile defense? Whereas U2’s political songs of the 1980s are a little easier to work out: “Pride (In the Name of Love)” is about Martin Luther King, for example, and “Sunday Bloody Sunday” is about Sunday, Bloody Sunday. Stirring as those songs are, there’s very little a listener can bring to them; they are Bono’s take, not yours, unlike “Fall on Me,” which, for me in 1987, was a deeply personal song about the crushing whatever of existence.

When U2’s songs weren’t on-the-nose political anthems, they were heroically uplifting but intentionally vague—filled with signifiers but signifying nothing. There’s a huge difference between being vague and being elliptical. Vagueness feels fuzzy, as if Bono’s broad strokes were meant to obscure the lack of anything real to say. Rightly or not, Michael Stipe’s lyrics felt as if they hinted at hidden stories and meanings that only the most dedicated of listeners could ferret out. Drenched in Southern detail, allusive and elusive, R.E.M. songs sounded like fables or folk wisdom; U2’s majestic uplift, in contrast, often felt like the outtakes of a melodically gifted youth-group minister. And each band’s music so often mirrored its lyrics! When U2 Can’t Find What They’re Looking For, they back up their words with ringing chords and gospel inflections. When R.E.M. is Still a Ways Away, they turn their words into mournful country folk.



4. There’s a charming modesty in R.E.M.’s liner-note stories of how they learned to create these songs. Guitarist Peter Buck writes that when the band signed with I.R.S. the president of the label suggested the band write some slow songs—an idea that had never actually occurred to them. Mills devotes paragraphs to explaining why it was fun to play bass within the framework of Buck’s guitar. And in the notes on the collection’s best unreleased track, a slowed-down version of “Gardening at Night,” the band explains how, struggling with the song in the studio, they tried playing it slowly—to see if, in Mills’s words, “it might hold up well with a softer treatment.” Unlike most previously unreleased demos, this version is a treasure: The intricacies of Mills and Buck’s interplay at a slower pace, overlaid by Stipe’s falsetto and supported by Berry’s expressive drumming, reveal new beauty behind the familiar drive of the original.

If in the studio R.E.M. was tentative and exploratory, U2 was as straightforwardly ambitious as a band could be. “We’re going to make the big music,” says Bono in U2 by U2 about the band’s mind-set leading up to the recording of 1984’s The Unforgettable Fire. “That’s who we are. We’re not Indie, we’re not miserable, we’re full of joy, and we are going to take over where Phil Spector left off. Big ideas, big themes, big sound.” Then he adds, “We knew that the world was ready to receive the heirs of the Who. All we had to do was keep doing what we were doing and we would become the biggest band since Led Zeppelin, without a doubt.” R.E.M., still convinced they weren’t even the equal of their heroes in Athens, Georgia—new-wave predecessors Pylon—not by a long shot, never offer such bombast.

Live, the two bands were markedly different. In U2 by U2 the Edge describes an outdoor concert in Dublin in 1985: “We really had done it. This wasn’t a band that was doing OK, this was a band that was topping the charts and had broken America and the world. . . . There was an entire stadium jumping up and down in time to ‘Pride.’ ” There are a lot of triumphant concert stories in U2 by U2, brimming with tales of Bono climbing the stage rigging and leaping into the audience, and it’s illuminating to compare them to Peter Buck’s story from And I Feel Fine’s liner notes about a 1983 show in Holland: “We played and we weren’t very good. We were walking off on our way to the dressing room, and this little punk chick with a mohawk comes up to me, shakes her fist in my face and says, ‘In a fart there is more music!’ ” Buck adds: “There hasn’t been much more trenchant criticism than that in my entire career.”

Contrast Bono’s enthusiastic courting of—and connection to—an audience with Stipe hiding behind the drum kit when David Letterman came over to interview the band on Late Night in 1983. Even when Stipe engaged an audience live—as with the long, rambling stories he would tell about the origins of songs like “Life and How to Live It”—he was adding to the band’s mystique, confirming fans’ belief that there was always more to R.E.M.’s songs than words could possibly express. (In And I Feel Fine’s liner notes, Stipe alludes to the band’s preciousness in his notes on the much-parsed faux-folk “Swan Swan H”: “Let’s just go ahead and call the song ‘Swan Swan Hummingbird,’ ” he writes. “Now maybe Mike will finally forgive me my affectations when I was in my mid-Twenties.” To which my sixteen-year-old self replies: Now you tell me.)

Even the bands’ public personas at that time suggested—to me, at least—that one was modest and serious while the other was stereotypically given to excess. While R.E.M. championed obscure artists like Pylon, filmmaker Jem Cohen, and the Southern outsider artist Howard Finster, U2 embarked, with Rattle & Hum, on a dilettante’s tour of the American South even as the band hung out with supermodels. (“Rock stars and supermodels,” the Edge writes in U2 by U2. “It is a little bit of a cliché but we were happy to live with the cliché because the supermodels we got to know are great people and we still count them as very close friends.”)



5. “There’s nothing like being at Number One,” Bono says in U2 by U2. “It’s just better than Number Two.” In the early 1990s both bands were Number One: U2 with Achtung Baby and “One,” R.E.M. with Out of Time and “Losing My Religion.” By the late 1990s, though, both bands were in career lulls. U2’s dabbling in electronica with Zooropa and Pop had turned off many hard-core fans. R.E.M.’s Berry had amicably left the commercially floundering band after suffering an aneurysm onstage during a concert.

Without Berry, R.E.M. has recorded three quiet, unimpressive albums, the third of which I didn’t even buy—an unthinkable omission to my younger self, who so idolized the band and fetishized its output that I memorized not only the real running order of 1986’s Lifes Rich Pageant but the cheeky fake running order listed on the cassette’s back cover. Meanwhile, U2 is on top of the rock heap again, a brand as much as a band, representing both sincerity and success. Just check out their Successories-ready aphorisms in U2 by U2: “I always thought the job was to be as great as you could be,” says Bono. “If it is not absolutely the best it can be, why bother?” says bassist Adam Clayton. And that’s just in the flap copy!

6. I should step back for a moment, though, and admit the truth: There never really was a rivalry, of course. Despite the dramatic differences between the bands, and despite all my righteous teenage anger, U2 and R.E.M. were, and remain, entirely friendly. In 1992 members of the two groups combined to perform a sweet version of “One” at MTV’s Inaugural Ball. Bono testified at Peter Buck’s 2002 trial on charges that he attacked a British Airways crew while on a flight to London. Bono even discusses meeting Stipe in U2 by U2: “this odd-looking bohemian with tiny little plaits in his hair,” he calls him. “Michael Stipe’s friendship means more to me than I can ever tell you,” he says on Van Halen vs. Van Hagar. Then, of course, he doesn’t mention Stipe’s name again in the book.

Do I sound bitter? I am! Whether the rivalry was real or not, it existed for me. And at the peak of my R.E.M. fandom I was infuriated on R.E.M.’s behalf every time the band was slighted in favor of U2. That’s the thing about rock and roll rivalries, real or imagined: People get really passionate about their pronouncements.

In 2006 I wrote the Slate article from which this essay is adapted, the headline of which read, R.E.M. VS. U2: WHO WAS THE BEST ROCK BAND OF THE ’80S? On Slate’s message boards, on music blogs, and in my inbox, hundreds of music fans angrily weighed in to explain why I was totally wrong—either because U2 was so obviously better than R.E.M., or because my entire article was built on a false comparison and the real best rock band of the 1980s was obviously the Smiths/the Replacements/the Pixies/the Cure/the Police/New Order/Hüsker Dü/the Minutemen/Van Halen/GN’F’n’R, MOTHERFUCKER!!!!

And here’s why all those arguments are so vehement: because all those people are right. Far more than any other art form, music hits us not in our brains but in our hearts (or, on certain occasions, in our rumps), so any fan who argues that her band is better than my band is, for all intents and purposes, right.

You say that XTC meant everything to you in the 1980s, so they’re clearly a better band than R.E.M.? You’re right!

You shout that AC/DC fucking kicks R.E.M.’s ass? You’re right!

You explain that maybe those bands were good in their time, but Weezer’s recorded output inarguably dwarfs that of R.E.M. and U2 put together? Um, I guess by the bullshit rules I’ve established, I’m forced to admit that you’re right, too.

But I’ll forever remain convinced that R.E.M. is not only the band of the 1980s, but the band of my life, no matter how crappy their recent albums have been. And I’m not the only one; mixed in with the messages telling me that clearly the Georgia Satellites were the best rock band of the eighties were heartfelt e-mails and posts from fans who wrote that R.E.M. held the same place in their hearts that the band holds in mine.

And that’s why in the end the rivalry between R.E.M. and U2 isn’t about how U2 are a bunch of preening posers. At least, it’s not only about that. It’s about defending the band we love and struggling to express the reasons their music meant so much to us for so long.

The delicacy at the heart of R.E.M.’s 1980s albums fostered introspection and brotherhood among those of us who loved them in those years. Introspection because the mystery and melancholy of the songs pushed the listener inward to find resonance in every line. Brotherhood because we had to band together to defend our heroes against the unfeeling jerks who found R.E.M. precious and opaque.

I assumed, of course, that those jerks were U2 fans.



Phil Spector

vs.

Timbaland

Michaelangelo Matos

The producer as auteur in pop music wasn’t Phil Spector’s invention. To start with, there’s Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, with whom Spector apprenticed; hell, you could claim the title for Ralph Peer, who conceived country music in one gesture by lugging a tape machine to Tennessee in 1927. But even given Leiber and Stoller’s radio-influenced playlets with the Coasters and their introduction of Latin rhythms and strings into R&B, changing rock and roll entirely and pop forever, Spector was the first pop producer with an identifiable sound. Given the way things have been going for five decades since, this is no small thing. Spector changed the sound of the radio, influenced countless others in his path, and turned the studio into an instrument in itself. For good or bad, his massed multiple guitars and seas of reverb point the way to compression-heavy record engineering; more than anyone, he turned recordings of songs into events unto themselves. In this way Spector invented modern pop as much as anyone this side of James Brown. But he isn’t the greatest record producer of all time. Timbaland is.

This is perhaps unfair to Spector, but only in the sense that comparing any other producer to Timbaland is unfair. Prior to Spector, producers were either songwriters with perfectionist streaks (like Leiber and Stoller), or engineers made good, or (usually) A&R folks. (Jerry Wexler is the ultimate example of the latter; his fifties Atlantic Records cohort Tom Dowd fits the middle category.) No one in their right mind would discount those folks’ work. But Spector turned producing into more than getting the best possible performance from all involved—he made producing the pursuit of a singular, signature aural item that simultaneously fits in with everything else on the radio and leaps out from it.

There are producers with “sounds” you can spot on tiny speakers a room away: Mutt Lange, for example, who is probably the key exponent of Spector-style mass. It’s tempting to add Rick Rubin here, too, but only in his hip-hop work does Rubin have an identifiable sonic style—hard, crunchy, rude, exuberant, masculine. But he’s a good example of the split I’m trying to describe. Like most of his peers, in rock mode Rubin is more in the mold of the pre-Spector type—a glorified coach. Certainly there’s no “Rick Rubin sound” on the Johnny Cash American albums; Rubin’s job was to find material and coax believable performances.

Nothing about this is dismissible; frequently the difference between a championship team and a mediocre one is good coaching. (Also, Cash over “King of Rock” probably wouldn’t work even as novelty.) But there are fundamental differences between being a sounding board and enacting one’s methodology hands-on, between decision making and beat making, between working with (or over) what is given you and building something from the bottom up. That’s what hip-hop producers share with Spector and other meddler types: They’re often responsible for the track, if not the song, and frequently have a hand in the latter as well.

This is why comparisons to Timbaland are invariably unfair: He’s been responsible for more distinctive sounds, for longer, than any other producer. Pitting him against Spector is almost a category error—not because Timbaland emphasizes rhythm and Spector melody, or because Timbaland’s best work is frequently minimal while Spector’s is anything but, or because Spector petered out after a half decade (at best) and Tim has stayed strong for more than twice as long (and counting). It’s because the basic nature of their work is completely different.

If Timbaland feels inspired, he can knock out a track in a night with minimal help: program the right rhythms, sample the right babies, extra coffee for the engineer, boom. Spector had to do a lot more legwork. Walls of sound don’t construct themselves, cathedral-like recording studios don’t book themselves, lead sheets for session players don’t notate themselves. (His dick didn’t suck itself, either, but we’ll stick to the music and not the man or his automatic weapons here.) Even if Spector didn’t do all of this work himself (and he most certainly didn’t), he had a lot more to oversee to make three minutes of his kind of magic than Tim does for five.

Even with that caveat, though, Tim wins this thing by a mile. The reason is ideas. Spector had one; Tim overflows with them. Spector was going strong from 1961 to 1966, from Ben E. King’s “Spanish Harlem” to Ike & Tina Turner’s “River Deep Mountain High.” (As wonderful as the first two John Lennon solo albums are, no one thinks of them as Spector’s work even though Spector produced them.) (Well, maybe Imagine’s “I Don’t Want to Be a Soldier.”)

But even then he wasn’t half as creative as Timbaland has been for any similar stretch of time you’d want to isolate. Choose either 1996 to 2000 or 2001 to 2006 or any subdivision therein; glory abounds, much of it unalike. I love “Be My Baby” as much as every human being should, but I’ll be damned if Spector’s other records ever really diverged from what made that one great. He even tried to make the Beatles sound like Phil Spector—for Christ’s sake, people, the Beatles. (Not that it would have done him a damn bit of good if it really had worked, since the Beatles became the greatest band of all time by sounding like everybody else anyway.) Rock is full of monotonous great artists, but there are few with as little dimension as Spector. Timbaland, on the other hand, discards old formulas and improvises new ones as a matter of habit.

None of which, I realize, may necessarily convince you I even know what I’m talking about. After all, the binaries I’m establishing are not only more or less false, they may well be irrelevant: Pop music has a lot of room for the single-minded. Maybe not as much as movies, which, despite their inherently collaborative nature, are the domain of megalomaniacs so grandiose they make the likes of Spector (not to mention Timbaland) look like Boy Scouts. But there’s a case to be made for the bloody-minded visionary, the person who does the same thing repeatedly and with minor variation for more or less their entire career. Spector is one of those people, maybe in pop music the person, if you want to be absolute about it, which would be only fair considering the terms of the discussion.

When I became interested in pop music—when my engagement shifted from keen acknowledgment to obsession—I wanted to hear and know as much as possible about it. That’s been my MO as a writer, too; there’s gold in them thar hills, if you have the time and interest to dig constantly, which as a full-time critic I get to do, and that gold is more or less as variegated as you care to discover. But that approach—everythingism, to put an ungainly tag on it—has its pitfalls. If your mandate is to know something about a large number of things, you’re less likely to know everything about one thing. In itself this isn’t so bad, but it sometimes leads me to wonder whether I’m not missing out on a fulfilling relationship with the entire discography of someone I love because I’m too busy playing catch-up with things I only marginally care about, that I’ll forget in three years, that I have to crank something out about on deadline instead of going out and getting a real job like everybody else.

The counterargument is that by trying new things I’ll find new things to love, deeper pleasures lying in wait that I wouldn’t have known about if I didn’t give a shot to some buzz album or random e-mailed mp3 link. That’s the obvious upside, and it goes beyond wanting to be first on my block (almost wrote “blog” there, and not entirely by accident) to talk about something great to the portion of the world I can reach. But if mania can blind, it can also illuminate. There are certain types of recorded music—the jump blues that preceded rock and roll, protojungle rave from the early nineties, early-seventies soul—I am naturally inclined toward, that I’ll listen to no matter what. We all have our favorites; they’re what make music (art, life) a pleasure. And we respond to creators whose impulses match our own, or seem to—people we imagine we have some understanding of, or with, were we to meet them. 

I’m not planning to meet Timbaland anytime soon, and I can’t imagine we’d have anything to discuss beyond my possibly interviewing him. (A journalist—even one who primarily writes criticism—never knows whom he’ll end up interviewing.) The point is that through his work he comes across as someone who’s eager to find the next thing. Actually, not the next thing—his next thing, the thing that makes him feel like he’s making music again for the first time, just as I look for things that make me feel like I’m hearing music again for the first time. Again, this has nothing to do with personalities, though I figure it’s okay to presume that the part-time bodybuilder would be a lot more congenial a dinner companion than the accused murderer. It has to do with overall creative thrust. I prefer Timbaland over Spector for symbolic reasons as much as musical ones, and while that might sound shallow, it’s also what guides a lot of how fandom works in general.

It’s also not to discount the one-man-one-vision-one-sound part of the deal. If I find Spector limited, it’s partly because his singularity of approach allows for easy cherry-picking. The most rabid fans of Back to Mono I know, or know of, veer toward the ideological; they seem to love the idea of the Phil Spector sound as much as the sound itself. I intend no harsh criticism by this. Everyone does it to some degree, like I do with early rave. It’s an identifying marker, shorthand for other, related things. Spector’s music is overly romantic, impractical, clings to youth as an ideal, and was made by an acknowledged control freak. Those things can probably be applied, to one degree or other, to his superfans as well, just as proudly displaying the banner of rave makes me, by proxy, immature, easily dazzled by cheap gimmicks, misguidedly utopian, and probably best not taken seriously.

What does being a Timbaland fan mean, though? Does it mean anything? It’s debatable. A lot of people can instantly ID a Timbaland track but primarily know him from the radio and couldn’t care less about his fitness regimen or what he tells journalists, just the way most people felt when Spector was ruling the airwaves. (Though it’s a lot likelier those people had read, or at least heard of, Tom Wolfe’s 1964 New York magazine profile of Spector, “The First Tycoon of Teen,” than it is that Tim fans have read even the best pieces on him—I’d nominate Sasha Frere-Jones’s 1999 interview in The Wire and Dave Tompkins’s 2005 profile from Scratch.) But Timbaland fandom is, at this juncture at least, less concerned with identification—either with him as a figure or with the particular epoch in which he works—than Spector fandom. That’s largely because we’re still in the middle of the Timbaland Era, and as I write this it looks like we’ll continue to be for the foreseeable future. But it also has to do with his curious facelessness.

The thing I told my friends when I was preparing to write this was that the one place where Spector had Timbaland beat was albums. Tim has made four solo CDs, none of them great, though 1997’s Welcome to Our World (co-credited to rapper Magoo) is superb. A Christmas Gift for You from Phil Spector (1963), though, is a flat-out classic, probably the best holiday album in rock history. Nearly everyone I mentioned this to called foul: Christmas Gift isn’t really a single-artist album, they pointed out, but a compilation featuring tracks by four singing groups, with Spector alone credited for the closing track, “Silent Night.” Besides, he’d only top-billed himself once compared to Tim’s quartet, which probably counts for something.

Still, even if Christmas Gift features “Christmas (Baby Please Come Home),” which might be Spector’s greatest hit (besides “Be My Baby,” I mean, duh, nothing touches “Be My Baby”), you’d never call it a Darlene Love album. Even beyond the guests Tim calls in for his own projects, those never come across as forcefully his as Christmas Gift does for Spector. Maybe that’s because for all his sonic eccentricity, in human terms Timbaland’s greatest gift is his apparent flexibility. Even if he knocks out tracks by the gross more or less alone with the engineer (let’s have a big hand for Jimmy Douglass, a studio veteran who’s worked extensively with Tim since before his breakthrough), he’s never projected the kind of loner-with-machinery vibe of many of his more auteurist hip-hop contemporaries, from DJ Premier to the late J Dilla. He’s willing to adapt his style to that of someone else—it’s hard to imagine another producer of his stature as willing to subsume his own ego to that of a collaborator like Björk, as Tim does on two tracks from 2007’s Volta. He’s boisterous: The way he gesticulates while auditioning the track that will become “Dirt Off Your Shoulder” for Jay-Z is the unquestioned highlight of the documentary Fade to Black. Timbaland exudes pleasure; there’s little of Spector’s dictatorial feeling in his work. If you’re gonna pick a guy for one reason alone, that one is as good as any. 



The Smiths

vs.

The Cure

Marc Spitz

It was in the very late summer of 2007 that I received a pair of e-mailed press releases, both of which I could not reflexively delete. I rarely write for monthly magazines or daily papers anymore as my time is spent cleaning fish tanks, scrubbing pots, walking dogs, and generally recovering from twenty years of heroic drinking. I also write an occasional book. I was, however, a monthly columnist for about a decade, and still get about twenty or so urgent dispatches each day as a result. (About fifteen more end up in my spam folder.) I didn’t change my e-mail address after leaving Spin magazine in 2006. It can be a nuisance, what with all the no longer professionally useful or interesting clutter, but I preserve and maintain this hub for two reasons. For one, it’s a private account, so I didn’t have to forfeit it to the company, and the ISP is free. The other reason is far less simple: That same year I’d given my e-mail address (along with a copy of my second novel, Too Much, Too Late—the one I did not write about him) to Morrissey. Morrissey did not give me his in return. I’m still holding out the faint hope that one day he will read the book, although he never would admit to me that he’d read the first novel, How Soon Is Never—the one that I did write about him and yet did not give to him. (I do know that he once purchased a copy at Book Soup in West Hollywood, but I never confronted him about this.) After he finishes the book, he will think about it, and he will e-mail me and ask me out to tea to talk about it.



“Is the title a play on the second New York Dolls album title, the one that might have been the last ever had I not brought them back together for that Meltdown festival I curated?”

“Why, yes, Morrissey. It is. Although both, as I’m sure you well know, pay homage to theatrical grand dame Diana Barrymore’s autobiography.”





If it was hot, we’d consider a cold bubble tea. I know it’s gonna happen someday.

This might seem like an aside but it’s actually both a segue and a verdict on this Smiths-Cure badminton match that I’ve been asked to participate in.

Segue first: One of the above mentioned e-mails happened to be from Morrissey’s publicist. It read, in part:



Finally, in an effort to stop the speculation and kill off the rumor mongers who seem to use these things to take advantage of committed fans, we can tell you that one thing the future will not bring is a Smiths reunion tour. Per recent reports, Morrissey was approached during the course of the summer by a consortium of promoters, in the wake of the success of The Police, U2 and The Rolling Stones tours, with a $75,000,000 offer to tour in 2008 and/or 2009. The offer called for Morrissey to do a minimum of 50 shows all over the world under The Smiths’ name with the only proviso being that Johnny Marr was also in the band. The offer has been refused.





There will never be an essay that argues whether or not seventy-five million dollars is a lot of fucking money. It’s not Abba-reunion money (the Swedish pop-godhead quartet reportedly once declined a billion-dollar offer to reunite). It is, however, more Police-tour money than, say, Squeeze- or Crowded House–headlined, reunion-tour-of-respectable-capacity-theaters money. As with the Pixies, and on a much smaller scale Gang of Four, time and an embrace from two or three younger generations via compilation CDs and older brothers or sisters (although amazingly not [legal] digital downloading, as at the time of this writing and that offer, only Hatful of Hollow is available on iTunes) has transformed the Smiths, defunct since 1987, into a bigger draw than they ever were while an active band, perhaps even a stadium act (certainly in stronghold cities like Los Angeles where culturally it’s frequently still 1987). Only, unlike Gang of Four and the Pixies, the Smiths will never, ever, ever reunite. Ever. Never. Not even for Abba money. Not even for Oprah money. Gates and Buffett money. Morrissey has publicly stated that he would rather eat his own testicles than re-form. “And I’m a vegetarian,” he added for (hardly needed) emphasis. They are dead. And, although dying is surely no fun, there’s almost nothing cooler than being dead.

While writing How Soon Is Never in 2002, I drew from a time in my life (roughly age fourteen through, well . . . thirty-three) when the Smiths meant absolutely everything to me. I’m not going to waste the time and space explaining why. Buy my book. And if you don’t want to buy my book, buy that Hatful of Hollow on iTunes, which is more than enough to do the job. If you’re reading through this book, it’s a safe bet that you have heard at least two or three Smiths songs, or perhaps the theme song to Charmed. You probably, at the very least, know that they were Johnny Marr’s first band before Modest Mouse (apologies to the The, the Pretenders, the Talking Heads, Bryan Ferry, Electronic, and the Healers . . . or perhaps just . . . Healers). I’ll qualify a little in case you happen to be browsing in your local superstore and aren’t sure you want to commit to buying this book for fear that it’s full of off-putting, elitist, rock-boy and rock-girl snobbery: The Smiths were a four-piece formed in 1982 in Manchester, England. They released four albums and two compilations of singles, B-sides, and/or Peel sessions. One live record. Then they broke up. And when they did, it was worse than when my parents divorced. It was worse than getting my nose broken in a baseball game and in a fight. It was worse than getting arrested. Worse than getting dumped. Worse than being audited. Worse than when my grandparents died. It left me empty and distrustful and vulnerable to horrible things like heroin and cowboy boots and art-school girls. I was only seventeen and my life was over. When I discovered the Smiths, I felt at once superior and empathic toward my fellow humans (not to mention hopeful and yet full of gorgeous, swooning despair in my guts). I had wanted that feeling back ever since ’87 and it was only after writing that book that I managed to exorcise (some) of that terrible loss. Now not only do I not want them to reunite, I think that not reuniting is the coolest thing they ever did. Everyone reunites. One day they are going to figure out how to clone dead rock stars and reunite them with their surviving bandmates. You know it’s going to happen. But the Smiths will stay pure. They are—and Morrissey might roll his eyes at this (although he’d probably like hearing it as well)—the James Deans of modern rock: forever young, beautiful, true, incorruptible, and invulnerable to plaintive quasi-fiction, eight-figure dangling carrots, or anything else you might want to chuck at them.

That same week, as I said, I received another press release—this one from the Cure’s publicist. And because its subject said “The” and “Cure” I opened it. This memorandum announced the postponement of the band’s arena tour, in support of its upcoming double album (that’s double album), from fall to spring in order to better work the (many) new songs into the set:



The schedule as it stands only gives us a couple of weeks to finish our new double album before we hit the road again, and we know this just isn’t enough time to complete the project to our total satisfaction . . . believe us we have been looking forward to the tour more than anyone and know there will be a lot of disappointed people out there, but we honestly feel that in the bigger picture we are making the right decision.





The Cure, as you may or may not know (buy this book, already!), have threatened to break up 157 times since forming in Sussex, England, circa the great British punk year zero of ’76. They never break up. Ever. The Cure break up like Sinatra and Ziggy Stardust retired. Like Jay-Z retires. Like Cher retires. Nobody will need to clone the members of the Cure, because they will be touring happily (or happily unhappy) forever and ever. They are vampires, see. You couldn’t kill them with a stick unless it was a sharp one, thrust into the heart muscle by moonlight.

If the Smiths are its James Dean, the Cure are the Marlon Brando of modern rock. They predated the Smiths (as Brando predated Dean, who idolized him). They were far more successful commercially (although you can’t hold
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