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Dedication

To Lisa, as always, with love.




Epigraph

And here is an area that needs attention. Here’s the connection—with the opposite side.

—DAVID BYRNE, “HERE”
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1

A City in My Mind

The residents of Manhattan are to a large extent strangers who have pulled up stakes somewhere and come to town, seeking sanctuary or fulfillment or some greater or lesser grail. The capacity to make such dubious gifts is a mysterious quality of New York. It can destroy an individual, or it can fulfill him, depending a good deal on luck. No one should come to New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky.

—E. B. WHITE, HERE IS NEW YORK

While its seven and a half million residents went about their daily business of striving and surviving, New York City confronted the specter of fiscal catastrophe during the first week of June 1975. For several months, the newspapers in America’s media capital had been chronicling the increasingly dire efforts of the administration of Mayor Abraham Beame to manage a multibillion-dollar shortfall in the city’s balance sheet, which had escalated from an “austerity budget” to a “budget crisis” as a series of deadlines for payments on New York’s ballooning short-term debt drew near. “Boos Greet Abe at Budget Quiz,” read the front-page headline on the June 5 edition of the Daily News. The accompanying article described a rancorous public hearing at which representatives from the municipal unions and minority communities denounced the mayor’s proposals for mass layoffs in the city’s workforce and deep cuts in its public education and social service programs. In the week ahead, the Board of Education would declare an official “day of mourning” for New York’s public schools; the unions representing the police and firefighters would distribute leaflets emblazoned with a death’s-head welcoming visitors to “Fear City”; and the sanitation workers would go on strike, leaving tons of garbage to rot and burn on the streets in the sweltering June heat. In the midst of a national recession, with inflation and unemployment cresting above 10 percent, the bill for a decade of wishful economics and willful mismanagement on the part of New York’s political establishment was inexorably coming due. America’s greatest city was teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. Or as John Denver declared on the record that topped the Billboard charts that week, “Thank God I’m a Country Boy.”

On that same night of June 5, an unlikely-looking group of musicians played their first professional engagement at a studiously seedy nightclub on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. The name of the club was CBGB, an acronym for three types of music—country, bluegrass, and blues—that would almost never be played there. The place had opened a year and half before on the ground floor of a notorious Bowery flophouse called, with perfect New York irony, the Palace Hotel. The club’s owner, Hilly Kristal, had previously managed jazz and folk venues in Greenwich Village; his latest venture began unpromisingly as Hilly’s on the Bowery, a wino and biker bar at the wrong end of Bleecker Street that Kristal had planned to turn into a folk club until an ethereal-looking guitarist called Tom Verlaine convinced him to start booking unsigned rock bands to fill the void on Sunday nights. Though Kristal thought they were the proverbial “worst band I ever heard in my life,” Verlaine’s group, Television, was the first of these local heroes to attract a following. But it was a pair of even less accomplished and more openly aggressive acts, the Patti Smith Group and the Ramones, that first put “CBGBs” (as it came to be known) on the musical map of the downtown demimonde.

The band that made its debut that drizzly June night, opening for the Ramones before a handful of patrons on the club’s stark, fluorescent-lit stage, was called Talking Heads. On the face of it, they were a standard rock trio of guitar, bass, and drums—an instrumental lineup that had characterized some of the most flamboyant, virtuosic, and bombastic bands in the recent history of rock, including Cream, the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Led Zeppelin, and the Who. Yet none of those flashy attributes applied to Talking Heads. Rock fashion had taken a baroque turn in the 1970s, as the dandified style set by the Beatles and their fellow pop aristocrats—the mod suits, flower-power vestments, and helmets of well-coiffed hair—along with its rustic late-sixties American counterpoint—the beards, buckskin, and denim of groups like the Band, the Allman Brothers, and the Grateful Dead—had given way to the androgynous theatricality of “glam rock” stars like David Bowie and Elton John, the preening hypersexuality of “cock rock” stars like Mick Jagger and Robert Plant, and the less outlandish but equally preposterous hippie-cowboy trappings of California rock.

The three members of Talking Heads, by contrast, wore unremarkable haircuts and nondescript casual clothes (“the sort of clothes,” one of them later said, “our moms sent us for Christmas”). Nor was there anything in the group’s performance that called attention to their musical virtuosity, for the simple reason that they had none. While their drummer and guitarist displayed a rudimentary competence, their bassist, an elfin young woman named Tina Weymouth who had been playing her instrument for barely six months, seemed to cling to her carefully memorized parts with an air of quiet desperation. As for any hint of bombast, by the standards of CBGBs, Talking Heads played at a volume that was nothing short of demure.

Apart from their ability to defy the prevailing stereotypes of their musical time and place, the qualities that characterized this neophyte group in their first public performance centered on the awkward, disquieting intensity of their singer-guitarist, David Byrne, their sketchy, skeletal arrangements, and the quirky intelligence of their songs. Tall and thin, with a long neck and an anxious, wide-eyed stare, Byrne stood stiffly at the microphone, his upper body jerking and jiggling like a shadow puppet as he scratched out chords on his guitar. Here, too, the contrast with rock’s prevailing performance practice, derived from the self-assured physicality of its African American role models, could hardly have been more pronounced. Instead of doing his best to command the stage and the room, Byrne looked trapped by his surroundings, as if he were prepared, at any moment, to make a break for the door.

His squirrelly, strained voice was well attuned to the furtive ambivalence of his stage presence. Darting around on the musical scale, Byrne’s singing in these early days would inspire a rich lexicon of description, with one local rock critic memorably comparing it to the sound of “a seagull talking to its shrink.” In addition to capturing the plaintive undertones in his delivery and the shrill, Tourette’s-like quality of his vocal interjections, this image also conveyed the psychological discomfort of his song lyrics, which dealt largely in analytical negations of conventional emotions—beginning, of course, with love.

“Well there’s just no love when there’s boys and girls,” Byrne sang in “The Girls Want to Be with the Girls.” “Please respect my opinions / They will be respected someday / Because we don’t need love,” he sang in “I’m Not in Love.” And in the song that would become a signature of the band in its formative years, Byrne inhabited the calmly deranged persona of a “Psycho Killer,” bemoaning the slights to his fragile ego (“I hate people when they’re not polite”) and flaunting the scope of his cultural erudition by channeling the late soul star Otis Redding one moment (“fafafafah fafafafa-fah”) and singing in French the next. Faced with the odd spectacle of these earnest misfits onstage at CBGBs that night, the more literate members of the audience could be excused for thinking that if J. D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey Glass had decided to form a rock group, it might have looked something like this.

As luck would have it, however, within a few weeks of their professional debut, the three members of Talking Heads would be pictured on the cover of the Village Voice, the alternative paper of record for the New York arts scene, beneath a headline heralding “The Conservative Impulse of the New Rock Underground.” “They present a clean, flat image, devoid of fine shading and color. They are consciously anti-mythic in stance,” the accompanying article noted. A few weeks after that, the group would be praised by John Rockwell, the newly appointed “chief rock critic” of the New York Times, who became the first of many writers to draw a parallel between the band’s austere arrangements and the “minimalist” aesthetic that had permeated the visual arts and contemporary classical music since the 1960s. “The abrupt layerings of their music recall planes of color,” Rockwell wrote, “which isn’t too surprising, since all three members of the band share a background at the Rhode Island School of Design. . . . The relationship between the classical-music avant-garde and visual and conceptual art over the last decade has been a fascinating one, and Talking Heads is a stimulating instance of how the art world has had an effect on local rock as well.”

Over the next two years, CBGBs would establish itself as the epicenter of a style of music that became known as “punk,” a catchall term for the ruder varieties of rock that had been floating around in the music press for some time until the advent in 1976 of the fan magazine Punk helped to localize it, fleetingly, in Lower Manhattan. Whether despite or because of its lack of commercial appeal, this downtown punk-rock scene would be extolled as a major musical phenomenon by a cadre of ambitious New York–based rock critics whose influence was drastically amplified by the echo chamber of the city’s media world.

In their hands, the primitivism of punk was celebrated as a return to the original renegade spirit of rock ’n’ roll, and promoted as an antidote to the artistic grandiosity, heightened professionalism, and rampant corporatization that had transformed the record business since the advent of the Beatles in 1964 from a poor relation of Broadway and Hollywood into America’s most popular and lucrative form of mass entertainment. Many of these first-generation rock writers had grown up in thrall to the sounds that had emerged from provincial music scenes in places like Memphis, New Orleans, Detroit, San Francisco, Woodstock, and, above all, Liverpool. Now, imagining themselves to be present at the creation, they set out to generate a similar mystique around the music they heard in a couple of seamy venues on the Lower East Side. The analogy was not lost on the musicians themselves. The Ramones had adopted their “leather boy” look from the early Beatles and their name from the stage name, “Paul Ramon,” that Paul McCartney had affected during the band’s gestation in Hamburg. “This could be like our Cavern Club,” Talking Heads’ drummer Chris Frantz said of CBGBs.

He wasn’t wrong about that. Much like the Beatles in Liverpool, Talking Heads would emerge as the albino in the herd of this New York punk-rock scene: the one band whose combination of talent, originality, discipline, self-awareness, and steely artistic ambition would form the basis of a major musical career. Their debut at CBGBs marked the start of a two-year apprenticeship during which they performed at the club on a monthly basis, rehearsing and refining their original crop of songs, gradually building a following that reached well beyond the self-identified constituency of punk into the broader and deeper strata of the downtown arts scene. During that period, they would resist an offer to sign with Sire Records, a New York–based independent label, on the grounds that they weren’t yet ready to record. They finally relented in 1977, having fleshed out their sound by adding a fourth member, a Harvard graduate named Jerry Harrison, on keyboards and guitar.

During those same two years that CBGBs was cementing its role in the downtown music scene, New York’s epic struggle to avert bankruptcy would force its elected leaders to relinquish virtually all of their power to the dictates of a state-appointed board of investment bankers and corporate executives, dubbed the Municipal Assistance Corporation, whose single-minded efforts to restore the city’s standing with its debt holders led to the evisceration of a system of local government that, for all of its tribal politics, had served the diverse needs of New Yorkers more comprehensively than that of any other major city in America. Between 1975 and 1978, eighty-five thousand public employees, a sixth of the municipal workforce, were laid off, including large numbers of police, firefighters, and schoolteachers. City-run hospitals, health clinics, day care and senior citizen centers, youth programs, libraries, parks, and recreational facilities either were closed down or began operating on sharply reduced hours, while the City University of New York was forced to end its hallowed policy of offering free tuition to all qualified applicants. In response to these “austerity” measures, the quality of life for millions of New Yorkers spiraled precipitously downward, as social and economic trends that had been gaining momentum for decades reached a tipping point. New York had already lost more than five hundred thousand jobs during the first half of the 1970s, most of them in the blue-collar manufacturing and transportation industries that had formed the city’s economic base since the nineteenth century. It would lose more than a million residents over the course of the decade, nearly all of them white, working- and middle-class wage earners and homeowners who left in response to the loss of jobs, the fear of crime, and racial anxieties that were exploited by banks, landlords, and “blockbusting” property speculators. Crime rates had been rising exponentially since the 1960s; now, with the NYPD diminished and demoralized, untold numbers of assaults, robberies, and property crimes went unreported, while open-air drug markets operated with relative impunity in many parts of the city.

In the short run, however, New York’s economic downfall was a boon to its unrivaled status as a seedbed of art and culture. References to “business,” “real estate,” and “manufacturing” were not to be found in E. B. White’s classic 1949 testimonial, Here Is New York. Instead, White focused his portrait of the city—by which he meant Manhattan—on three species of New Yorkers: the natives, who were born there and took its character for granted; the commuters, who worked there and returned each day to their homes in the suburbs and the outer boroughs; and the “settlers,” who were “born somewhere else and came to New York in quest of something.” “It is this third city that accounts for New York’s high-strung disposition, its poetical deportment, its dedication to the arts, and its incomparable achievements,” White wrote. “Commuters give the city its tidal restlessness; natives give it solidity and continuity; but the settlers give it passion. . . . The city is always full of young worshipful beginners—young actors, young aspiring poets, ballerinas, painters, reporters, singers—each depending on his own brand of tonic to stay alive.”

It was this third group, composed of young strivers who were willing to endure the rigors of urban decay for the chance to pursue whatever quest they were on, that thrived in the postindustrial ruins of New York in the 1970s. In a decade when hordes of residents were fleeing the city, the one demographic group that showed a significant increase consisted of young adults in their twenties and early thirties. The wholesale loss of jobs and population turned the industrially zoned tracts of Lower Manhattan (as well as Brooklyn and Queens) into some of the most affordable living space in any major American city—especially for people who were willing to do without the comforts of heat and hot water, safe streets and supermarkets, in order to live out their dreams. “We felt as though we were living in the aftermath of some cataclysm we hadn’t quite witnessed, some war that had taken place while we were asleep or away for the weekend,” the author Lucy Sante wrote of her own introduction to the Lower East Side. “We naïvely thought that the downward spiral would simply proceed, that the city would be drained of its wealthy and that we could move into their vacated penthouses when tumbling rents and our minimally increased wages eventually agreed to shake hands.”

Even as the twin towers of the newly built World Trade Center loomed over the abandoned piers and warehouses of the once-mighty port of New York, marking the shift in the city’s economy from the making and movement of goods to the making and movement of money, Lower Manhattan was filling up with a critical mass of young adults: some of them talented, some of them poseurs, some of them strivers, some of them slackers, some of them visionaries, some of them drunks or junkies masquerading as visionaries, all of them seeking to make their mark in the place where making a mark mattered most of all.

Having come from Baltimore, Milwaukee, Pittsburgh, and Southern California, the four members of Talking Heads exemplified this influx of aspiring young migrants who arrived in the city in the 1970s. And more than any other rock artists of their generation, they would draw their energy and inspiration from the cosmopolitan influences and connections that were available in the new bohemia that was coalescing in Lower Manhattan. While the other bands that got their start at CBGBs were acting out their retrograde fantasies of adolescent rebellion and rock ’n’ roll salvation, the members of Talking Heads, and David Byrne especially, would identify and associate themselves with a stratum of downtown culture that included painters, writers, composers, actors, dancers, graphic designers, filmmakers, and theater directors, who in turn accepted these brainy, iconoclastic, art-school-educated rock musicians as kindred souls.

In the realm of popular music, Talking Heads became figureheads of a major shift that was taking place in the cultural geography of New York—away from the museums and galleries of the Upper East Side, the theaters, concert halls, and literary haunts of midtown, and the taverns, clubs, and coffeehouses of the West Village, toward a broad swath of derelict loft buildings, storefronts, and tenements whose future had remained in limbo until the city’s long-standing plans to build an elevated expressway through the heart of Lower Manhattan were finally abandoned in 1971. What Harlem had been in the 1920s, and the Village in the 1950s, the Lower East Side and the newly christened neighborhoods of SoHo, NoHo, and TriBeCa would be in the late 1970s and early 1980s: the latest crucible of New York’s multicultural melting pot.
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Artists Only

I used to get mad at my school

The teachers who taught me weren’t cool

—JOHN LENNON AND PAUL MCCARTNEY, “GETTING BETTER”

As John Rockwell noted in the first of his many New York Times reviews, the “art school background” of Talking Heads and their affiliation with the prestigious Rhode Island School of Design was regarded from the beginning as the most distinctive and, on the stage of a seedy Bowery rock club, anomalous feature of the band. Rockwell was a relative newcomer to rock journalism, which may explain how he could have ignored the role that musicians with art-school backgrounds had already played in the transformation of rock in the 1960s from an adolescent subculture into the most artistically precocious and commercially successful form of popular music in the world.

In the fall of 1968, when the British writer Hunter Davies published the first substantial biography of the Beatles, many of the reviews in the British and American press cited Davies’s account of the band members’ backgrounds—their childhoods and schooling in Liverpool, and their musical apprenticeship in the clubs of Hamburg’s notorious red-light district—as the most revealing chapters in the book. For five years, the public phenomenon of the Beatles had been one of the most relentlessly reported entertainment stories of the 1960s. But the details of their lives before their meteoric success had come to the attention of the public, if at all, in a smattering of oblique references in feature articles and fan magazines.

Chief among the revelations in Davies’s book was his account of John Lennon’s brief tenure as a student at the Liverpool College of Art. Lennon enrolled at the college in the fall of 1957 after failing the examinations that would have qualified him for an additional two years of grammar school in which to prepare for admission to a university. A recalcitrant student who had shown a certain aptitude for drawing, he was steered toward a placement at the art college by his headmaster as an educational last resort. Lennon was not unusual in this regard. All across Britain in the late 1950s and early 1960s, bright but nonacademic students who had fallen through the cracks in the country’s postwar initiative to democratize its class-bound system of public education were offered the option of art school as an alternative to entering the labor force at the age of fifteen without career qualifications or prospects. Ranging from august academies like the Slade School in London to provincial “redbrick” institutions like the one in Liverpool, the colleges formed an educational patchwork that was geared mainly to instruction in the applied arts of graphic, industrial, and fashion design. But their faculties provided a welcome source of employment for fine artists as well, whose presence helped to turn the schools into oases of aestheticism, bohemianism, and Romantic idealism amid the drab economic and cultural austerity of postwar British life.

As it turned out, John Lennon’s desultory experience at the Liverpool College of Art served mainly to imbue him with a lifelong resentment toward the pretensions of fine art. The main influence on his creative development came not from the college itself but from a precocious classmate named Stuart Sutcliffe, whose family had moved to Liverpool from Scotland during the war. In the eyes of the art college, Sutcliffe was everything Lennon was not: a talented painter and a budding intellectual who subscribed to a deeply Romantic sensibility about the meaning and purpose of art. In 1960, after Sutcliffe sold one of his paintings in a major juried show, Lennon convinced him to buy an electric bass and join his skiffle group, which was marking its transition from acoustic folk to amplified rock ’n’ roll by changing its name from the Quarrymen to the Silver Beatles. In the fall of that year, having acquired a drummer and dispensed with the “Silver,” the Beatles left for the first of the extended engagements in Hamburg that would seal their identity as a band.

In the midst of this Hamburg residency, the group crossed paths with a trio of upper-middle-class German art students who wandered into the club where they were playing and became enthralled with the look and sound of the five young Englishmen they encountered on the stage. Astrid Kirchherr, Klaus Voormann, and Jürgen Vollmer had met at a private art college in Hamburg, where Kirchherr and Vollmer studied photography and Voormann graphic design. Like many young Europeans with bohemian leanings, they took their cues in fashion and culture from the cosmopolitan cachet of Left Bank Paris, which led John Lennon to puncture their intellectual pretensions by dubbing them the “exis.” Kirchherr was a winsome blonde who wore her hair in the boyish cut that Jean Seberg modeled in Breathless, while Voormann and Vollmer wore their bangs in the softly rounded style that was popular with European university students at the time. Though the three young Germans were taken with all five of the Beatles, they quickly fixated on Stuart Sutcliffe, and he on them, as kindred souls. Astrid and Stuart soon became lovers, and Astrid photographed the Beatles, portraying them as a musical band of brothers in a series of grainy black-and-white images whose rakish solidarity would turn every subsequent portrait of a rock group into a variation on her theme. Stuart eventually moved in with Astrid, left the band, and enrolled as an art student in Hamburg. Along the way, he adopted the “college boy” hairstyle that the Beatles, following his example, would shortly spring upon an unsuspecting world.

Tragically, a year later, Stuart Sutcliffe died of a brain hemorrhage at the age of twenty-two. But the influence he and Astrid and their “exi” friends exerted combined with John Lennon’s brief career at the Liverpool College of Art to encode a distinct strain of art-school sensibility into the archetype of a “rock group” with which the Beatles would revolutionize the world of Anglo-American popular music in the decade to come. Former art students populated nearly all of the musically ambitious bands in the first wave of the so-called British Invasion of the American record charts that followed the Beatles’ success in 1964, including the Rolling Stones, the Kinks, the Animals, the Yardbirds, Manfred Mann, and the Who. Following the Beatles’ example, the best of these groups aspired to a model of artistic autonomy and experimentation that owed more to the Romantic ideology of an art-school education than to the hierarchical efficiencies of the music business at the time.

More broadly, an art-school background would serve as one of the common denominators of the explosion of British pop culture that comprised the Swinging London phenomenon of the mid-sixties, joining the worlds of music, fashion, advertising, fine art, film, and graphic design. Here, too, thanks to the refined sensibility of their manager, Brian Epstein (himself a product of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts), the Beatles played a leading role. A significant threshold was crossed in 1967, when the London art dealer Robert Fraser, whose Mayfair gallery served as a portal of Anglo-American Pop Art, suggested to his new friend Paul McCartney that the Beatles commission a fine artist to design the cover of their forthcoming album, a boldly ambitious collection of songs called Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. With McCartney’s blessing, Fraser nominated Peter Blake, a British Pop painter known for the wryly nostalgic cast of his work. Blake conceived a life-size photographic collage that placed the Beatles at the center of a multitiered consortium of culture heroes, living and dead. The resulting tableau evoked and exploded the conventions of a group portrait in the same way that the music on the album evoked and exploded the conventions of a live performance.

More than any other single work, Sgt. Pepper established not only the Beatles but the entire genre of rock music as an aesthetically ambitious art form, and Blake’s cover became inseparable from the album’s cultural moment and its enduring renown. A year later, Fraser selected another artist from his stable, the conceptualist Richard Hamilton, to design the cover of the Beatles’ next LP. Hamilton’s minimalist, untitled white sleeve was as austere as Blake’s cover was elaborate, its mock serial number constituting a witty homage to the critic Walter Benjamin’s celebrated discourse on the work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction.

For all of its impact, Robert Fraser’s suggestion that the Beatles commission a noted Pop artist to design the cover of Sgt. Pepper was not an original idea. Fraser was Andy Warhol’s London dealer, and early in 1967, when Fraser put Peter Blake together with the Beatles, he was well aware that Warhol had designed the cover for the as-yet-unreleased first album by a New York band called the Velvet Underground. Warhol had originally recruited the group to provide the musical accompaniment for his efforts to monetize New York’s downtown performance art movement by promoting a multimedia “happening” called the Exploding Plastic Inevitable. Since Warhol’s interest in rock music, like his interest in visual art, was based on its status as a lucrative new arena of pop celebrity, he insisted on installing his latest “superstar,” a stunningly photogenic and musically maladroit German actress called Nico, as the nominal lead singer of the band.

As always, Warhol’s commercial instincts were astute; it was Nico, not the Velvet Underground’s brooding songs and droning arrangements, that attracted the attention of Verve Records, which signed them on the recommendation of Bob Dylan’s former producer Tom Wilson. Their eponymous first album featured Nico singing in a thick, melancholic German accent that lent an edge of Weimar decadence to songs about outcast women and femmes fatales. But most of the material on the album was written and sung by the band’s guitarist Lou Reed, who narrated his songs about heroin addiction, sadomasochism, and prostitution in a sardonic deadpan that seemed to mock the soft-edged, folk-rock style of production that Wilson had developed in his work with Dylan and Simon and Garfunkel at Columbia Records.

Notwithstanding their affiliation with Warhol, none of the members of the Velvet Underground had backgrounds in the visual arts. John Cale, the Welshman who played viola, bass, and keyboards in the group, had studied composition at London’s Goldsmiths College before coming to New York in 1963 to enlist in the musical avant-garde that was coalescing in Lower Manhattan around the composers John Cage and La Monte Young. The other founding members, Lou Reed and Sterling Morrison, came from the middle-class suburbs of Long Island and had majored in English at college. In their educational and class backgrounds, they personified an important distinction between British and American rock. For if the British pop scene in the 1960s could be seen as the revenge of the art students, the American pop scene during that same period was surely the revenge of the English majors, thanks to the domineering influence of the greatest would-be English major of his generation, Bob Dylan. Beginning with his emergence as the enfant terrible of the “folk protest” movement in 1962, and reaching new heights with his conversion to blues-based rock in 1965, Dylan’s vernacular genius as a lyricist brought a literary dimension to popular music that would inspire countless budding poets and writers to entertain the prospect of rock stardom as a wildly alluring alternative to the perils of publication or the pursuit of an academic career. In 1965, when the Beat elder Allen Ginsberg offered his endorsement, he was only affirming the self-evident fact that Dylan was a lyric poet of the first order, uniquely in tune with his times. Further amplifying Dylan’s influence was the discordant whine of his unlovely yet unmistakable voice, which defied all expectations of how a singer in any commercial genre of popular music should sound.

Lou Reed had brushed against literary stardom in college, where he studied and socialized with the writer Delmore Schwartz. His own aspirations to bring a poetic sensibility to rock coincided with Dylan’s rise, and while Reed wasn’t in Dylan’s class as a lyricist, he was strongly influenced by the eloquent, streetwise imagery of Dylan’s writing and infatuated with the aloof, disdainful persona that Dylan affected as he moved from the populism of folk to the aristocracy of rock. As a conflicted and partially closeted bisexual, Reed shied away at first from the romantic politics that formed the crux of Dylan’s songwriting after his abdication from the folk protest movement in 1964. Instead, he set out to chronicle New York’s liminal subculture of gay hustlers, drag queens, and drug addicts, allying himself like his literary heroes William Burroughs and Hubert Selby with the heroin cult of creative genius that Charlie Parker had bequeathed to modern jazz.

Before they settled on the name Velvet Underground, Lou Reed and John Cale had called their group the Warlocks. This footnote to their history suggests their unlikely affinities with another band that began as the Warlocks, only to rename themselves, with a similar subterranean irony, the Grateful Dead. Formed in 1965 on opposite coasts, both the Velvets and the Dead benefited from the patronage of controversial cultural celebrities, who incorporated their music into multimedia productions—the Velvets with Andy Warhol and his Exploding Plastic Inevitable, the Dead with the novelist Ken Kesey, his Merry Pranksters, and their Acid Tests. Both bands identified themselves explicitly with the drug culture of the 1960s, albeit at opposite poles: the Dead with the utopian promise of psychedelics, the Velvets with the dystopian derangement of amphetamine and heroin. On a musical level, both groups included members (the bassists John Cale and Phil Lesh) with ties to the classical avant-garde, and were distinguished by their use of modal improvisation, eccentric drumming unbeholden to the dictates of a backbeat, and a willful disregard on their early albums for the standards of musical coherence and professionalism that prevailed on commercial recordings at the time. Both bands eventually managed to rein in their many excesses and improve dramatically as singers, songwriters, and instrumentalists. But their fortunes could not have been more different as the 1960s came to a close.

In keeping with the rapid ascendency of California rock, the Grateful Dead went on to establish themselves as the most commercially successful and long-lived cult band of all time, amassing an intergenerational following of true believers who hung on their every note, forgave them their musical trespasses, and saw them as the living embodiment of the communal aspirations and earnest ideals of the hippie counterculture. In keeping with the relative eclipse of East Coast rock during the late 1960s, the Velvet Underground attracted a much smaller coterie of fans, centered not in New York but mainly in New England and Midwestern cities and college towns, most of whom were drawn to the group precisely as an antidote to the communal aspirations and earnest ideals of the counterculture.

After inspiring the cover photograph for White Light/White Heat, the Velvets’ defiantly self-indulgent and commercially ruinous second album, Andy Warhol lost interest in the idea of managing an unsuccessful rock group, thereby freeing Lou Reed to assert himself by banishing first Warhol, then Nico, and finally John Cale from the band. Cale was replaced by a multi-instrumentalist named Doug Yule, who contributed a new level of musical competence that helped the Velvets, on their last two albums, to transcend the dilettantish quality of their earlier work. Yet commercial success still eluded them—so much so that in August 1970, Reed himself abruptly quit the band in the midst of their first New York appearance in three years, a sparsely attended residency at Max’s Kansas City, the celebrated art-world hangout on Union Square.

Lou Reed spent the rest of the year ignominiously living with his parents and working at his father’s accounting firm. Yet the mystique of the Velvet Underground would only grow as the cultural disillusionment of the early seventies took hold. In Britain especially, under the banner of “glam rock,” pop music embraced themes of androgyny, decadence, and camp theatricality that suddenly made the Velvets seem like a band ahead of its time. In 1972, after signing with a major label, RCA, Reed released a “comeback” album called Transformer. The record was produced by David Bowie (yet another product of art school) and his guitarist-arranger Mick Ronson, fresh from their collaboration on The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars, the science fiction concept album that established Bowie as an international star.

In the fall of 1969, John Lennon announced to his startled bandmates that he wanted a “divorce.” Allen Klein, the Machiavellian business manager whose involvement with the group had brought the tensions among them to a head, prevailed on Lennon to keep the news of his planned departure quiet for the time being. The Beatles were about to release their tenth studio album, Abbey Road, and they were immersed in a web of complex business negotiations that would have been severely compromised by the announcement of their demise. Suppressing his newfound penchant (since his union with the New York performance artist Yoko Ono) to seek publicity at every turn, Lennon agreed to Klein’s request. But this did not prevent Klein himself from sharing the news of the Beatles’ impending breakup with his other high-profile clients, the Rolling Stones.

By the fall of 1969, the Stones had rehabilitated their career on multiple levels over the course of the previous year. Musically, they had shaken off their misguided attempt to imitate the Beatles’ experimentalism, Their Satanic Majesties Request, and returned to form with an acclaimed album, Beggars Banquet, and a pair of hit singles, “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” and “Honky Tonk Women.” Legally, they had defused the consequences of a series of drug busts that had constrained their ability to tour outside of Britain by forcing their founding member Brian Jones to leave the band. When Jones was found dead in his swimming pool a few weeks later, the Stones memorialized his death by performing at a vast open-air concert in London’s Hyde Park that prefigured the Woodstock festival in August 1969. Now, having played second fiddle to the Beatles since 1963, the Stones saw their chance to seize the moment. They responded by recording an ominously relevant album titled Let It Bleed—a play on the Beatles’ forthcoming single, “Let It Be”—and engaging Allen Klein’s nephew, a promoter named Ronnie Schneider, to arrange a major tour of the United States.

This monthlong tour proved to be a watershed event. It had been more than three years since a band as popular as the Stones or the Beatles had performed in the United States. During that time, “pop” had turned to “rock,” and the core demographic of its audience had shifted from the stereotype of a squealing starstruck teenybopper to that of a long-haired, pot-smoking, college-aged music fan. At the same time, the proliferation of rock venues like the Fillmore in San Francisco and outdoor festivals like the 1967 conclave at Monterey had led to significant improvements in the presentation of rock on a grand scale, with sophisticated stage, sound, and lighting equipment that allowed bands to put themselves across to much larger audiences while retaining some sense of musical integrity. The 1969 Stones tour of America marked the first time that a band of their stature would employ these new techniques of staging on a national scale.

The concerts themselves were thrilling, but the tour, famously, ended in utter disaster. In the fraught political climate of 1969, the Stones were criticized in the underground press for their “extortionary” ticket prices (three to eight dollars a seat, or twenty to fifty dollars in 2025 dollars) and their unwillingness to offer financial support to radical groups who had been co-opted by the armchair insurrection of their 1968 single “Street Fighting Man.” In an effort to show their good faith—and provide a suitable climax for a documentary film they had commissioned—the Stones arranged to end the tour by headlining a free outdoor concert in San Francisco that was touted as “Woodstock West.” The event was organized with the help of the Grateful Dead, who were known for their free concerts in Golden Gate Park, and who recommended that the promoters hire the Hells Angels motorcycle gang, with whom the Dead had an affiliation dating back to their days with Ken Kesey, to provide “security” for the event. But when the city of San Francisco denied them the use of the park, the Stones were forced to move the concert at the last minute to a desolate motor speedway near Altamont, an hour’s drive east of the city.

There, as the day wore on, the mounting contradictions of the counterculture devolved into a nightmare of bad drugs, bad vibes, and bad blood that culminated in a rampage of recreational violence by the Hells Angels. Dozens of audience members (and several of the performers) were beaten with fists and pool cues, and a Black teenager named Meredith Hunter, who attended the concert with his white girlfriend, was singled out and stabbed to death in front of the stage while the Stones performed their misogynistic anthem “Under My Thumb.” As the rock critic Greil Marcus wrote after witnessing the carnage firsthand, “A young Black man [was] murdered in the midst of a white crowd by white thugs as white men played their version of Black music.”

The story of Anglo-American popular music has never not been about race. From the earliest days of minstrel shows, music has been the principal cultural medium in which the tragic relationship between white people and Black people in America and Britain has been acted out and acted upon. More than any other major white recording artists of their generation, the Rolling Stones had cloaked themselves in the “authenticity” of Black music. They began as a collection of British “blues purists,” who filled their early albums with covers of American R&B before turning to songwriting under the sway of the Beatles. But while other great white rock singers like Elvis Presley and the Beatles had sought to emulate the phrasing, diction, and timbre of the Black artists they admired, Mick Jagger had taken this process a crucial step further, pushing the notion of “authenticity” through the cultural looking glass by affecting an outright imitation of rural Black Southern dialect in his singing voice. Many great singers are also great mimics, and in Jagger’s case, he mirrored this process in his speaking voice, masking his middle-class background by affecting a Cockney yowl worthy of My Fair Lady. But whether singing or speaking, Jagger’s sly genius was to infuse his racial and class mimicry with enough of an edge of self-parody to blunt its full affront. It was a brilliant strategy for having it both ways. Fans unfamiliar with Muddy Waters or Otis Redding took Jagger’s imitation of them at face value, while the many young whites who were now listening to R&B and soul music as a matter of course saw Jagger as an extension of themselves: an exceptionally bold disciple whose best performances were beginning to sound as distinctive and commanding as those of his acknowledged role models.

It was this dimension of the Stones’ appeal that lent such symbolic weight to their debacle at Altamont. The Beatles had presided over the explosive creative and commercial growth of popular music in the 1960s like a bright Apollonian sun, suffusing the decade with their benevolent emotionality, precocious musicality, and mordant wit. Now, in their prime, the Stones would preside over the retrenchment of popular music in the 1970s like a dark Dionysian moon, sounding themes of violence, decadence, debauchery, and drug abuse, extolling the creed of “sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” as if it were an actual philosophy of life rather than a hedonistic catchphrase of the counterculture. Their first studio album of the new decade, Sticky Fingers, featured a cover, designed by Andy Warhol, showing a crotch shot of a man in tight jeans, outfitted with a working zipper, in a phallic homage to the peelable banana that Warhol had placed on the cover of the Velvet Underground’s first LP. The album’s opening track and attendant hit single, “Brown Sugar,” conflated a paean to interracial sex (“how come you taste so good . . . just like a Black girl should”) with allusions to the transatlantic slave and heroin trade. “Brown Sugar” had been recorded, two days before Meredith Hunter’s murder, in Muscle Shoals, Alabama, an epicenter of the Southern style of soul music that had promised to finish what Sam Cooke and Motown had started in the early 1960s by turning gospel-trained African American singers into top-selling artists on the pop charts. But those prospects had changed dramatically following the 1968 murder of Dr. Martin Luther King, which strained the delicate marriage of convenience that had formed between Black artists and the white-owned record labels, radio stations, and management agencies that promoted and profited from their work.

As a result of this growing estrangement, what Black music had been to the 1960s, serving white rock as a gold standard of musical authenticity, the Stones themselves would be to the early 1970s. Taken together, their greatest albums—Beggars Banquet, Let It Bleed, Sticky Fingers, and Exile on Main Street—redefined the parameters of rock as surely as the Beatles had done with their masterworks Revolver, Sgt. Pepper, the White Album, and Abbey Road. But the ironic result of the Stones’ ascendency was to detach the entire genre of rock from Black music as never before. As Jack Hamilton noted in Just Around Midnight, his definitive study of the role of race in popular music, “The very act of imaginatively engaging with historically Black music forms while keeping Black bodies at arm’s length became a newly powerful way of being white.” In the 1970s, for the first time since the advent of rock ’n’ roll, most white musicians would no longer look to African American music for stylistic inspiration. Instead, they had the Stones.
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The Harvard of Art Schools

I seriously thought I was going to be a painter. I was one of those people who did “big paintings” with acrylics.

—CHRIS FRANTZ

The government-funded art schools that nurtured the explosion of pop culture in Britain during the 1960s differed in significant ways from their nominal equivalents in the States. In the years after World War II, art education in America became increasingly centered in private colleges and universities, whose academic requirements and high tuitions significantly narrowed the social and economic backgrounds of their students. It was one thing for a working-class teenager with no other educational prospects to attend a local British art school on a government grant. It was another thing for an American teenager with the academic qualifications and financial resources needed to attend a private college to choose to major in fine art, fashion, or design. The same applied to the so-called “professional” art schools like the Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore, Pratt Institute in New York, and the Rhode Island School of Design in Providence, which sought to prepare their students for careers in the fine and applied arts. For most of the predominantly affluent students who attended these schools, the idea of studying art or design was an appealing or compelling option, not an educational last resort.

In other ways, however, there were distinct similarities between the art schools of Britain and America. In both countries, the fine art faculties of these schools were largely staffed by working artists, who sought to underwrite their art careers with the salary and relative stability of a teaching position. This provided a direct link between the schools and the tastes, trends, ideologies, and attitudes of the contemporary art world. Another similarity between the art schools in Britain and America was their reliance on “foundation” programs in which entering students were introduced to a range of media, skills, and concepts that related in a general way to art-making and design. Depending on the institution, a common goal of these foundation programs involved the need to break students of certain habits and attitudes they had previously relied upon in making work. By placing an emphasis on the constructive role of experimentation, this process of reorientation represented an important distinction between conventional academic programs and instruction in fine art. Compared to undergraduates in other fields, art students were given much greater encouragement and latitude to try and fail in their work.

Founded in 1877 by a group of wealthy Rhode Island women who sought to improve the aesthetic quality of the textiles, jewelry, and tableware that formed the manufacturing base of their state, the Rhode Island School of Design—or “RISD,” as it came to be known—was a regional institution prior to World War II. In the late 1940s, however, a series of fortuitous developments combined to burnish the school’s reputation and expand both the size of its student body and the scope of its curriculum. The first of these was the largesse of the GI Bill, which opened the doors of higher education to the millions of American servicemen (and a much smaller number of women) who had fought in the war. RISD doubled its enrollment in response to this sudden influx of federally subsidized students, and received its academic accreditation as a four-year college in 1949.

A second postwar development that worked to the school’s advantage was the exodus of European artists, writers, architects, academics, and intellectuals of all description who had fled the tyranny of fascism in the 1930s and the subsequent devastation of the war. Among its many cultural repercussions, this great migration of talent, comprising the cream of late European modernism, helped to establish New York City as the aesthetic, intellectual, and commercial capital of the international art world, while the tendrils of its influence spread throughout the elite colleges and universities of the country. The émigrés included Walter Gropius and Josef Albers, two of the founding members of the Bauhaus school, whose conspicuous presence—Gropius at Harvard, Albers at Black Mountain College and Yale—helped to transform the practice of fine art education in America. The pedagogical principles of the Bauhaus were especially well suited to the curricula of professional art schools like RISD, which had always placed an emphasis on the applied arts alongside drawing, painting, and sculpture.

Adding to RISD’s growing allure was its affiliation with neighboring Brown University, which lent the school an aura of Ivy League status at a time when the Ivy League universities were tightening their hold on the socioeconomic imagination of postwar America’s aspiring middle class. This meant that in the fall of 1969, when a senior at Pittsburgh’s toney Shady Side Academy by the name of Chris Frantz set his sights on applying to RISD, his art teacher could assuage the boy’s anxious parents by telling them, “It’s not just any art school. It’s the Harvard of art schools.”

Named after his paternal grandfather, Charton Christopher Frantz was born in May 1951, in the base hospital at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, where his father, an army captain, was stationed at the time. Robert Frantz—Bob to his friends—came from Pittsburgh. His parents separated shortly after his birth, and he was raised in the home of his maternal grandparents before attending Valley Forge Military Academy and West Point, from which he graduated in 1946. Two years later, he married the sister of a West Point classmate, Suzanne (“Sue”) Allen, who had grown up in Louisville, Kentucky. Chris was their first child. With the help of the GI Bill, Bob Frantz was accepted at Harvard Law School shortly after his son’s birth, and the family spent the next three years living in the Boston suburb of Arlington. After earning his law degree, Bob was assigned to the Office of the Judge Advocate General (JAG) at the Pentagon, and the Frantzes moved to the suburbs of northern Virginia, where Chris’s brother, Rodgers, was born. In 1955, when Bob was posted overseas to the US Command in South Korea, Sue and her sons spent his tour of duty living with her parents. After one last assignment teaching at the JAG School in Charlottesville, Chris’s father retired from active duty in 1958 and took a job with Buchanan, Ingersoll, Rodewald, Kyle & Buerger, a prominent Pittsburgh law firm, where he soon made partner and began his ascent through the upper middle class. He continued to serve in the army reserve, eventually attaining the rank of major general.

As the only member of Talking Heads to have published a memoir, Chris Frantz gives an account of his family and childhood that sounds idyllic, to say the least. He appears to have accepted the early dislocations caused by his father’s military service without complaint. One of the constants of his upbringing was his family’s regular visits to his maternal grandparents’ home in Washington, Kentucky, a little town on the Ohio River where Chris spent his summers and school vacations with his “Pappy” and “Mammy,” partaking of the rural pleasures of Southern cooking, church socials, and county fairs. This left him with a deep affection for the self-styled “gentility” of the American South. Years later, when people asked him where he came from, he liked to say Kentucky.

Back home in Pittsburgh, Chris attended Kerr Elementary School in O’Hara Township, the upscale suburb where his parents had built a house. It was there that a music teacher suggested that he take up the snare drum and provided him with sticks and a practice pad to help him on his way. After a few months, he joined the school band, which played an assortment of show tunes, light classical pieces, and occasional hits of the day. His interest in music accelerated during his junior high school years, spurred by the advent of the British Invasion in 1964, which prompted Chris and some of his classmates to form a rock group called the Lost Chords. They played songs by the Beatles, the Dave Clark Five, the Tijuana Brass, and the Beach Boys, whose paeans to surfing, hot rods, and girl-watching, Frantz later wrote, had a special resonance for him.

The following year, Chris’s parents sent him to Christchurch, an austere Virginia boarding school on the edge of the Chesapeake Bay. Most of the all-male student body came from the Upper South, and Chris credited these wealthy white Southerners with adding contemporary R&B stars like Otis Redding and James Brown to his pantheon of musical heroes. (In the 1960s, white fraternities at segregated Southern colleges provided a major source of employment for R&B singers and bands.) Another musical highlight of Chris’s time at Christchurch came in February 1966, when he went with a classmate to see Bob Dylan perform at the Mosque Theater in Richmond. Dylan was then in the midst of his first tour with an electric backup band, the Hawks, whose presence was regarded as an apostasy by many of his most devout folk fans. Newspaper accounts of the concert affirm that Dylan opened with a solo acoustic set before returning with the Hawks for the second half of the show, at which point nearly a third of the audience left the theater in protest.

It is telling that in his own recollection of this concert, Frantz failed to recall this unpleasantness. (“The audience greeted each new song with cheers, and by the time Dylan counted off the intro to ‘Like a Rolling Stone,’ the crowd, ourselves included, were in love with this guy.”) Whatever else his embrace of WASP gentility entailed, a need to put the best possible face on things loomed very large in him. As a child, he could not have been expected to see the side of life that the Southern performance of gentility was designed to obscure: the overt racism of a place like Washington, Kentucky, or the fact that his beloved Pappy suffered from bipolar disorder, which would eventually lead to his suicide. This same Pollyannaism applied to Frantz’s description of his departure from Christchurch at the end of his sophomore year. “I felt like going home to my family,” he later wrote. “I had learned valuable lessons about how to be a person of honor who tells the truth, and how to be a gentleman. . . . Still, I needed to expand my intellectual and artistic horizons.” His last two years of high school would be spent at Shady Side Academy, the top boys’ prep school in Pittsburgh, which occupied a sprawling campus in suburban Fox Chapel, a short drive from his home.

By the time Chris arrived at Shady Side, in the fall of 1968, the political and cultural turmoil that was roiling college campuses across America was trickling down into the nation’s high schools as well. If anything, the privilege and comparative sophistication of private school students made some of them especially eager recruits to the great wave of mass bohemianism that was sweeping the youth of America into uncharted cultural waters as the 1960s came to a close. Chris’s arrival at Shady Side coincided with his introduction to marijuana, speed, and psychedelic drugs. In keeping with the ethos articulated by Aldous Huxley (whose first-person account, The Doors of Perception, he read), Chris and his prep school classmates imagined themselves to be engaged in an esoteric quest for higher consciousness. “Acid was the king,” he later wrote. “I didn’t just want to get high. I wanted to experience the deeper feelings and connections made by the great artists and musicians, and hoped that psychedelics would open my eyes to a secret, more enlightened world. I believe that they did.”

Aldous Huxley’s belief in the revelatory power of psychedelics owed to the fact that he first encountered these drugs in his sixties, at the height of a distinguished career as an author and social critic. Mescaline and LSD were hence a great release for him from the constraints of his own finely tuned rationality. Among the less sophisticated and more credulous masses of young people who began dropping acid in the 1960s, however, psychedelics could encourage an attitude of indiscriminate receptivity in which almost every form of experience could seem equally mind-blowing. (“Infinity in four chair legs, and the Absolute in the folds of a pair of flannel trousers!” as Huxley himself once wrote.) In the young Chris Frantz, this attribute of the drug culture seems to have merged with his congenitally positive outlook to encourage an attitude toward art and music that was at best broad-minded and at worst undifferentiated. Young artists are prone to developing strong opinions about their own and other people’s work, and they fashion their creative sensibilities out of a mixture of strong likes and dislikes. By his own account, Chris was more of an appreciator than a discriminator. Be it the Beatles or the Tijuana Brass, it was all good music to him.

Apart from something called the Music Club, there was no organized music curriculum at Shady Side Academy, much less band or orchestra, and while Chris continued to think of himself as a drummer, his interest in playing music seems to have receded during his two years at the school. Instead, he tried his hand at writing poetry and contributed a record-review column to the student newspaper called “The Listening Ear.” He also fell under the spell of a young art teacher named David Miller, who had studied at the Art Institute of Chicago and would go on to a career as a painter and professor of art at Skidmore College. In addition to teaching the basic techniques of drawing, painting, and sculpture, Miller introduced his students to a wide range of modern and contemporary artists and the concepts behind their work. His influence and encouragement were instrumental in convincing Chris to pursue the study of art and in assuaging the anxieties of Bob and Sue Frantz with his talk of the Harvard of art schools. Top prep schools like Shady Side prided themselves on their cozy relationships with the admissions departments of select colleges and universities. David Miller had sent a number of students to RISD during his tenure at Shady Side, including two members of the preceding year’s graduating class. When Chris applied for early decision to the school, based on his grades and his teacher’s recommendation, his admission was all but assured.
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An Anthropologist in Arbutus

It seems that for success in science and art, a dash of autism is essential.

—HANS ASPERGER

The Harvard of art schools” would have meant little to the parents of one of Chris Frantz’s future classmates at RISD in the fall of 1970. David Byrne was born in May 1952, in the town of Dumbarton, Scotland, a declining center of shipbuilding and whisky-making on the north bank of the Clyde Estuary, fifteen miles downstream from Glasgow. His father, Thomas, had served in the Royal Navy in World War II before earning a university degree in electrical engineering. His mother, Emily, better known as Emma, was the brilliant, thwarted daughter of a working-class family, a Depression-era “scholarship girl” who ranked first in her class at Hillhead, a top-flight Glasgow grammar school, only to take a job as a postal clerk on the eve of the war. Tom was Catholic, Emma was Protestant, and when they married in 1949, some of their relatives refused to attend their wedding.

As a young couple just starting their lives together, the Byrnes’ outsider status in sectarian Glasgow may have impelled them to flee. In 1955, when David was two, his father was recruited by the Canadian subsidiary of the Westinghouse Electric Corporation, and the family emigrated to Hamilton, Ontario. Not long after the birth of a daughter, Celia, in 1957, Tom was offered a position with the company’s elite Electronic Systems Division in Baltimore, and the Byrnes moved to an apartment in suburban Halethorpe, Maryland, just north of the Westinghouse research and development plant at Friendship International Airport, as it was then known. A few years later, when their rental in Halethorpe was condemned in connection with the completion of the Baltimore Beltway, the family moved again, this time to nearby Arbutus, a small suburban town eight miles south, and a world apart, from the city of Baltimore.

Westinghouse’s Electronic Systems Division was wholly concerned with defense and aerospace contracting, and while the exact nature of Tom Byrne’s work was classified, there is every reason to think that he spent his time engineering advanced guidance and communications systems for military ships and planes. Yet the Byrnes themselves were Labourite Scots whose political outlook had been formed during the early years of the British welfare state, and they were drawn to left-wing causes like the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (or “Ban the Bomb,” in the vernacular of the times). They also shared a taste for Celtic and American folk music, which led to David’s introduction as a child to the harmonica, fiddle, and guitar. Tom Byrne recalled his son’s obsession with a portable record player he gave him shortly after the family arrived in Canada, which for David marked an unusually early initiation into the world of recorded sound.

From the start, his family’s Scottish heritage planted a seed of difference in David Byrne. As a child in elementary school, he was mocked for his accent, which he assiduously managed to lose. His parents were not so inclined, however, and from an early age, David found himself translating their speech to friends who came to his house. Their thick brogues, left-wing views, and old-country customs (including afternoon tea) served to limit their social circle in the insular, blue-collar community of Arbutus—a place where, well into the 1960s, African Americans were routinely refused service in local shops and restaurants. “My parents aren’t American, they’re from Scotland,” David would later say. “So my upbringing was as someone who is in a foreign country. They would always tell me, ‘Look at the way these Americans do this. Isn’t this a little bit odd.’ They always saw things as foreigners. I think they kind of taught me to see things that way as well.” Every few years, in the summer, the Byrnes returned to Scotland to visit their relatives there. Tom and Emma retained their British citizenship, as did their Dumbarton-born son.

This contributed to a family whose life was largely centered on itself. Tom and Emma were relentlessly supportive of their children’s interests and enthusiasms, which in young David’s case included such standard boyish fare as cowboys and dinosaurs. The Byrnes rented one of the nicer houses off East Drive, the main commercial street of Arbutus, where David attended the local elementary school, a homely relic of the 1920s that stood a few blocks from his home. Like his parents before him, he was an academically adept child; together with his sense of humor, this provided some cover at school for his shy and self-absorbed nature. “Some of my shy behavior was quite extreme,” Byrne recalled. “I’d have a party at my house and then I would go and hide.” In addition to his musical pursuits, which now included playing the violin in the school orchestra, he also liked to draw, albeit on an appropriately puerile level: “Pictures of rockets,” he later said, “and scenes from James Bond.” Tom and Emma hung his work all over the house.

In the fall of 1964, David entered the seventh grade at Arbutus Junior High, just in time to absorb the initial impact of the Beatles and their fellow Brits on the consciousness of American youth. As expatriate Glaswegians, David’s parents were primed to appreciate the significance of these four working-class Liverpudlians who were taking the world by storm; if anything, this made them even more sympathetic to the musical enthusiasms of their adolescent son. The following year, David and a friend named Joe Sappington, who lived around the corner, began working their way through the Beatles songbook, a musical rite of passage that would serve as a primer in guitar playing and songwriting for virtually every aspiring rock musician of their generation. It was around this time that Tom Byrne rigged up an electrical pickup for David’s acoustic guitar, converted a phonograph into a guitar amplifier, and helped him configure a reel-to-reel tape recorder so that he could perform overdubs—something the Beatles themselves were only just learning how to do.

In 1966, David put his newfound musical knowledge into practice by forming a band with Sappington and two other classmates from Arbutus Junior High, Pat Coogan and Rick Brewster, on bass and drums. They called their group Revelation after David suggested that they open a dictionary (or was it a Bible?) to a random page and see what they happened to find there. They began by playing hits by the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, and Paul Revere & the Raiders, joined over the following year by the Troggs, the Turtles, and Them. “Our big song was ‘The Last Time,’” David recalled, although the only tune his bandmates would let him sing lead on was the Beatles’ version of the country hit “Act Naturally.” (He had recently failed his audition for the junior high school chorus.) After a suitable regimen of rehearsals in the Byrne family basement, the band began to play at occasional school and youth club dances. Around this same time, David and Joe Sappington began experimenting with tape overdubs of guitar feedback, along with a deconstructed version of the Turtles’ hit “Happy Together” arranged for tin-can percussion, tambourine, and kazoo.

Arbutus Junior High adjoined the campus of the newly built Baltimore County branch of the University of Maryland, which opened its doors at the start of David’s ninth-grade year. Fulfilling a long-deferred ambition, Emma Byrne enrolled as a full-time student at UMBC that same fall. (She would graduate summa cum laude with a degree in sociology in 1970.) Having a mother who was also a college student was a novel amenity for the Byrne children amid the growing campus turmoil of the late 1960s. It meant that their family attended anti-war demonstrations on the UMBC campus and in neighboring Washington, DC, the way that other families in Arbutus might go to the Maryland State Fair. It also provided David with a certain amount of access to campus life, including a student coffee shop where he would later perform what he described as “fake Bob Dylan songs,” accompanying himself on the harmonica and guitar.

In the fall of 1967, David entered the tenth grade at Lansdowne Senior High School, a half-hour bus ride from his home. His status as a new student at a large suburban high school only accentuated the shyness and social awkwardness that were becoming more pronounced in him, although his passage was smoothed by a budding romance with a girl named Wendy Jenkins and a new friendship with a classmate named Michael Yockel, whose outgoing personality offset David’s aloofness. In the year when hippie culture first entered the media mainstream, the two-thousand-member student body at Lansdowne was just beginning to separate itself into the rival tribes of “jocks” and “freaks” (or “straights” and “heads”) that would define American adolescence in the years ahead. David was firmly in the latter camp, which he advertised by growing his hair, dabbling with marijuana, and most of all, embracing the rubric
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