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To Mick, Keith, Axl, Slash, Liam, Noel, and all the other rock friends who put their fingerprints on my imagination







From the beginning, our goal was to make something that was less popular but that would be appreciated later.

—Julian Casablancas to Spin magazine, 2003



When it first came up, it was like, “Oh, The Strokes, like a wank.” Then a person said “No, it’s The Strokes like a heart attack.” Then another person said, “… like a caress.” It rolled off the tongue really well—sort of violent and sort of sexual and it just sounded cool to everybody.

—Nick Valensi to The Face magazine, 2002



People want new. What’s new? Lucky for us, everything new isn’t a rock band. When was there another rock band?

—Albert Hammond Jr. to podcaster Charlotte D’Alessio, 2023








PART 1

FIRST IMPRESSIONS OF STROKES

THESE GUYS ARE ROCK SAVIORS… AND THEY LET US DOWN

Craig Arnold believed in The Strokes. And I believed in The Strokes, too.

He wasn’t my best friend in high school. He was, in a way, more impactful than a best friend. Craig Arnold was my first rock friend. A rock friend is like a golf friend if you play golf, or a mountain-climbing friend if you climb mountains. We just did rock stuff together—listen to records, go to shows, talk about bands, and so on. Though if you’re a teenager, there is no “just” to it. A good rock friend can show you the world.

Craig was a good rock friend. He and I were the same age, but Craig was years ahead of me in terms of taste and musical knowledge. When I was sixteen, Craig was, in rock years, at least thirty-six. One night he played Robert Johnson for me in my mother’s car. I was driving him home after one of our rock-friend hangouts. The song was “Hellhound on My Trail,” and I remember that it sounded impossibly ancient and unfathomable, a product of scratchy 1930s technology and gnarly demonic anguish beyond my small-town Wisconsin comprehension. It took me many years to appreciate the genius and feeling of that music, but Craig got it right away. I can picture him now listening with his eyes closed, his body gently rocking back and forward against the dull light of the dashboard.

Craig was always ahead of me. He introduced me to Raw Power by The Stooges and swore by David Bowie’s original mix, a tinny sound that made Iggy Pop and his fellow Michigan marauders sound like they were feral hounds thrashing inside a cardboard coffin buried six feet underground. When Iggy did his own mix for a CD reissue released in the late nineties, I briefly talked myself into believing that he had “fixed” the record. But I was, again, wrong. The power of Raw Power is that it is, indeed, raw. Craig understood that before I did.

Craig and I bonded over the Rolling Stones. This obsession was the core of our rock-friend relationship. The guys in my regular friend group did not care about the Stones. They liked The Offspring, as most normal kids from Middle America did in 1994. In the minds of my peers, the Stones were decrepit fifty-year-olds who dressed like piss-drunk pirates. And, honestly, they were right about a lot of that. Not that I would ever admit it, given my friends’ unforgivable affection for corporate pop-punk. But to me, the Stones were simply the coolest band that ever lived. They were a five-headed monster that subsisted solely on sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. In my mind, they were eternally locked in their prime, that span of time between 1968 and 1972 when they put out Beggars Banquet, Let It Bleed, Sticky Fingers, and Exile on Main St. That was the band that ignited my imagination. Craig and I were on the same page about that one.

Falling for the Stones at a formative age meant that I would be hopelessly infatuated with the same archetype for the rest of my life. I’m talking about rock bands. Throughout the history of rock ’n’ roll, the band has been the central operating unit. It’s rooted in a romantic idea—a group of friends decides in their youth to become something greater than their individual selves. They take up instruments and adopt a collective identity based on fantasies implanted in their psyches by the bands that came before them. If the band works—which is to say, they become rich and famous—the friends stay together as they enter adulthood. The music freezes them in their original moment of innocence, and the audience aging along with them also retains a glimmer of the reflected glow.

The Stones are one of the most famous rock ’n’ roll bands. But they are more than that. They are a “rock ’n’ roll” rock ’n’ roll band. Outlaws. Bad boys. Revolutionaries. Disruptors of social mores and common decency. I mean… they were those things, once upon a time, before I was born. By the time I discovered him, Mick Jagger was a middle-aged CEO of a multinational entertainment corporation where the company dress code required employees to wear multiple scarves and skin-tight leather pants.

But the archetype they invented remained. There were five guys in the Stones: a singer (leader), a guitarist (sidekick, creative partner, and rival), another guitarist (less important visually than the first guitarist but often more important musically), a bass player (quiet), and a drummer (cool). They looked like how a rock band was supposed to look. For a “rock ’n’ roll” rock ’n’ roll band, you need five guys, and you need those guys to stand in the right places onstage, like the Stones did. Put the singer in the middle, the sidekick to his left, the other guitarist and bassist to his right, and the drummer where everybody puts the drummer. If you have that, you have it all.

I would come to seek out that ideal in other bands in the decades ahead. Even as bands started to recede, and then disappear, from mainstream pop culture. I was always looking. Over time, it seemed more and more like a fruitless search.

[image: ]
Flash forward to 2002. I’m in my early twenties, and I’m (reluctantly) back in my hometown, working my first postcollege job. I start bumping into Craig again at my favorite hangout, Jim’s Place. Craig and I graduate from rock-friend status as teenagers to an equally nebulous acquaintance categorization: “bar friend.” (I had a lot of bar friends back then. You collect people like that when you’re twenty-four.)

Times had changed, but my conversations with Craig still revolved around music. And given that this was the early 2000s, we naturally talked about an album by the most discussed American rock band on the planet at that time.

Released in the United States on October 9, 2001, Is This It by The Strokes was inescapable if you cared at all about guitar-based music. And even if you didn’t, this record was constantly put in front of you. Is This It was the most hyped record by a rock band since Nirvana’s Nevermind, released almost exactly one decade prior.i And The Strokes were talked about, unironically, as rock saviors. I say “unironically” because it’s now impossible to utter the phrase “rock saviors” without it sounding sarcastic. Rock saviors? Really? Are you living inside a Meat Loaf song?

But in 2002, you could still claim a band was a “rock savior” with a straight face and have it taken at face value. And a lot of people were saying it about The Strokes. I felt like I had already been reading about them for months before the album came out. It started with The Modern Age, a three-song EP that originated as a demo tape The Strokes had hastily recorded to land gigs in their home base of New York City. It was eventually released by the trendy UK label Rough Trade in January 2001 and quickly sparked a frenzy of raves from the British music press and, later, American rock magazines. The media seized upon The Strokes as stylish and scruffily handsome guys who had arrived to counter a stagnated music culture dominated by nü-metal mooks and plastic-mannequin boy bands.

Music writers made their case in the most strident fashion imaginable. “This is the stuff of which legends are made,” Rolling Stone declared at the start of its Is This It review. By the third paragraph, it called The Strokes “the best young rock band in America.” Pitchfork, the ascendent and snarky online foil to Rolling Stone, mocked this sort of “messianic” praise in its Is This It assessment. But the site ultimately surmised that The Strokes had made “a great rock record.” Spin magazine, whose writers were closer to the downtown sensibility of Is This It than either the more corporate Rolling Stone or the Midwestern Pitchfork, naturally adored The Strokes the most, dubbing them the “skinny-tied fab five… heralding a new era of sexy, cool rock ’n’ roll.”

My feelings about all this were… complicated. Even in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, which prompted a wave of goodwill for America’s largest and most famous city, I resented New York City a little, in the way that a lot of people like me resent New York City a little. If you lived, as I did, in a small Wisconsin town that nobody outside of that town cared about, New York City signified the ultimate party to which you were not invited. It was Andy Warhol partying at Studio 54 with Bianca Jagger and Liza Minnelli. And, yes, those were already dated references in 2002, but we received cultural data much slower in the Midwest.

The Strokes symbolized that exclusivity in the form of a rock band. They were better looking than you, they went to cooler parties, and they always wooed the most beautiful women. And the most galling part is that they didn’t even seem to care. Which only made them more attractive. The nerve!

And then there were the charges from stubborn detractors and low-stakes conspiracy theorists that these guys were rich kids with well-connected parents who had pulled invisible strings to put their offspring on the precipice of rock stardom. I bet they don’t even write their own songs, the haters whispered, prompting fantasies about pop music gun-for-hire Max Martin lurking in secret amid all the leather jackets, beer bottles, and cigarette stubs that populated The Strokes’ press photos.

But above all, I had negative opinions about The Strokes because I was a child of the nineties. And the hangover from coming of age in that decade was an ingrained suspicion of hype, privilege, and anything that the mainstream media told you, over and over, was great. Because it was actually, probably, terrible.

None of this had anything to do with the actual music contained on Is This It. When it came to the songs, I couldn’t resist The Strokes. The songs were fantastic. There were eleven in all, and I loved at least ten of them. The singles, naturally, hit the hardest: I remember hearing “Last Nite” first, though “Hard to Explain” was actually the album’s introductory single, released the previous summer. Over time, the third single “Someday” (which didn’t drop until nearly a full year after the album release) became my favorite track. But I also adored the deep cuts, especially the trio of killers that open the record: “Is This It,” “The Modern Age,” and “Soma.” The album also closed strong with the two hardest-rocking tunes, “Trying Your Luck” and “Take It or Leave It.” A pair of other tracks sprinkled amid the singles in the middle of the record, “Barely Legal” and “Alone, Together,” existed on the B-tier of Is This It—really good, but not quite as good. (If these happen to be your favorite Strokes songs, I mean no offense. “B-tier Is This It” is still high praise.) The one song that was just okay, “When It Started,” I later learned was subbed in for “New York City Cops,” one of the greatest Strokes songs of all time, in light of the September 11 attacks. This was a time when reverence for law enforcement was federally and culturally mandated, and the song’s irreverence (it claimed police officers “ain’t too smart”) was considered beyond the pale. It was retained, however, for the international release of Is This It, which also had a different album cover depicting a woman’s naked torso in profile with one black-gloved hand perched on her ass, a sexier and all-around cooler presentation than the abstract image of subatomic particles that appeared on the American edition.

There’s an oft-told story about the making of Is This It, and it concerns the band’s singer and songwriter, Julian Casablancas, instructing producer Gordon Raphael to make The Strokes sound like “a band from the past that took a time trip into the future to make their record.” And that is precisely what Is This It sounds like. Critics compared The Strokes to stalwart symbols of “cool” New York City rock music like The Velvet Underground and Television, but it was also possible to pick out allusions to more populist bands like Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, The Cars, and one of Julian’s favorite acts as a teenager, Pearl Jam. Like many landmark rock records, Is This It made an impression because it did two seemingly opposite things at the same time: It felt new and edgy while also sounding old and comfortable. It was like rediscovering an album you already loved but somehow forgot about.

I agreed, to my chagrin, with the big-city music critics. The Strokes really were the best young rock band in America. I never referred to them as the “skinny-tied fab five,” as uttering such a phrase out loud would have made me sound like a pretentious cretin and prompt immediate excommunication from Jim’s Place. But I did hope that The Strokes heralded a new era during an otherwise depressing time for music and culture.

That sounds silly now, I guess. I swear it didn’t at the time though.

One night at Jim’s, I pressed Craig on his feelings about The Strokes. I expected him to go the skeptic route, as I didn’t know him to listen to much modern music. (Is This It has virtually nothing in common with “Hellhound on My Trail.”) But Craig surprised me.

“They’re good-looking guys!” he said enthusiastically. “We need a band like that right now!”

Craig was right—The Strokes looked amazing. No stupid backward baseball caps, no white-guy dreadlocks, no dopey DJ in the background doing the wicka-wicka-wicka-wicka thing for no good reason at all. They looked… like a rock band. And that played a huge role, nearly as big as the barrage of bangers from Is This It, in how they ultimately seduced me. The Strokes were simply gorgeous dudes. Though I’m not sure how much my twenty-four-year-old heteronormative self was prepared to admit that at the time.

My attraction to The Strokes wasn’t sexual; it was mythical. I got my first glimpse of them in the “Last Nite” video, and it was amazing how much they looked like a band that had been together for twenty years. There were five guys in The Strokes, just like there were five guys in the Stones. Even better, they were all standing in the right places. Julian didn’t look at all like Mick Jagger, but he instantly evoked the essential ingredients of an iconic frontman—he had style, he was aloof, he was (probably) intoxicated, and yet he (definitely) appeared to be in complete control of his surroundings. To Julian’s left was his one-time roommate and former boarding school chum, Albert Hammond Jr., the guitar player, the Keith Richards figure, the man gifted with perfectly coiffed curly brunet locks and a talent for applying deft downstrokes to his Fender Stratocaster. To Julian’s right was Nick Valensi, the other guitar player, a finely cheek-boned lady-killer who resembled the other guitar player in another crucial five-guy rock band, Izzy Stradlin of Guns N’ Roses. Next to Valensi was Nikolai Fraiture, a stone-faced bassist straight out of central casting from the Bill Wyman School of Stoic Timekeepers. Finally, there was the drummer, the curliest-haired moppet of them all, the man who literally put the “Fab” in “skinny-tied fab five,” Fabrizio Moretti.

What I didn’t realize at the time is that my reaction to The Strokes was rooted (at least in part) in transference. And it wasn’t just me. They looked like a band you already loved because… they looked like a band you already loved. As for how The Strokes sounded, “Last Nite” might have felt instantly familiar, but it also didn’t resemble anything popular at the time. And for a person like myself who pretty much hated everything popular in 2002, this was a good thing. The best thing, in fact.

“Last Nite” starts with a guitar playing a simple staccato riff. After about five seconds, the drums come in, and it’s an almost comically rudimentary syncopated beat. It makes Tommy Ramone sound like Neil Peart. Then a second guitar enters, and it’s sort of playing the same riff, but not really. It’s similar but different, janglier with a slightly higher tone. After that comes the bassline, a variation of the guitar riff that’s slightly lower. The bass ties it all together. The bass grooves. Finally, the singer comes in, and he’s snarling. He’s recalling a conversation with a woman from the previous day. Judging by the looks of the singer, it’s fair to assume this woman is stunning and psychotic. The singer goes on to complain that people don’t understand him. And girlfriends don’t understand him either. But he also doesn’t understand himself. And in the space of this song, at least, he doesn’t appear bothered by all of this. Maybe because he knows that we, the audience, understand him. And we desperately want his band to take over our lives.

Many listeners observed that “Last Nite” sounded a lot like “American Girl” by Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers. The magnetic basslines of those songs, in particular, closely resemble one another. For anyone turned off by The Strokes hype, this was evidence of their derivative phoniness. The insinuation, however, did not bother Petty himself. He was charmed by an interview with Julian Casablancas where the writer of “Last Nite” freely admitted ripping off “American Girl.”

“That made me laugh out loud,” Petty told Rolling Stone in 2006. “I was like, ‘OK, good for you.’”

Petty might have also noticed the parallels to his own five-man band: “American Girl” was the breakout song on his first album, released almost exactly twenty-five years before Is This It, in November 1976. Like The Strokes, Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers were part of a generation of bands fixated on reestablishing a bygone “classic” rock sound in the mainstream. And with “American Girl,” Petty was the one accused of stealing, this time from one of his influences, The Byrds. That immortal, descending bassline on their career-making cover of Bob Dylan’s “Mr. Tambourine Man” was borrowed for “American Girl,” and then borrowed again for “Last Nite.”

Tom Petty could have sued over this. But he didn’t. Because Tom Petty also believed in The Strokes. He understood, I suspect, that when you listened to “Last Nite,” what you heard was the continuum of twentieth-century rock music being extended into the new century.

He also must have believed, as Craig and I did, that music moves in cycles. And those cycles are always prompted by an insurgent act that emerges from the underground and takes over the mainstream. Culture was staid and boring in the mid-fifties until Elvis Presley came along and wriggled his hips on national television. After that, culture became staid and boring again until the Beatles appeared in the early sixties and showed young people that writing your own songs while growing out your hair could change the world. Culture reverted to “staid and boring” status once more in the mid-seventies, and then punk came along and suddenly the smartest and most interesting young people in every town were growing mohawks and speaking in fake English accents. “Staid and boring” appeared to have finally won the war by the early nineties, and then along came Nirvana to introduce flannel and problematic indie rock politics to Gen-X teenagers.

Craig and I witnessed the Nirvana takeover firsthand. I had just turned fourteen when Nevermind dropped, which meant I was perfectly positioned to view the grunge revolution in only the most celebratory and least cynical terms. It was like being in the front row of soldiers who get their heads blown off during the invasion of Normandy sequence from Saving Private Ryan. Only instead of World War II, it was the explosion of teen angst commodification. That’s what shot the brains out of my skull. I heard the radio change. I saw MTV change. I witnessed all the bands that were swept in after Nirvana, and all the ones that were ushered out. My evolving cranial chemistry was calibrated to view these changes positively, and with genuine awe and appreciation. The times were exciting, and I was excited to experience them.

You know who else felt that way? The guys in The Strokes. They were born, as I was, in the late seventies. They watched the same Guns N’ Roses videos on MTV in the eighties. And then they witnessed the Nirvana takeover, and they were affected by it. And then they saw Oasis put out their first record just four months after Kurt Cobain killed himself, and how that band ushered in yet another cycle.

And now they had the chance to perpetuate their own sea change.

Every ten to fifteen years, the rock people theorized, there is a cultural reset. Punk did that. Nirvana did that. And now The Strokes were going to do it. You could already see it happening. Not long after my Strokes bull session with Craig, I purchased the third album by a formerly obscure and color-coded garage rock duo from Detroit at a local Target store. They were called The White Stripes, and like The Strokes, they sounded great and looked even better.

Things were changing. The world was shifting. More bands were coming. The tide was high. And it was going to make things better.

It was going to happen. It just had to.

[image: ]
It did not happen.

Here’s what did happen: Of Billboard’s top ten best-selling acts of the 2000s, only one was a rock band. And that band was not The Strokes—it was Nickelback, the epitome of the post-grunge rock that music critics fantasized about Is This It dethroning. And the best-selling rock LP of the decade was Hybrid Theory by the LA outfit Linkin Park, whose pop-friendly nü-metal represented the antithesis of what The Strokes stood for.

But the most important artist to come out of the aughts wasn’t a band. It was a teenaged songwriting prodigy whose self-titled 2006 debut spent twenty-four weeks atop the country music charts and went eight times platinum. Though the true impact of Taylor Swift wouldn’t be apparent for another twenty years. Her unprecedented cultural dominance only grows stronger as she ages. The omnipresence of Swifties in the aughts, the 2010s, and then the 2020s made a mockery of the old “culture moves in cycles” belief. The paradox of modern music culture is that as technology moves at quantum speed toward democratizing access to songs across infinite platforms, music trends remain relatively static and tilted toward a small handful of hyper-successful and corporate-affiliated superstars. There are more choices than ever, and fewer choices who are algorithmically selected. And none of them ever seem to be bands.

As for The Strokes, they managed to stay together and periodically put out new music. But their image was—in some unfair but indelible way—defined by failure. Is This It peaked at only No. 33 on the Billboard album chart and took almost ten years to be certified platinum. That might have been construed as a success had The Strokes originated on an independent label, as Nirvana had. But Is This It was put out by RCA, one of the world’s most storied record labels, the company that also released music by Elvis Presley, David Bowie, Hall & Oates, Outkast, and Willie Nelson. Is This It, commercially speaking, was conspicuously minor by comparison.

Their second record, 2003’s Room on Fire, was criticized for sounding too much like Is This It. Their third record, 2006’s First Impressions of Earth, was criticized for not sounding enough like Is This It. Then the wheels came off. Albert drifted into heroin addiction, a too-close parallel to his classic rock analogue, Keith Richards. And Julian made a solo record, 2009’s Phrazes for the Young, and hinted at intraband dissension in interviews.

A reporter for British newspaper The Guardian suggested that the first song on that record, a sulking expression of simmering bitterness called “Out of the Blue,” was about his bandmates. In response Julian offered a nondenial denial while also puncturing the illusion of The Strokes as a “one for all, all for one” traditional rock band. Instead, he presented himself as a benevolent creative dictator who had to manage his collaborators’ touchy feelings.

“For the band to really work, I need them to feel happy and creative,” he sighed.

In Spin, Julian directly addressed the matter of “revolutionary music cycles” and where The Strokes came up short. “I realize now, my idea was always to take undergroundish, cool music and make it mainstream. That was my goal, and we haven’t achieved it,” he said. “We got to the top of the underground, but we never got as big as Green Day or Creed or any of the bands we were supposed to be replacing in 2001. So, in my mind, there’s still a step to take.”

This thought lingered with Julian. It became the crux of an interview he gave nine years later to the culture website Vulture, among many other interviews. In the space between these media appearances, The Strokes put out two more albums, 2011’s Angles and 2013’s Comedown Machine, that were charitably grouped together as their “wilderness” era and less charitably categorized as their “contractual obligation” records. Every member of the group busied himself with side projects. And Julian started a new band, The Voidz, that expanded on the experimental and extremely busy style of prog rock songwriting he introduced on First Impressions of Earth and honed on Phrazes for the Young.

The Vulture interview was timed with the release of Virtue, the second album by The Voidz. The album includes unpronounceable disco-rock jams (“QYURRYUS”), dirgey political diatribes (“Think Before You Drink”), and a song that sounds like Beck attempting to rip off Dr. Dre (“ALieNNatioN”). If you have never heard Virtue, the wacky song titles might suggest that Casablancas lost his mind in the studio. But the interview implied a more entrenched form of insanity. Julian refers to Martin Luther King Jr. as “my favorite philosopher.” He speaks at length about the injustice of Ed Sheeran selling more records than weirdo avant-pop cult hero Ariel Pink, a figure who finally achieved mainstream infamy two years later when he participated in the January 6 protests. He says things like “Can you make complex truth sexy?” Most damning of all, he insists that Bill Maher is “funny.”

The consensus after the Vulture interview was unkind. People viewed Julian Casablancas as a kook promoting a bonkers side project while espousing ham-fisted sociopolitical commentary. But what people missed was Julian’s primary concern about how music used to move in cycles, and how it no longer does, and why that change occurred around the time that Is This It came out. At least for rock bands that, like The Strokes, come from an “outsider” perspective. And on that count his thinking was lucid and insightful, even if the rest of the world was too busy not caring about such things to notice.

Here’s the quote that stands out. By the time it was uttered by Julian Casablancas in 2018, it articulated a perspective on music that was utterly outmoded:


To me, the Strokes—I was thinking about it earlier today. I may have been fooling myself but back in the beginning it was good and I was loving what we were doing. I just wanted to musically progress in certain ways. You have to be super hard with yourself. We would do demos and people would want to put them out and I’d be like, “This is not good. Let’s move on.” I did the same thing with The Strokes. I was like, “This is fine but I want to move forward.” I want to evolve and do something even more challenging: Black Sabbath, Nirvana, some Doors stuff—music that’s not mainstream but breaks into the mainstream.



But that did not happen. And now it seems like it will never happen, ever again. The mainstream will not be broken. Not by The Strokes. Not by any band. Not by anyone.
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The publishing of this book is timed with the twenty-fifth anniversary of the release of Is This It. It also corresponds with the release of the seventh Strokes album, Reality Awaits, which arrived in the summer of 2026. The former will surely inspire reams of think pieces and nostalgic remembrances, while the latter will likely provoke reconsideration of The Strokes’ legacy.ii

For younger generations, Is This It is a canonical rock record from the early aughts. It might very well be the only canonical rock record. Of all the classic albums that came out of the indie (and indie-adjacent) rock world of the 2000s, Is This It is the one that tends to rank highest on retrospective lists. Increasingly, it’s among the tiny handful of rock albums from the twenty-first century that gets mentioned at all. It’s like how people who know nothing about jazz will still include Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue in their music collections. Is This It is that kind of record for early-aughts rock. A great album that’s been turned into a convenient placeholder for an entire genre.

But what about The Strokes’ overall legacy? It still feels unsettled. A quarter century after they were heralded as “the coolest band on the planet” by one especially overexcited British music magazine, The Strokes remain a Rorschach test. The aspirations and biases of the beholder give shape to their otherwise uneven and amorphous body of work. Did The Strokes peak early and fail to live up to lofty expectations? Or did music culture change in such a profound way at the turn of the century that those expectations were already anachronistic by the time Is This It entered record stores? Did The Strokes fail the world? Or did the world fail The Strokes?

These questions feel baked into the ambivalence of the album title. Is This It is a question without a question mark. What does “Is this it” as a phrase mean to you? It could be an expression of high anticipation. (Is this it?) Or it might be a shoulder shrug of indifference. (Is this it?)

As for me, I still believe in The Strokes. But more than that, I have stayed interested in the albums they have put out since Is This It, both in and outside of The Strokes. I am one of those people—we’re a growing legion—that rates Room on Fire higher than its predecessor. In my living room, I have a framed Strokes LP hanging on the wall, and it’s not the first record—it’s the fourth, Angles, a record once described by Nick Valensi as being “awful, just awful” to make. And not only do I own every Voidz record—including Virtue, which has grown on me since 2018—but I also have at least sampled the solo work of each individual Stroke. I would never argue that all this music is fantastic. But I like discographies that have more than their share of bumps in the road. And The Strokes have definitely had more than their share of bumps.

But there’s no question that Is This It towers over all other Strokes music in terms of cultural significance. It’s not just a record we talk about to assess the arc of a single band’s career but also a benchmark in the history of rock music. Although they didn’t achieve the record sales of Nirvana—they have sold five million records across their career, or one-sixth the worldwide sales of Nevermind alone—they did create a new paradigm.

A lot of bands that followed The Strokes wanted to be like The Strokes, just as a lot of bands that followed Nirvana wanted to be like Nirvana. A 2002 Rolling Stone cover declared “ROCK IS BACK!” in the wake of Is This It, and plenty of readers who probably weren’t cynical enough bought into it. Some of those bands were from New York City, like Interpol and Yeah Yeah Yeahs. But many weren’t. They were from all over the country, and then all over the world.

For a while, clones of The Strokes multiplied like Jamba Juice franchises. Every region seemingly had their own version. And a number of those bands, weirdly, became bigger than The Strokes. The Vines, known as “the Australian Strokes,” had a Top 20 album. (They were the band featured on that “ROCK IS BACK!” Rolling Stone cover.) The Hives, a veteran garage rock outfit retconned as “the Swedish Strokes,” charted a minor pop hit with “Hate to Say I Told You So.” Franz Ferdinand, aka “The Scottish Strokes,” scored an even bigger pop hit with “Take Me Out.” There was even a “French Strokes,” a snappy quartet named Phoenix, whose big hit “1901” from 2009’s Wolfgang Amadeus Phoenix became a fixture in a Cadillac commercial.

Kings of Leon from Mount Juliet, Tennessee—“the Southern Strokes”—toured with the actual Strokes early on, but they eventually became an arena band when they started writing songs about the pyrotechnic possibilities of sexual intercourse. The Killers from Las Vegas were initially viewed as lesser pretender to The Strokes’ throne. (The “Sin City Strokes” had a decidedly unserious ring to it.) But their massive hit “Mr. Brightside,” one of the most popular rock tunes of the twenty-first century, came to overshadow every song from Is This It.

Other bands defined themselves as the antithesis of The Strokes. Vampire Weekend emerged seven years after Is This It as the preppy inverse of the “rich kids in a dirty rock band” archetype and built a lasting career. Meanwhile, The National, who put out their first record the same year as Is This It and were consigned for years as Brooklyn indie also-rans, took the tortoise route to eventually rubbing shoulders with mainstream pop royalty like Taylor Swift.

But after all this time, The Strokes still have the most mystique. In 2013, I spent some time with the members of The National for a profile. As I rode in the back of a limousine with the band’s lead singer Matt Berninger on the way to a radio interview, he mentioned The Strokes, unprompted, six times.

“We never were trying to be the Strokes,” he said, not quite convincingly. “We had a healthy amount of awareness of what type of a band we were. But I think we always had a chip on our shoulder trying to prove that we’re cool, or something.”

Alex Turner of Arctic Monkeys—the so-called British Strokes—was more forthright about his ambitions. Two months after that Julian Casablancas Vulture interview, he opened the sixth Arctic Monkeys album, Tranquility Base Hotel + Casino, with a confession: “I just wanted to be one of The Strokes.”

Wanting to be one of The Strokes is about more than just wishing you could join a band. It’s also about feeling a certain ache for a world that no longer exists. This book is my attempt to figure out how and why that world was created and then phased out. I am going to trace the long tail of Is This It and the impact that it had on The Strokes’ career. I see that career as a never-ending series of rises and falls, which dovetails with how people are constantly declaring rock music dead and then reborn. There’s always the sense that The Strokes didn’t do enough. And that they did more than any other band of their generation.

As I have already made clear, I am not an insider. I was not at the Mercury Lounge in 2001, snorting coke off the same barstool as Carlos D. I never stayed up all night with Julian Casablancas, I never went thrift shopping with Karen O, and I never DJed with James Murphy. If you want that book, you surely are aware of Lizzy Goodman’s classic 2017 oral history Meet Me in the Bathroom. (Anyone who chooses to read this book, I assume, has already read that one.) I understand that for some readers my lack of a backstage view will be immediately disqualifying. Which is why I am mentioning it here before you get too deep in the book and feel like you wasted your time. I was not an insider. I was an outsider, a listener in Middle America, an observer, a rock critic. That’s what I still am. The kind of person that The Strokes wanted and needed to reach to make their rock star dreams come true. And they did reach me, though not enough people like me.

This book is something different. It is about the people who wanted rock music to take over the world again—the musicians, the journalists, the fans, myself, and possibly you, too. And it’s about how some of us have tried to get over that, with mixed results.

Footnotes

i Nevermind came out on September 24, 1991.

ii The Strokes announced this album just early enough for me to squeeze a mention of it into this book, and just late enough for me to be unable to write about it in detail. An accident that nevertheless seems entirely in their character.








PART 2

FOUR ROCK FRIENDS

THE STROKES EXTEND THE FIVE-PIECE ROCK BAND CONTINUUM… AND ALSO REPRESENT THE END OF IT

At the beginning of the 2000s, the people paid to professionally assess such matters agreed that The Strokes were the first culturally significant rock band of the twenty-first century. But by the end of the 2000s, that no longer seemed true. They were, in fact, the last significant rock band of the twentieth century.

I don’t mean that literally, obviously. The Strokes are literally a twenty-first-century band. But they are spiritually part of the twentieth century. They represent the values of that time, they take the form of a band that was relevant in that era, and they function as a capstone for that bygone culture. Their milieu (New York City, dive-bar culture, “the underground”), the way they dressed (leather jackets, Chuck Taylors, skinny ties), their recreational activities (smoking, drinking, smoking and drinking in the vicinity of beautiful women), their mode of musical attack (guitars, distorted vocals, songs about young straight white male ennui)—it all pointed to a set of values and philosophies that were on the way to being marginalized. But this, again, is only clear in retrospect. In 2001, it was still too early to know how (or even if) the world was changing. This was the case in profound and world-shaking ways, as well as minor and barely perceptible ones.

The fate of The Strokes falls somewhere between those poles. When we talk about their story—which is essentially about the release of Is This It and its decades-long aftermath—what we’re really discussing is the last moment in human history when it was possible for a band like The Strokes to be looked at as saviors of modern music. It was the last time when any rock band was talked about that way. “The beginning of the beginning of the end of the beginning” is how Robbie Robertson describes The Band’s final concert in The Last Waltz. For a certain sort of transformational hegemonic rock music that subsumes the mainstream from the margins, The Strokes are the beginning of the beginning of the end of the beginning.

Looking back, it’s easy to classify the initial response to The Strokes as nostalgia—for the cultural prime of rock music, for the evocative filth and creative vitality of New York City’s past, and for the intersection of those concepts. But nostalgia is not the right word. Not quite, anyway. It’s true that after September 11, the idea of a band that represented a bygone era in the history of New York City appealed to many listeners, particularly music critics prone to romanticizing the chic artiness of sixties NYC and the grimy punk of seventies NYC. But the longing for an iconic “lost” era does not explain the hope (nay, the expectation) that The Strokes could transcend their trad-rock trappings and become a genuine pop phenomenon. Is This It was not considered fodder for merely record collector types. If it had been, adjectives like cool and sexy would not have been omnipresent in Is This It’s reviews. (Bearded and pot-bellied would have been sufficient.)

The reality of life in 2001 is that nobody knew what the world was about to turn into. We knew that September 11 was a tragedy. That was easy to discern in the moment. And we assumed that the internet was going to affect how we consumed media and therefore influence how we saw and understood the world. But there was no way to know exactly how it was all going to shake out. Out of necessity, we were forced to rely on traditions, even the ones we might have suspected were no longer relevant. And we did this because the things that were going to replace those conventions hadn’t fully arrived yet.

This was true of all institutions, in wildly uneven and predictable ways. I will give you an example: In 2001, I worked for my hometown daily newspaper in northeastern Wisconsin. It was a corporate-owned publication with a circulation of fifty thousand. Monday through Friday, the paper was printed at 11 a.m. and delivered by hand via low-wage (and mostly teenaged) workers to readers’ doorsteps by 5 p.m. On the weekends, the paper was distributed by 9 a.m. By the time it was read, the information in the newspaper was inevitably dated and therefore at least slightly inaccurate. (Or, sometimes, wildly inaccurate.) This undermined the validity of the whole operation: The news was not new. But nobody cared, because that’s how it was.

My paper also had a
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101 (Junior High School Student/Entry Level)


	The Beatles “Red” and “Blue” Albums

	Hot Rocks 1964–1971 by the Rolling Stones

	Changesonebowie by David Bowie

	The Led Zeppelin box set with the crop circles on the cover



Advanced (High School Student/Drug Experimentation Level)


	Chronicle by CCR (weed)

	Smash Hits by the Jimi Hendrix Experience (more weed)

	Legend by Bob Marley (the perfect amount of weed)

	Chronicles by Rush (too much weed)
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STEP ONE: THE ROLLING STONES








STEP TWO: AEROSMITH








STEP THREE: GUNS N’ ROSES






STEP FOUR: OASIS





STEP FIVE: THE STROKES
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