
[image: cover]


The Twisted Tale of Glam Rock


[image: ]


This work is dedicated to my mother and father, Robert John Bopp and Frances Naomi Lenig, who always believed in everything I did. Thanks, Father and Mother, for giving me the confidence to believe in my own ideas.

To my wife, Joni Lenig, for having endless patience with me while I wrote, and rewrote, and rewrote . . .

To my good friend and reference librarian Lyn Bayless, for kindly and diligently obtaining varied and rare books, magazines, and articles that were not available in Nashville or in most libraries anywhere. Most librarians would not have bothered with me.

Thanks to ABC-CLIO editor Dan Harmon for patiently guiding me through the writing process.

Lastly, thanks to the countless musicians who labored in the field of glam and often felt rejected, ridiculed, and ignored for a vibrant musical form that has endured beyond its critics.


CONTENTS

1.The Coming of Glam

2.Pre-Glam

3.Mr. Bowie Meets Glam

4.Roxy Music: Glam’s Stable Progression

5.Glam’s Casualties and Resurgence

6.Glam in the Margins

7.Postmillennial Glam Tension

Appendix: Top Glam Songs by Decade

Works Cited

Index


Chapter 1

THE COMING OF GLAM

I am a deeply superficial person.

—Andy Warhol (1994)

Glam music has been around for over 30 years, and during that time it has lived a closeted life as rock and roll with lipstick or simply rock in costume. Glam was born out of the turbulent musical era of the early seventies, and it was called various things: theatre rock, glitter rock, shock rock, and gay rock. Most of these terms were derisive, but the form was durable and influential, and it inspired MTV and popular artists such as Madonna, the Cure, and My Chemical Romance. Its blend of theatricality, postmodernism, and identity politics make it a contemporary style that seems more at home with Madonna’s Confessions tour, rogue music labels selling groups through YouTube videos, Imax concert presentations, and American Idol–wannabe performers than at any time during its disturbing birth. It continues to captivate new fans through its mix of theatre, camp, and endless variety. For years it was ignored by the legitimate rock press and was routinely marginalized in the United States. However, after Dick Hebdige’s breakthrough Subculture, the Meaning of Style, in 1979, and Hebdige’s passing mention of glam as a prelude to the visual codes of punk rock, there has been a growing, fitful, and sometimes confused new interest in glam.

Scholarly and semi-scholarly descriptions of the music did not help it to be understood. Larry Starr and Christopher Waterman’s American Popular Music lauded David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust album but derided the music, saying, “the coherence of the album derives more from the imaginative and magnetic persona of the singer and his character than from the music itself” (Starr and Waterman 2008, 185). David Szatmary’s Rockin’ in Time describes Alice Cooper’s act as “an elaborate, degenerate show that included throwing live chickens into the crowd, axing off the heads of dolls, staging mock executions in fake electric chairs, Alice draping himself with a live boa constrictor, and beating fans over the head with six-feet-long inflated phalluses” (Szatmary 2006, 240). Loyd Grossman’s A Social History of Rock Music accused glams of being “sexually ambiguous rockers and razzle-dazzle glitter stars who sought attention through an image of unmitigated chrome-plated maladjustment” (Grossman 1976, 135). Frankly, I’m not even sure I know what that means, but it doesn’t sound good. Throughout its history, glam had to overcome an overemphasis on visuals and to demand a critical hearing on music and aesthetics. Now, due to 35 years of scholarship, we may be able to see glam’s project more accurately. The perspective of distance may also help us to know why glam was so difficult for audiences and critics to understand, what the artists themselves were doing, and what codes and subtexts were embedded in the music.
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Though the Rolling Stones distilled their act to only rock and roll by the seventies, they were once experimental performers, flaunting theatricality, costuming, and identities as pop bad boys. (Courtesy of Photofest.)



This chapter sets the stage for understanding glam and placing it in a few contexts. First, glam is a form influenced by the pop art styles of the seventies—the fiction, art, theatre, music, and emerging media ideas of the times. Glam also arrived with the beginnings of postmodernism, a time when everything seemed to be collapsing, and confused genres and historical periods took center stage. What you will quickly discover is that glam history is inelegant. Nothing is simple and direct. Unlike San Francisco rock or Mersey Beat, glam is not comfortably situated in one place or form. It arrived in fits and starts as artists struggled desperately for fame. It limped and stuttered along, often forgotten, overlooked, and marginalized. But what one will hopefully also discover is that glam was extremely diverse, filled with artists who had spectacular visual and sonic imaginations. Despite critical abandonment, they have and continue to exert a strong influence on pop performance. Finally, we’ll see how critics saw and simultaneously obscured glam.

We have to look at glam’s turbulent history in the seventies and beyond and define musical and performance elements that either caught or eluded the public eye. A critical question was, “Who are the glams?” This is harder to answer for glam than other pop genres. A band such as Black Sabbath or Metallica would fall into the category of metal, but glam is more diverse. First, glams were distinguished by their general sense of theatricality. David Bowie, Marc Bolan, Bryan Ferry, Alice Cooper, and Queen all showed a continuing interest in performing theatrical rock. They are core acts of glam and have remained theatrical while changing to accommodate the times. However, other cases are more complex. Later, Alice Cooper trended towards metal, a less ambiguous style. Kate Bush was a hybrid with art rock, and Mojo Magazine classified her as an “English eccentric.” Arriving after glam’s heyday, Bush always expressed an interest in theatre, dance, character, and performance. Bush’s friend and sometime coworker Peter Gabriel was also an early proponent of glam, dressing in elaborate costumes and telling art rock mythic stories while acting out characters on stage in “The Musical Box” and The Lamb Lies Down on Broadway. But recently, Gabriel’s work has championed world music. Though still eclectic and deeply involved in sets, special effects, stage configurations, and choreography, he personally does not perform in character, preferring to sing as himself. Later artists like the Pet Shop Boys have invoked the costuming, the role playing, and the perverse subject matter of glam rock; but they arrived in the eighties New Romantic/MTV era, and they are often categorized as such. Many goth groups (the Cure/Siouxsie and the Banshees) possessed glam elements (narrative songs, character portrayals, costumes, makeup, elaborate sets, and videos), but they are usually classified as goths. So to simplify the definition, we will view artists that participate in the theatrical impulse and share tendencies towards pop culture, media, and fantasy themes as participants in the glam sensibility.

POPULAR CULTURE INFLUENCES GLAM

I can hide behind a role on stage and really enjoy performing.

—Kate Bush (quoted in Sutcliffe 2003, 77)

America and the world changed by the end of the sixties, and so had the music. Between the relaxation of soft rock, the triumph of hard mainstream rock, and the excesses of progressive music, glam arrived. At the time, glam was widely criticized for its narcissism. People saw characters like David Bowie, Gary Glitter, and Marc Bolan as completely self-absorbed. Few of these artists espoused the sort of obvious leftist politics that permeated the liberal hippie credos of the sixties, and in fact, it was assumed that glams were largely apolitical. In truth, the liberal consensus of the sixties had fallen apart as individual groups (such as gays, women, and minorities) became progressively factionalized. America in particular had grown tired of 10 years of war and civil strife and desired a time of reflective, self-centered hedonism. Wayne Robins wrote in A Brief History of Rock that “exhausted by protest, by death, by the relentless war, young people and the pop-music culture began to turn inward” (Robins 2008, 154).

It took some time before people understood that a new politics had emerged, based on a new set of issues. An emerging, pop, visual culture was inspired by diverse visionaries. Artists such as Andy Warhol, Bertolt Brecht, Marshall McLuhan, and Philip K. Dick showed different ways of seeing the world. The magnified power of the media, the political theatre of Watergate, and the rise of exotic and expensive blockbuster film spectacles captivated public attention. Glam maintained a politics, but it was built on those seventies values, not the issues of the sixties, and often it was overlooked.

First, there was a notion of media fame and spectacle that was borrowed from Andy Warhol. Warhol, during the sixties, provided the notion that anyone could be a star if they looked like one, courted the right image and attitudes, and nurtured a certain visual style. Warhol himself was such a self-generated persona, rejecting his immigrant, shy, stuttering self to recreate a persona as a hip, wigged, vacant, bizarre organizer of art and happenings. He inspired artists such as David Bowie and Bryan Ferry. Warhol told audiences that one day everyone would be famous for 15 minutes. Even he didn’t envision today’s society, in which someone on YouTube would be famous for 15 people. Glams learned from Warhol that they could become anything, and the characters they played were the types of strange personas that Warhol himself had manufactured.

Glams wanted to theatricalize their performance, and for that they needed more than Warhol’s visions; they needed a stage director. Just playing rock music wasn’t enough. What kinds of characters and stories could the glams invent? They took their theatrical cues froman odd source. Bertolt Brecht was a socialist playwright who had died during the fifties at the height of his powers as a director and writer. His techniques of a deeply committed social theatre had spread across Europe and America during the sixties. His style of drama encouraged deeply political plays such as Inherit the Wind, a play about the Scopes Monkey trail of the twenties, and The Night Thoreau Spent in Jail, chronicling Thoreau’s acts of civil disobedience. During the sixties, Brecht became one of the most produced playwrights in American colleges, and yet none of his plays had achieved commercial success on Broadway. He appealed to the sixties youth movement, who saw theatre as a means to protest the conventional, the conservative, and the establishment values that youth opposed. Brecht’s ideas inspired young playwrights such as Stephen Sondheim, who merged musical comedy with sophisticated identity in Company, Sweeney Todd, and other plays. In plays by Sondheim, characters are often searching to find who they really are and to express the real self they discover. As in Sweeney Todd, sometimes these discoveries produce a dark and gruesome spectacle. The glams of the seventies, like Sondheim, saw Brecht as a way to protest social conditions and to present the psychology of the characters they played through visual displays: costume, makeup, effects, and sets. Despite the centrality of his politics, Brecht was a deeply visual playwright, employing a wide range of techniques to draw attention to the spectacle. He used fragments of sets, cheap tawdry subjects, music theatre, borrowed plots, and an arch, exaggerated/nonrealistic acting style to call attention to the politics of his plays. Where Brecht used theatre to interest audiences in his political views, often it was the clever spectacle itself that drew and held their attention. Glams learned from him that they could use spectacle to make visual messages to arouse an audience. When Tim Curry exploded on to the stage singing, “I’m just a sweet transvestite from Transsexual, Transylvania,” he bridged the gap between Brecht’s drama of liberation and the gay liberation movement. Brecht, as a socialist, practiced a form of politics situated against the greed and corruption of capitalism. The glams had little interest in the socialist messages of the previous generation’s cold war, and most glams wanted capitalist success. Their theatre was inspired by science fiction B movies, old horror films, and extravagant musical showpieces. Performers such as Alice Cooper knew youths were far more inspired by monsters they had witnessed at a drive-in grindhouse movie than by politics. Cooper played a guy like them—rocking out, rebelling, and being a misunderstood monster himself. Bowie’s theatre featured mime, Asian costumes, and gay themes. Bowie presented another kind of monster to society—the unconventional. If glam’s theatre was political, it was about the politics of individual identity, gay rights, and freedom from convention.

Glams innovated in another way. One of the new topics that glams saw as important was the media itself. It played a big role in their lyrics and subject matter. Bowie writes about a starman on the radio, Alice Cooper imitates TV announcers, in “Elected,” Queen complains of “Radio Ga-Ga,” and Sparks writes songs about “Photoshop.” Later, glam-inspired artists Duran Duran would write about “Girls on Film,” Soft Cell rhapsodized about “Memorabilia,” and Kate Bush wrote “A Deeper Understanding,” a love song about her computer.

Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan, one of the first popularizers of media studies, had said that the medium was the message, meaning that the medium itself was more important than the messages it contained. By the seventies, the media was dominating public attention. It became society’s way to see the world. But McLuhan saw dangers, including the fear that our sense of historicism would be collapsed by the immediacy of the new media. McLuhan argued if we no longer read type in a straight line, we would start to hop and skip over the text like channel-surfers flipping a remote control. He predicted hypertext jumping through time and space. The glams turned McLuhan’s observation into a strategy, mixing genres and eras with abandon. Bowie would move from the turn-of-the-century music hall, through Weimar cabaret song, to seventies metal in a single album side. Kate Bush would mix Celtic melodies, classical art song, and Broadway balladry in a single album.

A media determinist, McLuhan envisioned an acceleration of knowledge, a breakdown in old ways of learning (print), and a recognition that media would increase the speed of change and often become the content of communication. McLuhan saw everything as potential media, including art. In Understanding Media, he described cubism by saying, “in other words, cubism, by giving the inside and the outside, the top, bottom, back, and front and the rest in two dimensions, drops the illusion of perspective in favor of instant sensory awareness of the whole” (McLuhan 1964, 28). The glams put these ideas into practice. In songs by Brian Eno, Sparks, David Bowie, Roxy Music, and others, the future is repeatedly seen as a glowing spectacular age of new technologies. Bowie writes in “TVC 15,” “he’s quadraphonic, he’s a, he’s got more channels, So hologramic, oh my TVC one five.” Bowie sees all the benefits of the future—quadraphonic sound, holographic imaging, more cable channels, all in a single device. McLuhan viewed this future mostly as positive, hoping the future would bring a “global village” of greater understanding, but often glam rockers saw it creating a dystopian era of alienation and confusion. As in everything, their vision of the future was more dramatic.

While glams were both fascinated by the media and weary of its power, they chose to write about their anxiety and problematize the coming media era in their songs. Alice Cooper sings of the next generation in “Generation Landslide,” saying, “the over-indulgent machines were their children, There wasn’t a way down on Earth here to cool them.” For Cooper, the super-powered machines of the future are likely to wrest control from the populace. For the glams, the future could be dangerous, and they took their fears from writers in the science fiction and fantasy fields. Often, their stories were hybrids wedding the future, technology, and fantasy together. For example, Bowie’s “Man Who Sold the World” may have been inspired by Robert A. Heinlein’s future history novella Man Who Sold the Moon, about Delos D. Harriman, future robber baron industrialist who engineers a buyout of the moon, but never gets to go there himself. Their fascination with alternative worlds was a response to a disappointing physical one. Unlike today, when fantasy literature is widely produced in the media, in the early seventies, fantasy could often be found only in novels or comic books. Glams provided a platform for visual fantasy in an era when youth had a growing appetite for surreal fantasy literature—J. R. R. Tolkien, H. P. Lovecraft, and mostly the paranoid visions of Philip K. Dick. The seventies ghettoized the genre to a dingy subculture, but glam gave it a brighter visual voice.

Slowly, these book ideas were arriving in film, and Hollywood would soon realize that this was the prime subject matter of youth culture. The difficulty that glams experienced in trying to sing about fantasy was equaled by filmmakers who wanted to produce fantasy films. When George Lucas tried to describe his Star Wars project, he found it difficult to express this new film form of sci-fi. David Rensin describes his struggle in Very Seventies: “it’s a real crazy movie, like Flash Gordon, Wizard of Oz or Gulliver’s Travels—a whole different kind of sci-fi film” (Rensin 1995, 235). But
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