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decision. More space is granted to the 
concerns of Harvey than to any other 
complaint: complete with a quote of 
his objection to the airing of "refer
ence to gay sexual preferences." And 
in the end, the CRTC concluded that 
"the broadcast in the middle of the day 
of the sexually explicit material re

ferred to in Mr. Harvey's complaint 
does not meet the high standard re
quired by the (Broadcast) Act." 3 Addi
tionally, the Commission notes that 
Harvey's complaint is not the first it 
has received "concerning program
ming of this nature broadcast by 
CKDU-FM." 4 It points out that it re
ceived two "similar complaints" about 
CKDU's "Halifax is Flaming" special 
programming for Pride 1991 .5 

It was on the basis of these com
plaints, again with particular attention 
paid to the letter of Harvey, that the 
CRTC granted CKDU-FM its condi
tional licence renewal. As a condition 
of licence, CKDU must submit a sta
tion policy that will serve as guidelines 
for the station's broadcast of "sexually 
explicit" material. Due by September 
1, I 994, this policy must then be re
viewed and approved by the CRTC. 
Once approved, these guidelines be
come law and CKDU must fully abide 
by them. The guidelines must specifi
cally "include control measures ex
pressly tailored to special program-
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12. Do you personally own a CD player? 

Yes ... 1 0 No .2 

13. Please indicate which of the following beverages you have served or 
consumed at home, and which you have consumed away from home at a 
restaurant, party or bar in the past week. 

In the past week: served/consumed at home served/consumed away from home 

Wine Q49.1 0 50.1 

Beer 0.2 0 .2 

Vodka Q.3 0 .3 

Gin o., 0 .4 

Rum o., ., 
Rye Whiskey 0 ., 0 ., 

Scotch Whiskey 0.1 0 .7 

Soft Drinks 0 .8 0 .8 

Liqueurs 0 ., 0 ., 

14. How often have you personally done the following in the past 12 
months. 

_ Pleasure trips (1-3 nights away from home) s1.S2. 

_ Vacation trips (4+ nights away from home) "·"· 

_ Business trips ss.s6. 

Attended festivals "·"· 
Attended conferences s,.,o. 

15. Do you own, rent or lease a car? 

0 Own a car 01.1 

0 Lease a car .2 

0 Rent a car .3 

0 None of the above .4 

16. Are you: 

0 Female 02.1 0 Male ., 

17. Which of the following age groups do you fall into? 

0 Under 20 63.1 0 45-49 ., 
0 20-24 ., 0 50-54 .8 

0 25-29 .3 0 55-59 ., 
0 30-34 .4 0 60-64 .0 

0 35-39 ., 0 65 or over ., 

0 40-44 ., 

18.Which single category best describes your occupation? 

0 Professional, Executive, ,.., 0 Gallery Owner, 

Owner or Manager Director or Employee 

0 Administrator .2 0 Labour 

0 Artist .3 0 Homemaker 

0 Educator .4 0 Student 

0 Media ., 0 Retired 

0 Writer ., 0 Unemployed 

0 Sales ., 0 Other (please state) 

0 Public Service .8 
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Community Radio At Odds With 
"Community Standards"? 
Halifax-In early July 1993, the Cana
dian Radio and Television-Telecom
munications Commission (CRTC) re
ceived a formal letter of complaint 
from Halifax resident Wayne S. Har
vey. Harvey happened to tune in to 
one hour of Halifax-based campus
community radio station CKDU's "All 
Day All Gay" programming. In his let
ter, Harvey stated that what he heard 
was "disgraceful and tasteless ... 
garbage," and complained that "the 
language was very coarse and the ref
erence to gay sexual preferences was 
totally unacceptable." Included in that 
sixty-minute period were two spoken
word pieces; one a love poem entitled 
"Language of Desire" written by First 
Nations lesbian author Beth Brant, the 
other a satirical audio performance 
piece, "Lily and Christian," produced 
by Halifax artists Renee Penney and 
Michael Weir. The most "graphic" lan
guage contained within the pieces 
were the words "ass" and "breast." As 
for the "reference to gay sexual prefer
ences," there were, of course, many 
throughout this full day of special 
pride programming. 

In December 1993, CKDU was 
called to a public hearing concerning 
its soon to be renewed licence. While 
all stations must submit extremely de
tailed applications for licence renewal 
every few years (generally four to 
eight, as determined in their last re
newal), all stations are not called 
automatically to a public hearing on 
the issue. CKDU was called forward 
in order to discuss "the implementa
tion of programming guidelines with 

respect to the broadcast of materials 
that listeners may find objectionable." 1 

According to the CRTC Commission
er for the Atlantic Region, David 
Colville, the letter of complaint from 
Mr. Harvey "was a trigger" for the 
Commission's decision to call CKDU 
forward to a public hearing. 2 

In March 1994, the CRTC pub
lished Decision 94-106, the document 
regarding CKDU's licence. The sta
tion was granted a four-year renewal, 
subject not only to the licensing con
ditions under which it had already 
been operating, but also subject to a 
number of new conditions. As a result 
CKDU-FM has become the first radio 
station in Canada to be given a condi
tional licence renewal which imposes 
regulations on the airing of "sexually 
explicit" material. At no point, howev
er, has the CRTC attempted to define 
what it means by "sexually explicit" for 
its licencees; instead the Commission 
refers the decision to such nebulous 
phrases as "existing community stan
dards" and "high standards." Evidently, 
programming aired on CKDU in June 
1993 as part of their "All Day All Gay" 
special programming for Lesbian and 
Gay Pride Week did not meet such 
"standards." 

It is interesting to note which is
sues and public complaints the CRTC 
chose to focus on and respond to in 
Decision 94- 106. In its last licensing 
period of August 1991-94, CKDU re
ceived nine written complaints that 
went to the CRTC Fiv; of these com
plaints go unmentioned in the official 
CRTC document regarding the licence 
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decision. More space is granted to the 
concerns of Harvey than to any other 
complaint: complete with a quote of 
his objection to the airing of "refer
ence to gay sexual preferences." And 
in the end, the CRTC concluded that 
"the broadcast in the middle of the day 
of the sexually explicit material re
ferred to in Mr. Harvey's complaint 
does not meet the high standard re
quired by the (Broadcast) Act." 3 Addi
tionally, the Commission notes that 
Harvey's complaint is not the first it 
has received "concerning program
ming of this nature broadcast by 
CKDU-FM."4 It points out that it re
ceived two "similar complaints" about 
CKDU's "Halifax is Flaming" special 
programming for Pride 1991 .5 

It was on the basis of these com
plaints, again with particular attention 
paid to the letter of Harvey, that the 
CRTC granted CKDU-FM its condi
tional licence renewal. As a condition 
of licence, CKDU must submit a sta
tion policy that will serve as guidelines 
for the station's broadcast of "sexually 
explicit" material. Due by September 
1, 1994, this policy must then be re
viewed and approved by the CRTC 
Once approved, these guidelines be
come law and CKDU must fully abide 
by them. The guidelines must specifi
cally "include control measures ex
pressly tailored to special program-

MUSIC ISSUE 1994 FUSE 5 



Jan Wade 
Epiphany 

August 29 to October 16, 1994 

Santiago Rodriguez Olazabal 
New Works 

August 29 to October 16, 1994 

IN THE WALTER PHILLIPS GALLERY VIDEO BAR: 

Fresh Looks: Anti-racist Film and Video 
Curated by Cameron Bailey 

August 3 to October 16, 1994 
Circulated by V-Tape 

~ The Banff Centre rf/ri..\~ for the Arts 

WALTER PHILLIPS GALLERY 
Box I 020-14 llanff, Alberta, Canada TOL 0C0 (40.1)762-4281 

Financial support provided by the Canada Council and 
Alberta Foundation for the Arts, a beneficiary of Alberta Lotteries 

0/tphanf-+ Whifo--
t nsu\tants ts 

Managemen co Chartered accountan 

Personal tax and financial planning. 
Auditing and accounting. 
Organization and feasibility studies: 

With a special interest in individuals, 
unincorporated businesses and 
charitable ventures in the arts and 
creative fields, social services and advocacy. 

37 Amelia Street, Toronto, Ontario M4X 1F3 

Telephone (416) 968-1718 
Fax (416) 925-8269 

ming that is not part of the station's 
regular programming, such as the 'All 
Day All Gay' programme, and to any 
other programming that may contain 
sexually explicit material." 6 The guide
lines must incorporate the following 
CRTC-stipulated provisions: 

1. Warning messages must be aired 
one week before a "special pro
gramme" containing sexually explicit 
material, two hours before such a pro
gramme, and every hour on the hour 
during the programme, as well as be
fore any other programming that con
tains sexually explicit material. 

2. Sexually explicit material shall not 
be broadcast except between 9 PM and 
6 AM in order to lessen the possibility 
that children and others who might be 
offended by this material are listening. 

3. That when an occasion arises where 
material to be aired may conAict with 
generally accepted audience values re
garding such matters as vulgarity, pro
fanity or sexual behaviour, the material 
shall only be broadcast if it is in the 
proper context, is integral to the 
theme of the programme and has 
worthwhile educational value. 7 

The CRTC's decision, and its many 
implications, deeply concern a large 
number of people active in campus
community radio. Ian Pringle, pro
gramme coordinator at Vancouver's 
CFRO (Co-op Radio) and current 
President of the National Campus
Community Radio Association 
(NCRA), notes that "the CRTC's being 
able to decide on community stan
dards, decide on behalf of the public, 
what is and isn't acceptable, sounds an 
awful lot to me like Canada Customs 
being able to make their decisions as 

materials are coming over the 
border." 8 

A literal interpretation of the 
CRTC's proposed guidelines would 
suggest that CKDU, knowing that ho
mosexuality may not be a "generally 
accepted ... sexual behaviour," must au
tomatically issue warnings in advance 
of programming that deals with les
bian and gay issues. Sandra McDon
ald, a volunteer who has been involved 
in developing policy at CKDU, notes 
that these regulations could be viewed 
as "a definite, direct conAict with the 
mandate of campus-community 
radio." 9 Campus-community radio is 
licenced with the main purpose of 
broadcasting material that is not likely 
to be heard on commercial radio; ma
terial that will reAect and serve the in
terests of those not represented in 
mainstream media. Additionally, in its 
AM-FM Policy for the Nineties, the CRTC 
"emphasizes that the fundamental re
sponsibility of radio broadcasters is to 
provide original programming of di
rect relevance to the communities 
they serve." 10 

In 1991, the CRTC added sexual 
orientation to its abusive comment 
regulation, meaning that it is officially 
in violation of the Broadcast Act for 
broadcasters to make homophobic re
marks on air. Not only, then, are the 
regulations in direct conAict with the 
mandate of campus-community radio, 
they would also appear to be in stark 
contrast with the CRTC's belief that it 
is in the "forefront of dealing with this 
issue [homophobia]." 11 One may 
wonder how the CRTC can justify 
paying such attention and respect to 
the openly homophobic letter of 
Mr. Harvey. 

The CRTC based niuch of its 
CKDU licence renewal decision on 
this letter and chose to refer to it ex-
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tensively in its published report. It is 
no wonder that community radio ac
tivists are concerned about possible re
sults. As Ian Pringle states, "the impli
cations of this decision are pretty deep 
in that what we're really talking about 
here is controversial programming, 
community standards and who decides 
what those community standards 
are." 12 

Sandra McDonald feels that there 
has been "an inconsistency in the way 
that the CRTC has been dealing with 
sexually explicit material. CKDU has 
had complaints about heterosexual 
sexually explicit material and the 
CRTC has agreed with our defence." 13 

She cites the example of the post 8 AM 

broadcast of the Yeastie Girls track You 
Suck, a song in which the women vo
calists encourage their rather reluc
tant/lazy male lovers to "go down, 
baby." CKDU did receive an official 
letter of complaint via the CRTC for 
the airing of this song. They respond
ed with a letter outlining why they felt 
it was important to air the song, and 
the Commission agreed. Sandra goes 
on to say that CKDU's programming 
has been heavily affected by the re
cent CRTC licensing decision. 
"There's a real sort of chill and self
censorship happening at the station 
now because people really can't figure 
out what it was that made the CRTC 
investigate a complaint that seems to 
be homophobic in nature, lodged 
against material that's not sexually ex
plicit, but let the airing of Yeastie 
Girls' 'You Suck' go by. It's hard to fig
ure out what's allowable and what's not 
allowable." 14 

CRTC Commissioner David 
Colville has stated repeatedly that it is 
not the Commission's intention to 
ban programming of a gay or lesbian 
nature, and he strongly feels that no 
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A 
SPBGB 

The Orient Building 
183 Bathurst 

Ste. 301 
Toronto 
Ontario 
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WELCOMES 

PROPOSALS IN: 

VIDEO 

AUDIO 

FILM 

ELECTRONIC ARTS 

PERFORMANCE 

INSTALLATION 

COLLABORATION 

THEATRE 

CALL 
FOR 
SUBMISSIONS 

All proposals are as

sessed bythePrograinming 

Committee which is made 

up of practising artists and 

cultural workers from 

A Space's membership. 

A Space Is approach

Ing Its 25th anniversary of 

innovative, community-ori

ented, culturally diverse, 

politically-i3ngaged program

ming in 1996. 

We particularly encour

age submissions by emerg

ing artists and curators from 

diverse communities and 

PAINTING those who explore new me-

SCULPTURE 

PHOTOGRAPHY 

dia. A Space is proud of the 

mandate to develop issue

oriented work that crosses 

disciplines, cultures, gender, 

WRITTEN WORD sexual orientation. 

For information please call (416) 364 3227 

A Space features six In-gallery programmes, as well as 

two 'floater' projects per year. Curators, groups and 

Individual artists are encouraged to apply. 

Programmes selected from submissions to the 

NOVEMBER 1/1994 DEADLINE 
wlll be scheduled for spring 1996 

Please send a one page project description along with 

slides, audio or video tapes, C.V., reviews and other 

Information pertinent to your application, and return 

postage. A Space Is committed to paying above 
CARFAC minimum artist fees. 

group of people has been singled out 
in this decision. While speaking at the 
National Campus-Community Radio 
Conference this past June, Colville 
said of the CRTC "when we say sexu
ally explicit, we mean sexually explic
it ... we don't mean references to homo
sexuality at two in the afternoon. The 
whole question of sexually explicit/ 
pornography/obscenity has never been 
well defined and I accept that. But it's 
not our intention to try and muzzle 
homosexual discussion." 15 Intent and 
impact are often two very different 
things, however. 

In a final defence of the CRTC 
decision, Commissioner Colville told 
the NCRC participants that " ... our job 
always involves a delicate balancing 
act of competing interests, whether 
they're economic, social interest or 
whatever. We've tried in this case to 
reach a balance that we thought would 
be reasonable in the context of dealing 
with sexually explicit programming, 
across the spectrum .... You obviously 
think the balance has gone too far one 
way. I guess it remains to be seen 
whether or not that censors or elimi
nates that kind of [community, issue
based] programming from the air. I 
would hope it would not. I guess if we 
thought it was, we'd want to rethink 
some of those issues." 16 

Colville, and other CRTC Com
missioners have also publicly denied 
that this is a precedent setting deci
sion. Officially, the CRTC is a com
plaint driven body. This means that 
such a regulation is not likely to be
come part of another radio station's li
cence unless similar complaints are 
made to the CRTC which then have 
an impact on that station's own licence 
renewal. However, official understand
ings aside, the CKDU decision re
garding the broadcast of "sexually ex-

plicit" material is already being treated 
as a precedent-setting case even be
yond campus-community radio. 

In June, three months after the 
decision was publicized, CKDU re
ceived a phone call from a commercial 
radio station in Quebec. This station 
had wanted to air a daytime phone-in 
discussion about sexual practice and 
safe sex. Upon calling the CRTC to 
ask if there were any guidelines for the 
broadcast of such material, the station 
was told to look at the CKDU deci
sion. 

To say that there is concern 
amongst those who are actively in
volved in campus-community radio is 
an understatement. In fact, there is 
concern, confusion and outrage. Many 
feel that the decision was largely 
based on an openly homophobic letter 
and that the CRTC has conh1sed sexu
al preference with "sexually explicit." 
Ian Pringle, NCRA president, speaks 
of institutionalized homophobia, sug
gesting that there was and is "consid
erable ignorance of the issues in
volved" on the part of the CRTC. 

In an attempt to encourage the 
CRTC to re-consider or revise its deci
sion, a working group of community 
radio activists has been struck. This 
group, formed at the National Cam
pus-Community Radio Conference, 
aims both to enter into dialogue with 
the CRTC and to mobilize public 
protest against this initiative. Thus far, 
a letter condemning the CRTC for its 
decision and outlining the reasons for 
concern has been sent from the NCRA 
to the CRTC. There has been no re
sponse as yet. Additionally, the group, 
with the participation of the NCRA, is 
organizing a National Day of Action 
for Thursday, October 27. This would 
involve campus-community radio sta
tions across the country airing the two 
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spoken word pieces found "sexually 
explicit" by the CRTC, and informing 
their local audiences about the issues 
involved in this situation. 

In April, a concerned CKDU lis
tener wrote a letter to the CRTC ex
pressing his extreme dismay with the 
decision. In it, he also requested defin
itions of "sexually explicit," "communi
ty standard" and "adult programming," 

and asked the Commission to consider 
cancelling its decision. His response 
was a letter containing "observations" 
about the decision and its provisions, 
including the fact that "none of the 
three provisions of the decision actual
ly bans the broadcast of any material." 
There were no explanations or defini
tions of terms. As for his request that 

the CRTC consider cancelling the de
cision, the listener was met with the 
response that "the Broadcasting Act 
provides that, except as provided 
therein, all decisions of the Commis
sion are final and conclusive." 17 

With the rise of the right, reli
gious and political, there has been an 
increased monitoring of progressive 
media, including community radio. 
This decision, although technically 
only applicable to CKDU itself, sets a 
precedent which could result in an in
credible Aow of newly legitimized 
complaints about radio programming 
that deals with sex and sexuality. Any 
station management concerned ·about 
complaints and licence renewals is not 
well served by the CRTC's lack of clar
ity on this issue. Self-censorship 
around topics such as safe sex, youth 
and sexuality, women and sexuality or 
even "gay sexual preferences" is not an 
impossibility. Nor is the restriction of 
all such programming to the hours of 
9 PM to 6 AM. 

The full impact of a decision such 
as this is not likely to be seen in the 
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immediate future. There is little doubt, 

however, that the impact will not be a 

minor, uncomplicated or positive one 

for campus-community radio and its 
listeners. Previous to this decision, 

there has been no formal CRTC policy 
regarding "sexually explicit" material; 

there has only been reference to both 
"community" and "high" standards. 

The Commission has now created a 
situation where the broadcast of mate
rial dealing with "sexual behaviour" 
shall be subject to "generally accepted 

audience values." 

The CRTC has been extremely 
shortsighted in this ruling, which can 

only have a negative impact on the 
lives of those whose very identities are 

too often viewed as not being "gener

ally acceptable." The Commission's 

failure to offer a definition of the 
phrase "sexually explicit" to those it 

regulates is irresponsible; it must re

examine its reliance on broad terms 
and generalized phrases. A definition, 

though not easy to come by, would at 
the very least protect against arbitrary, 

uninformed or moralizing decisions. 

Should you wish to gather more 

information about this decision and/or 
the working group that has been 
struck, contact: 

Ian Pringle 
President, NCRA, c/o CFRO-FM 
337 Carrall Street, 

Vancouver, BC, V6B 2J4 

or 
Jo-Ann Citringo 
Station Director, CKDU-FM 
6136 University Avenue 

Halifax, NS, B3H 4J2 

Additionally, individuals may request 
information and/or address comments, 

concerns or complaints to the CRTC 

regional office nearest them. The ad

dress for the federal office is: 

CRTC 

Ottawa, Ontario 

KIA 0N2 

Members of Parliament may also be 

written. No postage is required for 

letters to MPs. 

-Denise Benson ~ 

Thanks go to Vashti Persad and Lisa Vineba11111 of 

CKLN, and Kathleen Pirrie Adams for assistance 

in writing this article. 
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Summer Of Love - Winter Of Discontent 
Fighting For The Right to Party 

London-Very quietly, and with dis

concertingly little media coverage, the 
British Tory government is currently 

attempting to bring into effect the 

weightiest piece of legislation since 
World War II. The proposed Criminal 

Justice and Public Order Bill not only 

gives law enforcement agencies un
precedented powers over the British 

public-most crucially by eliminating 

the basic democratic "right to silence" 
after arrest-it also affects the funda

mental rights of public assembly and 

freedom of movement. This could, of 

course, have grave repercussions for 

unlicensed public and private gather

ings, but also in relation to many forms 
of public protest. The section of the 

bill that most directly affects public as

sembly, interestingly enough, comes in 
Section 47 of the 117 clauses of the bill 

under the heading "Raves." 

The loose legal definition of a 
"rave" as outlined in the bill is: any 

gathering on land in the open air (a 

semi-exposed building also applies) of 
100 or more persons, at which ampli
fied music is played during the night. 

In a subsection of Section 47, music is 
defined as "a series of syncopated 

beats."(Ravel's Bolero anyone?) Further, 

it states that if a police officer believes 
beyond "reasonable" doubt that ten or 
more people are present on land: a) 
making preparation for such a gather
ing, b) waiting for such a gathering to 

begin, even at some other locale, or c) 

attending such a gathering, he or she 
may order them to leave. Failure to do 

so ASAP, or attempting to return to the 
same location within seven days are 

considered criminal offenses punish
able by three months imprisonment 

and/or a fine of 2,500 pounds (approxi

mately $5,000 Canadian). Other claus
es of the Bill relate to trespass and to 
assembly of twenty or more persons 
where amplified music may (or may 

not) be playing. A perhaps ironic, but 

nonetheless disturbing aspect of the 

"r;;ive" clause is that it is inclusive of 
both private and public sites. This 

means that a landowner does not have 

the right to have a gathering of ten or 
more people on her/his property if it is 

decided or suspected by an officer of 

the law that this might constitute 
"waiting for a rave to begin." In view of 

Tory rhetoric about respect for private 

property-according to which new 
anti-squatting clauses are being includ

ed in the proposed bill-this lack of de

cision-making capacity by land owners 
appears at the least contradictory, at 
worst Draconian. 

Another of the ominous and 
sweeping inclusions in the bill is the 
sanctioning of the use of "reasonable 

force" to obtain mouth swabs and hair 
samples of people taken into police 

custody (although not necessarily 
charged with any offence), for the un
stated purposes of making up a nation
al DNA identification databank. Antic

ipating an overflow of the prison popu

lation after the introduction of the bill, 
the government has also introduced 
the concepts of prison ships and elec

tronic tagging. Michael Howard, 
Home Secretary and the Tory politi
cian largely responsible for drafting the 

bill, is also attempting to introduce the 

privatization of prisons and the expan

sion of private security companies in 

lieu of the police force. Currently the 
government employs a private security 

company, Croup 4, which has become 

infamous among protesters for acts of 
brutality. 1 

Underlying many of the clauses in 

the pending Criminal Justice and Pub
lic Order Bill is a disturbing subtext 
that has been at the heart of the Tory's 
heavily publicized "back to basics" 
policies. It is not difficult to guess what 

this might imply ... a return to the "good 

old family values" of the practically 
mythical nuclear family, of course. But 
what may have been less predictable is 

the hysterical demonization by the na

tional Conservative government in col
laboration with the right-wing press of 

single mothers, New Age travellers and 

ravers, in conjunction with (child) 
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British police and private security, Group 4, use outlawed razor 'Hire against anti-road protesters. 
Still from footage by Kathleen Maitland-Carter. 

Setting up for a Spiral Tribe rave in the French countryside. Still from Footage by Kathleen Maitland-Carter. 

pornographers and rapists. 
To comprehend the circuitous 

route by which the heinous laws in the 
Criminal Justice and Public Order Bill 
might be able to be passed into statute, 
one needs some familiarity with some 
of the cultural history that the Tories 
have so far successfully propagandisti
cally manipulated in an attempt to un
dermine a growing social movement. 

Back To Basics 
In 1988 a cultural phenomenon erupt
ed that was dubbed the second "Sum
mer of Love." A new youth culture ex
ploded, one characterized by a heady 
combination of acid house music and 
the designer drug Ecstasy (MDMA). 
Since then, through mutations and hy
bridization, different musical genres 
and sub-genres have developed, with 
rave mixing and merging with free fes
tivals and broadening the definition of 
rave culture within an alternative cul
tural scenario. 

The most exciting element from a 
social-anthropological perspective is 
that rave culture, while starting out as a 

largely twentysomething movement, 
now encompasses a huge variety of in
dividuals from different backgrounds: 
from squatters to New Age travellers, 
hippies, punks, and all ages from six to 
sixtysomething, Blacks, Asians and 
whites, working, middle and upper 
class people. Rave culture crosses eco
nomic borders and social boundaries. 
Perhaps this is the threat perceived by 
the "powers that be." 

E for Ecstasy 
In the course of demonizing rave cul
ture, much has been made of its con
nections with the drug Ecstasy. Al
though E was perhaps a crucial element 
at its genesis, the nature of raving and 
the culture around it has superseded 
the initial chemically induced euphoria 
that E provided: It is no longer a pre
requisite for raving. E can just as easily 
be found at a football match or the lo
cal pub as at a local underground rave 
or nightclub. In fact, as the drug high 
has faded it is the so-called smart 
drinks that are de rigueur these days. 2 

Ecstasy aside, most rave culture 
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exists outside the law. It is an illegal 
economy, unlegislated, self-governed 
and untaxed. In fact it has been said by 
the police themselves (off-the-record 
that is), that the reason the govern
ment does not like raves is that it 
doesn't make any money off of them. 

State of Play 
There are currently over one hundred 
sound systems in the UK playing music 
that, from a distant and perhaps reduc
tive perspective, could all be called 
house music. This category encom
passes music as diverse as the people 
who listen to it. By 1992 the flavour of 
the day was hardcore, a techno varia
tion on heavy dub-reggae, variously 
speeded up or slowed down and played 
with added "synth" elements and, fre
quently, with a live toaster or MC as 
well. 

The categories of house and tech
no are ever expanding. Hardcore, 
which is now referred to as jungle or 
hardcore jungle, currently includes a 
subgenre with the moniker "the Dark 
Side" which is usually the more experi-

mental techno and hardcore techno. 
The proliferation continues with trance 
and tribal trance, deep house, garage, 
ambient, ambient dub, acid (house), 
acid dub, acid bhangra, acid thrash and 
gabba ( the hardest and fastest, the 
punk of techno) as well as a recent 
variation: trip hop. 

Like any youth movement, there is 
some semblance of a philosophy and 
politic that is part of rave culture. It is 
based largely on a neo-hippy peace & 

love kind of vibe. It also encompasses a 
radical grass-roots ethos. Although 
raves quickly became commercialized, 
the underground remained just as 
strong and in some cases actually de
veloped as a result of the commercial
ization. Squatting and raving came to
gether in a potent union, with empty 
buildings and disused public spaces be
ing claimed for the purpose of having a 
rave: Ministry of Defence sites, com
mon land, old factories, warehouses, 
old police training centres and former 
workhouses. In tune with the rise of 
the DIY aesthetic and attitude, rave 
culture has also seen the rise of a new 
and renewed eco-activism in Britain, as 
well as the invention of the hybrid 
eco-activist hippie raver. Though their 
political motivations may not always 
be explicit, sound systems also follow 
these impulses in their commitment to 
having free or pay-what-you-can poli
cies. 

Industry Nightmare 
To a large degree rave music has been 
faceless, nameless, anti-celebrity blank
label enterprise with the emphasis on 
the DJ or the sound system. Real 
rave music, as opposed to the mega
marketed pseudo, has been a thorn in 
the side of the music industry as it 
tends to bypass traditional commercial 
means of production and distribution. 

This can be attributed to the so-called 
democratization of technology, i.e., 
just about every teenager can scrape 
together the means for at least a crude 
system to produce and record a music 
track, or probably knows someone who 
has done this. Individuals, collectives 
and/or small independent record labels 
often produce a single run of 1,000 
records, distribute them independently 
and attempt to move them as quickly 
as possible to recoup funds in order to 
produce the next record. 

In the last year the majors, Warner 
Bros. and Sony etc., have been sniffing 
around the rave scene. A & R guys (and 
they are usually guys) turn up at squat 
parties, trying to find the next big 
thing. But techno artists work in a way 
that is anathema to the major labels' 
logic of marketing music through sheer 
volume. As well, many techno acts 
work under a variety of pseudonyms, 
releasing music on different indepen
dent labels or self-releases under differ
ent names for different kinds of music 
tracks. Rave culture thrives on the cult 
of obscurity, not celebrity. 

Bad Press/Good Publicity 
The mainstream media hasn't been 
very sympathetic to rave culture, often 
focusing on its drug-related aspects. In
deed, travellers seem to epitomize 
everything that Thatcherite Britain and 
the current Tory government despise: 
extended families, single mothers, 
homeless people, anti-private property 
ethics, opting out of the system, or be
ing dirty (or, according to a term used 
to describe travellers, one they em
brace themselves: crusty.) Rave culture 
has become a popular target, men
tioned by both John Major and the 
Queen as responsible for the "moral 
decay" of the country; as such it can be 
used to divert attention away from 
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failed economic policies and the selling 
out of public industry, health care and 
education. 

One rave event that will undoubt
edly go down in history took place in 
the spring of 1992. When two major 
traditional free festivals (one of which 
had been taking place for over twenty
five years) were stopped by the police, 
the two festival populations then con
verged at Castlemorten, a hitherto 
anonymous bit of Common land in the 
northern county of Worcestershire, 
whose denizens were usually the local 
farmer's sheep. The Castlemorten Festi
val/Rave went on for a week with ap
proximately 50,000 people assembling 
on the site. 

The press went to town, with pa
pers such as The Sun in inimical tabloid 
style, using headlines like "Hippy Rave 
Convoys Take Over Small Town Com
mon." It became a media spectacle with 
all the national press covering it-mak
ing it one of the best advertised raves 
ever. Much was made of the noise lev
els, with local farmers complaining 
about the constant pounding of the 
techno beat. And in the press a strange 
subtext emerged as constant allusion 
was made to the display of human fe
ces and the dirtiness of rave and festi
val goers. 

Although festi-raves were already 
a norm, Castlemorten brought togeth
er a large number of sound systems 
hailing from different parts of the 
country, with a wide range of musical 
orientations. For those that attended, it 
became (dare I say it) the Woodstock 
for the rave generation. The Tory gov
ernment, not surprisingly, called it an
archy. 

Castlemorten became the grand 
excuse for the proposed Criminal Jus
tice and Public Order Bill as well as for 
a series of outrageous transgressions of 
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Preparing for a Spiral Tribe rave in France. Still from Footage by Kathleen Maitland-Carter. 

civil liberties in Britain: unsanctioned 

road blocks, police brutality at squat 
raves-including showing up in full riot 

gear, tear-gassing people at warehouse 

parties, and arresting numerous indi
viduals who were staging parties on 

private land-as well as the implemen

tation of the proposed laws before they 
were in fact law. 

The Final Challenge 
Early last spring it became public 

knowledge, through leaked internal 
police memos and a subsequent front
page Guardian newspaper story, that 

police had been busy with "Operation 
Snapshot," a covert surveillance opera

tion through which information about 
travellers, rave organizers and sound 

system members, as well as weekend 

ravers-including information about 
nicknames, license plate numbers and 
descriptions of vehicles-was being 

compiled. 
Liberty (formally the National 

Council for Civil Liberty), an in-de
pendent organization campaigning for 

civil liberties, is currently challenging 

the police monitoring operation in the 
European Court of Human Rights un
der the Right to Privacy provisions. 

which should protect a group that has 
not necessarily committed any crime. 

Charter 88, another independent orga

nization whose aim it is to have the 
European Convention on Human 

Rights implemented as law in Britain, 

has also been involved in the battle 
against the proposed new bill. But the 

most crucial and visible element in the 

battle against the pending new laws 
has been the grassroots organizations: 

the travellers, squatters, the eco-ac

tivists, ACT UP members and the 
ravers. In May of this year 15,000 peo

ple marched in protest to Trafalgar 

Square. In July, 50,000 people came 
out to defend their civil liberties. The 

bill, however, met with little resistance 
from the opposition parties in the 

House of Parliament, with the Labour 
Party fearing to appear "soft on crime" 

at a time of declining votes. It appears 

that this damaging and dangerous bill, 

now in the late stages of actually be
coming law, (presently making its way 

through the House of Lords) is finally 
becoming part of a widespread discus

sion in the media, one which hinges 
especially on the "right to silence" issue 

as the key to opening public debate. 

This significant political battle 
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is currently being fought through the 

efforts of a loosely organized group of 

ravers calling themselves The Advance 
Party, a group intent on defending 

their right to live and play as they see 

fit, and which, in the process, defends 

civil liberties within what was the first 

supposedly democratic nation. 

-Kathleen Maitland-Carter 

NOTES 
1 Unlike police officers, Group 4 employ

~es are not required to wear identification 

names or numbers and are therefore diffi
cult to legally identify in cases of trans

gression against protesters or any other 

members of the public. 
2 Ecstasy was originally used for therapeu

tic purposes in the 1930s and is still used 

by some therapists in Switzerland. The 
drug is said to make the subject feel a 

sense of "connectedness," lightness of be
ing and joyful revelry. There have been 

under ten E-related deaths in the UK since 

1986, mostly due to physical dehydration. 

It has been commented more than once 
that if this relatively small number of 

deaths were really the issue the govern

ment would stop financing fear-oriented 
anti-drug propaganda and start putting out 

informative information that would edu

cate people about the possible hazards of 
ingesting illegal substances. 
3 Proposed solutions to the rave "problem" 

in terms of noise levels have come various 
groups, among them the Magistrates Asso
ciation who have suggested that instead of 

criminalizing vast sections of the popula

tion, a series of disused locations be allot
ted, i.e., ex-Ministry of Defence sites for 

both travellers and raves, sites that are far 

removed from any local residents and 
sheep. As it goes these happen to be pop

ular locations for travellers and ravers any
way. 

Music in the New South Africa 
DARIA ESSOP 

Daria is a writer and cultural worker with a weak

ness for candy and a keen sensibility when it 

comes to shoes. 

The struggle for freedom under the 

racist apartheid regime in South Africa 

has been advanced through music. 
Classic South African styles such as 
marabi (jazz), kwela (penny whistle), 

mbaqanga (township jive), along with 

modern versions such as rap and rock 
were employed as tools in the fight 

against apartheid. Artists such Miriam 
Makeba, Mzwakhe Mbuli, Hugh 

Masekela and the Mhotella Queens, 
Philip Tabane and Abdulla Ibrahim 

(Dollar Brand) have used music as a 

form of political expression to speak 
out against the brutal apartheid regime 

and to transmit information, often un

derground. Music has always been a 
driving force in the resistance to 

apartheid and the empowerment of 

Black South Africans. 
The development of music in 

South Africa is linked to community 

and social life. In 1897 gold was dis
covered in Johannesburg and the min
ing industry that developed drew large 

numbers of Black workers into the city. 
White farms around the city also em

ployed large numbers of migrant work

ers. The workers who settled in and 

around Johannesburg wanted music 
that was new and vibrant but still kept 
its cultural roots. Johannesburg, called 

Egoli (city of gold), became the centre 
of modern South African music. She

beens (speakeasies) sprang up to cater 

to migrant workers who were cut off 

from family and community. Musicians 
in the shebeens played a mixture of the 

music they had heard on mainstream 

records and a variety of indigenous 

sounds; choral groups were also 

popular. 

The roots of modern mbaqanga 
(township jive), which is a mix of tradi
tional music, urban music and jazz, lie 

in thousands of Blacks being forced off 
their land by laws such as the Land Act 

of 1913. Under such laws Blacks were 

restricted to owning only thirteen per 

cent of the total land area of South 
Africa. Most of the displaced popula

tion was forced to live in new 
dwellings called "Tribal Homelands." 

The proximity of these settlements to 

urban centres led to the hybridization 

of indigenous and European music and 

the development of new music styles. 
European instruments like the gui

tar, banjo and saxophone had been in

troduced long before 1900 and were 
blended into the roots of the African 

music. By the 1950s these European in

struments were prominent in township 
jive. The early jazz music of Arm
strong, Basie and Ellington had enor

mous impact on the development of 
the music in the shebeens. The Jazz 
Maniacs were perhaps the most popu
lar band during the 1930s. Their music 

was a synthesis of jazz, swing, and lo
cal melody known as marabi music, 

and the inspiration for future genera
tions of musicians like Dollar Brand, 
Hugh Masekela and Kippie Moeketsi. 

Missionaries had introduced church 
music and this was then mixed with 

traditional singing (a cappella mbube) 

to produce the famous choral sounds 
distinctive to South Africa (as in the 
unofficial anthem Nkosi Sikilel 'i Africa, 
written by Enoch Sontaonga in 1912). 
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In recent years 
the economies of the 
frontline states have 
been so weakened by 
apartheid that many 
of the best musicians 
have been forced to 
live in Europe or North 
America, resulting in 
the inevitable dilution 
of their musical styles. 

Ladysmith Black Mambazo is one of 
South Africa's greatest mbube groups 

today. 
From the late 1940s onwards one 

of the major local venues for South 

African music has been Dorkay House. 

It functioned as a meeting place and a 
base for a musicians' association which 

has a long histo1y of helping artists 
who hung out there; Hugh Masekela, 

Dollar Brand, Kippie Moeketsi and 

Ntemi Piliso among them. Topflight 
plays and musicals were created at 

Dorkay House, which is managed by 

Queen Ndaba, who still organizes ben
efits for musicians and, together with 

Ntemi Piliso who leads the band, has 
helped reform the Jazz Pioneers. Musi

cals, theatre and film also flourished 
during the '40s, usually featuring Black 

life from a white point of view. Money 

of course never filtered down to the 

talent, namely the Black Africans. 
In 1912, record companies started 

recording indigenous acts, although 
they paid a pittance to the performers 

and royalty payments were unheard of 

until the 1960s. At first few indigenous 

acts were recorded; later some record
ings became internationally popular. In 

the 1950s composer Solomon Linda's 

Mbube, which became Win10weh (the Lion 
Sleeps Tonight) was heard all over the 
world. Miriam Makeba later recorded a 

unique version of it which became one 

of her most popular songs. Many 

singers in the U.S. have remade 
Wimoweh using English lyrics instead of 

the original Xhosa (which didn't make 

complete sense in translation). Some 
jazz musicians preferred not to record, 

and to avoid the studio exploitation of 

their music. Because the studio would 
discard recordings immediately after 

they stopped selling, the records of 
this era are rare and difficult to find. 

No archival material was ever kept by 

the white-owned record companies, let 
alone details and dates about releases 

and recording sessions. The instant the 

music stopped making money for the 
whites in power, they lost interest in it. 

The big-band scene virtually end

ed in the 1950s with the forced re
movals of Blacks to the new townships 

like Soweto, the segregation of venues, 

and increasing gang activities, as soci
ety was threatened by the new policy 
of aparth_eid: the extreme legal separa

tion of the races and the establishment 
of complete white domination in every 

aspect of life. The Jazz Maniacs split 
up in the 1950s as a result of musical 
differences, gang pressure and the 

forced removals under the 1950 Group 

Areas Act. Between the 1940s and '60s 
kwela or penny whistle was popular

ized, mainly by township children. 

The sax also grew in popularity at this 
time. The music's major stars were· 

Spokes Mashiyane and Lommy "Spe

cial" Mabaso. 
In the 1960s Mandela was sen

tenced to life imprisonment, the ANC 

was banned, the political climate wors-
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ened and segregation became even 

stricter. It became more difficult for 

jazz bands to survive economically and 
politically. There was nowhere for 

young musicians to learn how to read 

music. Record companies took firmer 

control of the new commercial 
mbaqanga bands. Miriam Makeba 

spoke out openly against apartheid, 

asking the United Nations to boycott 

her country. Her punishment for this 
was a ban on all her records in South 

Africa. It was illegal to sell her old 

records or any of the new U.S. albums 
that she did with RCA while in exile. 

But music still got through. Records 
were smuggled in from other countries. 

Secret shipments made their way into 

the townships and were sold under the 
counter. Many other musicians went 
abroad or were exiled. In this way, the 

talents of South African musicians such 

as Masekela, Maadeba, Dollar Brand 
and Mbulu were brought to the atten

tion of the outside world. 

South Africa has produced many 

fine musicians who have toured the 
world taking the richness of its Black 

urban culture to a wider public. They 

have carried a message to the outside 
world, of the struggle of a people 

forcibly restricted in their right to free
dom and dignity. Artists living in the 

democratic world picked up on their 
struggle and created songs and per

formed freedom concerts for those in 
· jails, in exile, or living daily under con

ditions of confinement. Groups such as 
Peter Gabriel, UB40, Gil Scott Heron 
and the Neville Brothers gave us politi

cally charged songs such as, Biko, Sing 
Our Own Song, Whats the Word (Johannes
burg), and My Blood. 

Many people would have us be

lieve that it was artists like Paul Simon 

who brought South African music to 

the rest of the world. As a musician, Si-

mon uses musicians and music from 
other countries to keep his work from 

becoming too self-conscious or devoid 

of craft. Perhaps he was instrumental in 

delivering the music of South Africa to 

the white mainstream, but the music 

and talent existed prior to Paul Simon, 
despite the fact that the racist 

apartheid regime forced it under
ground. 

In recent years the economies of 

the front-line states have been so 

weakened by apartheid that many of 
the best musicians have been forced to 

live in Europe or North America, re

sulting in the inevitable dilution of 
their musical styles. Over the next 

decade South Africa will be rising out 

of the ruins of apartheid with all of its 
ugliness and damage. As the new South 

Africa takes shape, more of the coun
try's art and cultural work will be pro

duced and exposed to other cultures. 

Already in the townships there has 
been an incredible surge in the produc

tion of folk art, which has become a 

hot commodity on international mar

kets. Local paintings, beading, carvings 
and craft are in demand and their value 

has shot up since apartheid came 

down. South Africa's art, dance, film, 
theatre, and music will now also be 

seen and heard by a wider audience. 
Along with this, of course, comes the 
threat of a new form of exploitation. 

An ad by the Canadian Chamber of 
Commerce for import/export opportu

nities in South Africa uses the phrase 
"ripe for the picking" to describe the 

economic opportunities in South 

Africa that are now available to other 
countries. 

Certainly the indigenous people 

will make some gains; the culture will 
become commercially accessible; 

artists will have a viable chance at en

joying the benefits of success. It will be 

interesting to see if a change-over oc
curs in the controllers of the music in

dustry. Will white domination continue 

in the management and production of 

music, ownership of clubs, promotion 

of concerts, etc.? I believe that, slowly, 
power will filter down to the creators 

and rightful owners of the music, and 

Black people will seek control over 

their music and gain access to the in
dustry they have fed for so long. Eco
nomic reforms are part of the Mandela 

Government's plan, and the music in
dustry has a compulsory role to play in 

seeing that these reforms are realized. 

Will music change as radically as 
the political climate of the country is 

expected to? If these predicted changes 

do occur, will there be as much de
mand or necessity for politically 

charged music? With the inevitable in

fluence of North American and Euro
pean popular culture on Black South 

Africans comes an increasing amount 
of purely commercial work being pro

duced. To gain access to the main

stream commercial market the music 
will have to be filtered and watered 

down. Songs of struggle and freedom 

will always have thier place in South 

African culture. It remains to be seen if 
the music that survived years of colo

nialism and brutal apartheid will con

tinue to flourish in the new South 
Africa. Along with the onslaught of 
boy-meets-girl love songs, and pop 

bands imitating the West, there will be 
a fresh resurgence of music that cap

tures the strength of the people and 

the obstacles and barriers that lie ahead 
of them on the road to autonomy. 
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Nqtes on Bhangra 
VINITA SRIVASTAVA 

Vinita Srivastava co-hosts 

CKLN's nMasala Mixx." 

She writes and lives in Toronto. 

British bhangra. Bhangra Beats. The New South Asian music. World Beat. That Indian 
stuff. That Punjabi boy music. Copy-cat music. Bhangra begs to be written about. 

Circa 1986. Parents' Wedding Anniversary. Someone puts on bhangra. Bibiji (my 
grandmother) laughs loudly, gets up with a start and dances, arms in the air. My aunt 
reaches for her arms, smiling, saying gently, "your heart, your heart, slow down." 

up 
my mother rocks her hips and 

down. 
My cousin says, "Oh no, they're playing Indian music, let's get out of here." My moth
er pulls her hip out. 

Bhangra, a Punjabi folk music, is usually played for hours at the harvest (Vaisakhi), 
at weddings and at other celebrations, as is its counterpart, women's songs called Gid
dha. Men and women dance in their separate circles to the songs that spin stories of 
their village life. My grandmother is my translator of this music: a young woman, feel
ing so sad to leave her mother on the eve of her marriage, leaves her red hand prints 
all over her mother's wall so that she'll remember her and her tears; a young man, 
afraid he will never find a mate, sits and cries in his house; a secret love "affair," a secret 
longing, takes place at the village well during the daily ritual of fetching water. 

But what is referred to as bhangra now is part of a whole scene of new South 
Asian dance music which has many forms, including Bengali rap, rap, Asian house and 
lndo-jazz. It is characterized by complex blendings of "Western" and "Eastern" sounds. 
Although Western musicians and stars such as John Coltrane, John Maclaughen, the 
Beatles, and later solo George Harrison, have been credited with paving the way for 
South Asian musicians to fashion their new music, there is a political context that must 
be recognized about the fusing of these forms. 1 

In 1984, in the midst of Thatcherism and the continued threat of racism, after the 
recording of the first full length bhangra albums-which included Alaap's collaboration 
with arranger and musician Deepak Khazanchi and Heera's "Jag Wala Mela"-bhangra 
as a musical form exploded in the United Kingdom. South Asians became news. We 
were supposed to be quiet. And shy. And repressed by strict parents. In school, and 
well behaved. Beautiful young girls in sari blouses and jeans and energetic boys in 
caps, arms in the air, going to clubs. Now that was news. 

Here in Toronto, Metro press ran special stories about alienated and depressed 
South Asian youth and frothing-at-the-mouth fathers. Read: they don't know how to 
adapt. Crazies. They should go back from where they came. From 1990 to 1994 South 
Asians were listed in the Canadian· Press Index most often in reference to the Ayodya 
crises, times of "communalist" violence, or during natural disasters. A book about lndo
Canadians in the Maritimes documents South Asian contributions to Canadian society 
as 1. yoga 2. vegetarianism. It was this kind of stereotyping that delayed the "bhangra 
explosion" both in Canada and the United Kingdom. • 
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1"Billboard Bestows First Century 

Award," Billboard, 5 December 

1992, pp. 2 1-36. 

By the late 1980s the bhangra scene had begu'h to grow. The UK group Heera 
had made its first attempt to cross that "mainstream" by releasing the EP Beat The 
Rhythm, which actually did chart in the United Kingdom at #103. So began the 
"bhangrastream." Organizations in Britain such as the Bhangra Accolade Awards 
(BAA), the Asian Pop Awards, the Asian Music Awards and the Asian Music Arts Asso
ciation (AMAA) appeared and began to create public recognition for this musical art 
form-which had been "bizarre-a-fied" by the mainstream press-as a viable profes
sional industry. 

Then Apache Indian came onto the scene with his independent release, "Movie 
Over India" in 1990. By 1992 Apache Indian's ragga-bhangra style had critics raving 
about his mainstream-crossover-potential. And in 1993, Apache Indian's single 
"Arranged Marriage" did cross -to the top of the pop charts in Britain and in Canada. 
Primo remix artist Bally Sagoo entered into the mainstream by moving from Oriental 
Star Agencies to Island Records and, most recently, to Columbia Records. 

In Metro Toronto (especially Brampton, Peel and Mississauga), DJ crews such as 
Mystical Illusions and DJ G-10 (later Jitten), whipped out remixed versions of British 
bhangra, and fused it with Hindi film music played at daytime jams. Daytime dances 
solved more than one problem for young production and promotion teams: first, they 
no longer had to convince licensed clubs to "give up" an evening, and second, young 
girls not allowed to go to nightclubs could attend. With worried (and sometimes an
gry) parents, romper-room media, religious morality, alcohol, and newly formed 
gangs, the daytime dance debate raged. But production crews such as Punjab Culture 
Shock, Mystical Illusions and Asian Effect quickly realized that the Daytime-Dance
Debate raged. But, so did the dances. 

By 1993, local Metro Toronto artists such as Earl Ferns (Desi Records), Vineeta 
and Punjabi By Nature were charting at Toronto's community radio station, CKLN. In 
addition to the daytime suburb jams there were downtown evening parties as club 
owners and bar managers began to see the economic potential of bhangra parties. This 
new scene made room for things like all-Indian hockey teams, crews such as Punjabi 
Mafia, Pakis With Attitude (PWA), Khanda Queens, Palace Girls and the Masala Sis
ters, and the creation of "South Asian pride" clothing such as the line designed by Na
tion Wear. Releases by local artists Roach, Kidd Spice and remix group United Kulture 
clearly showed that the new bhangra scene was identifying with and drawing from ex
isting hip-hop culture. Punjabi By Nature's appearance at the recent Beastie Boys con
cert in Toronto, as well as the most recent Bally Sagoo remix-a collaboration with the 
Dream Warriors on their latest hip hop single, "Day in Day Out (Shanai 
Remix)"-point to an increasing acceptance of this. The scene has gone far in Canada, 
and things are now happening in Edmonton: DJ Gabbar gives us "Harde ore Bhangra" 
with songs like "FOB (Freaks off the Boat)" on his remix cassette The Extremist. 

The new South Asian dance music scene has drawn not only from hip hop, but 
from reggae, ragga and pop cultures. In this scene Naughty By Nature becomes Pun
jabi By Nature, MC Hammer becomes Punjabi MC Rootz, Madonna becomes Alisha 
Madonna, Don Dada becomes Apache Indians' Don Raja, Night Crawlers become Taj 
Mahal's Oho! Crawlers. While this music has been labelled imitation (especially when 
it first started to hit new ears), musicians such as pop star Alisha Madonna translate 
and subvert Western music for an Eastern audience. Her lyrics are not simply a transla
tion, but an interpretation-her new songs fit her society and her varied value systems. 
In his song, "Rapper UK" MC Rootz makes it clear that he's talking about Asians in 
England, 

... remember your rootz and where you came from. From the motherland, back in 
the '60s, brothers and sisters building a community. Times were rough. Now I'll be 
damned if see a brothet dissin' his culture. 

Bhangra music became cultural production, self-expression, education, political 
agitation. 
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A recent Inda-jazz album made up of a beautiful interweaving of Khuljit Bharma's 
musical influences, including East African, South Asian and Western, is cleverly named 
Confusion (Keda Records). Western saxophone plays with and in and through nonde
script violins, Eastern tablas, jars of lentils being shaken, flute, sarod, electric bass. First 
it sounds like 1930s Charlie Parker jazz, then Handel's Water Music, and then a classic 
Morning Raga. I use the term Inda-jazz: one I hear often: so easy to hyphenate. 
Bhangra-reggae. South-Asian-Canadian. Inda-Caribbean-Canadian. 

I internalize the racism I have felt since I started playing this music. Requests for 
normal music, English please, something modern, something livelier(!) This, along 
with comments like, "no offence, but I'm fifth generation Canadian and I want to hear 
Canadian music," make me determined to play this music. But it's been a struggle, one 
which strengthens my respect for the musicians who are also determined to be heard 
in the music industry, those who contribute their talent so openly. 

Croups such as Apna Sangeet have made the new bhangra music fit their situation 
by singing about the alienation that many Punjabi immigrants have felt in England. 
Eight years later, Apache Indian's reggae-bhangra songs "Caste," "Movin' On" and 
"Magic Carpet" deal with communalism, castism and racism between Asian and 
African peoples. 

His hit single, "Arranged Marriage," carries soft suggestions for change with his 
list of Indian sweets (including ladoo and barfi), marriage rituals and cultural guide
lines. That's the kind of education I wish had been around when I was growing up. 
(Ten years old. My mother sends me to a school dinner-of-the-world potluck with 
barfi, a sugary, coconutty creamy cheese desert. The kids make fun of me and I come 
home sad.) 

Apache Indian calls himself the "educator." But there are groups that feel a 
stronger, bolder approach is necessary. Hurtling us forward with a hip-hop-tabla-laced 
language of resistance, Funda-Mental's "Janaam" (Birth) calls upon the "Third World" to 
revolt against the West. In "Gandhi's Revenge," Funda-Mental responds to Eurocentric 
society with a history lesson about Indian freedom fighters and lines that translate as 
"let your death come," and "you know the world will fight." A ritualistic chant is re
leased in "Wrath of the Blackman," which samples Malcom X, and encourages people 
of colour to rise up and take their freedom. 

My DJ partner Arnita and I often sit in wonder at bhangra concerts and dances. 
There is this amazing thing that's happening: South Asians are educating themselves 
and others about their cultures and politics. Proud and loud. At a family gathering (cir
ca 1993) my cousin, who used to think that brown people belonged in the land of the 
nerds, now asks me for copies of new bhangra tunes. 

I was born the daughter of a steel worker 
Son of a farmer from a land in the East 
Full of colour, spices, warmth and smells 
Pain and hunger, fear and oppression. 

And we were raised in the life of love and hope 
Because I was born the daughter of a steel worker 
And the baby of a mother with the name of Asha 
And I was raised in the light and I was born to fight. 

- Emteaz, UK Asian dub poet. 
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Rhythm Activism 
An Interview with Marcel Khalife 
NADA EL-YASSIR 

The fall of the Soviet Union has by de
fault ushered in a monopolar world or
der, the magnitude and repercussions 
of which are still being grappled with 
politically, economically and culturally. 
Islamic fundamentalism and, by associ
ation, the Arab world, have become a 
convenient, new, external enemy. Hos
tility between the Arab world and the 
West, however, is by no means a new 
phenomenon. Its roots can be traced to 
the time of the crusades launched by 
western Europe in 1097, supposedly in 
order to recapture the Christian Holy 
Lands from the infidels (read Mus-
lims/ Arabs). 

The crusades also signalled the be
ginning of a knowledge transfer from 
the Arab world to the West. Much of 
the European Renaissance was built, in 
fact, on the science, philosophy, medi
cine, architecture, arts and mathemat
ics developed by Arab-Islamic civiliza
tion, yet this is rarely mentioned or ac
knowledged by Western society. This 
denial of contributions by other civi
lizations is by no means unique to East
West relations. We see parallel patterns 
in power dynamics between, for exam
ple, Europe and the Native civilizations 
of the Americas. 

The Arab world and the West 
have faced each other on the battle
field several times since the crusades, 
from the Reconquista and the colo
nization of the Arab world, to the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, the 

Lebanese war and, most recently, the 
Gulf war. Despite Western vested po
litical and economic interests in the 
Arab world, the contemporary intellec
tual and cultural expressions of this 
vast and diverse region have been al
lowed to trickle into Western con
sciousness only when they reinforce 
preconceived ideas and are therefore 
unchallenging. 

Enter Marcel Khalife, poet, au
thor, composer, musician and singer. 
Khalife takes up these same issues of 
East-West relations through his music. 
By joining the militant word to new 
Arabic melodies influenced by Western 
styles, Khalife's main achievement lies 
in taking New Arabic Poetry to the 
very people about whom and to whom 
it is talking. His popular and innova
tive musical expression of the joy, love, 
suffering and struggle of ordinary peo
ple has earned him the adoration and 
respect of tens of millions of Arabs 
from the Gulf to the Atlantic. 

Born in Amsheet in northern 
Lebanon in 1950, Khalife studied the 
oud at the National Academy of East
ern Music in Beirut. He started his ca
reer by composing music for ballet and 
film, but the onset of war in Lebanon 
pushed him in another direction. In 
I 976, he moved to Beirut and formed a 
musical group, Al Mayadine. Risking 
their lives, Khalife and his ensemble 
performed in abandoned halls, hospi
tals and in the streets of war-torn 
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Lebanon. Their goal was to steal the 
song from the midst of ruins and bring 
some ·happiness to the people whose 
hopes and dreams had been shattered 
by the fifteen year war. But Khalife 
does not sing only for the people of 
Lebanon. In his own words, "I have 
toured around the world and people in 
other countries are as affected by my 
music as the people of Lebanon are. I'm 
singing against oppression, wherever it 
IS. 

Khalife's work is part of a small 
movement of cultural revitalization in 
the Arab world. Through his explo
ration of the incredible richness and 
potential of Arabic music, he makes 
cultural expression an instrument in the 
struggle against social and political op
pression. It also becomes a channel for 
real dialogue between the East and the 
West, as Khalife attempts to restore 
balance to the relationship between 
the two. His latest work, Summer 
Night's Dream, was the first to be re-

leased in the West (Redwood Records). 
Marcel Khalife comes to Toronto on 
September 23, 1994. 

This interview was conducted by 
Nada EI-Yassir, host of "There Was .. 
There Was Not!" on CKLN 88. I FM in 
Toronto: 

Q, Can you talk a little about the be
ginnings of your musical career? 
A: You can say that I loved music since 
I first became aware of life. As a boy, I 
used to go out with my mother to the 
church in our village, and my first con
tact with music was through religious 
hymns. Amsheet, where I grew up, is a 
village by the sea, north of Beirut. On 
occasion, my grandfather, who was a 
fisherman, used to take me out to sea 
and there I first heard the mawawil of 
these fishermen, their rhythms and 
songs. So, I would say that this was the 
beginning of my musical awareness. As 
I grew older, my parents helped me en
roll in the conservatory, where I stud-
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ied music seriously. That's brieAy how 
things started for me. 
Q, You are well known in the Arab 
world as a political musician. Through 
your music, political ideals and 
thoughts are reAected in a way that 
finds resonance in the Arab heart. How 
do you perceive the connection be
tween art and politics? 
A: Art is not in need of anything to 
support it. If it is good art, it can stand 
on its own, but to be really able to 
give, in art, the artist takes a stance 
through which he or she can obtain vi
sion and strength. My music-my 
song-does not express a political 
event directly. It is not as if I wait for 
specific events and write about them. 
Rather, I can extract from the essence 
of that event. In other words, my offer
ing is beautiful music with a cause. The 
political idea does not necessarily de
velop artistic work. A political idea 
sometimes complements art. The ques
tioning of the world and universe is a 

political question. Politics is a general 
concept of life, so one cannot run away 
from politics. To earn a daily living is a 
political act; dialogue between people 
is a political act; our conversation 
today is political. That's how I under
stand politics. There is no political 
song or political music. We cannot say 
there is progressive music and reac
tionary music. There is simply music 
that is beautiful or not beautiful. What 
can this music offer in consciousness, 
in development for humanity? How 
can it enter the depth of a human be
ing and give him or her vision and 
dreams of hope, of happiness, of beau
ty, of victory? That is how I understand 
the relationship between politics and 
art. 
Q, In the 1960s and '70s, there was 
great political aspiration and some 
movement towards Arab unity and to
wards a progressive movement in the 
Arab world. Since then, we have per
ceived regression, an atrophy, if you 
like, of Arab art. Could you talk about 
the reAection of the political situation 
in expression in art in the Arab world? 
A: This decline, however, is not only 
present in the Arab world; it is global. 
If you look at the world's map, you will 
see a complete collapse of structures in 
all corners of the earth. Let us be real
istic, objective and balanced. How has 
the [new] world order arrived with 
such ferocity? It is dangerous. There is 
no longer anything in the world that 
can stand by itself, that can be unique. 
There is no balance. The earth is now 
tipped and revolving around an unnat
ural axis. I don't see that the hamburger 
and Pepsi civilization is the one that 
can deliver the world. We are seeing 
the results of the new world order. We 
are witnessing conAicts, further class 
conAict, more sectarian and ethnic 
strife in the whole world. Today there 

is civil war in Yugoslavia, in the heart 
of Europe. I see a big danger. If the 
world does not return to some kind of 
balance or create some state of bal
ance, the decline will be horrific. 

We are connected to the world 
and are part of it. We, in our region, 
are affected because we are a nation 
suffering a great deal. We have the 
Palestinian cause, still alive, despite the 
attempts to obliterate the spirit of the 
Palestinian people and the attempts to 
eliminate their cause; the Lebanese 
problem where, for fifteen years, total 
war has been waged, a war that has de
stroyed everything, consumed every
thing; the conAicts that exist between 
one country and another, one border 
and another. All this reAects a cultural 
decline. There are, however, still some 
places where people are successful at 
saying "no." Saying it in beautiful poet
ry, theatre and film. As for the Arab 
media channels, they are ensuring that 
the non-artistic forms of culture prolif
erate and prevail. There is need for a 
lot of struggle. 
Q, You are on record as saying that 
you are not interested in folklore, that 
we should move beyond it. What did 
you mean by that statement? 
A: Let me be precise. It is not that I 
don't like folklore or that it does not 
interest me. I don't like the touristic 
manifestation of folklore. When you 
arrive in Lebanon's airport, you see 
postcards with dabkeh groups or vil
lagers playing nai and dourbakeh under 
a cedar tree. I don't like tourism. Folk
lore for me, in its human depth, is very 
important, but folklore in its artistic 
translation is very ugly. No, I have to 
be balanced in my words. Folklore has 
to be understood as aQ identity, a cul
tural heritage of a people. How can we 
extract from folklore or the popular 
song and music and move beyond that 

to another place? That, for me, is what 
is important about folklore. 
Q, What are your thoughts on the new 
styles of music that enshrine hybridity 
between Eastern and Western tradi
tions and forms; music such as Rai, for 
example. 
A: I have no problem with hybrids. I 
feel that music today has opened up 
and is no longer containable. Informa
tion, communication channels, videos, 
TV, satellites, have connected different 
parts of the world, and through these 
communication channels, many inAu
ences have reached humanity. Today, I 
cannot sit in Lebanon and shield my
self from the rhythms that pass 
through. Jazz, pop, classical and folk
loric music from around the world 
reach my doorstep. This is enriching 
the development of music around the 
world. The important thing is to main
tain the spirit of the music that comes 
out from a particular place. You cannot 
listen to my music, even if I had con
structed it on western classical founda
tions, through orchestration and 
arrangement, without hearing that 
there are Arab and Eastern characteris
tics of that music. You cannot but per
ceive sun, sea, heat, warmth, because I 
am an Arab composing music. Drawing 
on other musical traditions and 
rhythms, if they blend in a suitable 
way and do not compromise the in
tegrity of what I am doing ... would en
rich my music. 

GLOSSARY 

dabkeh: traditional dance 
dourbakeh: fish or goat skin covered 
clay drum 
mawawil: plural of mawal; unaccompa
nied vocal section of a song. 
nai: type of shepherd's Aute 

MUSIC ISSUE 1994 FUSE 23 



H~_artbeat in the Diaspora 
Taiko and Community 
TAMAI KOBAYASHI 

Tamai Kobayashi is a member 

of Wasabi Daiko 

April 1994. In a dimly lit auditorium in 
west-end Toronto, at the Chiapas ben
efit for Mayan Refugees, Wasabi Daiko 
is setting up our small shime drums and 
larger josukes for our first piece, Protrac
tor. The tech does not go well and we 
grumble off, but console ourselves that 
at least Matsuri is in decent shape. But 
then I think almost every taiko group 
in North America has a decent version 
of Matsuri. To some eyes it may seem 
strange that a taiko group that has its 
roots in Japan would be playing at a 
benefit for Chiapas. The connection is 
not obvious. I should retrace my 
steps .. 

Taiko is, in Japanese, "big drum." In 
Japan, taiko was used in religious cere
monies to bring rain for the harvest, to 
grant safe passage and victory in battle. 
It is there in festivals, in the temple, in 
odori (a form of Japanese dance). It has 
been taken over the seas to Nikkei (peo
ple of Japanese descent) communities 
in the Asian Diaspora and popularized 
by such internationally renown Japan
ese-based groups as Kodo and On
dekoza. Taiko has remained rooted in 
community life in the face of, and per
haps because of, the intense modern
ization of Japan over the past 150 or 
so years. In the mythical origins of 
taiko, it is the drum, the pounding of 
Ama-no-Uzume, the Goddess of 
Mirth, who lures Amateratsu from her 
cave, returning her to the community 
of gods and demi-gods, thus saving the 
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world. Historically in North America, 
this idea of community is central to the 
practice of taiko drumming 

In Canada, taiko first appeared in 
Vancouver. Katari Taiko was estab
lished in 1979 as a collective with a 
mandate to develop Asian Canadian 
culture. The '70s had been an impor
tant time for the formation of new 
Asian Canadian cultural organizations. 
The Powell Street Festival originated 
in 1976 in Vancouver; the Powell 
Street Review was first published in 
1972 in Toronto; the ban on govern
ment files on the Japanese Canadian 
internment had been lifted in the mid 
seventies; the National Japanese Cana
dian Citizen's Association became 
known as the NAJC and established a 
Reparations Committee; and the first 
photo-based history of Japanese Cana
dians, A Dream of Riches, Japanese Canadi
ans, 1877-1977, was published. In retro
spect, the formation of Katari Taiko at 
the end of the decade seemed to 
promise the cultural rebirth of Asian 
Canadian communities that had sur
vived the hardships of immigration, in
ternment and dispersal policies during 
and after World War II. 

Katari Taiko has strong links to 
the Powell Street Festival. Katari's 
members have volunteered, performed 
and coordinated the festival since the 
group's beginnings. It is· significant 
that the Powell Street Festival has 
been the locus of Katari's community 

involvement. Powell Street has a par
ticular resonance in Japanese-Canadian 
history. Located in the skid-row east 
end, near an abandoned saw mill, the 
site seems disconnected from Nikkei 
culture, but Powell Street was once the 
site of a thriving pre.-war Japanese 
Canadian community-the closest 
thing to a Japan town ever to exist in 
Canada. Later the community was dis
persed by internment of Japanese 
Canadians during World War II and 
their displacement and deportation fol
lowing the war. Uapanese-Canadians, 
their properties and possessions seized 
and sold, were not allowed to return to 
British Columbia until 1949). The 
Powell Street Festival affirms the signif
icance of this site in Japanese Canadi
an history. It bridges the past and 
present by celebrating contempo-
rary Japanese Canadian culture on 
this site. It is this act of rebuilding 
and reclaiming community that 
is mirrored in the formation 
of taiko groups. 

The niatsuri, or fes
tival, is a site of the 
construction of com
munity, yet it is not a 
dead reckoning of the 
past-indeed, taiko in Canada is not 
the mere mimicry of taiko in Japan. As 
a living, growing culture, it evolves and 
changes over time. It was at the first 
Cherry Blossom festival in San Francis
co that Seiichi Tanaka was inspired to 
create the San Francisco Taiko Dojo. 
Tanaka was the person who first 
brought taiko to North America and 
many groups, including Katari, can 
trace their genesis, directly or indirect
ly, to him. (San Jose Taiko was created 
as a break away group from his San 
Francisco Taiko Dojo). Katari, in turn, 
has played the function of "mother 
group" in relation to the development 

of Japanese Canadian taiko, giving 
workshops to people in other cities 
who went on to form their own taiko 
groups. (Hinode Taiko in Winnipeg 
was formed in this way.) In 1985, ex
members of Katari, upon moving to 
Toronto, set up Wasabi Daiko. In Van
couver, members of Katari have 
branched out into Uzume Taiko, (the 
first professional taiko group in North 
America) and Sawagi Taiko (an all
women group). 

Taiko in Canada has distinctive 
characteristics; there is more move
ment, a choreographed sense of the

atre. This is not to say that 
all Canadian 

taiko 

groups are the same. On the contrary, 
taiko style varies from group to group, 
even from period to period. One can 
distinguish the "San Jose style" which is 
free and fluid, the "Suwa style" which is 
rigid, as it is taken from a militaristic 
tradition. The influence of martial arts 
on taiko is also evident. In some pieces 
there is an infusion of music, poetry, 
movement, narrative, a mix of the tra
ditional and other diasporic influences, 
jazz, dance, etc. 

Taiko is an oral tradition, with an 
emphasis on collectivity. This, along 
with the history of Japanese-Canadi
ans, has imparted a strong sense of 

community to taiko groups. While 
taiko has developed from a longstand
ing tradition, a tradition that is not 
without its own internal tensions, it is 
inextricable from the context of racism 
in North America. 

Asians in Canada continue to be 
confronted with the stereotypes of 
Asian passivity, weakness and invisibili
ty; Asians are rarely seen as creators of 
culture. In 1988, redress for the Nikkei 
community was achieved, yet in cultur
al terms we have yet to fully arrive. 
The majority of Katari Taiko members, 
interestingly enough, and in contrast 
to more well-known Japanese taiko 
groups, have been women. This holds 
true for taiko groups across North 
America. Katari's signature piece is 
Mountain Moving Day, taken from 

Yosano Akiko's famous poem 
(Yosano is a prominent nieiji

era feminist). By providing 
alternative images of Asian 

women, images of them as 
vital, powerful, visible and 

creative, groups like Katari dis
solve the image of Asian women· 

as submissive and silent. Taiko 
has also had, in North America, a 

strong alignment with Queer cul
ture. The development of taiko reflects 
the concerns of contemporary Japanese 
Canadian communities. The conflicts, 
issues and resolutions played out with
in taiko groups mirror those that occur 
within the larger communities. 

In 1992, the Canadian Taiko Festi
val brought together all of the taiko 
groups in Canada, with Winnipeg's 
Hi node Taiko acting as the host group. 
There were workshops on composing, 
group process, etc. In the group 
process workshop there were a number 
of issues discussed: to be political or 
not to be political, issues of member
ship and cultural appropriation, hierar-
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Taiko has become a 
space in which Japan
ese Canadians and oth-
er Asian Canadians can 
meet each other and 
work together across 
what have been histori
cally cultural/national 
divides. Taiko has been 

of the sites in one 
which many communi
ties have come together. 

chies versus collectives. In Wasabi it
self there have been crises along these 
lines, along with membership 
turnovers. Yet from its beginnings, fol
lowing the example set by Katari 
Taiko's community-based activism, 
Wasabi Daiko has had an overtly polit
ical focus. Wasabi's political concerns 
are reflected in th~ performances and 
benefits that the group attends. (Re
dress Commemoration, Earth Spirit 
Festival, Lesbian and Gay Pride Day in 
1991 and 1992, East Asian Youth and 
Alienation Conference, Canadian 
Peace Alliance Benefit 1993, etc.) 

Along with a commitment to pro
gressive political movements, its phi
losophy espouses the development of 
Asian Canadian identity, not as a mere 
multicultural spice, but actively defin
ing an Asian Canadian presence in the 
arts. Wasabi's mandate also outlines an 
objective to work in solidarity with 
other groups-in particular with other 
Asian groups. In North American taiko, 
recruitment is extended to a Pan-Asian 
membership. The Asian communities 
in Canada were subjected to many 
similar forms of discrimination includ-

ing, internment and dispersion of 
the Japanese, and the levelling of the 
Exclusion Act and the Head Tax 
against the Chinese. Taiko has become 
a space in which Japanese Canadians 
and other Asian Canadians can meet 
each other and work together across 
what have been historically cultural/na
tional divides. Taiko has been one of 
the sites in which many communities 
have come together. While sanseis 
(third generation Japanese Canadians) 
have been pivotal in the development 
of taiko, taiko has also been embraced 
by the shin ijushya generations (postwar 
immigrants). Expanding the musical 
form of taiko has resulted in collabora
tions such as Katari Taiko and Kokoro 
(taiko and dance), Shinobu Homma 
and Pui Ming Lee's Moondance (taiko 
and jazz piano), Gohroh Ensemble and 
dancer Michael Greyeye (taiko, dance 
and jazz saxophone), Wasabi Daiko, 
Manasie Akpaliapik and the Inuit 
Throat Singers (taiko, Inuit drums and 
Inuit song). 

Yet there are still some hard ques
tions about audience, appropriation 
and access that taiko groups are con
fronted with. Music, given its "univer
sality" is easily consumed; audiences 
can enjoy taiko performances but re
main oblivious to its politics. In the 
worst case, the modern performance 
of taiko drumming may become ahis
torical and even appropriated by the 
larger dominant community. Given 
that the attitudes of the mainstream to 
Japanese culture may alternate between 
Japan-bashing on one hand and 
Japanophilia on the other, choosing an 
audience for taiko can be problematic. 
Who do we play for and why? As all 
groups do, taiko groups must also "sing 
for their supper." In choosing the audi
ences for which we perform taiko 
groups must often weigh their eco-
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nomic survival against their social and 
political ideals. 

April 1994. Protractor, Matsuri, and 
Miyake have gone well. Our set is done. 
There is some confusion stage side 
but we return to centre stage for the 
drum jam, drums of the four directions 
beating in time. We are a community 
of sorts, built consciously across 
historical divides and diasporas, but 
built nonetheless; not to romanticize 
or collapse difference, but to see who 
we may become. 

Organized Disorder 
The Changing Space of the Record 
WILL STRAW 

In 1872, just before opening le Bon Marche, his newly 
acquired department store, Aristide Boucicault hurriedly 
rearranged its layout. In Boucicault's own justification of this 
reordering, Rachel Bobby suggests, we may glimpse the 
birth of a distinctly modern conception of commerce and 
shopping. What is necessary, Boucicault wrote, speaking of 
his customers, 

is that they walk around for hours, that· they get lost. 
First of all, they will seem more numerous. 
Secondly. .. the store will seem larger to them. And last
ly, it would really be too much if, as they wander 
around in organized disorder, lost, driven crazy, they 
don't set foot in some departments where they had no 
intention of going, and if they don't succumb at the 
sight of things which grab them on the way. 1 

Part of the original appeal of the department store, Rachel 
Bowlby has argued, rested on the fact that in entering it one 
did not directly encounter the proprietor or sales person. 
There was no sense of obligation to buy something, little 
risk that one would be asked what one was looking for. The 
moral equation between entering a shop and making a pur
chase, typical of earlier forms of commerce, had been bro
ken. The customer's drive to investigate everything for offer 
now sprang from an individual, touristic compulsion to 
explore, rather than a deliberate pressuring from others. 

The sense of wandering around in "organized disorder, 
lost, driven crazy," has marked my own experience of the 
record store over the last five years. The small or mid-sized 
chain stores of a decade ago are gradually disappearing, giv
ing way to sprawling superstores with their segregated bou
tiques, multiple floors and careful construction of architec
tural confusion. This combination of confusion and enticing 
promise reaches almost caricature levels in the HMV 
Superstore on Yonge Street in Toronto. Upon entering, one 
faces no salespeople or records on display, but two sets of 

stairs whose destinations are not ( to the first-time visitor) 
clear. At the downtown Sam the Record Man outlet in 
Montreal, the upper levels are organized as a set of intercon
nected garrets, through which even experienced customers 
are likely to stumble, confused, in their search for a way out. 
On my last visit there, I noticed a new sign inviting cus
tomers to seek directions if they were lost. 

Few spatial environments crystallize so perfectly an 
emergent set of cultural and economic relations as do con
temporary record superstores. The record superstore is the 
product of several, easily observable economic trends: the 
general popularity of gargantuan retail outlets (as in the 
office supply or pharmaceutical products industries), the 
move towards concentration within the recorded music 
industry (in particular, within distribution), and the emer
gence of a relatively integrated entertainment software 
industry. For my purposes, however, the superstore stands as 
the latest attempt to resolve long-standing dilemmas in the 
relationship of the record industry to its intended and imag
ined markets of consumers. Once oriented toward produc
ing a limited number of blockbuster successes, record com
panies are more and more the exploiters of ac;cumulated 
back catalogues or infinitely differentiated niche markets. In 
the most optimistic scenarios of the record companies, their 
market has come to be characterized by a new, stable pre
dictability; jazz reissues, classical compilations and alterna
tive rock albums now sell in numbers that lend themselves 
easily to procedures of rational calculation. 

For other analysts, however, the sprawling pluralism of 
the contemporary record store threatens a dispersion of the 
market into anarchic confusion. As tastes fragment and few 
records attain the sales levels of a Thriller or a Purple Rain, 
consumer choices no longer manifest themselves as broad, 
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collective swings toward this album or that. Instead, they are 
spread among thousands of choices from a fifty-year stock
pile. As the boutiques within superstores proliferate, and 
with them the number of titles for offer, marketing experts 
begin to speak of "selection stress": the "anxiety [of] a music 
buyer faced with the enormous selection in most stores." 2 A 
whole range of technologies, subsidiary media and market
ing strategies are now marshalled to reduce this stress to 
direct the buyer comfortably and confidently to specified 
titles. 

The Swing Vote 
Fifteen years ago, in the midst of the record industry's eco
nomic slump, the trade press was shot through with rhetoric 
about the need to win back adult record buyers. 
Demographic studies showed a longterm shrinking of the 
primary audience for rock recordings (males aged 18-24); 
wooing back the older, so-called casual buyer came to be 
the challenge of the I 980s. 3 The diagnosis of why adults 
had ceased buying records in significant numbers through
out the 1970s focused, for a time, on the spatial environ
ment of the mall chain store. Narrow and deep, the chain 
store confronted middle-aged shoppers with young, fright
eningly subcultural sales clerks, and heavy metal music blast
ing from an entrance which was itself blocked by displays of 
unrecognizable current recordings. The folklore of the 
record industry during this period included story after story 
of adults entering a mall store, asking for a Perry Como or 
Peggy Lee album, and meeting a blank stare of non-recogni
tion from sales clerks. 

Throughout the 1970s, record companies in North 
America had reduced the attention paid to non-specialist, 
department stores (such as Woolworth's or Eaton's), because 
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those who frequented such stores were considered casual 
infrequent buyers of records. In an industry dependent u;on 
rock recordings and a population of buyers heavily involved 
in music, the commercial weight of record racks in these 
stores came to be seen as negligible. By the early 1980s, and 
with sales declining, there was a significant reversal of think
ing on this matter. The industry's salvation, it was now 
argued, required turning away from rock, and toward so
called non-perishable classes of product, such as children's 
music, easy listening, classical music and reissues from the 
past. "Non-perishable" meant that these forms did not rise 
and fall with the rhythms of fashion; stores could maintain 
titles in inventory for long periods of time. 

The principal target for these non-perishable record
ings, the industry believed, was the young adult woman. 
"[S]he's uncommitted," one industry executive described this 
kind of consumer: 

She isn't really into music, doesn't read hip music maga
zines, doesn't go to concerts, but [she] reads shopper 
guide columns and is about ready to hook up with cable 
TV or buy a video game. 4 

The most effective means of reaching these buyers, it was 
claimed, involved campaigns encouraging them to buy 
recordings as gifts (presumably for men). The "Give the Gift 
of Music" campaign of the early 1980s was directed precise
ly at so-called casual buyers. These were to be found "walk
ing up and down the aisles of your customers' chain dis
count or department store." 5 Females aged thirty to 'thirty
nine, whom research found to spend twenty-five percent of 
all gift dollars, were designated the "swing vote" within 
industry discourse, those who could make the difference 
between a record's profitability or failure. 6 During this peri
od, as well, labels producing so-called middle-of-the-road 
recordings explored what were termed non-traditional sales 
outlets for recordings-liquor stores, perfume stores and gift 
shops-bypassing a music retail sector considered inhos
pitable to their target audiences. 

The recording industry's construction of a "casual buyer" 
has typically conflated the aging adult and the female. Both 
are seen as slow in their response to shifting trends and 
much less involved in the circulation of music-related 
knowledges than the male consumer in his late teens or 
early twenties. Each of these consumer groups, according to 
the industry's understanding, nevertheless possesses specific 
virtues. The "casual buyer" has no prior inclination to pur-

1 
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chase records; once convinced to do so, however, she is eas
ily swayed by advertising strategies. In this, she is diametri
cally opposed to the "core" male buyer, who is always will
ing to buy records but notoriously selective in his buying 
decisions. The wooing of the largely female, "casual" buyer 
is regularly painted in the te·rms of chivalrous guidance. 
Having defined musical recordings as appropriate gifts, the 
industry will offer benevolent instruction as to which 
recordings are suitable for that purpose. 

The Comfort Level 
If the compact disc has emerged as one of the most daz
zlingly effective commodity forms, this has little to do with 
its technical superiority to the vinyl record ( which we no 
longer remember to notice.) Rather, this effectiveness has to 
do with its status as the perfect cross-over consumer object. 
As a cutting-edge audiophile invention, it seduced the 
technophilic, connoisseurist males who typically buy new 
sound equipment and quickly build collections of record
ings. (Indeed, by the late 1980s, and because of the CD, the 
proportion of males within the record-buying audience had 
reached peak levels). 7 At the same time, its visual refinement 
and high price rapidly rendered it legitimate as a gift. In 
this, the CD has found a wide audience among the popula
tion of casual record buyers. 

These audiences, distinct and opposed in a variety of 
ways, find a partial convergence within the reissue strategies 
of record companies. The jazz or classic rock connoisseur 
seeks and now finds the range of titles that archiving impuls
es require. The casual buyer finds a range of titles that will 
allow him/her to establish a collection that, although likely 
to remain limited, seems to represent a well-established 
canon. For the record companies and the retail sector the 
significant challenge of the near future is that of deli;ering 
information. Means must be developed to inform connois
seurs of ongoing reissue programmes; at the same time, the 
anxiety of casual buyers about their lack of expertise must be 
overcome. 

In this context, there is a preponderance of moralizing 
exhortations, directed at those within the record retail 
industry, to increase the level of comfort of those browsing 
in their stores. Classical, jazz and alternative rock music are 
regularly characterized as "intimidating," in that they present 
the would-be buyer with the horrifying possibility of mak
ing a wrong choice. 8 

The strains within this moralizing however are most vis
ible in discussions of the popularizing of classical music. 

Guided by the conviction that "aging baby boomers are 
looking for something new and mellow to listen to" labels 
have sought to render classical music friendly and ~opulist, 
promoting it on television during basketball games, through 
movie sou.ndtracks or via tie-ins to Martha Stewart cook
books.9 In the experience of one distributor of classical 
music, "racks that highlight chart successes and include rec
ommendations of titles made the consumer 'more comfort
able."' 10 For traditional classical labels, such as Deutsche 
Gramophone, this is frequently seen as shameless pandering, 
a squandering of the prestige capital accumulated by these 
labels or by the orchestras and composers they have pre
sented. (This pandering, nevertheless, has become unavoid
able, as budget-line classical albums, often featuring Eastern 
European orchestras, reduce the market shares of once dom
inant labels.) 

If record stores have become larger, it is in part to 
accommodate all customers: the casual and the legendary 
"core" buyer of records. The latter, obviously, can wallow in 
the archival inclusiveness of the superstore. For the casual 
buyer the sprawling abundance of the superstore-its mix
ing of historical times and endless subdivision of tastes and 
genres-although likely to intimidate, is just as likely to 
comfort. Just as it suggests an endless set of knowledges not 
yet mastered, its flattened sense of equivalency means that 
none stands more privileged than another. 

Space and Stasis 
. The effects of the CD on the layout of the record store are 
easily traceable, but they must be seen against the back
ground of a larger audience fragmentation, of which they 
are both a cause and an effect. The predominance of the CD 
has grown during a period when radio has ceased to play a 

MUSIC ISSUE 1994 FUSE 29 



significant role in stimulating record sales, in large measure 
because the majority of radio stations have moved away 
from playing current music. The declining promotional role 
of radio has spurred the turn towards reissues, just as this 
turn itself has weakened the link between the records put on 
sale and what is heard on radio. Record companies, to 
remain profitable, have come to depend on the tighter but 
more predictable profits which accrue from the sales of 
thousands of back catalogue titles. While current recordings 
obviously continue to be released, they do so within a con
text of increased audience fragmentation. (One can own two 
albums on today's Billboard Top 10 without ever having 
heard most of the others.) In this context, the processes by 
which consumers come to know about and seek out records 
are increasingly differentiated, grounded in the everyday 
minutiae of word-of-mouth or highly specialized magazines. 
Seeking to influence sales, record companies have extended 
the hand of chivalrous and polite guidance to all buyers. 

To benefit from massive reissue programmes and from 
the pluralism of current product, record stores themselves 
have had to enlarge their physical space so as to offer an 
enormous range of titles. (They can no longer sacrifice the 
revenues from marginal forms, such as alternative rock, to 
specialty stores.) This requires extensive capitalization, both 
to expand and subdivide the physical space of the retail 
store, and to maintain large, slow-moving inventories over 
long periods of time. This requirement, more than any 
broader economic trend, may serve to explain the recent 
disappearance within Canada of the A&A and Discus chains, 
both of which lacked the resources necessary to maintain 
and expand inventories. 

The important tension within the record retail sector 
presently is that between the offering of a potentially 
chaotic abundance and the marshalling of a variety of means 
for focusing consumer choice and producing order from 
amidst this chaos. The changing architecture of the record 
store over the last half decade reveals the new importance of 
consumer information and its delivery. The rise of in-store 
listening booths, ·give-away magazines and label display 
racks is a direct result of the declining role of radio as a 
force in stimulating record sales. These forms and technolo
gies all presume a redefinition of record-buying as an activi
ty stimulated by discovery, previewing and experimentation, 
rather than prior exposure or peer group reinforcement. 
They are meant, in other words, to contain the epidemic of 
"selection stress." 
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In this context, the industry's conceptualization of 
buyer behaviour has shifted considerably. This is no longer 
imagined in causal terms, as the effect of particular promo
tional media on collective buying decisions. Rather, it is 
imagined as a set of coherences which link the observed 
purchase of one title to the possible or probable purchase of 
another, along a calculated series. Here, the acquisition of 
information on individual buying habits has become embed
ded within new technologies which create buyer profiles 
and guide their choices. The most discussed of these, 
offered by lntouch of San Francisco, involves listening sta
tions in record stores, for the use of which identification 
cards are required. A customer who samples any pop/dance 
record is offered a sneak preview of the new album by 
another pop/dance artist; later, he/she is mailed information 
on upcoming albums of similar style. Record companies, in 
turn, receive data on which cuts the customer listened to 
while using the machine. This is combined with demograph
ic application supplied when the customer applied for a 
card. 11 

The emergence of these information systems and tech
nologies has been embedded within an ongoing campaign 
against waste, against the failure to use the most trivial sorts 
of information. One effect of this preoccupation with data 
has been the virtual disappearance from record stores of 
deletes or cutouts. As cash registers are linked to inventory 
control systems, and these to record companies and their 
pressing plants, the risks of over-pressing and ordering have 
been reduced. Slow-selling stock is reallocated to other 
branches; best-selling titles are printed as they are needed. 12 

The effect, for long-time browsers like myself, is a redefini
tion of the record store's promise of discovery. Once, a 
decade ago, it was based on the enticing likelihood of stum
bling across bins of cheap, failed albums or over-runs. Now, 
the pleasure of discovery has been directed towards tasteful
ly packaged reissues selling at catalogue prices. 

Afterthoughts 
These changes, like so many others reshaping our cultural 
landscape, may leave us with a paralyzing ambivalence. In 
an age when in-store giveaway magazines build credibility 
by running negative reviews, or when listening posts invite 
us to test the latest alternative rock obscurity, traditional cri
tiques of record industry hype or shrinking choice seem 
quaintly inappropriate. Longstanding concerns about the 
neglect of once-marginal forms or performers are disarmed 
as major firms rush to reissue their back catalogues in lov-

ingly designed collections. Complaints about the elitism 
implicit in CD pricing policies wither when attractive soul 
reissues on compact disc sell for less than a current 12" vinyl 
dance single. 

What has withered as well, amidst the new fragmenta
tion of musical tastes, is music's role in producing and regis
tering disruptive shifts of popular attention. As musical 
tastes divide, they appear to be more purist: industrial rock, 
rap or country albums now reach the Top 10 without the 
obvious signs of compromise or hybridization. The rational
ization of distribution, sales and promotion has helped to 
transform the market for records into segregated blocks of 
loyal core buyers rather than a site for crossover of collec
tive redirection. In this context, successful records seem 
more authentic, more faithful to their generic traditions, 
than at any point in recent history. "There is an increasing 
proliferation of street-edge music," one record label execu
tive said recently, and "the old rules don't apply as much." 13 

Under the new rules, a Nine Inch Nails album makes the 
Billboard Top IO in its first week of release. 

With so much that seems positive in these changes, we 
may overlook the new segregations of taste and audience 
which have resulted. Few collective gatherings are as racially 
and socially homogeneous as a Pavement concert, for exam
ple, and Pink Floyd's recent New York show was, by all 
accounts, the most exclusively white event in that city's 
recent history. As record superstores beckon with their plu
ralist abundance, magazines, radio formats and the broader 
logics of social differentiation have circumscribed tastes and 
buying patterns within predictable clusters. What has been 
lost, arguably, are those (politically ambiguous) moments of 
crossover or convergence that regularly undermined music's 
usual tendency to reinforce social and racial insularity. 
Stumbling around the record superstore, "lost, driven crazy," 
the paths we follow are likely, nevertheless, to map the stub
born lines of social division. 

Will Straw teaches at the graduate programme in Communications, 
McGill University 
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Harlem State of Mind 
A Conversation with Greg Tate 
VICTOR BAINS MARSHALL 

Victor Bains Marsl,all is the host of CKLNs popu

lar open format s/,ow "T/,e Middle Passage." He is 

a writer who has done interviews with many innov-

ative artists and performers-from George Clinton 

to Meshell N'degeOcello. He is covering the 1994 

Festival of Festivals for Black Film Review, a 

Washington based quarterly. 

As a journalist, Greg Tate has written 
about most of Black society's icons and 
personalities: from music folk like 
Miles Davis and Black hard-core leg
ends the Bad Brains, from painter Jean 
Michel Basquiat to filmmaker Millicent 
Shelton. His critiques and essays are 
thought-provoking and written in a 
wildly inventive style. 

After attending Howard 
University in Washington D.C., he 
embarked on a career in writing, gettin' 
his big break with New York City's in
fluential Village Voice, after submitting 
work that was so impressive he was 
asked to become a full-time contribu
tor. Over the last few years Greg has 
become somewhat of a multimedia per
sonality, writing for not only the Voice 

but also Spin and Vibe, among others. 
He also co-founded the Black Rock 
Coalition with "Living Color" guitarist 
Vernon Reid, and is featured on the 
Coalition's latest compilation disc, 
Blacker Than That, with his band 
Women In Love, in which he· plays 
lead guitar. 

I spoke on the phone [in February 
1994] with Greg from his home in 
Harlem, the Mecca of Black creativity 
in North America. 

VBM: I recently was talking to my sis
ter back home in Philly and she was 
lamenting the fact that some Black 
folks, particularly the youth, seemed to 
be under some type of mass psychosis 
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which manifested itself through vio
lence, misogyny, and, too often, the 
death of another brother or sister. 
Some rap music has come under fire 
from individuals and organizations for 
helping to compound the situation 
through negative portrayals of Black 
women and life in the "hood" in gener
al. Why do you feel some young, Black 
male rappers have this unhealthy atti
tude towards our women? 
Greg: I think that attitude comes out of 
a scapegoating vibe. Brothers victimiz
ing Black women because they feel 
powerless to change their own situa
tion in society. They're looking for 
somebody lower on the totem pole 
than them, somebody nearby, which 
are the sistas. Obviously these guys 
have a lot of insecurities about them
selves as men and about being able to 
fulfill the perceived functions of a man 
in society, or did, before they became 
rap stars. It's like they have this attitude 
that women wouldn't be interested in 
them if they weren't rich and famous; 
and so, a lot of this stuff is comin' from 
this real spiteful, revenge type of bag, 
cause they weren't "the dynamite love 
man," or whatever in high school. 
VBM: What are some of the comments 
that you've heard from sistas regarding 
this issue? What are their thoughts? 
Greg: Well, I think that sistas who are 
into hip-hop definitely feel abused, 
but, because of their love of the music 
and the hip-hop culture, they're rolling 

with the punches. I think that there's a 
general feeling amongst sistas that 
they're waiting for something better to 
come along in terms of brothers' atti
tudes and acknowledgment of Black 
women within hip-hop. As well, a lot 
of what you're dealing with are very 
adolescent attitudes. It's not anything 
that rap has invented, you know what I 
mean. It's something learned from soci
ety at large. If you watch TV or films 
women are often depicted as hookers 
and ho's, you know, scheming bitches 
and the whole thing They just don't 
use those particular words. It's magni
fied with Black folks in particular, be
cause the conditions that we work 
from are so extreme. 
VBM: Moving towards a positive, af
firming resolution of this dilemma that 
Black folks find themselves in nowa
days-what steps can people such as 
yourself and others in the media, who 
chronicle these events and to some ex
tent are role models, take to help turn 
the situation around? 
Greg: I think that it's more important 
on a certain level that brothers speak 
out against violence, sexism and miso
gyny in the culture even more than sis
tas do. Why should sistas have to bear 
the burden of that all the time?! I mean 
right is right and wrong is wrong and 
even the brothers who are perpetuating 
that misogynist shit know that it ain't 
right. That ain't about no love, that 
ain't about no heal in', that ain't about 
no support or anything that's gonna 
Ii berate us! 
VBM: It seems as though the past few 
years have brought little inspiration on 
the Black political scene as far as dy
namic leadership is concerned, but 
Louis Farrakhan and the Nation Of ls
lam have injected a new vision and 
new mandate into the mix. A lot of 
Black youth are relating to his message. 

Charlie Parker & Miles Davis in the '50s. 

What's your take on the situation? 
Greg: It's hard to speak on. I think that 
many Blacks are drawn to him because 
he's a Black figure who's outside, way 
outside of what appears to be a cor
rupt, aloof Black leadership main
stream. Farrakhan definitely says a lot 
of things that, even if you don't neces
sarily espouse those beliefs, are still 
things that many Black people feel. 
Having been raised in this society, we 
feel like we've been chumped, and too 
often people are bending over back
wards to appease the white power 
structure. The Nation is also really in
volved in communicating with Black 
youth, reaching out to them in a way 
that other organizations aren't doing. 
Let's not forget also that The Nation is 
a powerful persuader! There's kind of 
like only two ways to go; reform or 
revolution. I think that for the most 
part we're still in the reform mode, still 
trying to make that work, but we defi
nitely need some bolder, more vision
ary leadership coming out of the main
stream. 
VBM: Back in 1985 you and "Living 
Color" guitarist Vernon.Reid formed 

the Black Rock Coalition, the purpose 
being to get exposure and radio air 

play for Black musicians' groups that 
were into rock and alternative music, 
but were being for the most part 
totally ignored by radio: both white 
and Black formats. Do you see more 
of an acceptance, a tolerance of Black 
rock-oriented artists now in '94? 
Greg: This past year we've started to 
see acceptance you know, of Black rock 
bands as far as new bands being signed 
is concerned. Now, with it being a post 
Nirvana era and with the success of the 
Red Hot Chili Peppers, the industry is 
more open to alternatives in general 
and music that bridges the gap be
tween what's goin' on over in the Black 
side, what's goin' on in hip-hop, and 
what's happening in the white rock are
na: things that bridge the gap between 
those musics in terms of form, intensity 
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and presentation. 
VBM: You're a writer and a musician, 
you've directed a play, and lord knows 
what other creative endeavours you've 
been involved with .... Where did you 
get this passion to invent and chronicle 
Black aesthetics and cultural theory so 
thoroughly? What were the early years 

like? 
Greg: Well I'm originally from Ohio 
and my parents are from the south: 
Memphis, Tennessee. They were both 
heavily involved with the civil rights 
and Black Power movements of the six
ties and were part of a cultural, politi
cal group in Ohio that would routinely 
bring to town folks like Stokely 
Carmichael, Pharaoh Sanders and 
Amiri Baraka to speak and play. So I 
got exposed to a lot of progressive 
Black thought and art early on in my 
life. That had a lot to do with my de
velopment as a thinker, certainly as 
somebody concerned with Black cul
ture. When we moved to Washington 
D.C. I found folks there who had been 
involved with student and Black Power 
struggles so that also had an impact. 
Howard University's radio station circa 
1972 had a real eclectic approach to 
broadcasting. You would hear Marvin 
Gaye, Wayne Shorter, Muddy Waters 
and Jimi Hendrix in the same set. 
That's where I first became exposed to 

Above: John Coltrane 

Miles and Jimi, on Howard University 
radio. It was really wild! I've always 
been a heavy reader and when 1 started 
writing my strongest influences were 
Ishmael Reed and Pedro Bell (the fel
low who wrote the liner notes to the 
Funkadelic albums) and of course Amiri 
Baraka. To me, he's sort of like the god
father of all modern Black writers. 
He's just such a powerful influence! Es
pecially in terms of constant experi
mentation and having such a distinc
tive voice. As a writer those kind of 
things work on you subconsciously; 
you're not consciously trying to emu
late him, it just becomes a certain level, 
a high standard you have for deciding 
what good writing is. Just reading a cat 
like that establishes a standard for you. 
I'm sure it's like in the sixties when oth
er saxophonists were conscious of 
Coltrane, because he was such a devel
oped musician and musical thinker. I 
think that Amiri Baraka sets a similar 
standard for Black writers who have 
followed him-accomplished essayist, 
poet, playwright, fiction writer and 

outstanding talent! 
VBM: ln your writing style you marry 
the articulation and slang of a 
freestylin' rapper with the encyclope
dic vocabulary of a Harvard University 
English professor, and it works bril
liantly for the most part. It even seems 
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as though you make up words when 
none are available to convey your 
thoughts. Where did you develop this 

style of writing? 
Greg: 1 think that it was something 
that I always wanted to develop, and 
over time I just got better and better at 
it. 1 was always around music and musi
cians and the way musicians talk has al
ways been in my head-you know, just 
the way brothers talk in general. I 
wrote poetry before 1 got into journal
ism and essays and I was trying to do 
the same thing there, you know, create 
a poetic voice that could really contain 

Black conversation. 

We concluded the interview on a note 
that typifies Greg's fearless approach to 
life and his willingness to contribute in 
any way, manner or form to the new 

Black Aesthetic. 
VBM: I hear that you and composer 
Leroy Jenkins are presently completing 
work on "Fresh Faust," a jazz, hip-hop 

opera. What's up with that? 
Greg: We've just had a workshop meet
ing where Leroy took the director and 
myself all the way through the score. 
He showed us how he had scored 
the libretto. We're going to do a work
shop production in Boston sometime 
in March. 

LYNN CROSBIE 

Lynn Crosbie is a Toronto poet. 

Her recent book of poery, 

VillainElle, was published in 

the spring of 1994 by 

Coach House Press. 

Even You Can Not Resist Her 9 Courtney Love Tantras 

MARILYN MONROE, TODAY THOU HAST PASSED 

THE DARK BARRIER 

-diving in a swirl of golden hair ... 
nah oath eeze farewell. Moor droon fahra rahoor 
Michael McClure, Ghost Tantras 

Thy firmness makes my circle just, 
And makes me end where I begun. 
John Donne 

i. Live Throu h This 

It is difficult to write about Courtney Love this spring (1994}; she has just passed 
the dark barrier of suicide, and she is silent. Love is someone who I have long admired as someone 
(Miss World) whose choices 

are conventional (career+ marriage+ child) are unconventional 

[in integral rational functions] 

imaginary real and equal real and unequal 

Sass , April 1992: ... girls get discouraged from math, and I think that affects song writing, because 
math is a big part of arranging a song in your head. 

ii. Love 

She chants and recites a mantra: Inside of me is ·safe, inside of me is safe. 

Vanity Fair, September 1992: Courtney chanted for the coolest guy in rock ... to be her boyfriend. 

Their songs complement they complement each other-

Hate me, my friend Take everything, I want you to 

compliment: he is so graceful and beautiful she is the best fuck in the world. 

her fingernail scars on his back, Courtne 's Love; 

I'll be the biggest scar in your back 

Her circle just -

Every night I've been sleeping with his mother, 
and I wake up in the morning and think it's him 
because, because his body's sort of the same. 

I have to go now. 

iii. Marriage+ 

Courtney Love and Kurt Cobain married in Waikiki, Hawaii on February 24, 1992. 
He wore green pyjamas 
She wore a lace dress that belonged to Frances Farmer (Frances, Saint). 

Come As You Are, Toronto: Main Street Books, 1993: 

Kurt thought he'might cry at the ceremony 

Everyone wore leis 

On a cliff in Waikiki there are ukuleles, blue seas+ 
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iv. heroin 

slut-kiss girl won't you promise her smack 

Julian Cope (October 1992): Free Us ... From Nan S un en-Fixated Heroin A-Holes Who Clin To Our 
Greatest Rock Grau s And Suck Out Their Brains ... (Courtney Love) needs shooting and I'll shoot her. 

When Cobain's body is examined valium and heroin are found in his system (April 8, 1994)- Love is 

arrested on April 7th for possessing a "controlled substance." 

beside her-glassine bag syringe white powder 

beside him - note identification a doll in utero 

She is·deared of charges on May 4th; the substance thought to be heroin 

heroin is a Hindu good-luck charm 

(September, 1992): Things are really good. It's all coming true. Although it could fuck up at any time. You 

never know. 

v. I Think That I Would Die (I want my baby) 

It was a bad time to get pregnant and that appealed to me 

Eugene a boy and Frances a girl 

Frances Bean (her sonogram a kidney bean) born August 18, 1992 

People, May 2, 1994: In August 1992 reports that she had done heroin during her 
pregnancy - allegations Love vehemently denied - prompted 

Los Angeles child-welfare authorities to place Frances Bean ... 
in the temporary custody of Love's sister, a move that Courtney 
has said made both her and Kurt suicidal. 

The Globe reports that the parents of the junkie baby have mone & fame but no damn heart. 

the sonogram - In Utero; 

Frances (19 months) can sing the first line of "All Apologies." She walks 

by the river after her father's suicide 

in a leopard coat and pale blue sweater 

holding her mother's hand she waves at the water 

something there 

vi. And She's Not Even Pre 

-title of Love's Hole-fanzine 

At one time, Courtney Love and Kat Bjelland were not on speaking terms. 
One reason - Courtney lent Kat a dress who wore it to England first and 
Courtney could not wear those fuckin dresses in En land an more. 

If Veronica and Betty make separate appearances 

at the beach in the same bikini 

at a dance in the same formal 

anywhere in Riverdale in the same fucking outfit 

people scatter, terrified -

she'd kill for less 

the kinder-whore look, art 
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less rips and skin-tight velvet, 
huge red lips (ripe persimmons)+ sea-bluegreen eyes+ trampy blonde hair 
Is she pretty on the inside, is she pretty from the back? 

vii. Love sings this and other songs 

her voice is terrifying 

power rage violence (violets, violins) 

loss love lyrical 

poetry 

~' December 1992: What am I supposed to do, turn into fucking Mother Teresa all of a sudden? Am I 
supposed to write a country record because I had a baby? I've felt more sexual warfare, political, medical 
and media terror in the last couple months than I've ever felt in my whole life. 

political - electric guitar 

torrents of noise and feedback 

screams -

I'LL BE THE BIGGEST DICK THAT YOU EVER HAD 

viii. Revision 

winter 1994 

Pamela Des Barres (I'm With The Band) interviews Courtney Love (I'm In The Band) for Interview 

career+ marriage+ child 

+stripper+ rock star+ English major+ 

surgery+ rubies+ motheaten sweater+ 

+ Caligula + reform school girl+ movie star+ heroin at the Chelsea 

And I'm a feminist! +c. 

In 1993 I wrote Courtney Love a fan letter and she wrote back: 
my story is like a pie that you slice with layers and layers of ooze coz 
ive done everything almost Everything almost everywhere 

ix. 

her unclockable mouth (her) dominant nature 

she has a monolo ue oin twen -four hours a da and ... sometimes she 

includes others 

Courtney Love is an articulate speaking 
subject who defines constructs 
herself best who is 
silent 

Villa e Voice, April 19 1994: Listening to Love's tape at the vigil, I began to think about women's 
silence ... Part of Cobain's personal tragedy was his inability to feel his own power; at this moment, Love's 
achievement is to be able, across the black expanse of her sorrow, to maintain a sense of her own. 

I have to go now 

eace love em ath Courtney Love 
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REACHIN' 
(a new refutation of space and time) 

JAMES OSCAR 

My interviewees, Digable Planets, who I expected to be easy 
going adherents of "hybridity," (the discussion of which has 
become almost banal), took hybridity, as it were, for a 
ride-and then decided to re-ground it in those always nec
essary particulars which give any agency its spiritual life 
fruit. What was not so apparent, what appeared instead as a 
nuanced didacticism, was a warning against an all-too-com
fortable hybridity which loses control of its congenital vacil

lation. 
The thrust of our discussion turned out to be the formu

lation of a "new" Black aesthetic in the process of its own 
formation an aesthetic which I found quite well respected, 
reworked,' and recomplicated in Digable Planets' music and 

style. 

JO: I would first like it if you could situate yourself vis a vis 
the hip-hop world, because it seems as though there are cer
tain moments in time when certain artists act as "theorists" 
of what's going on. For instance, they may say, as you do, 
that it is time to start refuting space and time ... ! don't want 
to put you on some pedestal as the "intellectuals" of hip-hop, 
but it seems as though you are critiquing certain things, sort 
of like when De la Soul said "Take it off." 
ISHMAEL Well, I do think we do understand certain 
things .... See, we have had, in some ways, the privilege of 
solid parenting, but within the context of a strictly African 
American growing up and existence within the urban areas 
of the country. You are therefore an observer, but an observ
er of yourself and of everything that goes on in your envi
ronment, you know what I'm saying? Take for instance gang
ster music and gangster rap, we understand the mentality of 
it because we grew up around it, we also understand why it 
is popular and the social implications that supercede it
much more than the people that are <loin' it .... Just having 
that kind of knowledge is something that comes out in our 
music, being able to analyze a situation, but not like a soci
ologist from the outside who goes in and does a case study, 
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but as a sociologist who has come out of it and is still in 
it and still looking at it, and who may still criticize 

sometimes .. 
JO: It's interesting that while waiting for the interview 
before me to end, it became apparent your publicist had 
assumed I was going to come in and examine your lyrics, but 
it would seem to me that part and parcel of this "new" aes
thetic is a privileging of the form as opposed to the lyrics 
(although not to disregard lyrics), 1 a privileging of vibe, as it 
were, rather than working through so-called conscious 
lyrics. In listening to your album, and more specifically the 
song "Last of the Spiddydocks," it is quite difficult to discern 
whether or not that song is about the exiled jazz musicians 
in Europe who, having a hard time making money, had to 
leave the United States. So, it seems, at least in my listening, 
that the whole album works more through a total vibe than 
just through individual songs. It seems as though it is the 
vibe of the album which is "refuting space and time," not just 

the lyrics. Can you explain what a vibe is? 
ISHMAEL My perception of the question is: what is neces
sary in order to have what is called the vibe? In the context 
of what we are talking about, it just comes from knowing 
and feeling what the fuck you are talking about or what 
music you are putting together. You can tell when some
body's frontin', you can tell when you listen to House of 
Pain that when they are talking about "put your head out," 
they're strictly just making a song; but if you listen to Dr. 
Dre in some song like "Rat-tat-tat," you feel it. He knows 
what he's talking about. He's not just saying something that 
he's just formulated in his mind. So I think a vibe comes 
from just knowing what you're saying, feeling it and know

ing what is naturally true. 
JO: I don't want to get into the typical line of questioning 
about whether you are advocates of drugs, a question which 
no doubt has been previously put to you after the release of 
your song "Nickel Bag of Funk," but what are your feelings 

about groups which have recently come out with a definitive 
agenda in support of the legalization of marijuana? 
ISHMAEL We are not really advocating the use of drugs. 
We recognize marijuana as something that's detrimental to 
your health in the long run ... not to say we don't smoke mar
ijuana sometimes ... , but we wouldn't advocate it, and we def
initely would not go around fighting for the legalization of 
it, unless it had some other political implications, like maybe 
undermining the government.. 
JO: If I could quote the late Huey Newton for a moment 
from his text, Revolutionary Suicide: "As a result of coalitions, 
the Black Panthers were brought into the free speech move
ment, the psychedelic fad and the advocacy of drugs which 
we were and are dead against. All these causes were irrele
vant to our work which was concerned with deeper and 
more fundamental issues, in fact, survival." The whole 
notion of coalitions and such things as "rainbow" coalitions, 
joining other groups-what happens to the Black issues in 
these instances? You speak about "we the synthesis of then 
and now melt, channelled to the masses by a DJ in some 
felts, long haired hippies, Afro-Blacks, all get together across 
the tracks." What is this vision you present in the context of 
coalition-building? 
ISHMAEL Our agenda is, first of all, a Black agenda. And, 
because politically we don't see any drastic changes being 
made to the advantage of Black people in the United States 
during our lifetime, it will always be a Black agenda, and 
nothing else. As we have learnt through reading and 
through experience and through all the teachings of our par
ents, a lot of times organizations that have Black agendas 
but have been helped along by so-called liberal white peo
ple-it is at that point that the thing falls apart. So, it's just a 
Black thing really. We don't hate white people, we just rec
ognize our situation and we draw from all types of influ
ences, both Black and white authors and artists and poets .. 
What we do is take from what's useful and apply it to our sit
uation ... 
JO: Because what you get is Jesse Jackson and his rainbow 
coalition, you get rainbow education in New York, with 
gays wanting to teach their issues to kids in grade school 
and stuff .... It's not even a matter of hating these groups but 
it seems Black always gets lost in the shuffle .... 
ISHMAEL ... Yeah, it does, because we don't have any 
power, but who's to say that Black people can't teach other 
Black people about gay issues. Why not? Everything that we 
learn has to come from a Black source. You know what I 
mean. Otherwise it's just too diluted to have any substance 

to it. I don't see a rainbow in America. The country we live 
in isn't a rainbow country, it's a white country with all the 
other colours underneath it, it's been that way and it's going 
to be that way long after we die, so our moves have to be 
made to try and inch and inch and inch closer to Black peo
ple being equal, being thought of as equal, being perceived 
as something to respect and something to admire, not some
thing to feel sorry for. 
JO: In relation to Baraka's metaphor of 1966, "the changing 
same," and also in relation to Ishmael Reed's assertion in 
"Mumbo Jumbo" that: "out of this ferment, will emerge 
something new,"-which reminds me of early bebop (and 
maybe this will spill into politics)-! want to ask you about 
the carving out of, or perhaps the recovery of, a "new" aes
thetic, and about how there is always a danger in this new
ness. 2 Perhaps it is like when De La Soul introduced the 
Daisy Age by singing "Take it off, off, off" in reference to 
certain Black signifiers like the Kangol hat which were 
becoming commodified and to a certain extent nothing 
more than a bunch of items. The danger of course came in 
everyone running to them and becoming "Black hippies." As 
a general premise the danger in becoming a Black hippie is 
in the possibility that you might leave behind your gangsta 
mentality and its accompanying militancy. Maybe you can 
explain to me about maintaining such a militancy while 
questioning the militancy. 
Kl'>!OWLEDCE: 1 think basically it's about always being true 
to yourself. Actually it starts with knowing who you are; 
you've got to know who you are first before you can do any
thing. The thing with this De La Soul thing with everyone 
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You keep using the 
word commodity, talk
ing in its language 
and about its forma
tion~· Now if you are 
a commodity as you 
keep saying and they're 
"biting" your style, how 
can we use this to our 
advantage? Cause it 
seems to me some
body like Miles Davis 
used it somewhat to 
his own advantage. 

becoming 
Black hippies 
is that it 
showed that 
those people 
had no under
standing of 
what was 
going on, 
because I 
don't think 
De La Soul 
were hippies 
from the 
beginning. So 
anybody who 
jumped on 
the bandwag
on and 

became a Black hippie had no understanding of what they 
were talking about, their whole concept, what they were 
trying to get across .... 
ISHMAEL ... That's the difference between the people who 
said it and the people who reacted to it. The people who 
were saying it know why they were saying it ... , but that's the 
American mentality .... A lot of people who had never heard 
of De La Soul, they just saw some other cats that were cool 
with medallions on. I mean the position of art in relation to 
revolution is to popularize as well as raise the standards of 
the masses of people you are trying to reach. The only way 
you can do that is if you are speaking to the people, you 
have to speak the people's language. At the same time, you 
have to have some insights about the oppressors of those 
people and you have to also stay in close allegiance and be 
close to the masses and always be one of the oppressed, no 
matter what your financial situation. You can't ever ascend 
out of that ... That's just the basis of being a revolutionary 
artist in any genre: literature, visual arts, music. You always 
have to be around and never feel like your situation is too 
delicate or that your sacrifices are greater than somebody 
else's; like saying "I can't fight because of this or that .... " 
That's when you're dead and you're just a shell walking 

around. 
JO: In the United States now, you have this nasty Black 
bourgeoisie that is coming out of the woodwork and it's kind 
of funny because The New York Times ran an article a while 
back about the Black bourgeoisie in L.A., "joining allegiance 
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with the masses," investing in Black banks and all this kind 
of stuff. Any kind of comments on this phenomenon? It's 
becoming almost like post-colonial Africa with all these 
Black leaders becoming presidents and being just as bad as 
the old oppressors. 
ISHMAEL Well, so many of them were just puppets of the 
imperial regime, people who were the establishment in 
those African countries. It's the same thing here. You get 
these little bourgie kids, punk-ass kids that don't know shit. 
And they are the ones who listen to products of revolution
ary music from the hood, ghetto music, and then they go 
out and emulate that and at the same time they can go back 
to their homes up in the top of Baldwin Hills. It's just like 
you get a whole generation of fake Black people. 
JO: It seems as though if there is something "new" in this 
new aesthetic I guess we must realize that an appropriation 
may occur. In Details you are pictured with the latest garb 
from Emporio Armani and Armani Exchange(AX), and as 
you know, people are right into AX right now, especially as 
it seems to cater to the hip-hop crowd-any comments on 
dressing or style? Because reading the article in Details, which 
I found a bit problematic because, first of all, assuming I 
have read it correctly, your interviewer is not part of this 
sub-culture and has no genuine wish to understand it. Peter 
Blashill, the author of that Details article said he was so sur
prised to see gangstas wearing turtlenecks and berets. Any 
comments on this? Because gangstas have always been wear
ing berets and turtlenecks, they don't always wear Kangos. 
KNOWLEDGE: You can't tell a gangsta by the c'lothes 

they wear. 
JO: Yeah, I know that but this guy seems to do that. 
ISHMAEL Well he's white, he doesn't know any gangstas at 
all. He could never pick one out anyway. All his perceptions 
of gangsta are from Boyz 'n the Hood and "Starsky and 
Hutch"-you know, stuff like that.. .. Actually, the only way 
we would have those clothes would be if they would have 
given them to us after the photo shoot. That's promotions 
you know. Again, when you're a part of a conglomeration 
you're like a commodity, a product, certain things that you 
do for promotional reasons ... 
KNOWLEDGE:. .. And that's one of them, wearing that kind 

of stuff. 
JO: Look at the X in AX, 
that seems obvious 
enough. AX is basically 
"biting" hip-hop. The 
fashion world is biting 

AX 

the hip-hop world left and right. How can we protect our
selves as artists? 
ISHMAEL Going back to what Knowledge said, it's all edu
cation. We shouldn't give a fuck about what a white person 
thinks. It doesn't matter whether they know they are biting 
hip-hop or not, as long as we know it and we understand it; 
that's all that really matters. Cause they aren't going to 
change; we should stop hoping for them to look at us equal
ly or hoping they respect us, because that's not a hope any
more. 
KNOWLEDGE: This country was built on racism and it's 
going to stay that way. 3 You just got to worry about yourself 
and build yourself up, you can't worry about everybody else. 
And about the Armani, as long as they can find something 
to make money off of, they will do it...and it's always been 
based on Black culture. They've always made money off 
Black culture, since the beginning-and it's going to contin
ue .... Right now hip-hop is really something popular among 
the young crowd, and Arn:iani wasn't really big among 
young people. Now he sees he can make money off of them 
so he's doing it ... , but I would never have put my foot in the 
Armani Exchange store .. 
ISHMAEL ... 1 walked by it many times. 
KNOWLEDGE: The only reason we had those clothes on 
was because that was all they had at the photo shoot for us 
to wear, so we wore them. 4 

JO: You keep using the word commodity, talking in its lan
guage and about its formation. Now if you are a commodity 
as you keep saying and they're "biting" your_style, how can 
we use this to our advantage? Cause it seems to me some
body like Miles Davis used it somewhat to his own advan
tage. But it's scary, because you become so wrapped up in 
the commodity, and money and stuff .... 
ISHMAEL Well, the first step is to recognize yourself as 
that (as a commodity). Once you see this you see the main 
problem. So many people out there just don't recognize this, 

they think they're actually doing something for themselves, 
without recognizing what they're doing for other people. 
Basically it goes back to what we were saying about popular
izing as well as raising the standards .... If you have an outlet 
you use that outlet to your advantage, you always have to 
keep in mind that you still have to deal with all the other 
circumstances. 
JO: If you are now commodities, how are you going to come 
up next on your next album? Are you going to declare your
self dead like De La Soul did on De La Soul is Dead, their 
album following Three Feet and Rising, the one that espoused 
the whole notion of the Daisy Age (which unfortunately, as 
Knowledge pointed out, was misunderstood as some Black 
hippie movement)? Sometimes it's the only way to go; to kill 
yourself that is, or rather, to proclaim your own death at the 
height of your own commodification. 
KNOWLEDGE: The only way to go is to be alive .... De La 
Soul didn't really declare themselves dead because so many 
things branched off of them that didn't really have anything 
to do with them .... I think they were declaring the myths 
people were creating about them dead-Daisy Age and 
things like that. Like we said before, people got caught up in 
it and had a misunderstanding of what they were trying to 
say. I don't think we would have to declare our sound dead 
to go on, because we know that even though it spawned a 
lot of other groups on the same type of vibe, a good group is 
a group that can accept that and not react to the spawns but 
can keep building, keep adding on to it. Because if you react 
it just kind of shows that vibe just wasn't really that strong. 
JO: One of the questions I had was originally intended for 
Mecca due to her ancestry as Brazilian American, but upon 
further reflection it became apparent that because of our sta
tus as Blacks who have grown up in somewhat foreign lands, 
we are all cultural mulattos. You say you take from every
where (various musical and intellectual traditions) but this 
"new" music (jazz, hip-hop, acid jazz) is also quite important 
in another respect. For me, not having grown up in the 
United States and not being exposed to certain Black musi
cal traditions, namely jazz and soul, it's really only now that 
I am hearing this "old" music, discovering jazz and these 
other Black musical traditions, through your music. I know 
that you toured in Europe and I am wondering whether 
there were any reactions from any kids, say in France where 
Bfack youths have gone through a similar experience to 
myself (without large exposure to all these Black musical tra
ditions) but where rap has become a dominant form of 
expression. 
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MECCA (LADYBUG), In Nice, if you're asking us about 
kids that approached us, we did a jazz festival and there 
were these kids from two magazines, and they had a lot of 
nice questions about Marxism and about being Black in 
America, and about Frantz Fanon and why we though a lot 
of people weren't introduced to that stuff. 
ISHMAEL In the States, though, it's a different sort of alien
ation for a lot of Black people. They tend to stray away from 
the newness, stray away from the references made to people, 
and, if it is not something easily understandable, then it's 
seen as not worthy of understanding at all. Again, this is due 
to the programme we've had since we were brought over 
here. So the main problem is getting people to realize that 
and not be afraid of things they don't understand. The main 
thing we want to accomplish is for everybody that's Black to 
recognize the Blackness in the music. 
JO: You just brought up Frantz Fanon, what had these stu
dents commented on in terms of their reading and/or expo
sure to Frantz Fanon? Was it that they felt people in the 
United States hadn't read it? 
MECCA (LADYBUG), No actually they were telling me 
that in France a lot of students there don't know about 
Frantz Fanon and don't care to know about him. 
JO, One of the things I would say about Frantz Fanon, espe
cially in terms of your whole notion of "refuting space and 
time" is that if one looks at the first several pages of the 
book, the first things he says are about the colonizer's camp, 
the spatial division, the domination of space and time, as it 
were. In a class, one of my professors referred to Marx as the 
"thief of time" and Frantz Fanon as the "thief of space ... " You 
talk about "refuting space and time" if you're refuting space 
and time, you're obviously trying to create a space, visually 
and musically. Maybe you can explain to me the whole 
notion of the Fat Clinic because when I was looking through 
the lyrics you talk about "trying to gang my style" then you 
say "Uncle Sam showed us all of space ... we refuted it. 
Ghetto was the aim." To me that was really nice because 
you have space where you are, in other words, saying fuck 
to the coalition building. It's a Black thing and also acknowl
edging imperialism in the reference to Uncle Sam. 
ISHMAEL Well, it's basically not so much a refuting space 
and then creating a new space, it's like breaking down any 
walls around any type of space at all, so that you never feel 
like there's someplace you can't go .... So Uncle Sam showed 
us all his space; as Black people, the space he showed us was 
nothing but a little box ... you know, whether it was your 
apartment, or your building, or your neighbourhood, it 
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wasn't enough space to feel like you had room to work in. 
So that's why we said "we refuted it." We told him: "ghetto 
was the aim, let go of my brain." It's like: "let me go," that's 
what that's all about-making space everywhere at all times, 
whatever times. 
JO, Returning to my original query it is quite interesting to 
see these Black youth manifestations in places like France 
especially in the light of a comment by Lamine Kouyate, 
Senegalese-Parisian designer, saying of Black kids: "Mali was 
really a cultural cradle .... The ancestry is strong, but people 
are very open to foreign influences. I knew more about rock 
and funk in the '70s than any kids in Paris when I got here." 

lames Oscar is a writer and independent film programmer 
working in Toronto. 

NOTES 
1Certain grammars of jazz and this new music (jazz-hip
hop) both as form and in their form (corpus) act as a chal
lenge to Western art in its resituating of what has become 
accepted and gained currency as Western aesthetics, not as 
moments of closure, but rather as temporal moments of 
open 
specificity. 
2"lt must be realized that there is nothing more difficult to 
plan, more uncertain of success, or more dangerous to man
age than the establishment of a new order of government; 
for he who introduces it makes all kinds of enemies of all 
those who derived from the old order and finds but luke
warm defenders among those who stand to gain from the 
new one." Machiavelli, The Prince (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1966), p. 27. 
3lf one reintroduces here the concept of the changing same 
in the context of Black existence in the United States, one 
comes out, as one should, with an oxymoron, a kind of 
grammar of probable impossibilities, with a very critical 
moment of hope and a critical moment of pessimism. This 
"pessimism" about the lot of Black America must be read as a 
moment or rather an instance or evocation of enabling con
straints especially in the light of the title of their album 
"REACH IN"' which evokes a grammar, albeit critical, of 
these possibilities. In the context of their whole motif of 
outer space, one could say their pessimism is one of the cos
mic type. 
4 lronically, shortly after the interview, I noticed Digable 
Planets appearance in September Vogue. This seems to be at 
odds with what they were saying here .... 
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Radio Rethink 

art, sound and transmission 
edited by Diana Augaitis and Dan Lander 

Banff: Walter Phillips Gallery, 1994 

CD imprinted by Walter Phillips Gallery 

ANN SHIN 

In light of the development and hype over 
new media, radio seems old-fashioned 
-something leftover from the days when a 
family would gather in the parlour to sit 
around the wireless and hear the news. It's 
been a while since radio was in the fore
front of people's minds. Now, it is often 
considered primarily a medium for airing 
twenty-four-hour-a-day music, with the odd 
traffic and news report. In light of all the 
changes in communication technologies, it 
is high time for an evaluation of the role of 
radio in society today. How does it fare 
against computer networks and multi-
media communications? What does radio 
offer that is unique and valuable to the 
public today? 

The most obvious thing that sets radio 
apart from other media is that it's live 
voice. The spoken word has always, and will 
continue, to hold an audience; this, in spite 
of the predominance of the visual image in 

Western aesthetics and popular culture. But 
beyond this most basic feature of radio, 
there are questions about the politics of 
technology as well as issues of context, 
form and censorship which complicate any 
discussion of the medium. 

Radio Rethink provides a wide range 
of views on these issues. As a collection of 
essays (with an accompanying CD), Radio 
Rethink attempts to represent the widest 
range of voices possible. Everyone from 
Hank Bull and Patrick Ready from The HP 
Show in Vancouver, to Irish feminist Mar
garetta D'Arcy give their take on radio in 
this book. The subjects explored range from 
the history of radio to radio art, from 
radio's role in cultural identity to starting 
up a pirate mini-FM station. If there is a 
common concern among t~e writers, it's 
convincing readers that radio is relevant 
and there is still much to be done in the 
medium. 



One of the main concerns of several 
authors is how the public has been denied 
access to transmission technology. Since its 
use by the military as a tool for communi
cation, radio transmission and reception 
have become distinct and separate tech
nologies, with the public being given the 
latter but denied access to the former. 
Radio has become a one-way communica
tion tool with the public being relegated to 
the role of passive receivers. 

In Radio Rethink, D'Arcy and Tetsuo 
Kagawa talk about setting up "pirate" mini
FM stations for community-based communi
cations. In 1990, D'Arcy and a group of 
women got together to air an international 
women's radio festival from Galway, Ire
land. With support from women's radio sta
tions around the world they transmitted 
the show on a narrow-cast transmitter 
(with a radius of two miles). As it was a 
pirate station, it was able to ignore the 
laws against the broadcast of voices of 
members of Sinn Fein, as well as laws 
against broadcasting information on how to 
obtain an abortion. 

The issue of state censorship is even 
more predominant in Japan where, until 
the 1980s, most cities had only one FM sta
tion. Kagawa writes that radio broadcasting 
has been under such strict control by the 
state since World War II th!'lt Japanese mass 
media still refer to the airwaves as their 
national resource. Mini-FM stations were 
the first forms of free radio or pirate radio. 
They started in the early 1980s achieving 
immediate cult status and served to provide 
a common gathering space for people with 
similar concerns. 

Both D'Arcy and Kagawa talk about 
the role of radio as a catalyst in mobilizing 
and providing voice to a community; with 
computer communications available to peo
ple around the world, however, the notions 
of community and community forum are 
rapidly changing. 

Computer networks are now being 
used as a medium for both private 
exchange as well as for public forum. A typ
ical usenet is similar to a narrowly defined 
community radio station, with the excep
tion that the readers of the usenet are also 
contributors as well. Everything from infor
mation, opinions, even artwork and music 
can be downloaded onto a bulletin board. 
(Granted the nature of this may change as 
more private and state regulations are 
placed on computer networks.) Access to 
"transmitting" your information via com
puter is also much easier to obtain than 
with radio. To take part, all you need is a 
couple thousand dollars to set up your 
computer and modem system (much less if 
you buy used equipment). Membership into 
many bulletin boards is free. 

Conversely, a radio station can create 
the sense of a certain linguistic and cultur
al community whereas the more anarchic 
BBS system cannot. Coco Fusco and Guiller
mo Gomez-Pena talk about their use of 
radio for Latin American listeners in Ameri
ca. Fusco writes that "Radio is an important 
medium for maintaining a sense of cultural 
identity by coristantly recycling and recre
ating an image of what Latin America is for 
Latinos outside of Latin America." In terms 
of its effect on non-Latin listeners in the 
broadcast area, Gomez-Pena writes, "We are 
interested in 'disorienting' the audience . 
through unexpected sound and language. 
By making them experience a kind of cul
tural vertigo and by shattering their sense 
of 'the familiar,' we aim to erase the bor
ders between 'us' and 'them."' Mass media 
radio can be seen as a means of confronta
tion where the listener's sensibility as well 
as intellect are challenged by the very 
sounds of a familiar but foreign language. 

Artists in Radio Rethink take this prin
ciple of "vertigo" even further with the CD 
by forcing listeners to adjust the way they 
listen to the work. While listening you are 
forced to question the habitual associations 
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you have with radio. For instance, on the 
CD is an excerpt from Robert Racine's 
Sound Signatures - a work based on trans
forming writing, a visual form, into its 
sound representation. The resultant record
ing of the sound of signatures being writ
ten runs for almost fourteen minutes. On 
first and second hearing it comes off as an 
esoteric exercise. But arguably, if you listen 
to the cadence of the writing and the sound 
of the different writing utensils on paper, 
you gain an image of the signature, if not 
the writer herself. 

Racine's piece, and those of the other 
artists such as Christof Migone and Hilde
gard Westerkamp, push the definition of 
radio. Their pieces demand a different kind 
of listening, one that goes against estab
lished habit. Whether they succeed is 
debatable. With radio having become so 
entrenched in the pop music industry, 
there is hardly a context for intellectual art 
on the airwaves. The sound art pieces on 
the CD seem more appropriate as gallery 
installations than as radio broadcasts. 

As most of the CD is devoted to sound 
art, it is quite a departure from the issues 
discussed in the book. As a CD, Radio 
Rethink challenges our listening habits; as 
a book it presents different ways in which 
radio is conceptualized. What is missing in 
this collection is a critique of established 
commercial and public radio formats, as 
well as an examination of the impact of 
new media on radio. The authors of Radio 
Rethink establish that there are different 
contexts in which to consider radio, but it 
remains to be seen how it will change in 
the future as a medium for art, community 
forum and mass communication. 

Ann S/11·11 is a writer livi119 in Toronto. She is 

c11rre11tly worki119 011 a manuscript a11d 

recordi119 called City Rituals. 

Rotten: No Irish, No Blacks, No Dogs 
John Lydon, with Keith and 

Kent Zimmerman 

New York: St. Martin's Press, 1994 

MARC DACEY 

How ironic. Punk rockers, who would have 
sneered at dropping thirty-two dollars on a 
hardcover book in 1979, are probably now 
among the few who could afford to pay the 
price today. John Lydon, now the singer of 
the band Public Image Limited, was, as 
Johnny Rotten, the lead singer of the Sex 
Pistols-arguably the most notorious of the 
punk rockers of the late 1970s. This is his 
story, and it's an entertaining, bilious 
scrabble through the opinions of a man, 
now in his late 30s, who seems to have for
gotten nothing of his turbulent youth. 

Lydon's autobiography reads some
what like a long interview: other voices are 
brought in, including Lydon's father (who 
allows that "my Johnny changed the 
world"), friends, surviving Sex Pistols, and 
assorted hangers-on, to comment upon, 
contradict and combat Lydon's recollec
tions. While it makes for a very lively read, 
the technique -and the absence of foot
notes and an index -occasionally make it 
difficult to catch just who is speaking. Most 
notable in its absence is the voice of the 
Pistols' notorious, Svengali-like manager, 
Malcolm McLaren, who, because of this 
glaring omission, is unable to rebut Lydon's 
allegations. Still, keeping in mind that 
these are the thoughts of a committed indi
vidualist who has maintained many of his 
anarchic convictions, Lydon's book is a 
keeper as a personal account of a social and 
artistic experiment that for a few years 
knocked a complacent, morally corrupt 
Britain off its bearings. 

For Lydon, the Sex Pistols two-year 
run wasn't a stunt or a ploy. He saw it as an 
escape from of a sharply delineated work
ing-class life, which, using the first person, 
Lydon describes, partly in derision and 
partly in solidarity, as full of "lazy, good
for-nothing bastards, absolute cop-outs 
[who] never accept responsibility for our 
lives, and that's why we'll always be down
trodden." Indeed, much of the first part of 
the book contains Lydon's invariably awful 
experiences with religion, the class system, 
the educational system and authority in 
general. Music was an escape for Lydon, a 
bright, angry young man who naturally 
veered between a shyness born of alien
ation, health problems and open hostility. 

Hostility was the public face of 
Lydon's "Rotten" persona, and as the spit
ting, sloganeering lyricist and front man of 
the Sex Pistols, his inchoate anger defined 
punk rock as a musical genre and as a 
social and fashion trend. Contempt and 
loathing for the Establishment was its man
ifesto, according to Lydon, but punk was 
almost immediately merchandised into 
something that could be bought in punk 
boutiques-an oxymoron of the first 
degree. Lydon, who comes across as a bit of 
an idealist underneath all his invective, 
mourns the fact that his expression of 
autonomy, individuality and personal 
responsibility were only shallowly under
stood by the hordes of Pistols fans. Lydon 
would have preferred, it seems, anti-fans, 
seeing the whole industry of rock music as 
being utterly corrupt. 

.. ., 

J 

As for Sid Vicious, Lydon's band mate 
and punk's dead saint, Lydon spends a 
great deal of the book on their relation
ship, Vicious's lack of will when it came to 
fame and drugs, and especially his Ameri
can girlfriend Nancy Spungen, for whom no 
one has a good word. Lydon sees Vicious's 
eventful death from a drug overdose as a 
case of falling prey to the very "rock-star" 
mythology that the Pistols wanted to 
explode. 

This is a terrific read for anyone inter
ested in Lydon himself, but is also an excel
lent primer to the punk years, which are, 
no doubt to Lydon's disgust, very nearly 
ready to become the next wave of musical 
nostalgia. 

Marc Dacey is a Toro11to writer a11d co-editor of 

Chart Magazine. 
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Music/Sound 1948-1993 

The Michael Snow Project 

The Performed and Recorded Music/Sound of Michael Snow, Solo and with Various 

Ensembles, His Sound-Films and Sound Installations. 

Improvisations/Compositions from 1948 to 1993. 

Edited by Michael Snow 

Toronto: Knopf Canada, 1994 

STEVE REINKE 

Of the four books connected to "The 
Michael Snow Project," the Music/Sound 

volume is probably the one we needed 
least. As Snow admits in the introduction 
"ninety-nine per cent of the readers of this 
book will have had no direct listening expe
rience of the music discussed." While this 
claim is somewhat of an exaggeration, the 
general idea is true. This is a book about 
music that remains largely unheard, record
ings that are rare or out of circulation and 
improvised performances attended by small 

audiences. 
I can't help but look at this particular 

publication as symptomatic of the entire 
"The Michael Snow Project." This book did 
not come into being because a body of 
work needed to be documented and criti
cally discussed. This book exists merely to 
complement a "celebration of Snow" staged 
through an unprecedented cooperation of 
Toronto's largest cultural institutions for 
contemporary visual art. In fact it seems as 
if it was forced into existence as a long and 
heavy footnote to this enterprise of genius

building. 
Beautifully designed by Bruce Mau, 

the book features lots of performance pho
tographs, facsimile memorabilia (newspa
per reviews, concert announcements), a 

transcription of a conversation and a half 
dozen written texts. 

The first of these written texts is David 
Lancashire's "Blues in the Clock Tower," an 
engaging account of Snow's years as a jazz 
musician. Part history, part personal 
remembrance, it covers 1948 (Snow still a 
teenager) to 1972 (Snow returns to Toronto 
from New York). 

A sort of passive-aggressive hagio
graphy is at play here, largely through the 
positioning of names. On the first pages of 
his introduction Snow reproduces his liner 
notes for his "The Artists' Jazz Band" 1973 
release, crossing out all but the proper 
names leaving a list of musicians he partic
ularly admires. The project of much of 
the book is to spin out this list into a 
genealogy of musical greats and position 
Snow's name within this history. 

The next section documents Snow's 
activity with the CCMC, who have performed 
weekly improvisational concerts at Toron
to's Music Gallery since 1975. One long text 
transcribes a conversation between Snow 
and two of the other CCMC co-founders, Al 
Mattes and Nobua Kubota. Unfortunately, 
the transcript is largely unedited, leaving in 
all the incomplete sentences, the many ahs 
and urns. The result is casual and personal, 
but I found it impenetrably boring. 
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More direct in its lavish praise is Ray
mond Gervais' "Les Disques de Michael 
Snow," reprinted here in translation. How
ever, Gervais is so intent on the project of 
genius-building he undermines his own 
attempts at analysis. Again there's a lot of 
naming going on, with Snow and Glenn 
Gould set up as the binary stars of the 
Canadian music universe. 

Much more interesting is the dialogue 
between Bruce Elder and Michael Snow. 
Elder spins out long analyses/questions/ 
comments often developing several lines of 
thought in tandem, some very quickly, oth
ers with painstaking slowness. Snow 
responds with measured deflections that 
are never anything less than engaging, 
often downright illuminating. It seems that 
their dialogue could continue indefinitely, 
and I wish it would. 

Part of the problem is that much of 
Snow's sound work is done as part of his 
film and installation work and is therefore 
likely better off being discussed in these 
contexts. (What I'd really like to see is a 
substantial critical piece on Snow's brilliant 
The Last LP.) Also, because his own writing 
on his recordings has been included in The 
Collected Writings of Michael Snow rather 
than this book. It seems that after every
thing was divvied up, not much of sub
stance was left for this volume. 

Steve Rein kt is a writer and media artist curre11tly 

working 011 ''The H1111dred Videos." 

Ranters and Crowd Pleasers 

Punk and Pop Music, 1977-92 
Greil Marcus 

New York: Doubleday, 1993 

YASHAR ESSDP 

Greil Marcus's music criticism is intelligent 
and down-to-earth, grave with learning but 
with a ready grasp of everyday life. His pre
vious work, Lipstick Traces was an erudite 
and weighty study of punk rock and its his
torical roots. Marcus situated punk within a 
tradition of dissidence which includes artis
tic movements such as the Dadaists, the 
Lettrists, the Situationist International and 
even heretical medieval religious move
ments. Ranters and Crowd Pleasers devel
ops the themes explored in Marcus's earlier 
foray into the secret messages of popular 
culture. Although it is less historically ori
ented than Lipstick Traces-being a collec
tion of journalism rather than a formal 
study, or history of semiotics-this book 
performs much of the work of more self
conscious histories of punk music, with 
about twice as much ease. 

The bulk of the book is devoted to 
pieces on post-punk avant-garde bands. 
Most of these bands developed out of the 
intellectual ferment provided by the Uni
versity of Leeds' leftist milieu. These groups 
differ from their precursors like the Sex Pis
tols and the Clash not only because of their 
co-ed composition, but because their rebel
lion was strongly informed by a leftist 
political consciousness. 

Marcus is instinctively sympathetic to 
post-punk bands like the Gang of Four, the 
Mekons, Delta 5, the Au Pairs, and the 
Raincoats because these post-punk avatars 
reflect his own Marxist commitment to the 
politics of everyday life, and the belief that 

pleasers 

popular music should engage with ordinary 
reality rather than escape from it. 

It is characteristic of Marcus's journal
ism that it invisibly presents us with as 
much insight into its author as of his sub
jects. Showing a penchant for satire and 
wicked humour in "Rock Death in the 
197O's: A Sweepstakes," Marcus laments 
the debasement of the word "survivor" in 
the parlance of the times. Instead of a word 
suggesting life, death and struggle, "sur
vivor'' has come to refer to " ... anyone who 
has persevered, or rather continued, in any 
form of activity, including breathing, for 
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functioning as a cry in the wilderness to 
enlist support on behalf of the starving in 
Ethiopia. Similarly, the rock musicians who 
embraced the anti-nuclear cause in 1979 
are pinioned for their political ignorance 
and their too-easy conviction in the 
supremacy of their cause, with Marcus 
pointing out how rock musicians have failed 
to embrace more divisive and controversial 
issues like abortion rights-an issue that 
directly effects more men and women on a 
day-to-day basis. 

The breadth of Marcus's cultural refer
ences gives Ranters and Crowd ?leasers a 
gravity and intelligence normally alien to 
rock criticism. Marcus is as likely and capa
ble of discussing Vietnam, Jean Luc Godard, 
Raymond Chandler, Hannah Arendt, 
Theodor Adorno and Henri Rousseau as he 
is Johnny Rotten or the Gang of Four. This 
knowledge is never deployed as cultural 
name-dropping but is used to dramatize 
the connections existing between all artis-

Extended Play 

tic and cultural expressions. "Johnny Rot
ten and Margaret Drabble" illustrates a 
striking connection between the punk icon 
and successful British mainstream novelist. 
Both confront worlds in which nihilism has 
replaced faith as the creed of the day, and 
in which human virtue is no longer seen as 
effective or necessary. The comparison is 
illuminating and seductive, characteristic of 
a work in which the intelligence underlying 
much of punk music is identified and exam
ined. Ultimately, Marcus succeeds in mak
ing punk music seem articulate, a quality 
that some might feel is inimical to the 
music itself. 

Yashar Essop is a recent graduate from the 

University of Toronto. He is from South Africa. 

Sounding off from John Cage to Dr. Funkenstein 
John Corbett 

Durham: Duke University Press, 1994 

BRENT CEHAN 

A New World of Sound? 

Shuttling randomly through Corbett's book, 
I'm reminded of its distant ancestor, 
John Rockwell's All American Music: a com
pilation of profiles of leading twentieth 
century classical, jazz, avant-garde and 
"art rock" performers Milton Babbit, David 
Del Tredici, Philip Glass, the Art Ensemble 
of Chicago, Laurie Anderson and the Talking 
Heads.1 Eventually, I bought albums by 

most of these artists or made tapes from 
friends. As an artist wannabe I readily rec
ognized this as "Art Music"-which doesn't 
mean music that artists actually listen to. 
Years of studio visits later I learned that 
artists listen to just about anything. These 
performers were either artists (Anderson, 
and to a lesser extent Byrne), borrowing 
from critical art theory, and/or 
incorporated artist works into their own 
work or their promotional imagery. What 
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almost any amount of time." Marcus goes 
on to facetiously rank the deaths of various 
rock performers, awarding points according 
to the picturesqueness of the manner in 
which the celebrity met his/her demise, as 
if death were simply another matter that 
might aggrandize and embellish the repu
tation, and not something that would sim
ply erase it. 

Rock journalism is a form of social 
criticism for Marcus. In an ideal world, rock 
'n' roll performs the hard tasks of social 
criticism. In the real world it more often 
confines itself to trumpeting its own suc
cess. The bands Marcus champions commit 
themselves to the expression of ordinary 
life, in all its banality, and sometimes all its 
horror. The post-punk avant-garde eschews 
the desire to refine a sensibility or to pro
ject a persona: the usual goals of main
stream performers. They cultivate anonymi
ty. Their attitude may be remote, deadpan, 
innocuous, even threatening, but is not 
supposed to be of interest in itself. Rock's 
ultimate sin is the failure to communicate 
anything other than the specialness of the 
artist and his or her private concerns. Post
punk's ability to carry its Marxist burden, 
transcending solipsism and breaching the 
absolute, is what renders it heroic in Mar
cus's eyes. 

Marcus cuts through the pretension 
and vacuity that often characterizes main
stream rock criticism. But he is never elit
ist, and remains as comfortable and evoca
tive in his appreciation of Bruce Spring
steen's Nebraska as in his celebration of 
figures like Elvis Costello or Lora Logic. The 
solipsism of mainstream music is his con
stant target. Rock musicians forays into 
philanthropy for instance does little but 
arouse his disgust, such excursions often 
being transparently motivated by the desire 
for self-promotion and aggrandizement. 
Marcus demonstrates how "We Are the 
World" is an anthem that dramatizes its 
performer's self-involvement instead of 

functioning as a cry in the wilderness to 
enlist support on behalf of the starving in 
Ethiopia. Similarly, the rock musicians who 
embraced the anti-nuclear cause in 1979 
are pinioned for their political ignorance 
and their too-easy conviction in the 
supremacy of their cause, with Marcus 
pointing out how rock musicians have failed 
to embrace more divisive and controversial 
issues like abortion rights-an issue that 
directly effects more men and women on a 
day-to-day basis. 

The breadth of Marcus's cultural refer
ences gives Ranters and Crowd Pleasers a 
gravity and intelligence normally alien to 
rock criticism. Marcus is as likely and capa
ble of discussing Vietnam, Jean Luc Godard, 
Raymond Chandler, Hannah Arendt, 
Theodor Adorno and Henri Rousseau as he 
is Johnny Rotten or the Gang of Four. This 
knowledge is never deployed as cultural 
name-dropping but is used to dramatize 
the connections existing between all artis-

Extended Play 

tic and cultural expressions. "Johnny Rot
ten and Margaret Drabble" illustrates a 
striking connection between the punk icon 
and successful British mainstream novelist. 
Both confront worlds in which nihilism has 
replaced faith as the creed of the day, and 
in which human virtue is no longer seen as 
effective or necessary. The comparison is 
illuminating and seductive, characteristic of 
a work in which the intelligence underlying 
much of punk music is identified and exam
ined. Ultimately, Marcus succeeds in mak
ing punk music seem articulate, a quality 
that some might feel is inimical to the 
music itself. 

Yashar Essop is a recent graduate from the 

University of Toronto. He is from South Africa. 
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A New World of Sound ✓ 

Shuttling randomly through Corbett's book, 
I'm reminded of its distant ancestor, 
John Rockwell's All American Music: a com
pilation of profiles of leading.twentieth 
century classical, jazz, avant-garde and 
"art rock" performers Milton Babbit, David 
Del Tredici, Philip Glass, the Art Ensemble 
of Chicago, Laurie Anderson and the Talking 
Heads.1 Eventually, I bought albums by 

most of these artists or made tapes from 
friends. As an artist wannabe I readily rec
ognized this as "Art Music"-which doesn't 
mean music that artists actually listen to. 
Years of studio visits later I learned that 
artists listen to just about anything. These 
performers were either artists (Anderson, 
and to a lesser extent Byrne), borrowing 
from critical art theory, and/or 
incorporated artist works into their own 
work or their promotional imagery. What 
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Rockwell provided was really an advanced 
indicator of "cool," which was more than 
welcome to an audience that had outgrown 
Rolling Stone, begun reading the Village 
Voice and grown weary of the social and 
musical constraints of pop/rock. I dutifully 
followed the agenda suggested by the 
book, buying Cage, Elliot Carter, a few 
Giorno Poetry Systems records and some 
Satie, for context. Each list spawned new 
lists dividing the uninitiated from the 
cognoscenti. (I confess that like many oth
ers in my social position, I dubbed some 
Steve Reich on to the soundtrack of a non
narrative film.) What could I have been 
thinking? 

I was consumed. 
I still have the records but lost those 

most ephemeral of commodities offered by 
music consumerism: entertainment, knowl
edge and validation. As is inevitable with 
currency dependent narratives, the para
digms changed and the illusion of complex 
complete integration promised by the uni
fying agenda in Rockwell's book was dis
mantled. I lost the current. 

I offer this extended prologue as an 
explanation for my apprehensions about 
this new entertainment assignment: John 
Corbett's Extended Play. Like the Rockwell 
book, it's got both the pop stars to draw 
you in and the promise of learning some 
critical theory (too bad some of it's Bau
drillard), while reading about music. If 
you're looking for an intelligent essay on 
consumerism's relationship to CD technolo
gy; or a randomly sequenced interview with 
John Cage; or a not very convincing one on 
"aesthetic terrorism" (i.e., scent used as a 
subliminal form of advertising in depart
ment stores); or just some new things to 
listen to, this book sets the scene with crit
ical essays, profiles of artists with large 
and complicated bodies of work, extensive 
interviews and a detailed annotated discog
raphy, and will guide you towards a variety 
of theorists and performers. 

Sun Ra, as reproduced in Extended Play. 

The loose organizing thread of the 
book, sketched in the opening essay 
"Brothers from Another Planet" focuses on 
Jamaican dub producer and musician Lee 
"Scratch" Perry, most noted for launching 
Bob Marley's career, eclectic jazz innovator 
and synthesizer pioneer Sun Ra and Parlia
ment/Funkadelic leader George Clinton. 
(They also receive profiles and/or inter
views later in the book). Each employs 
distinctive yet dissimilar forms of musical 
multilayering, have incorporated space 
motifs in their work as signifiers of "other
ness" (including ark/space ship/slave ship 
tropes), and have adopted mad genius 
"shamanistic" (Corbett's word not mine) 
personas involving elaborate costumes and 
word play. Corbett argues convincingly that 
these function in each artist's work as a 
means of critiquing the "rationality" of the 
Western society that saw Black bodies as 

machinery and transported them to alien 
continents. But I wonder if the philosophi
cal worlds of the artists, including their cri
tiques of racism, are best viewed by group
ing them within this framework. Perry, for 
instance, is more closely tied to Rastafari
anism and Jamaican politics than outer 
space. From my introductory listenings 
(and Corbett's commentary), Ra empha
sizes the equal validity of dream states, 
myth, emotion and the cerebral as the 
means through which we literally "know" 
the universe and our place in it. "The Funk" 
employed by Clinton's Afronauts conquers 
the body and mind, accepts both of them 
totally and then through sensuous experi
ence, permanently fuses them. 

By grouping these artists around the 
space motif Corbett implies but doesn't 
actually provide for a specific historical or 
cultural text that would link the themes of 
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Computer imaging by Brent Cehan. 

Diaspora, madness and space. Perry, Ra and 
Clinton seem contextualized only by other 
artists whose inclusion supports Corbett's 
own cross-cultural and cross-generational 
reading. They are not fully contextualized 
in terms of other popular cultural meanings 
of space, or in terms of equally important 
Black contemporaries who didn't employ 
similar tropes, or who used them differ
ently.2 Of seventies artists invoking space, 
eclecticism, advanced production technique 
and positions ranging from alienation to 
celebration its worth noting that Labelle 
had a space period, as did David Bowie, 
Earth, Wind and Fire, Jefferson Starship, 
Miles Davis and Supertramp. I can't fault 
his analysis of individual performers (the 
reading of Clinton's cosmology is great) but 
Corbett's correlation is more the expression 
of a music fan's personal aesthetic and 
speculative desire for coherence than a 
fully formed cultural analysis.3 

Corbett is a fan's fan, which means I 
occasionally find myself lacking, and 
resenting the structures that create that 
lack: "Of course you must own No New 
York ... " Without getting too Oedipal about 
it, my speculative desire for coherence just 
might not be his. While I'm glad that he 
positions a number of Black artists with 
extensive discographies as the new grand 
old men of music, I'm baffled that the book 
profiles only three women, (Sainko 
Nantchylack and Ikue Mori and Catherine 
Jauniaux), two of whom are members of a 
duo. Especially in light of the eclectic range 
of his selection, even within Corbett's loose 
intersection of race, spatial acoustics, 
political and artistic autonomy which serve 
as the implied criteria for inclusion, there 

are any number of women who could or 
should be here and whose work may even 
revise the terms of that criteria. 

Any of the other women with extended 
careers in avant-garde music included in 
"New Music for Electronic and Recorded 
Media"4 from my Rockwell period would do 
for starters. As would the ones who have 
appeared since but haven't received the 
same validation. As does Betty Carter who, 
after having seen her yawn her way 
through a rendition of "When Its Sleepy 
Time Down South," I would argue demon
strates as much awareness of acoustic and 
vocal technique, jazz music history and the 
political implications of white audience/ 
black performer positioning as anyone 
included here. The "auteur" positioning of 
women working in hip-hop and dance music 
-Janet Jackson, Neneh Cherry, the 
Woma n-W ho-is-H ead-of-Maveri ck-Records 
and her protege Meshell N'dgeOcello-or 
the equal foregrounding of women and men 
in acid jazz groups are barely noticed in 
Corbett's essay on the social and psycho
logical status of (mostly Black) female 
background singers "Siren Song to 
Banshee Wail." 

So, I may or may not include this book 
in my own musical agendas and aesthetics 
and if you are someone truly serious about 
music, you owe it to yourself to do the 
same. Corbett's introduction describes his 
CD player as a postmodern instrument cre
ating random juxtapositions shuttling 
between tracks and selected artists. More 
recently my own player linked with my 
modem has been taking advantage of the 
Toronto Public Library (416-393-7670) and 
their extensive CD collections which after 
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hundreds of lendings can continue to 
reproduce unaffected sound. (For those 
without a modem, computers in the library 
will also allow you to reserve CD's in their 
collection). With CD technology implying 
precision, clarity and permanence in both 
its physical composition and expense, it 
has definitely shaped listening agendas: for 
me, this results in a heterogeneous mix of 
classical chamber/jazz as well as dance 
music. But my choices are equally the result 
of the political, technological and aesthetic 
criteria as well as the accidental limits of 
what I can play at a comfortable volume 
without disturbing the neighbours. As a 
result, the music constantly shifts cultural 
and formal contexts. Let your own discre
tion be your guide. 

Brent Ceha11s work in progress "If the past had 

a11y sense it would move" is still a work in progress. 

NOTES 

1John Rockwell, All American Music, (New York: 

Knopf, 1983). 
2Especially useful would be other political Black 

readings of the space programme, Egypt-a tech

nologically advanced African empire (especially 

in astronomy), and popular readings of science 

contemporary with the artist's careers. One of 

Clinton's trademarks is the complete recontextu

alization of pop cultural phenomenon in his own 

terms: the Space Invaders video game, the dis

covery of Black holes, The Empire Strikes Back, 

cloning and Erich von Dani ken's Chariots of the 

Gods? have all found places in his work. 
3Compare Bowie's grimly contradictory 

Queer/Aryan myth of deliverance "Oh You Pretty 

Things" with Clinton's optimistic and world 

transforming Black nationalism. 
4The record, perhaps best known by Laurie 

Anderson completists, also features early elec

tronic music composer Johanna M. Beyer, Annea 

Lockwood, Pauline Oliveros, Laurie Spiegal, 

Megan Roberts and Ruth Anderson (1750 ARCH 

Records, 1977). 

Ignite your imagination 
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Computer imaging by Brent Cehan. 

Diaspora, madness and space. Perry, Ra and 
Clinton seem contextualized only by other 
artists whose inclusion supports Corbett's 
own cross-cultural and cross-generational 
reading. They are not fully contextualized 
in terms of other popular cultural meanings 
of space, or in terms of equally important 
Black contemporaries who didn't employ 
similar tropes, or who used them differ
ently. 2 Of seventies artists invokinn rn~r

0 

are any number of women who could or 
should be here and whose work may even 
revise the terms of that criteria. 

Any of the other women with extended 
careers in avant-garde music included in 
"New Music for Electronic and Recorded 
Media"4 from my Rockwell period would do 
for starters. As would the ones who have 
appeared since but haven't received the 

eclecticism, advanced production 
and positions ranging from alien; 
celebration its worth noting that 
had a space period, as did David 
Earth, Wind and Fire, Jefferson S f~s~• Ill 

hundreds of lendings can continue to 
reproduce unaffected sound. (For those 
without a modem, computers in the library 
will also allow you to reserve CD's in their 
collection). With CD technology implying 
precision, clarity and permanence in both 
its physical composition and expense, it 
has definitely shaped listening agendas: for 
me, this results in a heterogeneous mix of 
classical chamber/jazz as well as dance 
music. But my choices are equally the result 
of the political, technological and aesthetic 
criteria as well as the accidental limits of 
what I can play at a comfortable volume 
without disturbing the neighbours. As a 
result, the music constantly shifts cultural 

MAlL>POSTE c,..,, __ , ____ _ 

Postage paid 
laoileollo~ 

Business 
Reply 

01897373 

Port paye 
sipmt •• C--

Reponse 
d'affalres 

01 
Miles Davis and Supertramp. I ca1 
his analysis of individual perform 
reading of Clinton's cosmology is 
Corbett's correlation is more the 
of a music fan's personal aesthet 
speculative desire for coherence 1 
fully formed cultural analysis. 3 

Corbett is a fan's fan, which 
occasionally find myself lacking, 
resenting the structures that cre2 
lack: "Of course you must own No 
York ... " Without getting too Oedi1 
it, my speculative desire for cohe 
might not be his. While I'm glad 1 
positions a number of Black artis1 
extensive discographies as the ne 
old men of music, I'm baffled tha 
profiles only three women, (Saini 
Nantchylack and Ikue Mori and Cc 

IIII II II I I I II IIIII II IIII II Ill Ill Ill I I I I II Ill I II IIII II I IIII II II I I Ill I IIIII 

Jauniaux), two of whom are mem_ -·- __ _ 
duo. Especially in light of the eclectic range 
of his selection, even within Corbett's loose 
intersection of race, spatial acoustics, 
political and artistic autonomy which serve 
as the implied criteria for inclusion, there 

01897373 -M5T2R7-BR01 
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between tracks and selected artists. More 
recently my own player linked with my 
modem has been taking advantage of the 
Toronto Public Library (416-393-7670) and 
their extensive CD collections which after 
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tronic music composer Johanna M. Beyer, Annea 

Lockwood, Pauline Oliveros, Laurie Spiegal, 

Megan Roberts and Ruth Anderson (1750 ARCH 

Records, 1977). 
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Musicworks is an internationally 
respected arts journal with a 15-year 
history of exploring new and possible 
musics. The magazine presents 
composers, performers and thinkers in: 

• electronic, improvised, and 
contemporary classical musics 

• world music 
• audio art, sound sculpture, and 
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Musicworks is about sound and all 
that sound involves, from the 
scientific to the social, from that which 
is considered ordinary in one culture, 
to that which is considered bizarre in 
all cultures ... The wonderful thing 
about the cassettes, and about 
Musicworks in general, is that they 
make available audio examples of 
these musics that would be 
impossible to find elsewhere ... to 
state it flatly: there is no better 
magazine covering the human 
interaction with sound. 
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