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Introduction 


For thirty years
Australia’s independent media have been developing a fine cache of street
papers. Some titles were built to last, while others have come and gone. Leafing
through the back pages of many of these magazines you’ll find a healthy history
of quality writing that reflects the sonic adventures of the subject matter and
the shared experience of the audience. 


Street papers as we now know them didn’t
arrive fully formed; the look and feel of the titles have been ever evolving. Their shape, size and editorial stance
continue to match the temper of the times. 


Time
Off holds the mantle as Australia’s oldest street
paper. The magazine began life in 1976 at the University of Queensland. By
1980, Time
Off was on the street reflecting – and occasionally
helping to map – Brisbane’s cultural life. 


Early issues were tabloid size with Warhol-esque, screen-print-like covers. Editions were slim and the content,
initially a little low on music when first off-campus, soon ran the gamut
across rock, punk, new wave and jazz, as well as covering cinema and theatre. 


The Time Off story isn’t unique. It was the first link in a chain of unrelated
magazines. Other titles devoted to exposing the art of working musicians
appeared all over the country with On the Street in
Sydney, Beat in Melbourne, X-Press in Perth and Rip
It Up in Adelaide; all of which had their own
identity and idiosyncratic feel. More magazines were to follow such as Drum, Brag, dB, Rave, InPress and others. Before homogenisation was the norm, each town had a
distinct flavour to report on and each magazine had its own small team of
writers to bring the weekly news, interviews and reviews. 


For a kid hard-pressed to make the call
between buying lunch and buying the latest issue of Juke or Rolling
Stone (isn’t that everyone’s experience?), free
street press was an easy choice. 


In the 1980s, the discovery of new music or
art was a linear process; the mosaic of information later offered by the
internet was saved for science fiction plots. It was here that street press
played a vital part in lifting the veil on new music, often espousing independent
bands and securing talk time with artists that might have been too oblique or
too local for Countdown
Magazine. 


Artist interviews, alongside the gig guide,
are the bedrock of street press. Early on, the ‘phoner’ was established as the
PR’s weapon of choice. You’d be given thirty minutes on the telephone with
national and international artists at all hours of the day. Sometimes, under
pressure of a looming deadline or a communication breakdown with the record
company, the phone would ring out of the blue with an artist awaiting his or
her ‘scheduled’ chat. What usually followed was a broad line of questioning
about ‘the current single’ and whether it was indicative of ‘the album’. One
writer for Time
Off – who should probably remain nameless –
struggled in such a way for a full twenty minutes before finally plumbing for:
‘Before you go, where did the band name come from?’ 


By the dawn of the nineties, Australian
street press had settled into its familiar focus and there was barely a major
artist – local or international – who wasn’t interviewed in its pages. Once
seen by the establishment as mildly leftist arts papers run by students, street
press had become a vital part of the fabric. Sure, flyers, word-of-mouth and
radio worked, but people wanted to read about artists and hear what they had to
say, and, frankly, the benefit of having very little advertising meant street
press could devote reams of text to its favourite performers. These magazines
presented an expanse of blank pages writers could fill with an artist’s
musings, often with little editorial interference. Working for a street press
magazine was like being given a key to the city and its writers relished the
sacred words: ‘My name’s on the door.’ 


The nineties were a special time for street
papers around the country. In Brisbane, we’d shift a thousand magazines a week
at the Pancake Manor alone. More street papers popped up and each capital city
carried two, three and sometimes more titles. Running a free paper can be a
tough gig and a lot of magazines fell by the wayside, but others dug their
heels in. 


At the time, street press relied on
relationships with record companies and writers in various states to bulk up
their pages and secure hard-to-get interviews. The fax machine became an essential
part of the street press armoury, and magazines were making connections with
writers everywhere and running their copy. 


A big part of street press was to reflect
what was happening on stage, on campus, in the clubs and on the street. We
weren’t spinning records and we weren’t too snooty – we’d talk to pretty much
anyone that was coming to town – and there was an obligation to our readers to
cover all bases. The brief became, for Time Off at least, that if Kylie was on the cover, you could still read
about the Celibate Rifles inside. 


As publishing and music trends diversified
and digitised through the nineties and into the new century, street press
adapted and reflected the times. Street press titles were among the first
publishers to go online in Australia – websites for Beat and Time
Off first appeared in the early nineties. An
interesting subtext to Off
the Record is the rise and rise of the internet
from complete mystery to part-time curiosity to all-encompassing delivery platform
for bands and publishers alike. The challenges in reaching an audience for
Hunters & Collectors in 1986 may be different from those facing Angus &
Julia Stone in 2010, but the passion they inspire provides a common thread
through the twenty-five years between. 


For a contemporary audience permanently
plugged into iTunes and Google, street press remains a credible and local
source. The problem once was that not enough happened in the local scene. Now a
bewildering number of bands vie for the limited attention of a furiously
diversifying audience. Street press remains a vital and powerful tool to connect
audience with band and vice versa. Today, street press is often still the first
stop for a new band struggling to receive radio support. Every capital city in
the country has a band or five championed in street press papers before radio
has even had a whiff. You’ll spot some of them in the accompanying pages. 


Though much has changed over twenty-five
years, the fundamentals remain. A successful street paper relies on teamwork.
For every writer getting face time with a rock star, there’s a person distributing
the magazine or another pulling an all-nighter to meet a print deadline. While
advertising is essential to their success, the first question that begins the
working week at the better magazines comes from editorial. Who is on the cover,
how many pages are mapped out for interviews and reviews? 


This happens week after week – images are
sourced, interviews are transcribed and magazines eventually hit the footpath.
Some seriously committed people make that happen. The result of that commitment
is evident not just in these pages, but on the street every week, rain, hail or
shine. 


 


Sean
Sennett and Simon Groth 



Hunters & Collectors 


Sour record deals, the courtship of America and Australian
ugliness


The kinetic energy that defined Hunters
& Collectors mixed a near-unstoppable rhythm and brass section with one of
Australia’s more enigmatic front men, Mark Seymour. The band shared a
groupthink philosophy loosely attuned to Western communism. This interview sees
the band, on the cusp of commercial success with 1986’s Human
Frailty,
reflect on hard times abroad, the rigours of the road and the difficulties
facing Australian bands in the mid-eighties. There is even a glimmer that
things might soon turn a corner, not just for H&C, but for the entire
Australian music industry.


 


 


Mike Waters,
trombone and saxophone player for Hunters & Collectors, has taken on the
unlikely role of advising the Victorian government on the problems of young
rock bands following the recent Four Corners
documentary on the plight of young rock and rollers in tackling an industry
that, although well established, remains unregulated. Mike said the aim of the
program had been to show how tough it is in the rock industry. Hunters &
Collectors had been approached because, after five years in the business, the
band had experienced most of the frustrations of today’s music industry. 


Both the Victorian government and Four Corners chose wisely. On the long road to recent success with their fourth
album, Human
Frailty, and the single ‘Say Goodbye’, Hunters
& Collectors have surely endured their share of hard luck. Determinedly
serious in their earlier years together, the Hunnas were intent on ‘changing
the Western world’s consciousness about music’ says Mike, a little
tongue-in-cheek. 


When they first stepped onto a Melbourne
stage, Hunters & Collectors became an overnight success. Their brand of
rock incorporating a tribal primitivism took Australia by storm. They were
deluged with press, raving fans, and even record labels. Virgin signed them up
and everything looked perfect – for a second or two. 


The relationship with Virgin lasted all of
six months before the band was left stranded in a heartless London. The strain
fragmented them, their line-up changed and changed again, and the media’s
praise drifted elsewhere. Mark Seymour, vocalist and songwriter with the band,
recalls the period. 


‘Everyone just lost interest, though we
didn’t help. When the label signed us, they plied us with cash and champagne.
They took us out to dinner at an Indian restaurant and we started telling their
general manager that we considered him the capitalist – which made us the union
– and we only wanted to rip him off. So there it was: the famous Curried
Chicken Incident. They took it all seriously and suddenly washed their hands
of us and we were pretty well stuck. Living in England is ridiculous for a
serious Australian band anyway. You’re never going to get past a tiny
inner-city audience there and English punks hate Australian music – except
Nick Cave. I don’t know why people like the Laughing Clowns bother going
there.’ 


‘In Australia we became popular very
quickly,’ confirms Mike Waters, ‘and we thought the same would happen in the
UK. We couldn’t believe it when it didn’t happen. We couldn’t work out why.
Even the Jaws
of Life album . . . it got favourable reviews, but
it just didn’t sell.’ 


Despite Britain’s best efforts to do them
in, Hunters & Collectors survived. They returned to Australia, refined
their sound into a raw and ragged rock and made their live performances more
powerful than ever. Waters says that, back home, the band rediscovered the
crucial element in stage performance: to be entertaining and give people a
good time. As Mark Seymour readily acknowledges: 


‘A great Hunters & Collectors gig is
something few people forget, including the band. Maybe that’s why the band have
managed to survive for so long without any substantial chart success. The gigs
are so intense that when the time has come to make a record, we haven’t always
had enough detachment to produce vinyl that sells. So, despite our massive live
following throughout Australia, our record sales simply did not reflect our
real popularity. 


‘I think we also suffer from the cultural
phenomenon common to a lot of Australian bands like the Mentals. The people
who can afford to see the band live don’t seem to know that we have records out
and don’t buy them. What they do buy is records that are pushed out by the
whole Countdown television thing: Cyndi Lauper, Bruce Springsteen. They may be
great records, but the reason people buy them is because the artists are from over there. It’s the same old problems.’ 


Perhaps, though, audiences are finally
catching on that Hunters & Collectors are more than a live experience. Human Frailty has become their first long player to make an impact on the commercial
charts as has the distinctive drums and bass rhythm of the lead single, ‘Say
Goodbye’. 


Proving the Curried Chicken Incident is
well behind them, the band have entered negotiation with American independent
label IRS for the album’s release and a tour across the Pacific. Strangely
enough, Seymour thinks it is the Australian element in their songs that has
created so much interest in the band from America. 


‘I think they like us because they think we
sound a little bit exotic and non-American, which is heartening because we’ve
always aimed to sound Australian, to get a sound that implies a sad mood that
exists in an expansive space. I know that some Australian artists reject the
idea of landscape these days, but I still think it has a profound effect on our
consciousness.’ 


So just what is an Australian sound? 


‘There is a thing our drummer, Doug, calls
the Great Aussie Tug,’ says Seymour, ‘that kind of “boompa boompa” feeling you
get from people like Matt Taylor or Rose Tattoo – the kind of back beat that
works in a pub. When we started, we had a flirtation with that kind of feel,
but we stopped because we’d been reading The Face and we thought people might think we were ugly and rockist. But
now we’ve realised we are ugly. What we do these days is simpler and more expressive.’ 


So, while the Hunnas are being lauded as
the next big thing and are preparing material for their next album, they are
still touring horrendous distances. When Hunters & Collectors next play
Brisbane, they will have spent the weekend before gigging in Adelaide,
travelling between the capitals by car. 


‘We had a chance to come back through
Melbourne and stay over,’ explains Waters with a shrug, ‘but we decided to come
through Broken Hill and on to Brisbane that way. The crowds see us so rarely up
there, the gigs are always great. We really envy them.’ 


‘In Australia, the pubs are the places
where people experience rock and roll,’ says Seymour, ‘which isn’t what happens
in America or England. There’s a whole cultural thing that interests me about
pubs, a whole language you can draw on. There’s a lot of ugliness and violence
– boys bashing each other up, girls getting raped – in those places, but maybe
there’s a kind of truth there too.’ 


Seymour’s rather romantic notion of
Australia’s pubs, though, does not extend to its clubs and discos. 


‘People who go to those places might like
to think they’re keeping their hands clean, but they have scurrilous little
thoughts, they grope at each other in dark corners. The other thing about clubs
that interests me is the people who treat going there as their job, their work
ethic. They’ll preen and look gorgeous and stand in a corner and not even
drink. Those are the kind of people who’ll endorse anything that anyone tells
them. 


‘All those people just buy into it
voluntarily, but the emotional spin-off from that kind of thing is very
short-lived. In a pub, you can hold someone, you can laugh, you can fall in
love. You can’t do that in a club.’ 


 


January 1986 to July 1986.
Original text: Shar Adams. 



The Triffids 


Feted and nauseous 


Led by David McComb, the Triffids never
scaled the pop charts, but their influence runs deep. Starting life in the late
seventies, the group compiled eighty to ninety songs on crude cassette albums
before they ever cut any vinyl. Music industry stalwart John O’Donnell recently
described their early seven-inch singles as naïve gems, ‘full of pop smarts and
sharp lyrics but with a clumsy, awkward charm’. Truly great songs like
‘Beautiful Waste’ and the seminal ‘Wide Open Road’ were to follow, and, with
their masterpiece LP, Born
Sandy Devotional,
the group fulfilled their ‘widescreen studio ambition’. By the end of the
eighties, the Triffids were no more. 


 


 


There it was,
headlined across the front of the NME: ‘1985: Year of
the Triffids’. Other British media followed suit with the Guardian running a review of the Australian discovery, comparing the band
with sixties American sounds, though their ‘pugnacious instrumental drive and
sense of enormous distances suggest the scorched earth of the bush outback’. 


It’s true the Triffids have an
extraordinarily unique sound. Australian rock writer Clinton Walker described
it in Rolling
Stone as ‘a new bent-dry, indigenous light and air
to Australian rock’. 


How has all this lauding affected the Triffids
and where has it taken the band? From major songwriter and vocalist David
McComb’s perspective, it’s all been a bit much. He views the press cynically,
but concedes there were advantages. 


‘All those magazines like The Face . . . if nothing is coming up from the street, they have to invent
something by this Thursday’s deadline. I think that’d be the biggest reason we
didn’t stay there. After that magazine [NME] came out, we could have made a killing, squeezed it for every
cent, but we just felt embarrassed with the whole idea, nauseous over it. One
good thing though is that we can travel to Europe and the promoters have heard
of us.’ 


The Triffids returned to Australia ‘hoping
everyone would have forgotten about it’, but of course the ball was already
rolling. A few months later, they were off to Europe where they played England
(including a set at Glastonbury) and a host of continental countries, including
Belgium to a crowd of fifty thousand, sandwiched between Midnight Oil and OMD.



They also used the time to record in London
and mix in Liverpool their best record to date, Born Sandy Devotional. Described by Frank Brunetti from RAM as ‘a shimmering multi-faceted jewel of a record’, the album is the
first example of the Triffids’ studio work, with many of the songs never
destined to be played on stage. McComb sees the album as a natural progression.



‘Our first record was kind of orchestral
with strings and stuff like that. Field of Glass was
meant to expose a completely different side of the band. Once we’d done that,
the trick was to keep the intensity of that and combine it with something more
orchestrated and ambitious. So it was in with the vibraphones and keyboards and
cellos and stuff like that. It was enjoyable, especially in the midst of this
so-called resurgence of guitar bands – another load of meaningless hype. A lot
of the songs were written with strings or whatever in mind. A good half – maybe
six out of the ten – we’ll never do live. It’s a real studio album.’ 


Although David McComb’s deep hollow voice
clearly provides the focus, the Triffids’ celebrated sound comes from the sum
of all their members: Alsy MacDonald’s intelligent and creative drumming,
Martyn Casey’s striving basslines, Robert McComb’s electric strokes on guitar
and viola, Jill Birt’s haunting keyboards and vocals, and Graham Lee on pedal
steel guitar, whose influence led the band back to their original emphasis on
strings. 


‘When I joined,’ says Lee, ‘we never wanted
to use slide guitar in any sort of conventional way. I think Dave’s idea in the
first place was to use the pedal steel to make the overall sound more grand and
orchestral.’ 


‘I think we’d already decided this album
would be very much like that,’ adds Jill Birt. ‘On Dave’s part at least, when
he was writing the songs, he was obviously making a conscious effort not to
follow Field
of Glass too closely. He wanted to do something
quiet and I think that might have been a reaction against what people were
expecting.’ 


The Triffids are presently touring the east
coast of Australia, before returning to Britain to, they hope, clinch a big
record deal. Though they won’t say which major label is courting them, any deal
will not mean an end to their relations with Hot Records, their independent
Sydney label. 


‘There are good reasons for staying with
Hot,’ says Rob McComb. ‘They are interested in us as artists, not just money
spinners.’ 


While determined to ‘make it’ in the
industry, the band are adamant they will do it on their own terms. 


‘We’re getting there,’ says Rob McComb.
‘What we would really like is to stop spending the money we make in Australia
on jaunts to England, but we’ll do it again if necessary. We like to work hard.
We’ve learned that we have to be on the ball twenty-four hours a day. We don’t
have the attitude of just taking a holiday while we are here. We are all very
committed. After all, we’ve been at it for seven years.’ 


 


February 1986. Original
text: Shar Adams. 



Stevie Wright 


Moving back into easy street 


Stevie Wright tore
apart the Australian music scene as front man for the Easybeats in the sixties.
It’s Wright’s voice that punctuates the band’s classic material on tunes such
as ‘Friday On My Mind’, ‘Sorry’, ‘Good Times’ and a host of others. Originally a
writer in the band, he opted to concentrate on his singing while the Harry
Vanda – George Young partnership built a head of steam. Later Wright became a
solo star when his old Easybeats pals Harry and George penned the ‘Evie’
trilogy. Check out Wright’s mannerisms on old footage and you’ll see where Bon
Scott took his cues. Sadly, much of Wright’s life has been dominated by drug
addiction. For years, many music fans wondered if he was still alive or just
missing in action. This piece from 1986 shows Wright still on the hard road. 


 


 


Stevie Wright was
only sixteen when he hit it big time with the Easybeats. Now thirty-eight, his
voice crackles down the phone line from Sydney. He calls me ‘babe’ and
‘darling’ as only the diehard rock and rollers do even when we broach the
subject of heroin addiction. 


‘I don’t like to talk about my addiction,’
Stevie says wearily, though he continues. ‘Basically it was introduced to me
the last week of Jesus
Christ Superstar [where Wright played Hess for the
show’s two-year run]. I was at a party and it was given to me in aluminium
foil. I accepted it that way. There was no shooting up then. It didn’t take
long before I was addicted.’ 


Although Stevie said heroin was never
around when he was in the Easybeats (‘we didn’t even drink then’), he was
interested in the drug primarily because of Ray Charles. 


‘Ray Charles was a very big attraction for
me then and I knew he used heroin. It was brilliant, but what I didn’t realise
was the brilliance was me, not the drug.’ 


Stevie Wright has had it pretty rough since
those Jesus
Christ Superstar days. 


‘I have undergone shock treatment,
sedation, two years of rehabilitation treatment with Salvation Army, and two
lots of six-month treatments at a rehabilitation centre called Westmount. I was
dying really. But then someone suggested that I do this gig. They said I could
have anyone I wanted to play with.’ 


So some one thousand people packed a small
suburban hotel to see a one-off gig. Wright was backed by some of Australia’s
best musos: guitarists Kevin Borich and Chris Turner played along with former
Sherbet bassist Tony Mitchell, drummer Greg Hanson and Peter Kerkel on
keyboards. And ironically, after twelve and a half years, rock and roll was the
one thing that worked for Stevie Wright. 


‘All the bad things went away. I just flick
’em when I come across them now.’ 


On the back of his national tour with a
top-notch backing band, Stevie Wright will soon be releasing a new solo album
called Facing
the Music before an Easybeats re-formation tour
later this year, which will include all members (including Vanda and Young). 


‘We already have half a million dollars’
worth of work for the re-formation,’ said Stevie. ‘Now all we have to do is get
together and practise so we don’t end up with egg on our faces.’ 


Until then, punters can check out the mix
of old Easybeats material with newer numbers in Wright’s eclectic set. If you
go by Stevie’s word, it’s something to see. 


‘I’m totally over the top right now. The
crowds love it. I have to play country and western numbers so they’ll let me
off the stage.’ 


 


July 1986. Original text:
Shar Adams. 



The Residents 


The responsibility to be one step ahead, if not more 


Starting life in 1969, the Residents
mixed avant-garde sounds
with equally curious visuals and were, to cop a phrase, way ahead of their
time. After decamping from Louisiana to San Francisco, the band have been
releasing music since 1972. The group’s members have worked at concealing their
identities from the public with costumes that often feature top hats and tails
capped off with a giant eyeball helmet. With little regard for Western
composition and a love for the surreal, the Residents’ story has never been
short of intrigue. 


 


 


Weird, zany,
outrageous, ugly, experimental, fierce, innovative, arty-absurdist-pop, avant-garde, off-beat, inventive, the biggest little cult band in America: slap
a thick crunchy paste of adjectives around the Residents and maybe you’ll get
some idea of what the band are about. 


The four band members wear giant eyeball
masks and top hats to conceal their identity, which inevitably leads to
speculation on who they are and why they feel the need for such anonymity. But,
then again, who cares? The music is often brilliant and occasionally – as
evidenced in the cover of James Brown’s ‘It’s a Man’s Man’s Man’s World’ –
sadistic. 


The Residents themselves never speak to the
media, so present to discuss the band’s music and current activities by
telephone is Hardy Fox from the Cryptic Corporation, an organisation formed by
friends and fans of the Residents early in their career, around 1970. Hardy
doubles, incidentally, as the Residents’ recording engineer. 


The Residents rarely play live. On this,
their 13th
Anniversary Tour (now stretching well into the band’s
fourteenth year), the Residents will play music from across their recording
career in what amounts to a retrospective show. Guitarist Snakefinger will join
them on tour as he has done on several of their records making a five-piece
band. 


‘Snakefinger will play what he always does
with the Residents: a very strange guitar.’ 


The guitarist has, in fact, become an
integral part of the show, involved in the entire process from arrangements to
rehearsals. 


And, in this day and age, what’s music
without video? A grab bag of computer graphics, animation, puppetry, props and
costumes, along with a myriad of lighting and special effects has taken the
Residents’ videos all the way to the Museum of Modern Art, New York. For the 13th Anniversary shows, audiences will see a selection of their work in the video
form, but, alas, there will not be a showing of their feature-length film The Mole Show or the now legendary (and permanently shelved) project Vileness Fats. Even in the short form, though, the band’s videos offer an example
of just what is possible with the visual medium, a stark contrast to the
average commercial rock video that remains marginally worse than the average
toothpaste commercial. 


So what else does the Residents’
performance have in store? 


‘The show itself is live,’ says Hardy Fox,
‘and the band use sophisticated computerised equipment on stage to generate the
kind of sound they put out. It’s pretty high-tech equipment.’ 


The band’s interest in computers is evident
in their videos and this enthusiasm for technology continues into the recording
studio. The Residents have their own studio setup that they continually
update, improve and extend. Even the instruments they play are computerised and
the band claim they can’t do anything on paper anymore. 


The Residents probably have more in common
with contemporary experimental composers than with the pop music they parody
and reinterpret. Their latest recording interprets the works of country legend
Hank Williams and John Phillip Sousa, American composer of famous military and
patriotic marching tunes. The new recordings add to the band’s composer series
already featuring George Gershwin, James Brown, the Beatles and the Rolling
Stones. 


‘They’re very interested in music in
general, not just in playing music but in the basic philosophy or concept of
what music is and why it is. Their approach to making music is dissection,
trying to comprehend what it is about this collection of noises that makes it
music. They study a lot of other composers and, in particular, people who may
have been into music in a much more traditional sense, the kind of people who
wrote music simply for the sake of writing music without any thought to the
implications of what they were doing. 


‘Really, the Residents are romantics. They
take an intellectual approach, but they never deny the music its essentially
emotional sense. They find a lot of contemporary American pop music uninteresting,
although they did recently buy a Michael Jackson record. Until recently, they
haven’t even listened to top forty radio.’ 


Perhaps the Residents’ boredom with present
day rock and roll culture makes sense when you consider how little popular
music has changed since the Beatles (or even before). Melody, structure and
arrangement have all remained more or less static. And it’s this withering (and
not uncommon) assessment of current musical form that has seen the Residents
hailed as a cult band. 


But is success the price of notoriety?
Hardy says if the Residents were to become massively popular, they would
almost certainly turn a completely different direction. 


‘They would feel they must be behind, that
people are catching up with what they’re doing. And if that’s the case, they
are not doing enough. The Residents feel they have a responsibility to be one
step ahead. If not more.’ 


The Residents have released the majority of
their material on their own label, Ralph Records. They have been independent
from the outset of their career, though perhaps not entirely out of choice.
Major labels may not show the slightest interest in them, but the Residents
maintain their own healthy disdain for the commercial record industry. That
music such as theirs exists at all in an industrial market dominated by musical
product sold to humans like dog food to pets is an achievement in itself. 


‘The American industry,’ says Hardy, ‘is
based on selling advertising. Radio stations determine what they play based
upon how many people will listen, which then dictates how much they can charge
for the advertising slots between the music. The whole thing really comes down
to advertising: they play music that will attract most people to listen to
their advertising. That is not the kind of marketplace that will make room for
the Residents.’ 


Whether you’re a fan or if you’ve never
heard of the Residents before, their upcoming performance at East’s Leagues
Club is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to experience a performance that is
challenging, exciting and probably completely off the planet! I’ll see you
there. 


 


August 1986. Original text:
Joy Flights. 



Painters & Dockers 


Painters play their own brand of dock rock 


With singles such as ‘Nude School’ and
‘Die Yuppie Die’, Painters & Dockers are what we once called an
‘alternative’ band who had a brief flirtation with the pop charts. In the
mid-eighties, it meant something to be ‘indie’ and, for a time, Painters &
Dockers were certainly that. Two decades on, the band still sound joyfully
subversive. Here they reveal that the inspiration for ‘Nude School’ came from
an article in Playboy. What’s
surprising is not that they had a copy of the magazine to hand, but the fact
that they were reading it. Were
they so distracted by the new Gabriel Garcia Marquez short story that they
completely forgot about the centrefolds? 


 


 


Painters &
Dockers are a great band who play great fun-time songs, although with titles
like ‘ANUS, The (W)hole of My Love’ and ‘Pull Me Off’ you could be forgiven for
being a bit suspect about the band’s priorities. In fact, to put it bluntly,
wouldn’t it appear that the band have something of a fixation about genitals? 


‘Oh look, I’d like to strongly disagree
with that,’ argues bassist Phil Nelson. ‘Go on, name a song with genitals in
it,’ he challenges. 


Well I’ve already mentioned two. 


‘Yeah, okay, maybe the first one, but if
you listen to the lyrics the second one is all about pulling people off their
pedestals. With our songs, there’s always something a bit deeper.’ 


But enough of song titles, Painters &
Dockers are augmented on stage by a three-piece brass outfit called . . . the
Brass Holes. 


‘I’ll blame all that on Paul,’ says Phil
resignedly, referring to Paul Stewart, the band’s lead singer and not-so-lead
trumpet player. In true Sweet
and Sour tradition the band came together as a bit
of a joke – a fact that has characterised their subsequent work – to pay off
some accumulated parking fines. From there the joke grew, along with the band’s
line-up, as their brand of music became more quirky and fun. 


‘A few years ago, everyone in Melbourne was
into Nick Cave,’ says Phil, recounting the band’s origin. ‘No one clapped,
everyone wore black and looked really miserable, and we came on determined to
have fun at any cost.’ 


The fun included covers of ‘The Little
Drummer Boy’ and ‘My Favourite Things’, as well as original compositions such
as ‘The Boy Who Lost His Jocks on Flinders Street Station’, which was inspired
by John Cooper Clarke’s tour last year. Apart from the obvious source of
inspiration, the Painters took their name to have ‘a bit of a go at Hunters &
Collectors’ and also because the band came from Port Melbourne, the union’s
traditional stronghold. The band soon earned themselves a reputation as a
no-holds-barred good-time dance band and accordingly pulled big audiences. 


‘People like something a bit wilder.
Perhaps because we play rock and roll is an easy explanation of our appeal.’ 


Despite their relaxed attitude, the
industry quickly took Painters & Dockers seriously, something the band
themselves welcomed. 


‘Even though we have humble origins, we have
a lot of ambition,’ says Phil. 


The Painters’ 1984 debut album, Love Planet, topped most independent charts around Australia, and since then
the band have released Kill
Kill Kill, a twelve-inch EP of covers and a live
LP. 


‘We’ve definitely dug our heels in and
we’re going to be around for a while. Certainly it’s better than being public
servants. Not that we would have been. Paul was a rock journalist before he
joined the band, and the rest of us all have degrees of one sort or another.
There’s even a lawyer in the band.’ 


Being taken seriously by the music industry
is one thing. Being taken seriously by punters is quite another. Admittedly it
doesn’t help when your lead singer claims that people love the group because
they’re ‘basically a bunch of dickheads’. Do the band ever tire of their image
as a bunch of boozy good-time jerks? 


‘The fun times tag gets a bit annoying, but
one day everyone’s eyes will be opened and they’ll see there is much more to us
than that,’ Phil claims. 


And to help open people’s eyes to their
real talent, the Painters recently bought their own pressing plant, which is
really taking an independent stand. The plant presses records on the band’s own
Dock label, but so far only two other bands have signed up. While the band plan
to release their third album sometime in the next ten years, they have recently
completed a new single titled . . . wait for it . . . ‘Nude School’. 


Phil groans as he admits the subject matter
of the song seems suspiciously similar in theme to their earlier work. 


‘One of the band members happened to be
going through an issue of Playboy, when he read about this school where all the students and all the
teachers turned up every day nude. Look, I know what you’re going to say, but
it’s just a nice, silly song about everyone turning up to school nude.’ 


Sure thing, Phil. Who said these boys
aren’t fixated? 


 


December 1986. Original
text: Gavin Sawford. 



Warumpi Band 


Why the bush band did a bunk 


Formed by ‘whitefella’ Neil Murray in
1980, the Warumpi Band hailed from Papunya in the Northern Territory. George
Rrurrambu from Echo Island and Gordon and Sammy Butcher were at the core of the
group whose line-up would vary over the ensuing years. Often mixing a Chuck
Berry rhythm with Aboriginal folklore, the Warumpis tore up the stage when
playing live. In 1983, the band recorded ‘Jailanguru Pakarnu’ (‘Out From
Jail’), the first song using an Aboriginal language in a rock and roll format.
Inspired by their close friendship, the Warumpis and Midnight Oil embarked on
the legendary Blackfella/Whitefella tour into the outback in 1986. The tour
took its name from the song of the same name that featured on 1985’s Big Name,
No Blankets
LP. 


 


 


After an impressive
1985 debut album, Big
Name, No Blankets, national success seemed assured
for the Warumpi Band. With the possibility of spots on Countdown, single and album launches, and general fame and fortune, how did
the band respond? They did a bunk and took off back to the bush, playing
sporadically around places as diverse as Alice Springs, Darwin and Kalgoorlie,
before taking a break throughout most of 1986. 


When they next emerged in a joint outback
tour with Midnight Oil, it was with a major personnel change into a
tightened-up four-piece line-up. 


‘It was a problem trying to reconcile being
a successful rock and roll band with traditional tribal and family values,’
explains guitarist and songwriter Neil Murray, the band’s sole whitefella. 


‘Money is not that important in traditional
Aboriginal culture. I mean, we’d all like to make our living from the band, but
it was a matter of having a line-up change in order to keep going.’ 


The tour with Midnight Oil proved a curious
experience and in many small towns and settlements it was the Warumpis as the
support band who drew greater applause than the mighty Oils. 


‘We were playing to places we’d been before
and the people knew us, but the response to the Oils varied. In places where
they didn’t have television, they were curious as to what this tall guy with a
bald head was doing. But at least it was good entertainment. They got a laugh
out of it, but more importantly they appreciated the fact that the band had
made the effort to go out there because entertainment is pretty thin on the
ground in these places.’ 


Neil was originally a Sydney resident who
‘went bush’ four years ago. 


‘I went north looking for adventure and
excitement. I went to art school, so while my peers were planning to go to
Europe I wanted something different. I was into music and wanted to find out
about the Aboriginal people. I learned a lot of things I wasn’t expecting. In
fact, I underwent a massive re-education and went through a long period of
disillusionment. In essence, I went there with a lot of romantic ideals that
had to be shattered. I had this idea that I’d spend two years out there, get
myself together, and then go back to the city. I never dreamed I’d get involved
in a band out there.’ 


Apart from changing his own perspective,
Neil encountered a variety of outback attitudes to Aboriginal culture. 


‘There are those in the pastoral community
who feel they’ve known Aboriginal people longer than most because they’ve given
them jobs and they’re responsible for their welfare. At the same time, I think
underneath that, they recognise they couldn’t have got their damn pastoral
industry off the ground without Aboriginal labour. On the other hand, there are
a lot of good people who understand the culture and how to work within it.
Basically, the people with power in rural areas – the ones in business and
stuff – tend not to have a lot of time for Aboriginal people because their
whole culture seems diametrically opposed to Western values.’ 


Neil’s solution to overcoming cultural differences
is simple and the music of the Warumpi Band is only one element of the
solution. 


‘I don’t consciously try to write a song
with a message, but if I’m moved by something it’ll come out. If you’re honest
and true to yourself when you’re writing, the message will be implicit in what
you create. In our case, action speaks louder. 


‘There has to be a reconciliation with the
Aboriginal people. They have a civilisation as great and profound as anything
in Europe or the Mediterranean and so much of it still isn’t fully appreciated.
Australia Day celebrates the founding of a white settlement, which suggests
that there was nothing here before. 


‘The important thing is to give trust.
Aboriginal people generally are very fair and all they need is to be shown some
trust. 


‘Being in the bush was an experience. Those
experiences are the things that have come to me through my re-education with
the Aboriginal people.’ 


 


April 1987. Original text:
Gavin Sawford. 



Weddings Parties Anything 


The wedding of country and rock 


Weddings Parties Anything were one of
this country’s great bar room bands. With the dynamic Mick Thomas out front,
the ensemble may have only enjoyed commercial success with the reflective
‘Father’s Day’, but the Weddos had a swag of fine songs and thousands of great
gigs now committed to the collective memory of anyone who ever caught them
live. From bars and festivals to opening for U2 in entertainment centres, WPA
fused folk and rock with a piano accordion and violin. ‘Away Away’ was a fine
template for the band, while their early days boasted such stellar albums as Scorn of
the Women,
Roaring
Days
and The
Big Don’t Argue.
The band released more records during the nineties and never fail to woo an
audience when they regroup. Contemporaries of the Pogues, WPA took their name
from a Clash song, though they remain quintessentially Australian. If they
ever play near you . . . do not pass ‘Go’. 


 


 


On stage, they
sweat copiously as they thrash their distinctive sound from a surprising
variety of instruments. This instrumental strength is matched only by the power
of their lyrics and, wherever they tour, they play to capacity audiences who
pack into halls and clubs to hear . . . a piano accordion and violin (among the
more contemporary fare). 


While most bands are grubbing around in a
post 1966–76 vacuum, Weddings Parties Anything have successfully welded
Australian folk music, country and blues with punk into a vital and legitimate
form that combines the lyrical relevance of the former styles with the
ferocious accessibility of the latter. 


Like the Pogues – to which they are often
compared – Weddings Parties Anything use traditional styles as the core around
which they build their music. There though the similarity ends and, while they
have no objections to general comparisons, the Weddos eschew any lazy
references to them as an ‘Australian Pogues’. 


‘It’s a complicated thing,’ says singer and
songwriter Mick Thomas. ‘I suppose we both sing about Brendan Behan and we both
do drinking songs, but we don’t want anyone accusing us of jumping on their
bandwagon. I mean, we were already off and running long before they broke.’ 


Far from any bandwagon jumping, a number of
bands from around the world began exploring the rich catalogue of traditional
music at roughly the same time. 


‘It’s a matter of us being part of a
visible genre with bands like Los Lobos and the Long Ryders. The machinery of
the music business has become so big and so international that it’s feeding
everyone the same thing. Whatever Prince or Madonna does, it sells in just
about every country around the world. I’m pretty turned off by that synthetic
sound and I ask myself what it says about me in 1987 in Australia. 


‘I prefer to look back into our heritage
for something that is more Australian, that feels somehow warmer.’ 


To this extent, Weddings Parties Anything’s
debut album, Scorn
of the Women, rolls turn-of-the-century Bulletin graphics, bush politics and urban social concerns into a package
that, while undeniably Australian, avoids any chest-beating jingoism or simplistic
polemic. 


‘There is a strong sense of identity built
into what we do. People sense that identity in what we do, rather than in being
overtly political. There are ways and means of being political without being
tiresome.’ 


Speaking of music and politics, the band
recently supported Billy Bragg in Sydney. 


‘We’d just done two weeks of university
gigs and I was depressed at the end of it, looking at this new breed of
university students who were going to be released into the world in a couple of
years’ time. But then, at the Billy Bragg concert, they were chanting and
singing along and I couldn’t believe that these were the same kids. A week
later, there was a well-attended anti-fees rally, so maybe there was some
correlation. But music can’t change a person’s politics. You can’t take a
conservative and turn them into a radical, but you can make them think a little
more carefully. 


‘What music can do is act as a rallying
point for people of similar views so that ten people may come together and be
made aware of each other’s views through the music. Maybe then something can
be achieved as a group.’ 


Thomas and co-writer Dave Steel spent their
childhood in rural Victoria in places like Colac and Geelong. 


‘Dave’s a real farm boy,’ says Thomas. ‘He
didn’t get to Melbourne until he was twenty-two. I spent the first ten years
of my life moving around the bush and I can remember school singing being
really strong, but instead of the usual stuff, we were taught Tex Morton and
Slim Dusty numbers.’ 


In 1976, Mick moved to Melbourne, in time
to catch the great rock-and-roll revival courtesy of punk, though Thomas never
forgot his roots. 


‘Country music is a really valid form
because its roots are in working people. Anyone can grab an instrument and have
a go. It’s the same do-it-yourself ethos as punk.’ 


Hearing two forms together, courtesy of
Weddings Parties Anything, should dispel any doubts at their successful
merging. 


 


May 1987. Original text:
Gavin Sawford. 



Midnight Oil 


Oils search for the perpetual sound of true Australia 


Deeply etched in the memory banks is a
Midnight Oil performance from the ABC Saturday morning show Recovery. It was
1998 and a slew of young Australian bands were on the playlist that morning
with, possibly, the odd overseas name in the mix for good measure. Each artist
played live a tune or two from their most recent album. The Oils, by this
stage, were collectively in their forties. Opening with ‘Redneck Wonderland’,
they destroyed everybody else on the bill. Garrett moved like a man possessed
while Hirst and Bones fired up the engine room and guitarists Rotsey and
Moginie churned out the last great Australian riff that Malcolm Young failed to
find. It was awe-inspiring stuff, but hardly unexpected. After a number of
years on the bench, the re-formed group conjured up the same magic at Wave Aid
and Sound Relief. Midnight Oil were that rarest of beasts that could fuse
politics with rock music and make it work. This piece was written around the
time of their international breakthrough record, Diesel and Dust. Forget
the ARIAs, the band deserve no less an accolade than ‘national treasure’. 


 


 


With the national
publicity machine just starting to crank up enthusiasm for the bicentennial
‘extravaganza’, it’s easy to forget that only one short chapter of this
country’s history is being celebrated. But not everyone is caught up in the
euphoria of state-sponsored nationalist sentimentality, and the conscience of
the Australian rock industry, Midnight Oil, have spent the last year trying to
discover the true Australia – something that better reflects the country as a
whole than the celebration of the last two hundred years of white habitation. 


‘There are a couple of things that sadden
the band about the bicentennial,’ says drummer and songwriter Rob Hirst. ‘First
of all, we’re going into the bicentennial with a flag that’s not our own.
Secondly, we’re celebrating only a couple of hundred years of white man’s
existence; the same white people whose forefathers virtually annihilated a
forty-thousand-year-old culture. 


‘No part in the celebrations has been
afforded to the original Australians to express their version of the last two
hundred years, which shows you how far we still have to go. I’ve never felt a
greater sense of shame going into the bicentennial year when the residue of
misplaced and malevolent bureaucratic white policies towards Aboriginal people
have left groups of them living under corrugated iron and other bits of white
man’s trash eating white man’s trash tucker.’ 


In their tenth year, Midnight Oil’s power
and passion continues unabated, and, while the energy of their music is still
apparent, it has been channelled into more specific Australian concerns. To
many people, Midnight Oil are a political activist band – little more than
sloganeering rabble-rousers. But while there’s no denying the political
content of a lot of their material, the band are motivated primarily by a deep
love of Australia that transcends any chauvinistic nationalism. 


This is reflected as much in the Oils’
musical style as in their lyrical concerns and what emerges is probably the
closest thing any band will come to producing a distinctively Australian
‘sound’. 


‘People have grappled with this idea of an
Australian sound for a long time,’ says Hirst, ‘and it’s something I’m
particularly fascinated with. I’ve always felt embarrassed by the fact that
perhaps we’ve only just touched on this, but I’m certain now that some of the
music we’ve made, and Hunters & Collectors and Mental As Anything, is
distinctively Australian. It’s to do with space and time, a combination of the
accents and singers, and that quirkiness and dry sense of humour. I think we’ve
got it and people are able to appreciate it after years of cultural cringe.’ 


Like generations of Australian painters,
writers and filmmakers before them, Midnight Oil found inspiration in the
natural splendour of the country – in the Oils’ case it was the sounds of the
outback. 


‘The first line off the new album is fairly
obviously sung by an Australian and the whole subject matter is big and really
centred very much in the western desert of the continent. If what we’ve done defines
an Australian “sound”, it’s because we’ve attempted to take some of that sense
of perpetual motion and infinite space that you get in the country and put it
into the music. I’m not one to judge whether we succeeded, but that was
certainly one of our motivations from the desert tour with the Warumpi Band.
For example, “The Dead Heart” starts off with a beat that’s relentless for
about six minutes and it’s that sort of perpetual sound of travelling long
distances in the desert. The motor hum of the diesel in your Toyota at that
pitch that goes for hundreds and hundreds of miles until you run out of fuel.’ 


Listening to Hirst, it is clear that last
year’s desert tour has left a strong impression on the band both personally and
musically and the experience has influenced the content and feel of their
latest album, Diesel
and Dust. 


‘I think the main things you remember are
things like lying on your back in your swag in the middle of the night and
looking up at the brightest heaven you’re ever going to see. You realise why
the sky and the signals from the sky are so incredibly important to Aboriginal
people because you’ve never seen a sky that bright before. It scared the shit
out of me! 


‘The people from Gondwanaland call it the
“big quiet” and I’ve never heard a greater quiet than being out there. I felt
that people living on the east coast in concrete and brick boxes and driving
the latest car didn’t realise just how incredibly fragile that way of life is.
Here we are, stuck on the east coast, run by time and mortgages. And there,
people live their much less fragile lives without all the fabrications. Out
there for the first time, white people feel as misplaced as Aboriginal people
must have felt when they were herded into missions. It was so valuable to have
the experience from their side of the fence.’ 


Aside from the physical impact of playing
with the Warumpis, the desert tour exposed the band to more traditional forms
of Aboriginal music, which has had a considerable influence on the new album. 


‘That’s partly how the songs of Diesel and Dust evolved, because we had to slow down. We had to change the big city
talk sort of music – that adrenaline rush – and we had to make it “motor”. It
was a great learning experience. We came in on a whirlwind and left on a cool
breeze.’ 


While anger is still part of Midnight Oil’s
music, it’s not nearly as overt as on their earlier work. But Hirst draws the
line at the suggestion the band might be mellowing. 


‘We’ve got families,’ he says, ‘and you do
get a sense of dearly wanting a future and dearly not wanting your children to
die in a war or in someone else’s war. But I don’t think we’ve mellowed. We’re
as angry as old men as we were as young men. And we’re not that old either.’ 


 


October 1987. Original text:
Gavin Sawford. 



Do Re Mi 


Avoiding the pitfalls of pinball and Twisties 


You could feel the static bristle on
radio waves all over the country when Do Re Mi’s breakthrough single, ‘Man
Overboard’, was released. Maybe it was to do with the lyric ‘pubic hair on the
pillow’. The first signing to the Australian arm of Virgin Records, Do Re Mi
plotted a course for the UK to record their second album. Nothing went
according to plan, and the band eventually found themselves back in Australia.
This interview was conducted at the time of the release of their highly
anticipated second album. Deborah Conway stayed with Virgin for some time after
the band went belly up in 1988. This move led to her collaboration with Pete
Townshend and even the recording of a Badfinger cover for a possible single,
all of which amounted to little. Thankfully, a fruitful solo career at home
with Mushroom Records was to follow. 


 


 


It’s been two and a
half years between albums for Do Re Mi, but the band have hardly been idle
during that period. Though the fabulous debut album, Domestic Harmony, sold a pathetic four hundred copies in the UK (talk about casting
pearls before swine), it went top five in Australia. The album’s local success
at least vindicated Virgin Records, who chose Do Re Mi as their first
Australian signing. 


‘I think Domestic Harmony didn’t do as well in the UK because the record company there didn’t
know what to do with it,’ says Deb Conway. ‘They had this hot potato: a new
album from an Australian band about penis envy, anal humour, and staunchly
anti-pubic hairs on pillows and of course the BBC wouldn’t touch it. The
company tried to blame [producer] Gavin MacKillop for not picking up enough
songs as singles, but I’ve always thought that Do Re Mi are an albums band
rather than a singles band and the English market is geared so much to
singles.’ 


After touring Australia throughout most of
1985 in support of the album, Do Re Mi settled down in early 1986 to begin
writing material for the follow-up, before flying off to the UK – ostensibly to
promote Domestic
Harmony, but also to check out a potential producer
for the new work. From there, things started to get confused and the band
failed to find anyone they felt they could work with. 


‘We tried a couple of people who didn’t
really work out,’ Conway continues. ‘One of them was Jamie Lane and the other
was a complete and utter creep. I can’t even remember his name. Jamie was okay,
but he didn’t want to produce us unless he could also do the final mix. It is
understandable, I suppose, but we didn’t want that. With the other bloke,
whatever his name was, there was a real personality problem. Apart from being a
no-talent bum, he was extremely obnoxious. So we came back home and things were
suddenly all acrimonious with Virgin. There was a fair amount of pressure put
on us to record with Jamie.’ 


Back in Australia, the band cut the ‘Guns
and Butter’ single with producer David Courtney to maintain their profile,
although Deb maintains it was a bit of a mistake. 


‘I never liked the song very much and the
rest of the band were split. I was so surprised when Virgin loved it, because I
thought we had much better songs. But we recorded it and I was proved right.
I’d hate to say I told you so . . . ’ 


Following the release of ‘Guns and Butter’
in 1986, the band found themselves back to square one – still with a bundle of
songs for a new album and no producer – and things didn’t look like they were
going to get any better. 


‘We had approached so many people who were
either uninterested or unable to do it or they were just too expensive.’ 


Just when it looked like the second album
was fated never to get off the ground, someone in Virgin’s London office came
up with Martin Rushent, the producer responsible for the Human League’s 1981
hit album Dare. 


Having done little subsequent production
work and currently in the throes of a messy divorce, Rushent was perhaps not
the most obvious choice, but Do Re Mi immediately hit it off with him and he
relished the prospect of a fresh project to devote his energies to. 


Originally to be recorded in Australia, the
second album ended up being laid down in the UK after an ugly scene where
Rushent’s wife prevented him from leaving the country just hours before he was
due to depart. 


‘Martin just has a natural sway towards the
commercial, towards the accessible,’ says Deb. ‘Which isn’t to say that he’s a
sell-out or anything like that. He’s just brought out what’s best about Do Re
Mi’s songs. He brings the good parts together and chucks out the unnecessary
rambling bits.’ 


The end result, The Happiest Place in Town, is brimming with a sophisticated and mature but still earthy
sound, from a band which have largely replaced their early funk sound with a
more passionate outpouring. 


‘We were once called a funk band, but I
think we’ve become a lot heavier since then. On The Happiest Place in Town we cover a wide variety of sounds from hard rock to the title
track, which I think is one of the most beautiful ballads ever written. With The Happiest
Place in Town, we really kept up the intensity,
especially in the early stages. We were all so desperate to do the album and
Martin was so inspiring. We’d had two weeks of pre-production and we leapt into
it straightaway. 


‘But you can’t help but be clinical. You
become so sedentary when you’re recording an album and I think Domestic Harmony suffered from that. You really need to make an extra effort to do
something physical because it’s too easy to just sit around. Time just slips by
and it’s very easy just to sit on your arse and not do anything: just play
pinball and eat Twisties and not even be involved in the recording. 


‘So when it actually comes time to record,
you have to plunge deep within yourself to find the kind of emotion you’re
looking for.’ 


To find that emotion, Deb looked to her
musical heroes, particularly Patsy Cline and Hank Williams, whose tortured passionate
vocals she captured best on ‘Adultery’. 


‘I’ve always thought they were fabulous –
Dolly Parton, Crystal Gayle, Brenda Lee – but, as I’ve always said, the influences
of Do Re Mi are totally eclectic: from AC/DC to Joni Mitchell, from the Brandenburg
Concerto to Dead Can Dance. There are just bits of
everything that you take, whether consciously or subconsciously, from all of
those sources.’ 


The result is a unique blend of sounds and
styles that results in something far more memorable than the sum of its parts. 


‘I don’t think we sound like anyone else in
the world. I don’t know if that’s a good thing and I don’t say it in the same
way that Morrissey says the Smiths are the best band in the world. I just
honestly believe that Do Re Mi don’t sound like anyone else: it’s a unique
sound and very hard to pinpoint.’ 


 


February 1988. Original
text: Gavin Sawford. 



Crowded House 


The curse of the second album 


From Split Enz through Crowded House to
his solo work and back again, Neil Finn is an artist who appears regularly in
the archive. This 1988 interview offers a glimpse into Finn’s songwriting inspiration
and process. It’s interesting to note the very real anxiety and pressure Finn
felt having to follow up Crowded House’s phenomenally successful debut. As he
feared, the album would not prove as commercial (at least in the United States)
as its predecessor; however, no album with ‘Better Be Home Soon’, ‘Into
Temptation’ and ‘Sister Madly’ could be considered in any way a failure. 


Crowded House would
again hit commercial paydirt with the hugely successful Woodface album,
which saw Neil’s brother Tim join the band. In the years since, between the
break-up and re-formation of Crowded House, Finn has launched a solo career,
recorded acclaimed albums with Tim and even joined the occasional Split Enz
reunion. 


 


 


Since the demise of
the legendary Split Enz nearly four years ago, guitarist and songwriter Neil
Finn has gone on to achieve remarkable success. 


Forming the Mullanes immediately after the
Enz folded, Finn worked hard writing new material and producing demos before finally
flying to Los Angeles, New York and London in the hope of securing a record
deal. 


A few months later, the band landed a
worldwide contract with Capitol. The group then boarded a plane to record in
Los Angeles, changing their name to Crowded House. 


Their self-titled album became a dream
debut for Crowded House, boasting five singles and phenomenal sales not only in
Australia, but across Europe and America as well. 


Next month will mark the release of the
band’s follow-up. After initially giving it the title The Mediocre Second
Album, the band later settled on the somewhat more
optimistic Temple
of Low Men. 


‘We started it in Melbourne, we finished
the actual recording in Los Angeles, then we mixed it in New York so we sort of
went on a journey eastward,’ explains Finn. 


Finn believes the first single released
from the album, the acoustic-oriented ‘Better Be Home Soon’, is hardly
indicative of what fans should expect. 


‘It’s probably the least representative
track on the album, in a way, because it’s the straightest. It’s the one that
people got to know last year through the live gigs. We thought it was almost
like one off the last album, so we’ll stick it out now. 


‘The album in general is probably a lot
darker than that song. Not gloomy at all – the playing is quite spirited – but
some of them are . . . well I suppose even that one’s not all beer and skittles
either. The album’s more melodic and less rock. I think it’s a more interesting
record. There are more extremes in every way. 


‘In some cases it’s more sparse than the
last record. We’ve done a couple of songs in the three-piece format with
orchestration, but with the rhythm being all acoustic with Paul on brushes and
snare drum and just a simple bass. That’s all that propels a couple of songs. 


‘There are songs that are more complicated
than on the first album too. We’re not going to go out and do a Yes on anybody
or anything like that. But it’s good to stretch out a little bit in
instrumentation. 


‘We used Mitchell Froom again on
production. He’s pretty cheap going because he only drinks tea!’ 


Contrary to strong rumours in the press,
elder brother Tim didn’t perform a duet on the album. 


‘There were a lot of rumours around,’
smiles Neil, ‘none of which were true. Tim actually did almost the whole album,
doing backing vocals with Paul. I’m going over to play on Tim’s record pretty
soon. We’re building up to doing a record together. He’s definitely got the
motivation and I think that’s half the battle with songwriting. I’ve heard a
couple of his demos and they sound really good.’ 


Despite writing some of the most memorable
songs of the eighties, Finn hardly regards himself as a prolific writer. 


‘I’d like to be,’ he laments. ‘I have
plenty of ideas, but I don’t finish much. Every year, I complete about ten or
twelve songs. I’d like to think that the ones I write are of a reasonable
standard. 


‘I think I could churn out a lot more if I
just applied the craft to it. Inspiration is still ninety per cent of the
songs, even if it’s only ten per cent of the workload. You just wait around for
that; there are no laws.’ 


With initially only an album’s worth of
material behind them and not wanting to be overly reliant on the Split Enz
catalogue, the band found themselves including some surprise cover versions in
their live show. 


‘It was a case of having to really,’ muses
Neil. ‘We found ourselves playing one or two. We liked them so we’d play them
live. We never learned any of them properly. I don’t even know the lyrics to most
of them. Now we even do “Whole Lotta Love”, both acoustically and as heavy as
we can off the cuff. We did it once and really enjoyed it so we decided to do
it again. And I only know half the lyrics to that one.’ 


Regardless of Crowded House’s large-scale
success, Finn hasn’t closed his mind to obvious problems in the Australian
music industry. 


‘It’s my impression here that radio has
taken a bit of a turn for the worse. In Sydney, people seem to be complaining
about it and I noticed it too. Like up here with FM104, people seem to be going
for the classic rock format. They’re playing a lot of older hits and that seems
pretty negative. 


‘I also believe – though I could be wrong –
that, in the main, major record companies haven’t signed up anybody for the last
two years.’ 


With Temple of Low Men being released worldwide in early July, the immediate future for
Crowded House is hectic, with several weeks in Europe during July, a full
Australian tour in August, and dates in America at the end of the year. 


‘That’s as long as somebody doesn’t decide
to chuck it in in the meantime,’ Finn adds ominously. ‘You never know with this
band.’ 


 


June 1988. Original text:
Sean Sennett. 





End of sample
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