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Chapter One
You Trip Me Up: Introducing Psychocandy

From Mars confections to Cadbury's signature creme eggs, the candy business
doesn't sell sweetness, but rather the experience of sweetness. These fruity extracts,
glycerin, Red 40s and outside agents provide you -- for a fleeting moment -- the taste of
something that isn't actually there. Still, you can feel it melting on your tongue. It tastes
real.

A significant subsection of our contemporary pop music sphere is fittingly known
affectionately as "bubblegum," mimicking the illusion of artificial taste made into a
distinct, gummy sound. Candy is a staple in pop music, from The Strangeloves' 1965 hit
"I Want Candy" to the unforgettable chorus "I'm craving for you / I'm missing you like
candy" of Mandy Moore's 1999 smash hit "Candy." Glistening hooks and earworm
choruses about the perils of love are infectious, even toxic. The music is gooey, hard to
scrape out of your mind and easy to chew on. We don't just want it; we crave it. It's
irresistible.

But say that our beloved candy is hardened, with the bubblegum blackened and
tarred to the concrete beneath our feet. If it retains sweetness deep inside, is it still candy?
Does it lose the quality of a confection altogether? With their caustic debut album
Psychocandy, Scotland's deviant sonic sons The Jesus and Mary Chain gesture towards a
reimagined definition of "sweetness," stretching it far further than we might have ever
imagined possible. It's not only an exceptional first album from a young group of
musicians, but curiously does the impossible: it aligns within the revered canon of

bubblegum pop music while simultaneously subverting it. The album's fifteen songs are
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odes to phantom ideals, ballads addressed to impossible humans named Candy, Cindy
and Honey. These boys don't just fall in love — they trip, stumble, fall, and taste the floor
while they're at it, desperate for the sweetness that follows.

"Psychocandy was a great record in the way that "Be My Baby" is a great pop
record — it's a huge explosion of sound that completely inspires people. And that's all you
need," remembers Alan McGee, co-owner of The Jesus and Mary Chain's record label,
Creation'. But all it takes is a second of listening to Jim Reid pleading "I'd like to trip you
up" in the grating single "You Trip Me Up" to realize that these aren't the musings of
super-diva chanteuses like Mariah Carey, or uplifting numbers sung by Backstreet Boys
to screaming teenage audiences. "The Living End," Psychocandy's second track, rumbles
through your ears and plunges into your gut with an ominous gloom, like laughing at
something that shouldn't be funny at all. "In a Hole" unleashes a screeching feedback
before Reid wails: "There's something dead inside my hole," alluding both to
homoeroticism and the vacancy he feels in his mind. Despite the sonic and lyrical
depravity, there's something enthralling about Psychocandy that still rattles within your
bones the way your ear picks up the frequency of a great pop song on the radio. This
record lurks in the shadows and endangers you, yet it's still intoxicating.

Psychocandy is a sticky nougat confection dipped in fuzz and coated with speed.
It oozes the nervous urgency mimicking both the sleeplessness and sickness that a toxic
love might breed. Brothers William and Jim Reid, both of whom share vocal credits on
Psychocandy, sing gravely in baritone, dispelling the tradition of hyper-saccharine vocals

and surrounding melodramatic statements often made in pop, such as the quintessential
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"dying for love" and musing on a recently broken heart. Singing "Just the way she's
walking / Just the way she's talking" in the emotive video for "Some Candy Talking," a
young Jim Reid sounds narcoleptic, more dead than alive. Psychocandy's disatfected
words and unsettling resonated with Mary Chain fans in the mid-1980s, many of who
were young people frustrated with the stagnant political and popular music climates in
Margaret Thatcher's Britain.

What does it mean for a band — named The Jesus and Mary Chain, no less -- to
infiltrate the sacred canon of pop music with their arms crossed and black Ray-Bans on,
avoiding the listener's gaze and the spotlight altogether? Why should we even care if they
so clearly don't care about their audience? In videos of the band's early performances, the
musicians performed with their backs turned to audiences, arms crossed, murmuring into
microphones as guitars squealed beneath them. Maybe their stance suggests that no pop is
sacred at all, not even The Beatles. There's something embedded in these skittering
numbers that wraps its arms around our waists and seduces us -- right before driving a
stake through our hearts. Psychocandy manages to extract the hypnotic and schizophrenic
undertones that are often left unmentioned when speaking about love. Ugly love has a
face, and The Jesus and Mary Chain display it not as a silhouette, but rather as a full-
frontal nude. They're still chained to it, after all.

Psychocandy also demonstrates that pop music can be a playful medium for
disarming the power dynamics inevitably present within every aspect of society —
politics, love and sex among them. Pop is a cleverly disguised critique of social issues, a
snarky comment on the sociopolitical as well as the hierarchy of pop itself as an

institution built by the money-grabbing music industry. The Jesus and Mary Chain
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certainly weren't the first to translate social commentary into pop perfection — Sex Pistols'
"EMI" brutally bashed the powerhouse label, after all. But The Jesus and Mary Chain's
critiques differed in that they weren't malicious, but rather were meant to make the
problems present enough to engage with.

In this vein Psychocandy resembles Andy Warhol's infamous attack on post-war
America's fervent consumerism, which Warhol did by producing an images over and over
again until they became meaningless, such as the infamous Campbell's soup can.
Warhol's art mimicked the advertisements driving capitalism during the industrial boom
of post-1950s America — yet with his blatant critiques, he became hugely popular. Much
like Warhol, The Jesus and Mary Chain experienced a monolithic fame through social
critique that has inspired movements in music, fashion lines sporting Mary Chain leather
jackets, and a generation defined by apathetic, shoegazing fiends.

The Jesus and Mary Chain — what a name. According to a 2012 interview with
Philadelphia's Phawker, Jim Reid explains that the name happened because "it sounded
like no other band." Previously, the boys had called themselves The Poppy Seeds, a direct
nod to their pop sensibilities. But The Jesus and Mary Chain was a name that inevitably
dripped with controversy, stirred the mind and harkened towards an unbreakable bond. It
surely caused tension in the heavily Catholic regions of Ireland, but religion was never a
crucial part of the boys' lives. They didn't grow up Catholic, nor did denounce it as
adolescents. In the interview, Jim Reid describes being fascinated with the Bible as a
teenager. But today, pop is the boys' religion.

The guys shot up to stardom a mere six weeks after sheepishly signing to Alan

McGee's label Creation Records. The boys — who could barely play their instruments at
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the time — were alarmed that someone even wanted to release a record of theirs then. "He
was literally frothing at the mouth," recalls singer Jim Reid of Alan McGee. "He was
saying things like, "Five albums! Ten albums! We're going to make millions!" Fast-
forward to Psychocandy's debut in 1985, and the New Music Express is already dubbing
the rabble-rousers the "New Pop Messiahs" in an extensive feature. That year they shared
the coveted 1985 "Album of the Year" title in Melody Maker with veteran grumbler Tom
Waits' Rain Dogs. "We're thinking this guy's mad, you know? Whatever, he was willing
to put a record out and that was good enough for us," shrugs Jim Reid in an interview for
Upside Down: The Creation Records Story, a film that takes its title after The Jesus and
Mary Chain's first smash single of the same name.

Madness has never deterred pop stars from pursuing their art, however. Watching
the video for their first single "Upside Down," the boys act completely unlike mega-stars.
They shuffle around, heads down and mumbling. The effect is so humble and lacks so
much star power that you're almost waiting for the punch line. An arc so monumental for
a band of self-described misfits is baffling, especially as the casual listener will
immediately recognize that Psychocandy is an especially abrasive pop record. The first
five seconds of The Mary Chain's hit single "Upside Down" features a characteristic
thrust-and-release feedback that will sear eardrums into oblivion if you're not expecting
it. The gravelling fuzz of "Taste the Floor" tears through your bones, while "In a Hole" is
more like banshee shriek than a bouncy pop number. With the Reid brothers on guitar,
Douglas Hart on bass and Primal Scream's Bobby Gillespie on drums, the instrumentals
in Psychocandy listen out of phase to the ear but are somehow synced, eclipsing

traditional cycles human or lunar. Psychocandy transcends the terrestrial and propels the
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listener into a cosmic elsewhere, a place where tinnitus — the condition characterized by a
buzzing and chronic ringing in one's eardrums — is reversed. The usually undesirable
feeling of hearing loss is somehow translated into a pleasurable experience with feedback
clangs and white noise. It speaks to the boys' musical talent, but it taps into something
deeper, a feeling that transcends sound and becomes translated into erotic bodily
movement.

I remember buying a CD copy of Psychocandy many years ago when I was a
teenager growing up in Houston, Texas. Driving through my hometown's maze of
interstates, feeder roads and highways, I became spellbound by the record's autumnal
grooves whirring through my car's stereo. The dualities of the sounds — the sweet
serenades and the ricocheting clangs, which should have been diverging forces but
weren't — swept me up and redefined what I had previously had considered of "pop"
music, a genre I admittedly looked down on with scorn. My teenage years were fraught
with the insecurity of embodying both of my dueling identities, Colombian and
American, into a singular and impossible entity of a third culture upbringing. I didn't
know how to articulate it at the time, but the seemingly disparate elements of white noise
and pop merging through Psychocandy converged in the way I felt my two identities
cementing itself slowly into a mutual way that didn't have to be exclusive. The album's
third track, "The Living End," reverberated in ways too familiar with William Reid
muttering: "Too many things move fast / I can't quite get a grip that lasts," a couplet
emblematic of my own quarrels with identity, an insecurity that I had been struggling to

move past for the entirety of my life.



Years later, I had the opportunity to see The Jesus and Mary Chain perform at
Washington D.C.'s 9:30 Club during my senior year of college. I'd foolishly forgotten
earplugs, although I had read about the band's blisteringly loud performances and
watched YouTube videos of them playing. When The Jesus and Mary Chain barreled into
their headlining set that night, strumming their instruments with simultaneous abandon
and care, my blood curdled. I felt the guitar tone leaving my poor ears and crumbling into
other parts of my body. The meaty bass rumblings seemed to lodge themselves within in
the crevices of my ribcage, even though it wasn't exposed. I could feel the layered
feedback throbbing in the cavity of my clavicle. Until then, I was unaware that music
could become such a visceral physical experience, hitting with different volumes in
different parts of the body. This was an alien feeling even divorced from the punk rock
shows I had moshed around in. It was completely unlike the collective head sway that the
audience adopts at a good hip-hop performance. That night I realized that The Jesus and
Mary Chain, even twenty-something years after they made their debut, possessed the
inimitable power to move internal organs and emotions.

The band — which hasn't released a new record since 1998 -- played both popular
and deeper cuts from their catalogue, which spans six studio albums. Psychocandy
numbers included the swelling "Some Candy Talking" and "Taste of Cindy," a swooning
ballad that stands out against the album's instrumental decay. Yet something bizarre
happened shortly into the performance: despite the volume, my desire and necessity for
earplugs inexplicably dematerialized. Allured, my body and ears became engrossed
within the gauzy guitars and volatile echoes, reverberating heartbreak and healing all the

same. I sobbed giant tears right next to my roommate Stefan during "Cut Dead," moved
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by noise in ways I was unable to explain. Underneath the feedback, these fellows were —
like all of us — just aching for a singular connection, to be understood by one person. I
suffered from tinnitus for days afterward, but the experience validated the tinny pain in
my eardrums and the reassurance that I would never hear at the same decibel level again.

The human body is resilient, possessing the ability to tolerate severe noise
whether it's standing next to a power drill or at an especially loud rock concert. But this
elasticity has a price: permanent and irreversible damage to eardrums. There's something
masochistic about how we consciously expose ourselves to danger, the promise that
punishingly loud concerts and twenty-minute tremolo bar noise jams will irreversibly
take a toll on our ability to hear. These songs are unforgiving and get off on drawing
blood from the listener.

Fittingly, The Jesus and Mary Chain bassist Douglas Hart noticing the engravings
that Jim Reid had carved into his binders in upper school, bearing the names of feedback-
loving bands. The two soon realized they shared the same enthusiasm for the very same
sadomasochistic-championing rock bands at the time — especially The Velvet
Underground and The Stooges’. The Velvet Underground's swathes of torrid white noise
and The Stooges' proto-punk squeals weren't the only thing that brought The Jesus and
Mary Chain together, though. It was also a shared love for beautiful pop music and
Motown, The Shangri-Las, The Supremes and The Ronettes among them. At the time,
musicians were making noise and pop music — but why not both at the same time? The
Jesus and Mary Chain were bred from those salad days, with Reid and Hart converging

on the idea that people had yet to combine those two elements in a radio-accessible way.
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The connection wasn't just musical -- it transcended sound, lyrics and intent. It grasped
the unspoken understanding of a mutual past one can only share with a kindred spirit. The
two also shared ambitions reaching far beyond the futures that had been mapped out for
them in their industrial hometown of East Kilbride, Scotland, a gray suburb of Glasgow.
"I used to work at a factory when I was young. Everything we had and everything we'd
wear was from rock and roll. And it was totally heartfelt," recalls Jim Reid of The Jesus
and Mary Chain’s boyhood. "We used to listen back to back to stuff like The Shangri-Las
and Einsturzende Neubaten — we'd go from one extreme to the other.”

Marrying extremes is an indelible component of The Jesus and Mary Chain's
aesthetic. Depravity and sweetness, noise and the melodic and darkness and light are
prevalent dualities that the musicians merged onto Psychocandy. But from all accounts,
early Jesus and Mary Chain performances deviated entirely from my experience of seeing
them. The band's earliest performances were like gatherings for organized fights than an
audience sharing a collective listening experience. The live antics of early Jesus and
Mary Chain performances skyrocketed their mythology amplifying their image to
become the enfants terribles of the British rock scene. The British press was polarized.
The boys were either written about as the second coming of Christ or god-awful
imposters stomping on the good name of The Velvet Underground.

At the gang's infamous London Poly show on March 15", 1985 the band played
for a mere ten minutes before the crowd erupted into riots and the police raided with

truncheons. Bass player Douglas Hart remembers the audience tearing down the velvet

3 Upside Down: The Creation Records Story. DVD. Directed by Danny O’Connor. London: Document
Productions, 2010.
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curtains adorning the stage, describing it as "something almost out of the Notting Hill
riots.” Audience members even crept behind the stage after the performance, beating on
the band's dressing room door with hammers. It dissolved into chaos. "What a way to
spend a Friday night," remembers Hart, sarcasm dripping in his voice. "Like, let's go see
a band and kill them after the show."

Early reviews weren't all that promising either, as evidenced by their volatile live
gigs. Before the band had won over major critics with their debut the New Music Express
rhetorically asked of their readers in the face of the North Poly show: "Art as terrorism or
bullshit as publicity?"* Yet it was pleasurable in another sadomasochistic way, as it
evolved into a forum for a public expression of violence. During the boys' ten-minute
performance, the audience toppled amplifiers, destroyed the PA system and ripped velvet
curtains adorning the stage from their very seams. In a Hit profile a year later, writer
Richard Lowe described the curious duality of a Jesus and Mary Chain performance:
"Live they're a manic mess. Spitting contempt for their audience, they rampage drunkenly
through ten or 15 minutes of furious trash and howling feedback - it's impossible to tell
when one song finishes and another starts. They're awful and amateurish, but at the same
time they're enigmatic, charismatic and one of the most exciting groups around - a rare
flash of brilliance in a dull pop landscape."

Hart described the experience as something out of the Notting Hill riots, which
were fueled specifically by ugly racial tensions in 1958 London brought to light.
Although their debut performance happened nearly thirty years after the riots, the energy

channeled was similar — it was bred from a place of frustration and the need to unleash

4 Lowe, Richard. The Hit. 26 October 1986. Web.
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tension in a carnal way. The Jesus and Mary Chain happened to emerge during a
distinctly stagnant yet politically charged time in British history, one poised on another
kind of revolution. "Glasgow 1984. Everything is dead, punk is dead everyone's waiting
for something," wrote ZigZag Magazine's John Robb, in the introduction to his 1985
interview "Like a Virgin" with The Jesus and Mary Chain. "Too many false starts have
made people cynical, though beacons remain." Just six years earlier, the Sex Pistols had
barreled through the United Kingdom's pop charts first and then proceeded to dominate
the world, enraged with the lull of monarchy, championing anarchy — or at least
demanding a change -- for the right of the largely working-class Britain. It was Thatcher's
Britain, and the polarizing defeat of the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) by her
cabinet was so explosive, the weight of the skirmish still lies within the undercurrents of
contemporary British life’.

The brutality that characterized the exchange between NUM and Thatcher began
to infiltrate other sociocultural factions, too. A 2013 BBC article describes that a mere
mention of Thatcher's name in some towns, especially Yorkshire, inevitably leads to talk
of the miners' strike from 1984 to 1985. The strike lasted for a year, from March 1984 to
March 1985, and became one of the "defining events of the era," given the 190,000 jobs
at stake when Thatcher's government planned to close a large subsection of mines. The
strike resulted in about 10,000 striking miners battling roughly 5,000 police officers. One
such standoff at the Orgreave plant on June 18", 1984 led to 93 miner arrests and 72

injured police officers. The strike against job losses put miners against the police, the

5 Marszalek, Julian. "Brown Acid Black Leather: The Story of the Jesus and Mary Chain's Psychocandy."
The Quietus. 8 November 2011. Web.
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government and Thatcher, which the BBC still describes as divisive between families in
rural England and Scotland even today. "She used miners as a political springboard,” said
Darren Vaines, a former miner in West Yorkshire who was on strike for a full year. She
knew what she was doing and it was a horrible way to go about it." In the end, the
miners eventually were defeated and had to return back to work on March 3", 1985.
Eight months later, Psychocandy was released.

Straddling the strange intersection of apathy and activism, The Jesus and Mary
Chain were dubbed "The Next Sex Pistols," given their riot-inducing performances, the
band's monosyllabic radio and television interviews. Yet with arms crossed and eyes
trained down, The Jesus and Mary Chain nonchalantly took over the British popular
music scene, and their influence began to billow outward especially toward Japan and the
United States. They were viewed as arrogant punks, too cool to open their mouths. But as
Jim Reid suggests in interviews, it was mostly nerves and rusty musical abilities that
made the boys adopt a standoffish attitude onstage. "I mean, at the time we could barely
play our instruments," he told Jonathan Valalia of Phawker. "And we were really
awkward on stage. And to deal with that we would either be stoned off our tits or we'd be
so drunk so we couldn't stand up. People thought we were like snot-nosed little punks,
but the reality was that we could barely play and we tried to compensate with attitude."

International audiences embraced their music with open arms, much more than
the British press. But within their hometown, brothers William and Jim Reid, bassist
Douglas Hart and drummer Bobby Gillespie were complete outsiders. "We were three

freaks in a horrible town where people would literally shout at us on the street," recalls

6 Coldrick, Martin. "Margaret Thatcher and the Pit Stop in Yorkshire." 2 August 2014. Web.
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Hart in the Upside Down documentary. As if social rejection wasn't enough to embitter
them, the boys' working class upbringings were horrific. In a June 1985 interview with
The Face magazine, Jim Reid details his past job of picking roaches out of Parmesan
cheese at a cheese factory to the interviewer. The pained instrumentation in Psychocandy
is emblematic of an outcast's bitter memories and an escape from the fagade The Mary
Chain grew up in while living in East Kilbride, the Glasgow suburb that was the very first
of Scotland's post-war experimental towns.

From the clanging chords of "Taste The Floor" and the freak thuds electrifying
their hit single "Upside Down," these choices of conscious mimicry re-enacted the
factory environments the boys recalled working in. At the time they were confused young
men, poised on an adulthood they rejected and unsure of where to head for hope or relief.
"We were just existing in this utter void, it gave us a gang mentality in a weird way you
know? Just utterly underground," recalls Douglas Hart of growing up in East Kilbride.
The 1dyllic post-war experience is reflective in the lyricism, with words revolving around
isolation, loneliness, paranoia and profound guilt — and somehow unearthing clarity
underneath it all. A prevalent example can be found in the wrenching "Cut Dead," where
Reid croons: "What can I do? Got me beaten black and blue." Here Reid alludes to the
violence of love as both an offense against yourself and others. But on another level he is
directly speaking about the pain of bullying when you're growing up somewhere where
you're completely unwelcome, listless even, given the lack of options for your future.

Dolores Hayden's excellent work, Redesigning the American Dream, analyzes the
failure of post-war towns in the United States, particularly Levittown, Pennsylvania.

Utilizing Hayden's work and accounts about the town's planning — and failure — as a
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suburban post-war experiment, we can attempt to understand the blueprints that both
dictated the boys' upbringing and ultimately informed the development of Psychocandy,
from the claustrophobia of the suburbs to the isolation from peers and other like-minded
young people to the structure of the town itself.

The industrial pop present in Psychocandy also gesture towards deeper
conversations about gendered and racialized dialectics, which had been bubbling surface
since the sounds of Motown had swept across first the United States and then the world.
Groups like the Supremes, Martha and the Vandelles, Four Tops and Marvin Gaye had
become Motor City sensations for embracing a lifestyle past their upbringings in working
class Detroit, becoming "The Sound of Young America." Gerald Early's extensive work
on Motown, entitled One Nation Under a Groove, details the racialized and gendered
undercurrents that comprised one of the most resonant and notorious genres to ever
sweep through America and then the world.

The semblances between Motown musicians and The Jesus and Mary Chain,
although separated by an Atlantic ocean and twenty years, are stunningly comparable.
Racial and social tensions in both Detroit and Great Britain were different given the
different locations and eras, but The Jesus and Mary Chain were not that unlike the young
musicians trying to get their big break in Motor City. Growing up impoverished in East
Kilbride, the guys were utilizing their surroundings and art to both contextualize the
trauma of their upbringing and as a conduit to escape their surroundings. "I remember
sitting on a hill and thinking, we're going to get out of here. We're going to travel the
world. I knew that we could do it," remembers Psychocandy drummer Bobby Gillespie,

before he left The Jesus and Mary Chain to form Primal Scream. Misery breeds ambition,

14



and like the musicians of the Motown era, The Jesus and Mary Chain had aspirations that
far surpassed the smokestacks and cul-de-sacs marking the landscape of their hometown.

The production techniques utilized by both the Motown-era musicians and The
Jesus and Mary Chain were not all that dissimilar. Particularly the Phil Spector-famed
"wall of sound" pop production technique, which reached prominent in hits such as The
Ronettes' "Be My Baby," evolved into something characteristic of the then-burgeoning
shoegaze genre, a sonic movement that The Jesus and Mary Chain are often credit with
beginning. Enhanced by many of Creation Record's groups including The Jesus and Mary
Chain, Slowdive, Ride, LUSH and Cocteau Twins, and especially My Bloody Valentine,
the genre merged dream pop with piercing dissonance, a "wall" of sound created by
heavy guitar effects, notably the tremolo pedal. "Shoegaze" was coined by the British
press in the late '80s to describe the groups' disaffected attitude in both their music and
towards their audiences, often staring at their shoes (and presumably keeping two eyes on
the intricate pedal boards beneath their feet) instead of establishing eye contact with
listeners. The taciturn leader of Ireland's My Bloody Valentine, Kevin Shields, typifies
the brooding, brilliant archetype of "shoegaze," The Jesus and Mary Chain were a force
shaping into a full-fledged movement it became, encompassing noise, beauty and
aesthetics.

Britain's most influential indie music publications at the time — The New Music
Express and Melody Maker -- painted these groups as passive, with a devil-may-care
attitude. But The Jesus and Mary Chain were incredibly self-aware and smart about their
image. Despite their humble beginnings, the boys were always ambitious young

musicians, betraying the shrugs they gave as answers in early video interviews promoting
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Psychocandy. They were as meticulous about performance, attire, and recording as the
fastidious major label pop groups attend to in order to groom a certain image. They
adopted the do-it-yourself attitude adopted by The Ramones a decade and a half earlier —
it didn't necessarily matter if they were technical masters of their instruments, but carried
by a feeling they would figure it out as they went along. "When we met them they had the
sound, the image, the philosophy. They had everything intact. It was all there," recounts
Bobby Gillespie upon the first time he met the Reids and Douglas Hart.

The carefully manicured image that pop stars maintained, from the stage
spectacles to the recycled media commentary, were marketing wonders that The Jesus
and Mary Chain were hyper-aware of. During the Motown era, girl groups were given
matching costumes, dolled-up hair and were instructed to perform careful choreography,
things that The Jesus and Mary Chain drew from when building their own performances.
Onstage boys wore matching black Ray Bans and torso-hugging leather jackets, grew
their hair out long and frizzy, shadowing emotions behind their eyes instead of recreating
the expressive vocal performances that characterized '50s pop and Motown. The gigs
were more like riots than actual concerts; pieces of performance art more concerned with
the visceral effect of noise within the body than solely within the ears. This conscious act
of brilliant performance art shifted the experience of one might expect at a rock concert.

The "psycho" part of Psychocandy surged free-form madness into the music,
perhaps individual, perhaps the collective delusion of an entire generation against
hierarchical political infrastructures, unsure of where to turn for the impending future.
The "candy" part of the record is the memory of a fleeting sweetness so distant you have

to dive underground to find it again. Pop music itself does not escape the power dynamics
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of a hierarchy and privy to its own set of politics, a concept that bore a formative
influence on Psychocandy. The dualities of depravity and sweetness that The Jesus and
Mary Chain pioneered was a push and pull tension speaking to the unsettling political
climate of mid-1980s Britain.

Propelled by their label Creation Records, The Jesus and Mary Chain were one of
the first bands to triumph as a post-punk, pro-confusion pop group. Wedged directly in a
generation struggling to hoist itself out of apathy, the band dismissed the misaligned
idealism engrained within the pop music canon at the time, where Madonna's "Into the
Groove" and Prince's "1999" topped the 1985 UK charts. Instead, the foursome embraced
the chaos previously masked by bubblegum in pop. The group consciously harnessed the
sociocultural and personal tensions felt but unspoken, transforming those feelings into
something melodic and even beautiful.

Creation Records co-founder Joe Foster remembers how the shoegaze movement
in Britain "started from our delusion, and it eventually became the mainstream sound of a
generation." The musicians' delusion became palatable to the public, becoming a
mainstream and critical sensation. Psychocandy became its own kind of revolution, a
sonic object that paved a distinct route where noisecore and sadomasochistic pleasure
sensations of pain and pleasure intertwined. The marriage of sadomasochism and acerbic
rock and roll have been prevalent since Elvis's bottom half swiveled across television
screens across America, later perpetuated by Lou Reed's odes to drag queens, demise and
drugs. These shrieking anthems incite a perverse pleasure within us. Bodies converge,
clash and crumble into each other in the mosh pits of punk and hardcore shows. The

mood within these spaces is almost homicidal —blood might be drawn if you happen to

17



misstep. Yet there will be the couple, lips locked amidst the squalor of feedback, the
shriek of dissonance and distortion behind them. The rumble and rush of these
experiences resurrects a passion from listeners that resembles the chaos of underground
sex clubs, the home of the kink community and the S&M enthusiasts with shiny boots of
leather, whiplash girls in the dark.

Behind the pretentious attitude and the ten-minute-long unlistenable
performances, The Jesus and Mary Chain was the unlikely band that had it all figured
out. "We had a blueprint for Psychocandy long before we'd even written any of the
songs," remembers Jim Reid, a smile on his face. The young band was much smarter than
the snarky British rags made them out to be. For instance, the focus of a 1986 Rolling
Stone profile finds the boys incredibly suspicious of the writer. "We've been taken hold of
by the media as if we were some kind of plaything," grumbled Jim in a thick Scottish
brogue. "To a certain extent we played up to that in the beginning. But it got to the point
where we were being portrayed as drunken idiots. It's completely untrue. Just because the
music is loaded doesn't mean we're loaded.”"

The Jesus and Mary Chain's work ethic was never mentioned in features or
profiles — words like "slacker" and "lazy" were always utilized as descriptive adjectives
about the band. Given the urgency and their determination to become musicians, the
fellows had more of the straight-laced discipline that would be emphasized by
Washington, D.C.'s Fugazi and Minor Threat. The district-area groups began making

music roughly at the same time and directly advocated for political justice through

7 Goldberg, Michael. "Jesus and Mary Chain: Have They Got a Prayer?" Rolling Stone Australia, April
1986.
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songwriting, demanded all-ages performances that would create accessible safe spaces
for all and rejected traditional music industry practices that might overshadow the music
speaking for itself. lan MacKaye, front man and principal lyricist for Fugazi and Minor
Threat, crossed paths with The Jesus and Mary Chain in the studio several times and
spoke out their impact within the United States, a conversation that I will detail later on

in the piece.

Quite like Fugazi, the industrious Jesus and Mary Chain's catalyst for becoming a
band itself was an utterly entrepreneurial move: 'Fuck it, there’s no one making the kind
of music that I wanna buy," commented Jim Reid in a BBC radio interview from 1986.
"So let’s go out and do it and make a band." The young men had very clear idea of where
they wanted to ascend — straight to the heavens, neon lights flashing, Top of the Pops
stardom. The Jesus and Mary Chain's cultural savviness and artistic vision, in conjunction
with their gender-bending numbers, both embodied pop music's sacred canon and turned
it on its head. Pop stars aren't born, after all -- they're made. The Jesus and Mary Chain
expertly cultivated their image through costume (in leathers, black Ray-Bans and frizzy
hair), aesthetic (penetrating, irresistible) and media attitude (apathetic at best). And then,

the face of pop music plunged down into the psychotic, sweet, upside-down underground.
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Chapter Two

Never Understand: Dreaming and Scheming in Suburban Scotland

"I never thought that this day would ever come," Jim Reid admits on the woozy
"The Hardest Walk." The disbelief in Reid's voice is raw on Psychocandy's poignant
fourth track. For this gang of misfits and displaced miscreants, the idea of suburban
escape through pop stardom was nearly inconceivable. At the time, "making it" as a band
in Britain could happen in a small handful of ways. One of these avenues could be a
feature on a BBC session with tastemaker DJ John Peel during his seminal Peel Sessions
program. The second was performing on the network's make-or-break it television
program Top of the Pops. Hosted by Jimmy Saville, the show broadcasted from a church
in Manchester, England and featured the most celebrated names in pop music. The
Rolling Stones, The Clash, David Bowie, The Beatles and Sir Elton John are all alums of
the program, which began in 1964. With the iconic introduction boasting the phrase: "It's
number one, it's Top of the Pops!" the program became the standard for true Top 40
coverage, reaching out to find the true top artists with the hit singles within the United
Kingdom.

The Jesus and Mary Chain's "The Hardest Walk" is about the slow, torturous
climb to the top of the sugarcoated pedestal of fame, fortune and stardom. The song's
chorus purrs: "The hardest walk you can take is from A to B, A to C." It understands the
long journey ahead but describes being numbed by something as singular as a voice, or a
touch, that strays you from the inspiration driving you in the first place. The loss of

something — sensitivity, feeling in your heart or in your toes -- is the crux of The Jesus
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and Mary Chain's experimentations in pop as thrash, depravity as sweetness, pain as the
perverse necessity to eventually reaching pleasure. One could make the argument that the
lyrics emulate the rapid rate at which the band succeeded. But perhaps the hardest walk
too was the one from their broken past, moving far past the upbringing they had
experienced in the shuttered factory town of East Kilbride, the failed suburban post-war
experiment where the youth were the victims of the idyllic life the town promised.

The boys grew up in East Kilbride, about eight miles outside of Glasgow. After
World War II, the tiny town — at the time boasting a population of just 2,000 residents —
was the first of Scotland's post-war "new cities," an experiment modeled the real life
housing schemes of Levittown, Pennsylvania®. Poised on the distant promise of rebirth,
dozens of towns across Europe struggled to reestablish their sense of identity and a
semblance of order after the destruction of the war. East Kilbride was the first of these
towns to spring up, followed by Glenrothes (1948), Cumbernauld (1956), Livingston
(1962) and Irvine (1964)°.

"This is East Kilbride — booming new town, real community, and a magnet for
high-tech industry!" boasts a jaunty voice in the government-funded 1990 promotional
video East Kilbride -- The Making of a Town, as though the place were a sandwich or a
top modeling reality show. The video proudly advertises the development corporation
that was able to propel the once-village "into the shopping and leisure content that it
represents today," waxing poetic about the planned and integrated mixture of facilities,

housing developments and centers for technological development.

8 Upside Down: The Creation Records Story. DVD. Directed by Danny O’Connor. London: Document
Productions, 2010.

9 "Postwar Housing and New Towns". Education Scotland. Web. 16 March 2014.
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"East Kilbride would be everything the overcrowded city centers were not!"
announced the chirpy voice in the video. Born in 1947, East Kilbride was modeled as the
prototypical space that nurtured family values and the promise of a quaint life away from
the tense, racially heterogeneous and crime-ridden city centers of Glasgow and
Edinburgh. Towns like East Kilbride — often referred to as "overspill," because they drew
so many people from the cities — lured middle class families out into the suburbs. The
intention was to maintain a certain kind of person within the city and other people out in
the family-centered suburbs. The government video explains that the corporation set up
around the village due to the "lengths it would benefit industry and transportation."

Throughout the later 19" century and the first half of the 20" century, Scotland
had a dire lack of housing, a problem of inner-city infrastructure and poor hygiene within
larger metropolitan areas, especially in Glasgow. In 1946, East Kilbride was the first of
Scotland's prototypical "new cities," offering an escape from the slate-colored, dim
reality that it was then to live within a Scotland suburb. Initially the town was planned
into having just four neighborhoods and had less than 10,000 houses. The layout of the
town was designed for each enclosed area and home to be its own self-contained entity,
where everything could be readily available. East Kilbride was nicknamed "Polo mint
City" — because all the road junctions were shaped like roundabouts, resembling the
legendary British sweet mint candy.

Soon after the town was born, the population grew to about 70,000 residents'’.
The town quickly evolved from sparsely populated into Scotland's sixth-largest city. It

followed a hand-traced blueprint that many other cities in Europe had attempted to build,

10 "postwar Housing and New Towns". Education Scotland. Web. 16 March 2014.
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in the spirit of infrastructure and identity reconstruction after the trauma that World War
II left upon the continent. "It's a place where people can make a good life and enjoy
themselves," promises the announcer about East Kilbride in Upside Down: The Creation
Records.

East Kilbride appears to be a dying industrial town desperately in need of an
adrenaline injection — at least from YouTube videos depicting the town's landmarks as it
stood in 1980s. There is almost no color present in photographs of the town, partially due
to the overcast skies of Scotland (immortalized in The Jesus and Mary Chain's "April
Skies," from their second record Darklands). The architecture of the buildings was
unremarkable, in hues of orange, gray and brown. The lack of color no doubt contributes
to a sense of hopelessness. If everything surrounding you is gray, you tend to see life that
way. The Making of a Town video provides a portrait of the town as it was, not long after
the boys left. But it reeks with eerie undertones; with the ominous synth soundtrack and
the depictions of industry, commerce and technology, it closely resembles the
cinematography of the now-iconic David Lynch series Twin Peaks, which coincidentally
also premiered the same year that the video was released, in 1990. Like Twin Peaks, the
video attempts to paint a rosy picture of a hopeless landscape, but ultimately fails.

When the band grew up in East Kilbride, it was no wonder that the music scene
was nonexistent -- the town had virtually no venue space. Bands would play on a ledge
on top of the Olympia Ballroom, a space featuring both a bowling alley and a bar, and is
now a parking lot. The only semblance of a "scene" was in neighboring Glasgow. The
town's economy stemmed from the mall at the center and the factories strategically

situated towards the outskirts of the town. Much like the cookie-cutter and identical
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blueprints of homes constructed within the United States' Levittown, Pennsylvania
project, East Kilbride was hinged on a specific plan that enabled grouped residential areas
and terraced housing developments to be built. Similar to Levittown, the structure of
these single-family homes was fashioned specifically to ensure convenience, fiscal
pragmatism and social interaction with friendly fellow neighbors.

"Not one type of person has been forgotten," boasts the video when speaking
about its various housing projects devoted for families, young couples and older folks.
Yet virtually no options were available for young people, especially The Jesus and Mary
Chain boys. The escape from their hometown is most explicitly outlined in their song
"My Little Underground," describing the place they burrowed themselves into in order to

escape their surroundings:

"Running away, I've got something to say
A place where I can hide

Somewhere that no one knows
Someplace that no one goes

So don't you look for me

I'll be where you can't see

Somewhere I can't be found

My little underground

It's easy to see
That you're laughing at me." ("My Little Underground," The Jesus and Mary Chain).

"My Little Underground" stands out to me as one of the most poignant tracks on
Psychocandy, detailing the pain of feeling completely isolated in the very place you're
supposed to call home. The Jesus and Mary Chain, in a way, formed a literal band of
brothers out of necessity and a form of survival against the ridicule they faced growing

up in a horrible place. The boys don't go into detail about why they were bullied as young
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people, but given what they reveal in interviews, it left scars on them. The "little
underground" thus became a place of refuge they created in their minds and then in
reality. It represents a utopian ideal, a place where they could be away from the laughter
and the judgment and find peace instead.

The Jesus and Mary Chain boys were entrenched in a very different kind of East
Kilbride than the one advertised in promotional video and adverts. The boys were caught
underneath the industrial underbelly that made the pastoral suburban life a possibility for
the families that flocked there in hordes. Jim Reid told an interviewer once about the
horrific experience he'd grown up with while working at a Parmesan cheese factory. You
can just imagine the matter of fact snarl on his face — hiding a repressed misery — as he
advised the interviewer to not eat the lasagna during the interview, as his previous job in
East Kilbride involved being the poor sucker who picked the roaches out of the parmesan
cheese. Makes you quiver a bit when you look at your spaghetti, doesn’t it?

Maybe it's just me, but I'd think that growing up somewhere like that might cause
madness to begin bubbling within your brain. Name-checking a psychiatric disorder in
their debut record's title — the "psychosis" of Psychocandy — is emblematic of a
restlessness within the boys' minds. Perhaps it was bred from a sheer boredom, or a sense
of extreme exasperation, or the stir-crazy spirit these specific floor plans and the perfectly
proportioned cul-de-sacs, but Psychocandy stands out as a cathartic autobiographical
statement for the boys. Take their very first statement to the new pop world "Upside
Down," where William Reid murmurs during the song's bridge: "Inside I feel so bad / So
low I feel so sad / Feels like I'm going mad," making their adolescent torment and misery

explicit to listeners.
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Escapism and wanderlust are themes generously woven throughout Psychocandy,
as though the fellows are attempting to grapple with these feelings through song. The
opening line of "In a Hole," steals its inspiration from a storied fable, but it still rings so
true. "Grass grows greener on the other side," croons Reid, before describing the darkness
of the boys' reality of feeling dead inside. Behind the thrashes of "The Living End," the
narrator romanticizes about "Breaking loose on this moonlit night / Cut [ting] the road
like a sharpened knife."

The stifling East Kilbride the Jesus and Mary Chain describe sounds much like
the stale environment I remember form my own adolescence, where the idea of artistic
pursuits were discouraged. How can you pursue what feels right when the place you live
in is an unwelcoming manicured fagade, a false projection of a family friendly space
unwelcoming of foreigners and "othered" anyone that wasn't a part of the mold? Jim Reid
and Douglas Hart's mutual interest in Lou Reed's sadomasochistic love-children —
discovered during high school, when Hart saw that Reid had spelled out the names of
every Velvet Underground and Stooges members on all of his notebooks. Suburbia is a
dead zone for creativity, where conformity is not only encouraged but also enforced.
From Green Day to Arcade Fire, contemporary musicians speak extensively about
escaping the suburbs in their music, as they grapple through understanding their
upbringing and establishing a connection with listeners who were also alienated in their
suburban communities. But where The Jesus and Mary Chain were special in their
critique of suburbia lies in its subtlety. Nowhere in their catalogue do the boys denounce

the town of East Kilbride. There's nothing outright disparaging the suburbs in
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Psychocandy, but the sentiment of struggle and escape is still a relatable trope within
their music.

For the boys, the wish for escape didn’t take a specific musical form. The idea
was fluid, shifting into realms both sweet and skittering. “When I think back to the music
that we listened to in East Kilbride, of course there were The Stooges and things like that
but there was also The Shangri-Las,” commented Hart in the Creation Records
documentary. “Those kind of disparate things gave us an elevated feeling. You know,
you used to meet all these people then that were into punk but hated The Beach Boys and
we found that so weird." It is a bit weird now to think that punks or even metal heads
would reject Pet Sounds' brooding overtones and tear-jerking symphonic harmonies. I
find that even music purists, for the most part, can appreciate genres outside of the ones
they've come to accept and appropriate as their own. Although alternative tastes have a
niche in today's musical landscape, the oddballs are tolerated, which is a major
development from the conformist early days of rock criticism.

Well-rounded music loving is a contemporary social development. When rock
criticism emerged as a scholarly pursuit in the mid-1960s — propelled by the words of
whip-smart Ellen Willis at The New Yorker, Robert Christgau at the helm of The Village
Voice and the infamous Lester Bangs at Creem and Rolling Stone, rock music was an
incredibly divisive genre deemed as the stuff of deviants. Genre allegiance -- whether
iterated through rhythm and blues, rock or pop -- was territorial, with each subculture
group pledging allegiance to its own kind.

Through the analytical work of these music journalists, in addition to mainstream

popularization of fanzines and countercultural voices emerging from the underground,
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stigmas characterizing rock music as the banshee call of miscreants began to gradually
dissipate. Until the '60s, popular music had explored themes of sex and love more subtly,
in radio-friendly frequencies. They weren't the first to do so, but The Beach Boys
popularized the notion that said that it was okay to be sad in paradise, The Rolling Stones
comforted listeners that sex could be fun and the Sex Pistols preached that you could
reject the infrastructure around you that readers and listeners began to acknowledge rock
music's capability for carrying discourses within it and through it, speaking outward to a
generation who was knee-deep in revolution. The late '60s were a time when student
protests were brought to fruition and bore a significant social resonance, the Civil Rights
Movement, Kent State and Columbia among them.

The consciously politicized folk-rooted music brimming from coasts east and
west— with artists such as Pete Seeger, Woody Guthrie and Bob Dylan at the forefront of
the movements — inspired as well as provoked audiences. Jimi Hendrix, The Doors and
Janis Joplin's lysergic incantations were short-lived but pivotal, evocative of how could
poetry could effectively be interlaced with political activism and reverberate within
millions of young people. But if the 1960s were the sound of activism coming to a
discernible head, what did the 1980s represent? Was society approaching a true breaking
point of the uncomfortable idealism perpetuated by the '50s, tenuous with the idea that
social experimentation, political infrastructures and economic truths once held dear had
failed? Perhaps, but only a few people were talking about it.

1985 was a year in Britain marked by political frustrations and tragic instances of
violence on the national and domestic level. A recent retrospective long form piece in

British webzine The Quietus remembers that a twelve-month long miners' strike broke in
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March that same year. In May 1984 a riot before a pivotal football between Liverpool and
Juventus fans ensued in 39 Italian football fans' untimely deaths — the fans were literally
crushed to death at Brussels's Heyse Stadium, which was broadcast for the world to
mourn.

Politically and culturally, Britain was approaching a dangerous stalemate between
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and the restless public. The vast increase in interest
rates, enacted in order to ease Britain's then-high inflation resulted in soaring
unemployment and tax jumps during a deep-seated recession that emerged in the early
1980s. Unrest began to unfold. Rioting hit a number of Britain's major cities, London,
Leeds and Liverpool among them, in 1985. London's rough Brixton and Tottenham
neighborhoods, in addition to Liverpool's Toxeth district, were plagued with robberies in
addition to riots, which happened the same week during the fall of 1985 — right around
November, the same time that Psychocandy skittered its way onto the UK top 100 charts.
A generation's sound of confusion desperate for a voice wiggled itself through Jim Reid's
yearning cries and the band's instrumental clangs, particularly through The Jesus and
Mary Chain's single "Never Understand." The crackles of insecurity sear through the
eardrum-ravaging feedback of "In a Hole," with William Reid portraying the
hopelessness of life as he sees it in suburban Scotland: "God spits / on my soul."

The pop landscape of British pop music in 1985 was looking grim, too. The
uneasiness of everyday British life manifested itself viscerally in popular music through
guitar swathes and synthesizers cutting like bullets against the wind. New wave
sensations like Duran were hugely popular but were ignoring Britain's deeply rooted

social issues, masking questions of social inequality with the idealism of punchy
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electronica, gesturing towards a chipper future. The hit New Model Army's "No Rest"
accurately paralleled the emotional and physical conundrum plaguing a burgeoning
generation, one desperate for change but unsure how to fix deep-rooted social and
political problems.

The Billboard Top 200 Albums list reveals that some of the bestselling pop artists
of 1985 included the likes of former Genesis drummer Phil Collins' solo effort No Jacket
Required and Wham!'s smash record Make It Big. Predictably, the biggest British music
publications had a more alternative take on 1985's biggest records, while the indie mags
and readers' polls valued the ones that would become cult classics. The New Music
Express ranked Tom Waits' brooding Rain Dogs at the very top, with Psychocandy
coming up at #2. The Melody Maker critics' poll proclaimed The Cure's The Head of the
Door as the year's best record, followed closely by rough-and-tumble Pogues' Rum,
Sodomy & the Lash, The Smith's Meat is Murder and Scritti Polliti's Cupid & Psyche '85
soon after, in addition to Psychocandy.

The year of the record's release was a pivotal year for politics and music alike as
artists began to deconstruct then overhaul the canonical popular culture surrounding
them. In May 1985 Dire Straits released Brothers in Arms, a record that saw monstrous
initial success and went on to become one of the biggest bestsellers of the decade. The
debut pushed the paradigms of what had previously been the standard for marketing and
packaging popular music releases at the time. Brothers in Arms became one of the very
first albums to be released on compact disc, a medium that would become the prevalent
form of music sharing in the late '80s and early '90s. The record also featured one of the

first examples of early computer-generated imagery, best exemplified on the band's
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smash song "Money for Nothing." The blocky imagery in the video feels outdated now,
but it served as a possibility for how the visual and the sonic intertwined as MTV also
emerged in the '80s as the destination for video and music discovery.

The Jesus and Mary Chain's catalyst for becoming a band wasn't directly a
response to government brutality and general sociocultural volatility, however. The move
was utterly entrepreneurial. The band is part of a great creation myth, erupting from pores
in the underground and emerging onto a complicated landscape marked by diverging
coping mechanisms — denial and acceptance -- to Britain's sociocultural problems. The
Jesus and Mary Chain married these two responses to forge their own subsection of post-
punk pop perfection. But it wasn't easy. For a while, the boys — Jim Reid, William Reid,
and Douglas Hart— kicked around some noise jams and ideas without going anywhere
past the suburbs.

At the opportune moment, the boys met chancer, lunatic and potential psychopath
Alan McGee through their drummer Bobby Gillespie, who happened to own a little label
entitled Creation Records. What exactly did McGee see in this all black-clad group of
goons? At first, it wasn't all that much. Jim Reid remembers: "We contacted Alan, and
initially he wasn't all that interested, but he was going to give us a gig. So we came down
to London to play our first one.""' But then something happened. McGee heard
something at that first show that was ready to erupt, and signed the band immediately
after seeing them. It was intriguing, irresistible and with the potential to be slightly toxic -

- as all good candy, sex and pop music is supposed to be.

11 Upside Down: The Creation Records Story. DVD. Directed by Danny O’Connor. London: Document
Productions, 2010.
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Chapter Three

Just Like Honey: Pop's Sticky, Impossible Appeal

Let's talk about candy again. Whey we are so taken with music made with sugary
and synthetic properties? For one thing, contemporary pop music diverges from every
other genre in that it is bred from a vacuum. A number of pop radio's greatest hits have
been structured in the same way: with a specific time signature, a punchy chorus, one
addictive hook and an undeniable optimism. Pop is a comfortable medium, a space
consciously removed from the turmoil of everyday existence and delivers to listeners
what they want to hear: a sonic escape, coasting their ears, bodies and minds into a
fantasy world of affective performance.

For many people pop music is a sturdy crutch, an attempt to make sense of an
uncertain world. Our contemporary understanding of the "perfect”" pop song has been
shaped by decades of complete deconstruction. Fascinatingly pop music is still engraved
as an utterly sacred genre within our contemporary music canon. It's untouchable,
unquestionably popular and undoubted the most socially resonant and revered form of
music. The fervor at a Beyoncé performance transcends the physical into something
spiritual, with wailing, crying and screaming from devoted fans. Larger-than-life hip-pop
giant Kanye West, while touring for his Yeezus album, featured an interlude during his
performances where the masked star meets a fictitious "God" and confronts his own
demise. Pop is the genre that typically makes the headlines, sells the papers and extracts

cultural opinion leaders from the hooks. Pop princesses and pop princes are the deities
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gracing the exclusive award shows and typically the wielders of success within the music
industry'?.

Despite its contemporary swerves and newfound iterations, pop is a genre largely
indebted to the aesthetics, attitude and production style popularized by girl groups of the
1960s, particularly The Ronettes, Martha and the Vandelles, The Supremes and The
Shangri-Las. The girl groups emanated a bubbly charm distant from the social problems
of post-Civil Rights movement America, embodying the sound of blue-collar youth
without inciting the riots associated with social change.

Phil Spector, although the grimiest of humans, did bring the genre a sharp and
distinctively sugar-toned sound. The producer is credited with popularizing the
transgressive girl group The Ronettes, although his influence continues to be echoed
today through Madonna's sleek dance-pop, Lady Gaga's anthemic stomps and others.
These girl groups emerged at a time when males heavily dominated the music industry,
but gradually paved a path for women to feel independent and confident enough to
branch out as musicians on their own, Madonna, Lady Gaga and Cyndi Lauper alike. But
pop music's nucleus is arguably The Ronettes' smash hit "Be My Baby." The single,
depicting the utterly human ache for a connection, officially put Spector on the map as a
producer.

Around the same time, industrious young groups, notably The Beatles, quickly
realized that it was more creatively fulfilling and profitable to write original singles,
instead of covering songs from '40s and '50s songwriting icons as was the trend. This

revelation partially incentivized the surge in creativity and innovation within '60s pop

12 Whatever "success" means, anyhow.
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music and Motown, but it also caused many musicians to feel obligated to call
themselves songwriters when words aren't always the most important purveyors of
meaning and intent within music"’. Many times it's more about inspiring movement, both
within the soul and with bodies swaying in the audience, lighters in hand.

Danger is directly entwined with delight in pop music, a curious formula that
captivates listeners into wanting more. Extreme decadence is also associated with the
lifestyle that accompanies popular music, not to mention the demands of celebrity and
pressures of performance, upkeep and constant brilliance in creativity, which has left
behind a trail of tragedy with young musicians. Many young pop artists -- uncertain of
how to contextualize their newfound fame -- reach a point of being completely burned
out and either disappear or have to remove themselves altogether.

But then again, death has always been thematically and physically entwined with
pop music. Lyrics circulate around the demise of the heart or the spirit, or the self-
awareness of a once fiery love waning. Dead flowers and dead relationships and dead
eyes are tropes recycled in pop songwriting, fluctuating depending on how far the
vocalists want to lead listeners inside the depths of their ruptured hearts. More than any
hook or beat break, the unifying concept of all pop music might be an encounter with a
spiritual, emotional or actual death. The rise to stardom is fleeting for the majority of
starry-eyed hopefuls, and the public loves the fall almost more than the rise itself

The first record I ever bought with my own money was Britney Spears' Baby One
More Time. From that moment on I became a fastidious student of music. I pored over

her Rolling Stone spreads and remember sitting in the aisles of the local Barnes and

13 Byrne, David. "Business and Finances" How Music Works (pg. 240).
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Noble and read every colorful sidebar and feature about pop's new teen queen, and she
became my first heroine. Britney Spears was the first concert I ever attended at the age of
seven, along with my deeply patient father, at San Antonio's colossal Alamodome.
Music's relationship to memory is well-documented, but this was the first time I
remember understanding that pop could encompass extreme emotion, pain and theatrical
costume changes (not to mention dazzling theatrics — Britney emerged onto the stage
from a zip line!) in the same place. The opening act was named A*TEENS. They were a
polished ABBA cover band I was particularly fond of, but I recall feeling for the band
because they were the tasked to be the buffers for anticipation as thousands of young
girls, pom-poms in our hair, waited for Britney to arrive.

Hours passed. Sometime in between the two sets, a spotlight high above the
rafters unscrewed and tumbled onto a small audience member's head in the pit. I was
sitting many rows behind the pit and the main stage, but my body chilled as the
paramedics approached. Not long after the incident and three hours later after the
intended show time, Britney emerged onto the stage and the entire hall was transfixed.
People forgot about the incident in a millisecond, and I remember being stunned. I never
knew if the child survived, but the possibility of a freak accident happening within the
very same space where Britney's idealistic pop music reigned is something that marked
me for years to come. The experience gestured into something far bigger than the fun
advertised by music. It wasn't entirely devoid of tragedies that defined life. It meant that
for its attempts to be transcendent of the evils of our world, pop music could also be

dangerous to the listener, perhaps without even intending to be.
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After then I was more conscious of what kind of pop music I was consuming, but
as a precocious seven-year-old, I was still ravenous for Backstreet Boys, N*SYNC,
Christina Aguilera and Mandy Moore — the late '90s/early 2000s penchant for the pre-
arranged boy band and female vocalists singing of heartbreak, loneliness and doubt.

After Britney's performance, I became hyper-conscious of the music that my
parents played inside of our whitewashed brick home in Corpus Christi, Texas. The name
literally meant "The Body of Christ" and it had a mere 500,000 residents. It wasn't
technically a suburb and it certainly wasn't remarkable. But it was the first place I
remember specifically being moved by music. Music had always been in the foreground
of our family's home, CDs quietly spinning in the stereo or in the car on the way to piano
lessons and soccer practice. My father claims to have a 500+ record collection buried in a
storage space in Bogota, Colombia, boasting every Pink Floyd, Genesis, Yes and
Supertramp studio album and bootlegs that he hunted after in his adolescence.

My father was and still is a jazz head. Some of my first musical memories
included Art Blakey, Bill Evans' piano compositions, the improvisational genius of Keith
Jarrett, the big band and swing compilations from the likes of Glenn Miller Orchestra and
Benny Goodman. I desperately wanted to take swing-dancing lessons at the age of eight,
but unable to find where to satiate that curiosity for grooving to rhythmic swoons
characteristic to my favorite jazz records — a consequence of living in South Texas, I
suppose. My mother preferred the soft acoustic strokes of Cat Stevens, Simon and
Garfunkel. Latina pop sensation Selena had recently deceased, and the public outpouring

of lament and mourning that occurred in the town was constant.
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I was enormously shaped by the culture surrounding me, both influenced by my
parents and what I perceived outside. Part of this influence inevitably stems from my
identity as the third culture child -- both at odds with parents' foreign culture and
attempting to make sense of the place I grew up in to forge my own identity. Yet I was
also wary of the opulence that pervaded pop music. I knew the colorful costume changes
were meant to dazzle audiences, but the Britney, Christina and Mariah's diva attitudes
frustrated me. They reminded me of the prissy girls at my elementary school, the ones
who chased boys on the playground while I tore through books on the bench. The music
videos these artists created -- with cars, flashy sets in mansions and a heartthrob at the
center -- reminded me of the intense sugar rush I received after eating a donut or a
lollipop. It exciting and vivid with flavor at first, but afterward it always felt a bit tired,
with a sobering comedown.

We moved to Houston right before I began middle school — then I rejected every
form of culture around me that had previously been a source of joy and comfort, pop
music especially. I stuffed my Backstreet Boys and B*Witched CDs in the bottom of the
yellow flowered trunk in the corner of my bedroom. From then on I harbored scorn and
even intense disdain, for the pop stars of both my past and the ones in the present. I
resented Alanis Morrissette for her self-depreciating earworms in Jagged Little Pill,
especially in the frustratingly catchy single "Ironic." I hid the truth from everyone: that I
once cherished these pop records and they were formative to my self-actualization.

Back then I remember feeling that contemporary pop music — what was being fed
to me, at least — was a complete embarrassment. I tried to divorce myself from it

completely — at least, I thought I did. I reconciled with the genre inexplicably, realizing
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that pop wasn't just manufactured and sanitized. The Kinks wrote fantastic pop songs, as
did Prince. It wasn't until one day I suddenly found myself humming along to Justin
Timberlake's FutureSex/LoveSounds in high school that I realized — pop was an elastic
thing, both everywhere and nowhere. Could my beloved '90s alt-rock records, Pavement's
Slanted and Enchanted and Pixies' Doolittle among them — have a semblance of pop
within them too?

Of course. I firmly believe that the term "pop" is a misnomer. It's not technically
just the name of a cultural conduit of what's popular. It's also populist, a term used to
describe anything that inspires people towards movement, bodily or otherwise. But
whereas punk rock was a direct response to injustice, and hardcore stood as a rejection of
staunch authoritarian regimes, pop music approaches the self. Ellen Willis articulated this
best in her essay "Beginning to See the Light," in which the words echoed in troublesome
popular music were often, for better or worse, reflections of ourselves, a challenge for us
to parse through those feelings. "There lay the paradox," she wrote about Johnny Rotten.
"Music that boldly and aggressively laid out what the singer wanted, loved, hated — as
good rock and roll did — challenged me to do the same, and so, even when the content
was antiwoman, antisexual, in a sense anti-human, the form encouraged my struggle for
liberation." Willis's claim outlines one of music's greatest powers — the ability to
challenge listeners to confront their feelings head-on and ache like they ache.

The Jesus and Mary Chain understood everything that made this genre appealing.
They utilized their talent to extract the dissonance from pop's greatest hits into something
special. Listening to Psychocandy is like listening to a "best-of" pop music retrospective

over half a century. Motor City oozes from do-do's of "Something's Wrong," while the
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thudding "The Living Dead" channels The Velvet Underground's studies in white noise.
"You Trip Me Up" could have been a lickety-split Animals single, and the motorcycle
melodrama "The Living End" channels the rock opera theatrics of early '70s pop acts
such as David Bowie and Todd Rundgren.

Psychocandy consciously mines the best parts of pop music plunges the listener
toward the abyss the boys were in. But the record is still fascinated with creating
something moving, focused on matters of the heart that make this strange, exuberant
existence worthwhile. The white noise nougat in the center of The Jesus and Mary
Chain's songs give the listener a woozy feeling. It gives your heart a little twitch and your
knees a good shake, replicating the feeling you experience during an awkward run-in
with a crush. In "You Trip Me Up," the boys reference the power that love has to
paralyze: "Love's like / The mighty ocean / When it's frozen / That is your heart." Love
can be kind but also cold and calculating, a concept that's viscerally presented on the
record. Psychocandy is catchy in a demented sort of way; you sway, but your movement
gestures towards shadows instead of the light.

Growing up in East Kilbride, Scotland, the band was bred on a diet of seeming
dueling entities. They juxtaposed the honeyed Shangri-Las against the depraved sex
antics of The Velvet Underground, Iggy Pop's shock-rock stage antics and the
choreographed composure of darling girl groups. The boys' youth was sound tracked by
caustic noise against sweetly stinging choruses about lost loves. A demented rockabilly
mating dance emerges in the frenzy of The Velvets' "Run Run Run," which is not that
unlike The Jesus and Mary Chain's "The Living End." I've not heard The Jesus and Mary

Chain reference psychobilly miscreants The Cramps, but the sensibilities are similar.
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Jim and Will Reid both mention the influence of Top of the Pops on their music in
various radio and print interviews. Broadcast out of a church, the program had its debut
broadcast New Year's Day 1964. Led by the charismatic and snowy-haired Jimmy Savile,
the program was the early British version of what would become Total Request Live in
'90s United States or the Top 40 template. Young music fans tuned in weekly to the
program, featuring the hottest artists and acts in popular music at the time. Some of the
earliest groups to perform on the program included the Bee Gees, The Beatles and The
Rolling Stones. Other genre icons, including Aretha Franklin and Jimi Hendrix, as well as
Serge Gainsbourg and Jane Birkin, appeared on the program in later years. The series,
which celebrated its 50" anniversary last November, was one of the most prominent
institutions in British popular music history.

Yet a certain discomfort remains when we speak of pop-making icons, especially
Top of the Pops host Jimmy Savile and producer Phil Spector. The abuse the two men
perpetuated within their own lives and in the lives of others — especially with the women
that they helped launch into acclaim and stardom — became highly publicized. The history
of Top of the Pops is impossible to understand without recognizing the fact that Jimmy
Savile was accused of pedophilia and child molestation — horrifyingly, some of which
occurred during actual tapings of Top of the Pops sessions. A Noisey report entitled
speculates that the BBC refused to acknowledge the 50" anniversary of its own program,
because it would have to acknowledge Jimmy Savile, who hosted the program during its
inception and for twenty years following the launch (although Savile died in 2011, before
charges could be brought against him). The author of the article, Sam Wolfson, makes an

astute point about the Top of the Pops scandal that speaks towards a trend that has always
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prevailed: "Pop has a natural tendency to rewrite or ignore its past when it becomes too
ugly for it to bare."*"

Although Phil Spector is currently serving nineteen years to life sentence in
prison, his influence is more widely discussed than his many convictions. Today Spector
is still praised for his forward-thinking measures that would help to propel pop music to
the heights it has reached today, although Ronnie Spector — Ronettes front woman and
the former wife of Phil Spector — revealed that he essentially kept her as a prisoner in his
own home, refusing her to interact with The Rolling Stones and The Beatles in fear that
she would be unfaithful to him. Spector and Savile directly influenced the object of
studies and my interests in this piece, which is something I feel conflicted about.

For this reason -- among many others -- I respect The Jesus and Mary Chain's
transparent and honest work. The guys weren't trying to mask anything; there was
nothing to hide, no ulterior motives were at play. The music seethes an honest and
relatable frustration with place and identity. "My Little Underground" is a direct response
against abuse, authoritarian and otherwise. In songs like "In a Hole," one can sense that
that these boys were deeply wronged in ways that are so horrific that they're masked by a
sugary layer of fuzz and distortion that makes the dissonance transcend into something
positive. Psychocandy is scathingly honest. It is for both the affected and the survivors,

reaching out a hand to all and saying, "Hey, it's going to be alright. We know how bad it

gets. There's something to look forward to, once you look past the fraught-ness of now."

14 Wolfson, Sam. "Pop Will Rewrite Itself: Why No One is Celebrating Top of the Pops' 50" Birthday".
Noisey. 8 January 2014.
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The band's second single, "Upside Down," demonstrates how this isolation breeds
solidarity between loners:

"Inside I feel so bad
So low I feel so sad
Feels like I'm going mad

And if you feel there's no one else

That you're all alone, you're by yourself

Your life is like a broken shell

It doesn't really matter to me." ("Upside Down, The Jesus and Mary Chain)

The song is significant in that the boys expose their feelings raw instead of
masking them with dissonance or bubblegum. The inclusion of these grippingly personal
songs is key to the band's appeal to the profundity of Psychocandy,becoming a visceral
reminder that pop music has the ability not just to swoon but also to sway, to hope and
inspire and to heal from abuse.

Psychocandy achieved vast and immediate cult acclaim, but it wasn't exactly well
received by all listeners at first. The record's fuzz-spurting feedback is an acquired taste
that is too decadent for many listeners. Fugazi front man Ian MacKaye recalls that The
Jesus and Mary Chain caused an enormous stir in his hometown of Washington, D.C.
upon the release of Psychocandy, yet he thought the pop songs underneath were too
encased in noise them to be effective. While visiting MacKaye's home and Dischord
Records earlier this year for a project, MacKaye told me over a pot of tea that he believed
"the pose of it was so intense...they wrote some nice songs, but it's like having a
delicious cake that is just covered in frosting. It was a statement."

Reporters, critics and audiences alike were jarred by the boys' provocative
invocation of the spiritual with their very own band name, as though gesturing towards a

lofty form of blasphemy. In a 1986 profile journalist Richard Lowe, writing for The Hit,
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found the band's "naiveté" and idealism touching, but not valid. His skepticism of the
group is apparent and he writes in a cautionary tone: "The Jesus And Mary Chain are not
the "new messiahs" that some have claimed them to be; simply three lads from East
Kilbride who want to give the bland and boring world of pop music a much-needed kick

up the backside. Wish them luck in their crusade - at least someone's trying."
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Chapter Four
Some Candy Talking: Tenuous Spaces for Safety and Sex in Pop Music

In his excellent The Quietus piece about Psychocandy's history, Julian Marszalek
writes that the pop landscape of 1985 had become increasingly grim in both medium and
form: "Daytime radio was fronted by any number of goons more concerned with their
own increasing fame than the music they played and pop itself was becoming
increasingly sterile. No longer a haven for outsiders and misfits, pop did its best to play
safe as it increasingly relied on the promotional video becoming an end in itself."

Intent on creating their own scene in the do-it-yourself spirit, the industrious
Jesus and Mary Chain boys took agency into their own hands. The Creation Records
documentary features Jim Reid speaking extensively about how the band initially
converged. “We befriended Douglas Hart years early simply because there weren’t that
many people in East Kilbride that were into the music or literature or movies that we
were,” he explains. “It seemed that everyone was moving in the same direction and the
people that moved in the opposite direction were easy to spot. There weren’t many of
them. There was me and William and Douglas but we couldn’t get a drummer. We had
Murray Dalglish and he was OK, but he was just a kid and he wasn’t really like us and it
was never going to work.” Long gone were the revolutionary industrial clangs of Joy
Division, bringing to light shocking truths about our insecurities with songs like "She's
Lost Control." Even the synth-happy movements made by German Krautrock-leaning
weirdos Kraftwerk and the post-Joy Division dance project New Order put pop into a

cycle of analog synthesizers and electronic musings.
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Truly effective pop music confronts us to face the best and worst of ourselves.
The visuals projected in music videos and arena performances are not just projections,
but mirrors of mimesis. But the typical dangers of pop music lie in that it is largely a
grand facade, cloaked in the musk of smoke machines and dazzling mirrorball gowns.
Pop music has forever been backed by commercialism. Ulterior motives, sadly, forever
predicate the advancement of a corporate brand on an event. The "brand over band"
model that the contemporary South By Southwest Music Conference in Austin, Texas,
has evolved into is a perfect recent example of the very same pop landscape that The
Jesus and Mary Chain were navigating in the mid-80s, one driven by self-interested
corporate attempts to unite artist and audience for capitalism's sake.

In his Quietus piece, Marszalek riffs on the disastrous Live Aid concert that
brought with it a wealth of problems amidst the opportunity for renewal and revitalization
of how audiences consumed music in the emerging music video age. He writes: "Smack
in the middle of all this was Live Aid. The event had unbelievable ratings -- 1.5 billion
people watched -- and raised around £40 million for the famine in Ethiopia. At the center
of it all was Bob Geldof. Though his own pop career with The Boomtown Rats had long
since come to an end, Geldof’s attempt to do what governments hadn't helped to alleviate
the suffering of millions".

Yet the Irish entrepreneur's efforts to make Live Aid a successful cultural event
failed miserably. Suddenly bands that had retired or had pursued other projects were now

embraced by people who weren't even fans, revered for their ability to generate revenue

15 Marszalek, Julian. "Brown Acid Black Leather: The Story of the Jesus and Mary Chain's Psychocandy."
The Quietus. 8 November 2011. Web.
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in spite of the altruism intended for this kind of event. Once-starving artists, now well-to-
do businesspeople, were welcomed back into the folds as though no time had passed.
Emerging artists, notably Status Quo and mega glam-rockers Queen, made tons of cash
from the event intended to aid suffering Africa. Both groups found their record sales were
boosted enormously by the event'®. Marszalek reports that none of the proceeds,
tragically, reached the starving millions for whom they were originally intended. The
London component of the event, too, wasn't even thoughtful enough to include but one
black act — Sade — a disaster for the event.

A year later entered The Jesus and Mary Chain, the pink and tar explosion onto
the pop horizon that stuck like a piece of gum that won't come off. But just how did they
break into this sphere? Why was it this troupe of freaks that was able to inject color,
volatility, movement and feeling back into popular music — in turn becoming a
masterpiece and the sound of a generation forged into a forty-minute record?

For starters, the gang never rejected pop. Instead they embraced it, professed their
torrid lovesickness with it and reinterpreted it. Perhaps this is why The Jesus and Mary
Chain were so successful — they embraced pop's simultaneous problems and its
possibilities, building upon those foundations in order to carve out something completely
unique. In a BBC interview, Hart commented: “We were totally in love with [pop
stardom] and we wanted to be on Top of the Pops and in Smash Hits. I remember people

looking at us as if we were weird for saying that and it’s amazing that we actually got

16 Marszalek, Julian. "Brown Acid Black Leather: The Story of the Jesus and Mary Chain's Psychocandy."
The Quietus. 8 November 2011. Web.
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into Smash Hits! And on the front cover! You look at that pop-faced indie aesthetic
which we hated. But we were always in love with pop music.”

The playwright Oscar Wilde was once rumored to have said that "everything in
the world is about sex except sex — sex is about power." He was right. It's the power
dynamic underlying sex that sells out arenas. Popular music is a blatantly sexualized
medium, with more than a fair share of pop stars — men and women — pinned up as sex
symbols. Legend has it that Paul Williams would even remind his fellow Temptations, as
they donned their form-fitting trousers for a performance, that they were selling sex
instead of songs'’.

Pop music has long had a history with sexualizing women. While the sexual
allusions on Psychocandy are countless, they are decidedly about achieving
empowerment and freedom through consensual acts of erotic self-realization. Linking
Psychocandy to noisecore and S&M sensibilities could pigeonhole the band into working
within misogynist pop tendencies, but the lyricism in Psychocandy is both desperate for
female attention and can be interpreted as incredibly feminist, something highly unusual
of typical pop music produced and written by men. Historically, popular music has
concentrated on men's tactics in eventually "getting the girl," as though women are a
piece of property to own.

But The Jesus and Mary Chain subvert this notion entirely on Psychocandy from
the very beginning of the record. The boys are helpless compared to the women, who
have complete agency over them. "I’ll be your plastic toy," offers a sincere Jim Reid on

"Just Like Honey." Women's dominance over men in the tune "Just Like Honey,"

'" Early, Gerald. One Nation Under a Groove: Motown & American Culture.p. 11
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arguably The Jesus and Mary Chain's most successful tune, is a fascinating juxtaposition
towards images of dripping honey and the pleasures of sweet candy materializing from
every chord on Psychocandy.

The first line of Psychocandy's opener "Just Like Honey" blatantly brings girls to
the front: "Listen to the girl / As she takes on half the world." The industrial clangs and
buzzing saws are reminiscent of Motown's girl groups, with total control over their sound
and attitude. "You've got me chasing honeybees," admits a vulnerable Reid on the
album's gentlest number, "Cut Dead." Is he speaking about chasing the birds and the bees
— as in chasing sex — or is he ambling about, lovesick and utterly heartbroken as women
take the reins? The boys are at the whim of the women in their lives, whether it's the
phantom Candy or the elusive Honey. They speak of being willingly stuck inside holes,
building their underground tunnels to serenity and offer to be plastic toys to be played
with at will. "She has me," he says on "Taste of Cindy," referring to the hold she's got on
him.

These themes speak to both the S&M undertones of Psychocandy and the
members' own personal politics deconstructing the punk rock boys' club that solely
sought to win women over instead of bringing them up. This core reversal of gendered
punk rock dialectics may explain why The Jesus and Mary Chain is frequently name-
checked as one of the key influencers of the darling twee pop and indie pop genres that
would eventually grow out of 1980s pop sensibilities.

Twee and indie pop emerged as responses to the misogyny of close-minded punk rock
spheres, a welcoming group embracing hand-drawn kittens and cardigans (symbols

recalling the simplicity of childhood and most explicitly seen in the artwork of Olympia,
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WA indie tastemaker Calvin Johnson, of K Records, and his group Beat Happening). The
morose Smiths, the swoony harmonies of The Pastels, the post-punk squalor of Josef K
and Orange Juice and The Ramones' basic three-chord riffs all constructed the new indie
pop movement. The genre became a lifestyle that relied on girls' ideas and innermost
thoughts. Women's contributions to harmonies and pioneering instrumentation were
crucial for the genre to work. But The Mary Chain laid down major groundwork for the

genre to become a reality.

Gender is explicitly disarmed as a social construct within The Jesus and Mary
Chain's wry lyricism and love-soaked strums. After all, "honey" and "candy" are all but
loveable nicknames and sexless, non-gender specific pronouns. Although we assume that
Jim Reid is speaking towards a feminine ideal in songs like "Just Like Honey" and "Some
Candy Talking," these numbers could just as easily be utilized to address a dear male
friend who's quite sweet. Psychocandy isn't an outright feminist record, but it empathizes
with the struggle that women have to go through on a daily basis. This notion becomes

explicit in the record's final number "It's So Hard":

It's so hard

To walk tall

To be unlike like a doll

To walk and not to crawl

So it's said

All our life is dead

So it seems

All our life is dreams ("My Little Underground," The Jesus and Mary Chain).

In the track, they cry out about how difficult it is to be "unlike a doll." To me, this
speaks directly towards the porcelain ideal that women are held up against, emulated

most fully in popular feminist songs like Hole's "Doll Parts" nearly ten years later. But
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it's rare to hear men likening themselves to women, attempting to understand the social
constructs that drive every interaction. The band's approach towards lyricism, along with
Scotland's musical landscape at the time, a stir-crazy youth culture subjugated by the
oppressive socio-political factions that be and the emergence of Creation Records, and
The Jesus and Mary Chain found themselves poised position for the unlikely hit "Upside
Down" to explode and ultimately reach the pop stardom they had fantasized about in their
youth. Their first hit became their definitive artistic statement. In the song, they're
identifying with a lonely listener but also warning how they're going to turn the pop

world upside down. They certainly did.
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Chapter Five

Sowing Seeds: Glasgow, Creation Records and Motown Dialectics

None of this would have happened had the guys not had not met wildcard
Creation Records label owner Alan McGee. The Glasgow-bred McGee knew Bobby
Gillespie, who had been drumming with The Jesus and Mary Chain after their first go-
around with drummer hadn't worked out. The story goes that Gillespie had given McGee
a single by The Jesus and Mary Chain. McGee was hesitant — interested, but not floored.
Gillespie then took McGee to see the boys in action, live, at their very first gig in
London. Apparently, the performance was absolutely riveting William Reid thought it
was a disaster. Underneath the disastrous live performance, McGee saw the opportunity
for stardom. By their account, The Jesus and Mary Chain were just happy for someone to
put out the music. The band quickly signed with Creation.

At that point, Creation Records had only put out a handful of 7" records before
McGee found The Jesus and Mary Chain. The industrious fellow had been working with
bands that he had encountered, such as The Loft, who reached moderate success with
songs like "The Hill." Back then, recording sessions were nothing spectacular. McGee
and Creation co-founder Joe Foster would allegedly rent out a studio for so little time,
they didn't allow second takes. One shot was practically all the label owners — and the
groups — had to showcase their abilities. "Very cheap studios, limited equipment, limited
time. How do we make the best of it? In a bizarre way, sometimes the least you have

magnifies. It magnifies your vision, the whole thing," recalls McGee.
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A small scene soon began to form around the label, marked by a central residency
(Creation Records HQ, where parties would happen in the basement) and shows at small
DIY venues. Much of the community was formed around tape trading and at self-booked
performances in Glasgow's George Square. "We would hire a disco named Daddy
Warbucks just off George Square, put on a band every Sunday night and make
compilation tapes together," recalls Bobby Gillespie. "A Clockwork Orange would be in
the background as everyone would be dancing to like, the 13" Floor Elevators,"
reminisces BMX B's Duglas T Steward in the documentary. This bizarre scene is perhaps
immortalized in The Jesus and Mary Chain's "In a Hole," in which the narrator describes
"And I see me on a dancing screen / And I'm dancing to a scream".

After the band's first London show and after hearing their demo tape, Creation
Records decided to release "Upside Down" as the band's first single six weeks later. The
very first of taste of The Jesus and Mary Chain pre-Psychocandy to be heard by the
public begins with screeching decibels of feedback and a whirring bass line in the distant
background. The instrumentals roar in on the band's second single, "Never Understand,"
clinking and clanging and sizzling in the ear as William Reid sings, "Sun comes up,
another day begins / And I don't even worry about the state I'm in." The end features a
voice screaming in pain, as though he or she is receiving third degree burns.

The singles both engaged and confused new listeners and Melody Maker writers
alike. But it wasn't a trick or a gimmick — The Jesus and Mary Chain were laying
themselves bare as complex layers of pained and pleasurable pop laced with thick
feedback. Six weeks later the single soared to the top of the UK pop charts. "Upside

Down" is a great noisy thing," wrote ZigZag Magazine's John Robb. "The guitar making
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a noise like a needle being scratched backwards and forwards over your favourite record;
the bass plays the tune and sounds like a twanged out guitar; the drums crash and smash
their way through and the most surprising factor is the almost laid back vocal style.""®

Alan McGee himself called the single he'd released a "racket," but the brilliance
lay in its distinction from typical pop hits of the time. Even now "Upside Down" is an
unusual pop song in that it challenges the listener peel back layers to get to a sugary
center, a delicious reward in itself. With "Upside Down" the band presented something to
the world that's a bit tough to chew, something that requires the work of both molars and
canines. The Jesus and Mary Chain weren't giving the hits to people easily — you had to
work to extract the sweetness underneath the folds of the caustic instrumentals.

"Upside Down" and "Never Understand" were ambitious proposals to a public
with an increasingly shortened attention span. Releasing these singles was a risk for
McGee, the label and the guys — luckily, the latter had nothing left to lose. In a ZigZag
Magazine show review and interview with the band, writer John Robb reconciles with
The Jesus and Mary Chain's gripping challenges with their audience. "You want to
scratch deeper? I don't think you can really. The lyrics will gradually taking on
"meanings"," he explains. "They exist to hold down the tunes (excellent in this case),
they're not important. The Mary Chain can't see why they have to be. OFFICIAL...

JESUS AND THE MARY CHAIN ARE NOT THE NEW SEX PISTOLS. THEY ARE

A SHITHOT LIVE ELECTRIC ROCK ACT."" Shithot or not, the uneasy ground The

18 Robb, John. "Like a Virgin." ZigZag Magazine. February 1985.
1 Robb, John. "Like a Virgin." ZigZag Magazine. February 1985.
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Jesus and Mary Chain were standing upon was about to shatter opening up a new world
below them. All they had to do was jump.

Although "Upside Down" climbed to the top of the pop charts, the band still had
to fight for respect both from their emergent peers and the music media itself. “When we
did our first Peel session... it was a bit frustrating because the big stumbling block with
the sessions was the producers and the engineers at that time,” explains Jim. “They had
quite a snotty attitude towards us that we were these little kids who didn’t know shit so
we didn’t record what we wanted to record. We wanted to record broken glass on one of
the songs and they wouldn’t do it. We were like, ‘But we’ll break it in a bucket and it
won’t go anywhere’ but the guy said, ‘No, we’re not going to do that in the studio,
sonny.”" The Sound of Young America -- Motown — was also privy to tensions between
groups struggling to make sense of their identity. Historically, The Jesus and Mary
Chain's work traces a path similar to that Motown and girl groups, with the emergence of
a new pop landscape in the early 1960s.

Gerald Early's work One Nation Under a Groove describes the shift away from
the polished, Italian-American singers and tenor voices that were popular in the late
1950s that would set a foundation for what we know of the Motown genre. The early
1960s carved out a landscape that was still dominated by "teen idols" who "openly
mimicked" early black Rhythm and Blues music. Except this style of music was
repackaged as "Rock and Roll," popularized by heartthrobs Frankie Avalon and Bobby
Rydell.

Early's work also re-contextualizes the relationship that Frank Sinatra had within

the pop music canon. He was a smash sensation in the 1940s and 1950s, but Sinatra
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effectively utilized what had once been aimed at him -- as an Italian, an outcast minority,
and as a product of swing music, which by then had been a discredited art form -- in
order to denounce a new movement in music, something that would possibly debunk him
and his credibility as a musician. Early stipulates that Sinatra “utilized the conservative
cry for standards, invoking the canon of "timeless" pop songs, by using the language of
degradation and contempt that reveals nothing more tellingly than the oppressed wish
access to the measure of respectability and acceptance that will permit them the luxury of
defending the status quo™."

In 1959, the federal government denounced a rock and roll DJ, Alan Freed, as part
of their pursuit to gain economic capital within the newly revitalized pop sphere. Alan
Freed helped bring Teddy Randazzo to the rise, a singer who had been working-class
singer in New York prior to gaining prominence through his combination of Rhythm and
Blues sensibilities and "bad boy" aesthetic. In this way the emergence of pop,
fascinatingly, was also entwined with emerging with what Early calls "the other
unwanteds.” Early states: "Freed saved him from a life of working-class anonymity by
bringing him together with the other unwanteds: the blacks, both eastern and Midwestern,
southern hillbilly whites, Jewish novelty songwriters, the urban working-class white girl
destined for secretary hood, all of whom make up his Rock and Roll shows." Curiously,
Early equates the attacks on the Italian singer, as representative of his or her generation,

is similar to the attack made against Black youths today as linked to identifying music,

Rap, with terms like "troublemakers" and "degenerates" and "delinquents," all words that

20 Early, Gerald. One Nation Under a Groove: Motown & American Culture, p. 24
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were utilized by the media or the public when The Jesus and Mary Chain first started
smashing guitars and expectations in the mid-1980s.

Although specifically targeted toward a very specific socioeconomic group, the
rise of Rock and Roll, through the efforts of extracting the dialectic of the working class,
became appropriated into a genre definitive of those insults and differences, transforming
them into a pedestal-like fame and teen idol status, cultural icons who could speak about
their plight in sweet falsetto tones to the adoring teenage cult fan club they had amassed
through their aesthetic, perhaps through the work of record labels capitalizing on this in
order to sell music. Yet this was still privy to ambivalence about race within music; Early
notes that the image of the working-class Italian American singer resulted in a strange
fear of racial mixing in America, perpetuated by the fear of black competition in the job
market and the "Absorption of American racism that made the Italians intensely anti-
Negro," yet hypocritically were still drawn, like singer Teddy Randazzo, to the stylistic
and aesthetic draws of the Rhythm and Blues and genre.

Early proposes that when Motown Records was established, it perpetuated a myth
of a family culture, nostalgic for a time of unity within a new lost generation. In this way
Motown was able to capitalize on the fetishized notion of togetherness and make it into a
sonic art form. Motown established itself as a symbol of power within American culture
by hinging itself on the tenants of this country itself, family values. So think about
absorbing this information as a British teenager, unsure of your place in the world or even
in your backyard. The early accounts of the Jesus and Mary Chain's formation comments
on broken family structures. When Reid and Hart first bonded about music in secondary

school, it was through their subsidiary sonic parents Lou Reed, Iggy Pop and Ronnie of
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The Ronettes, all icons in their own right who had forged creative communities that
became akin to the fetishized family structure that the Motown myth furthered.

Recently Ian MacKaye described to me, at length, when he was a part of The
Jesus and Mary Chain's recording of their hit second hit single, "Never Understand," in
1984 at London's Southern Studios. "They argued all the time, but they were very nice.
Dischord [Records] had worked with them to manufacture and distribute them, a friend
named Jonathan Loder, but he was also an engineer. They weren't a big band, but I hung
out in the studio. I was helping him get cables." Like a good family, the Jesus and Mary
Chain quarreled about the songs in the studio. In his work, Early suggests that the family
myth was common and resonated in a variety of ways for Motown, Records which was a
facet particularly appealing for blacks for whom "unity" and "family" embodied
fetishistic affectations inevitably shaped by the metaphysical component of memory and
politicized by the culture at large.

In this way paternalism was definitive of the legendary record label's culture,
which paralleled the culture that Creation Records formed. Motown Records itself
harnessed as a motivator to operate within a definitively racist society and dispel the fact
that Motown itself was, in fact, a privately owned enterprise, and shifted expectations
about how a record industry had the capacity to not only operate but how it interacted
with the fans and the public it catered to. In this way, The Jesus and Mary Chain's label
operated with the same sort of familial structure; except it took in the "chancers and the
lunatics, the freaks" of the generation who had no home to go to and needed a floor to

sleep on.
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Creation Records in this vein functioned as less of a business venture for McGee
and more a front for the riotous music, alternative political beliefs and divergent lifestyles
he promoted. Creation Records HQ, by all accounts, operated out of a nondescript
location in Glasgow. The door didn't even have a sign on it. The office space was upstairs
with a basement reserved for depraved, speed-addled raves that occurred nearly every
night, led by label head McGee himself. There the Mary Chain hung out with other
Creation bands and contemporaries, including members of My Bloody Valentine and
Primal Scream in addition to the other groups that McGee pushed from basement practice
spaces and into the public spotlight.

The label couldn't always give artists advances, but lavish expenses almost always
trickled into the office. Here McGee demonstrates a participation in the familial
fetishization that partially created the all-encompassing community appeal to Motown
Records. By putting these longhaired, noise-addled musicians onstage, the message was
that music wasn't just for the ones who had classically trained voices or who had been
enrolled into the conservatory. "When we made our first demo tape it did sound a bit like
The Ramones. That's why we started using noise and feedback. We want to make records
that sound different. What's the point in reviving old styles? We want to make pop music
interesting and exciting again," said Jim Reid in a 1986 interview.

Noise and feedback were popularized by the band, but feedback is a natural
process that happens in all music when the gain is too high on the output of a microphone

or amplified instrument®'. When microphones produce the feedback by feeding back into

21 Clark, Robert L. "What Causes Feedback in a Guitar or Microphone?" The Quietus. 8 November 2011.
Web.
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itself, it creates a screeching effect. But musicians can manipulate those same vibrations
to make guitars and microphones sound more vivid during a performance. Musicians
often use a tool called a feedback loop, which creates a kind of pulsating effect in
addition to the fuzzy feedback. Structural vibrations can occur when guitars are plugged
into amplifiers, producing the eerie white noise that made The Velvet Underground, for
instance, sound so distinctive. Guitars start vibrating at low frequencies and can result in
a tone that sounds pleasant to the ear, a hum of sorts. When performed live, feedback has
a hypnotic effect on the listener, and can make people feel as though they are in a trance.
This is caused by feedback loops in addition to guitar pedals. The Jesus and Mary Chain
used hordes of delay pedals and ample reverb, playing with distortion so that the
feedback hit people differently when they heard the music. For some, it made them want

to riot.

But McGee, who was described to have been able to "start a fight in a paper bag,"
had the gift of gab, a charming personality and skillful negotiation strategies that offered
him a level of trust with artists, managers, publicists, major label A&R groups and
publicists alike. The real power of Creation Records was how it managed to convert a
working class sensitivity that spoke to the masses. The label had humble beginnings. The
West Scotland-bred McGee stated that it was really "Protestant guilt" that started what
would soon be The Jesus and Mary Chain's label. The do-it-yourself approach towards
self-booking and marketing of the fuzz-pop group Television Personalities, whose 1983
debut .. And Don't the Kids Just Love It is considered among critical audiences and fans

alike to be a seminal British pop record, is what jump-started Creation. Seeking a space
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to put on performances, McGee began putting on low-key, all-ages performances at
Glasgow's The Living Room. "No one could get gigs at the Rock Garden so there were
places in pubs — the function room. It was either strippers or bands. We put on the
Nightingales for 50 quid. 200 people showed up, and it was insane. That went on for
about a year. It became the place to go hang out," he remembers.

The scene at this time is preserved in Psychocandy numbers like the luminous
"The Hardest Walk" and the underrated gem "Sowing Seeds." The Sex Pistols proved
that one didn't necessarily know how to play an instrument in order to find success nor
fulfillment in punk rock; the only thing necessary to creating a movement was creating
art that spoke to people on the surface level. By all accounts Sid Vicious himself was
unable to play the bass as an instrument, and the mythology surrounding Vicious if often
coupled by the assertion that his bass was unplugged during performances. Yet Vicious
himself embodied the aesthetics and message of "punk rock" as a subculture, that he was
kept up on stage in order to promote that image of spiky hair, safety pin earrings and
ripped to shred pants underneath leathers, which helped the punk rock aesthetic manifest
itself from the underground to eventually the mainstream.

Regarding The Jesus and Mary Chain themselves, Fugazi and Minor Threat front
man Ian MacKaye described the band's impact within the United States as he observed
them cross over from Britain to the United States: "I saw them play their first show here,
at the old 9:30 Club. It was good. They had an enormous effect on people here. People
were like, "That's what I want to do. People started growing their hair out, wanted to play
noisily." The Jesus and Mary Chain became more than a band, embodying a working-

class struggle and suggesting a social mobility that perhaps would have been impossible
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to achieve at any other point. The working class identity was represented in their music
by their choice of themes — escapism, isolation and feeling trapped. Part of what made
The Jesus and Mary Chain well-revered was how audiences were able to relate to them
on a lyrical and social level. These were kids that grew up in suburban Scotland, a far cry
from Texas or Kansas or anywhere else. But isolation and the ache for a connection are
something many of us experience. Psychocandy details the same traumas, the same
questions, the same hopelessness played out in lovesick songs — but with the hardcore
heart and fuzzy feedback that your parents would hate, of course.

Band members rarely speak about details of their childhood in interviews, but
both Douglas Hart and Jim Reid describe how Reid's father addressed them with scorn
and disdain. "When the band first started, Douglas looked about eight. My dad thought I
was a child molester. This seemingly eight-year-old kid would come around and go, "Is
Jim coming out?"" Douglas Hart adds that Jim and William Reid's father would always
shout, "Todd's here! And I thought, what's he calling me fucking Todd for? And I soon
realized Todd was short for toddler.""*

Instead of accepting what they had been told — that they would never amount to
anything -- these guys and girls were performing in front of thousands of audiences,
creating records hinged on the noise they had been tuning out their entire lives. It evolved
into something poignantly beautiful. As Motown perpetuated the familial myth between
the label and the artist, Creation Records embraced a familial fetishization myth as the

artist became in a sense its audience, seeking solace with people who had experienced

22 Upside Down: The Creation Records Story. DVD. Directed by Danny O’Connor. London: Document
Productions, 2010.
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similar disappointments within their own upbringings and forging a community of white
noise as solidarity.

The Jesus and Mary Chain were also involved in a dialectic that Motown rejected
within the own confines of their intensely segregated neighborhood within Scotland, an
environment categorized by class structures. The cookie-cutter structure of East Kilbride,
the ideal post-war city, epitomized how the middle class was corralled outside the city.
Their suburb is entwined with the myth of the American Dream, a familial myth in its
own right that Motown artists perpetuated with the help of the corporate structure behind
them. In Scotland, the difference was that East Kilbride was on the cusp of Thatcher era
Britain, "no future," and a tense outlook on the possibility of the future for four young,
strange chaps from the cul-de-sacs. The bastardization of "The Dream" is a concept that
The Jesus and Mary Chain took to heart when conceptualizing Psychocandy. The
inversion of a perceived suburban dream is everywhere on this record, consciously
disembodying its protagonists from location and launching them into a place where
things could be different, or at least unlike than their own upbringings.

Redesigning the American Dream: Gender, Housing and Family Life is a text by
cultural critic Dolores Hayden that explores how suburban home schemes reinforce
gender and social constructs of class, home and place within society. She describes the
post-war model town of Levittown as not being on a straight line and carefully mapped
by a corporation: "Roads curve to lead the eye around the corner, but every road is lined
with identical houses. Each new house is designed to be a self-contained world, with
white picket fence, green lawn, living room with television set built into the wall, kitchen

with Bendix washing machine built into the laundry alcove. Every family is expected to
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consist of a male breadwinner, female housewife, and their children."* This echoes East
Kilbride's reputation as a "Polo Mint City," with cul-de-sac road junctions resembling the
hard round British candies.

As a metaphorical sister city to the Jesus and Mary Chain's East Kilbride,
Levittown clearly drew out a space where class and racial distinctions could impose on
the idea of a perfect family life. The archetypal town was a way for entire communities to
grapple with the trauma of World War II, becoming "the single most powerful symbol of
the dream of upward mobility and home ownership for American families" (23). But
even Levittown promoter William J. Levitt himself recognized that the town was not
integrated, an injustice he rationalizes as a business decision instead of a matter of
conscious prejudice**. The new town had been gaining notoriety all over the world as the
emblematic, definitive space for familial life and growth. The model did not respond to
the real needs of the people however. It disregarded citizens' need for affordable housing
developments, job training and developing out spaces for disabled needs. The plans
completely ignored the necessity of racial and socioeconomic integration, as well.

Levittown and East Kilbride were intended as utopias, but ended up becoming
spaces. East Kilbride was a place constructed to reflect the ideals of a select few, instead
of recognizing basic social and economic needs of the people it sought. The client for
these towns, as explained by Hayden's work, was the returning war veteran instead of the
family supporting the veteran, not to mention the new generation — the Baby Boomers —

tasked with the true revitalization of social inequities after the World War ended in 1945.

23 Hayden, Dolores. Redesigning the American Dream. p. 21
24 Hayden, Dolores. Redesigning the American Dream. p. 23
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The structure of these towns themselves also warped sense of distances, spatiality
and perception of the surrounding world. The suffocating cul-de-sacs of East Kilbride
were mazes unto themselves, dismissing alternative interests and creativity that could
also exist within the confines of perfectly molded model homes. Hopelessness and
sterility permeated this landscape — not unlike the dying factories of the Motor City, and
the industrialized changes that were sweeping across America when Motown was at its
peak. The boys sought to bring themselves out of these consciously blueprinted spaces
with the expansive quality of their feedback and distortion-laced music, an exploration of
what might lie beyond what we have been instructed to hear and listen to when our aural
receptors processors take in sound.

Eventually the boys made it to Glasgow and then London, where they were able
to experience uninhibited artistic freedom under the supportive McGee. The Jesus and
Mary Chain's upbringing was, much like the music of Motor City, contextualized within
the folds of the songs themselves. While the four scrawny boys stood out in comparison
to the lavish costumes, choreographed dances and spectacular live performance aspect
that defined Motown out of the studio and in front of an audience, The Jesus and Mary
Chain utilized the same ethos in order to construct their own aesthetics. They too were

from a working class background -- albeit all the way across the pond.
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Chapter Six
The Living End: Conclusions and Deliriums

It is the end of this thesis, and the questions I have gathered during this journey
outnumber the ones I began with. This project began as a simple deconstruction of a
record that I found be intriguing. Psychocandy is a piece of art emblematic of its time,
marking the transgressions of a socially and politically fraught period that perhaps doesn't
differ all that much from the state of fear that permeates youth culture today. But this
work evolved into something far more complicated, plunging into musings on Motown,
feminism and noisecore. It became about how we can never separate our art from our
lives, art out of apathy, or separate our complicated relationship to music and ourselves.
It has been an opportunity to think about how culture, art and identity merge in our brave
digital era.

I'm not sure Psychocandy would have seared through the underground and to the
top of the pop charts today, shifting the scope of noise and pop as it did in the '80s. Yet
perhaps the beauty of this lies in that it maybe wasn't supposed to happen. Post-punk and
pro-confusion, Psychocandy became the sound of a confused generation and established
the misfit Creation Records as a taste-making entity in the process. The Scottish band's
notorious live performances -- both punishingly loud and riot-spurring -- simultaneously
became socio-political commentary on tensions emerging in mid-1980s Britain. Through
caustic clangs and feedback channeling the rage of the working-class generation who'd
had enough, Psychocandy gestures toward the perverse pleasure in having your eardrums
exploded and loudness as a politics within itself, not unlike the S&M pleasure of

noisecore.
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Yet Psychocandy's irresistible blackened candy heart center — calling out to
phantoms Candy, Cindy and Honey with an unsettling charm — makes it a pop record to
the core, not unlike The Ronettes or The Shangri-Las' late '60s croons. Drawing from the
sweetness of '60s girl groups, The Stooges' masochistic stage antics, and Lou Reed's
feedback-laced guitar swells, The Jesus and Mary Chain expertly carved out a place
where depravity and sweetness merged, and emerged from the isolating underground of
suburban Scotland with a distinct sound of a generation, apathetic and uncertain. The
record's cult popularity became, against all odds, embedded within the sacred canon of
pop music. This masterful pop record causes us to grapple with our relationship to music,
society and ourselves.

I've long been fascinated with noise as transcending sound. I cherish the bootleg
My Bloody Valentine recordings I found at an Oxfam in London for 90 pence. I attend
noise performances in strange spaces — churches, galleries, basements, and proper venues
— and watch the attendees more closely than the band itself. I hope we, as audiences, will
continue to find new complexities with the way ours bodies handle and harness noise,
how we respond to it and what dimensions it opens up within ourselves.

A modified version of this thesis was submitted as a proposal, which was
accepted by Bloomsbury Press's 33 1/3 committee. I'm thrilled to say that I have now
signed on to write a book about Psychocandy, which will release in spring 2016. The
series features a different writer, editor, journalist or critic dissecting the record of their
choice, melding in personal narratives in addition to critical musings or revelations had

when speaking to the musicians who created these sounds that continue to sway us.
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Since I was selected to write Psychocandy for their spring 2016 series, I expect to
speak to the members of The Jesus and Mary Chain directly about pop music and the
record's lasting resonance. My plan is to travel to Scotland for both interviews and field
research in November, when they will be reunited to perform Psychocandy in full 30
years after its release. Although Dolores Hayden speaks volumes about suburban
structures in Redesigning the American Dream, it is crucial that I place myself directly
within the context that this record was made. I plan to travel to East Kilbride and
Glasgow and try to understand and empathize with the experiences that the boys worked
through when constructing this strange, swoony feat of art and noise. Maybe I'll do this
even if the book deal doesn't pan out.

This thesis has been an experiment in melding my critical work with my academic
work, both of which are still very much in progress as I continue to develop as a writer,
editor and thinker. The conclusions I've reached at the end of this thesis are convoluted,
perhaps maybe even outlandish. But this process has caused me to process how I identify
with this bizarre band and how this connection can more carefully enlighten us about how
we ingest culture as consumers, what constitutes socially conscious pop music and if
there is a healthy way to converge the two. Maybe it's because I've been eating the

psychotic, lovesick, sugared noise candy myself, but that's a victory in itself.
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