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a very sobering bit of
writing. As long as fos-
sil fuels remain artificially
“cheap,” nobody can stop
their use. Carbon pricing is
the mandatory next action.

Peter Joseph
Via the Internet

we need to stop sub-
sidizing construction in
low-lying areas. Locat-
ing new construction
outside the future flood
plain would create an
amazing transformation
of cities and populations
in 20 to 50 years.

Jim, via the Internet

i was on the nathaniel
B. Palmer research vessel
when the Larsen B ice shelf
cut loose. You could have
landed 747s on all four cor-
ners of that chunk of ice –
and they wouldn’t see each
other on approach.

Dean Klein
Via the Internet

if k nut christia nson
would stop blowing up dy-
namite into this glacier,
maybe it would stop break-
ing up and we wouldn’t have
to worry about it melting and
drowning all of us!

Edward Scally
St. Louis

this isn’t about a scam
or politics. It’s about physics.
To clarify, physics “is the nat-
ural science that involves the
study of matter and its mo-
tion and behavior through
space and time, along with
related concepts such as en-
ergy and force.”

Socalledbob
Via the Internet

Continental Melting
In RS 1287, Jeff Goodell wrote about the accelerating melt
of Thwaites Glacier in Antarctica, which could contribute
to rising sea levels by as much as 10 to 13 feet in the next
century [“The Doomsday Glacier”]. Readers responded.

Rock’s Road Back

nice write-up of a bril-
liant man [“Rock in a Hard
Place,” RS 1287]. The first great
cracking of our mature lives,
divorce, is quite a wake-up.
Chris Rock will adapt and ad-
vance. I like him. He’s tough and
thoughtful, a rare combination.

Leslie Piper, via the Internet

divorce is a nightmare.
It’s strangely therapeutic to see
it happening to someone else
– not because you want that
celebrity to be miserable, but
because you can empathize
with them. Welcome to the “re-
building and recovery” phase,
CR. Sounds like you’re doing the
right thing for your kids, and
yourself – you’ll emerge from
this stronger.

Sensei, via the Internet

chris rock is one of the
most creative and hilarious guys
on the planet. His humor has
always been based on a truth
and self-reflection so lacking in
most of today’s comedians.

Bill, via the Internet

dissing his wife (for no
apparent reason); constantly
whining about how marriage
ties you down; cheating like
crazy and being dismissive of
those women is not how some-
one who truly likes women
would act.

Deering24, via the Internet

Unfit Presidency

kudos to matt taibbi for
this excellent summary of the
first 100 days of the presidency
[“The War in the White House,”
RS 1287]. Somebody better pre-
pare these right-wing snow-
flakes for the ugly reality. They
won’t be able to hide behind
their wall as the nation spirals
into the abyss.

TheAbyss, via the Internet

the trump superfans are
utterly blind to their guy’s in-
competence and childishness,
as evidenced by the fact that 96
percent of them in a new poll

don’t regret their vote, even after
a bottomless well of blunders.

Chris S., via the Internet

i believ ed tru mp. i e x-
pected no-nonsense, small-
town values that would lead to
a fair deal for working men and
their families. The record, sadly,
is clear: He lies, breaks promises
and still brags of his leadership
skills. I’m very worried.

James Warren, via the Internet

All Love for Haim

jona h w ei n er gi v es a n
honest telling of all things
Haim [“Sisters in Arms,” RS

1287], and it’s refreshing to read
how Este, Danielle and Alana
have stayed grounded. They
write and play what they feel,
which is fine by me.

Ron Morrison, Bourbonnais, IL

Unreleased Prince

prince (like many other
iconic recording artists) had
good reasons not to release ev-
erything [“The Prince Vault
Opens,” RS 1287]. Why tamper
with his legacy, other than for a
quick cash grab for the estate?

Madisontruth
Via the Internet

Songs of Stapleton

lord have mercy, “from a
Room: Volume 1” is fire [“The
Outlaw Soul of Chris Staple-
ton,” RS 1287]. “Either Way”
and “I Was Wrong” are killers.
So looking forward to Volume 2.

Jolene234, via the Internet

Kendrick’s Genius

kendrick lamar is a prod-
uct of rap’s evolution over the
past 25 years [“Kendrick Lamar
in Classic-Rap Beast Mode,”
RS 1287]. He combines all that
came before him and also brings
his own unique f lavor to the
mix. He is in a class of his own.

Peter, via the Internet

this is k a n y e’s “life of
Pablo” all over again. Critics are
too scared to admit that Damn.
is not all that. It is worthy of four
stars, but not in the same league
as good kid, m.A.A.d city and To
Pimp a Butterfly.

Trev, via the Internet

LETTERS to ROLLING STONE, 1290 Avenue
of the Americas, New York, NY
10104-0298. Letters become the
property of ROLLING STONE and may
be edited for publication.
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SUBSCRIBER SERVICES Go to
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6. Courtney
Barnett
“How to Boil
an Egg”
Last year, Barnett
gave us an
awesome song
about ramen. This
raggedly catchy
egg-prep tune is
even more proof
that she could build
a killer song out
of any
subject.
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1. The
National
“The System
Only Dreams
in Total
Darkness”
The beloved
Brooklyn indie-rock
crew usually goes
for refined gloom.
But the first song
we’ve heard from
its forthcoming
new LP (due late
summer) is straight-
up aggro, right down
to Aaron Dessner’s
searing guitar solo.

2. Jason
Isbell and
the 400 Unit
“If We Were
Vampires”
A powerful meditation
on love and mortality
from one of the best alt-
country artists around
– with his wife, singer-
songwriter Amanda
Shires, adding vocals.

3. Beach
House
“Chariot”
The dream-pop duo have
a new B-sides set com-
ing out. Judging by this
elegiac gusher, they’ve
got some great leftovers.

4. Selena Gomez
“Bad Liar”
This bubbly jam lifts its groove from
Talking Heads’ 1977 classic “Psycho
Killer,” adding a cool, creepy edge to
lyrics about a lover you can’t keep out
of your mind no matter how you try.

5. Broken
Social Scene
“Hug of Thunder”
Feist already put out an
excellent LP this year. Now
she’s back with her old
band, singing about the
“oxymoron of our lives”
on a song that starts shy
but gets U2-huge.

7. Vince
Staples

“Big Fish”
New music from
Staples is cause
for hip-hop fans

to rejoice. But
his latest is truly

special – an
ecstatic ode to
music’s power

to transcend
struggle.

MY LIST

Marty
Stuart

Great Rock & Roll
Western Songs

The Nashville singer-
songwriter just released
Way Out West, a tribute
to California’s influence

on country music.

The Ventures
“Out of Limits”

There’s a real connection
between a garage-rock

instrumental like this
and the world of country
music, like Merle Haggard

and the Strangers. The
twang is the common

denominator.

Richard Bennett
“Riviera”

Richard rescued Nashville
from the urban-cowboy
bullshit. You could make
an entire movie out of
this song. It’s beautiful.

The Byrds
“Chestnut Mare”

I play Clarence White’s
actual guitar, which is
the central guitar on

this record. This song is
cinematic, always one of

my favorites.

Marty Robbins
“El Paso”

This song tied the West
with the East, the North
and the South. It had no
barriers. It’s a stunning
piece of writing. There’s

not a stray word.

Sons of the Pioneers
“Cool Water”

The harmony structure
here was divinely ordered,

in my mind. It sounds
like angels singing in the

desert. As good as it gets.
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OUR FAVORITE SONGS, ALBUMS AND VIDEOS RIGHT NOW
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DANCING IN
THE DARK
Grande in

Sweden, days
before a

bombing killed
22 at her

Manchester
concert

After Manchester,
fans and the industry
face tough questions
BY STEVE KNOPPER

T
her e h av e been
deadlier incidents
– at Paris’ Bataclan

theater, where three gun-
men killed 90 fans at an Ea-
gles of Death Metal concert
in 2015, and at Orlando’s
Pulse nightclub, where a
shooter killed 49 last year.
But the May 22nd bombing
at an Ariana Grande concert
at England’s Manchester

Music’s
Scary
New
Reality
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Arena was a new kind of horror.
The attack was shocking both for
its apparent targeting of young peo-
ple, and for the ease with which it
was carried out: By detonating his
device in a foyer area just outside
the venue, the 22-year-old bomb-
er found a way to circumvent se-
curity at a major arena. “My first
thought is, ‘How do they let this guy
in a venue?’ Because everybody has
cracked down on security,” says Bob
McLynn, manager of Lorde, Sia and
Fall Out Boy. “But this is a differ-
ent thing.”

The attack happened just as the
summer concert season was kicking
off, presenting a new dilemma for a
music industry already struggling
with the issue of concert safety. “It
will have an impact on sales for cer-
tain shows,” says David T. Viecelli,
agent for Arcade Fire, St. Vincent
and others. “Because parents mak-
ing decisions will be more fright-
ened for their kids’ safety than other
adults would be for their own.”

The Bataclan incident ushered
in a new era of event security, mak-
ing dogs, metal detectors and heavy
guard presence a way of life. “Just a
few years ago, people objected stren-
uously to being patted down,” says
Steven A. Adelman, vice president
of the security firm Event Safety Al-
liance. “People just accept that now.”

Going forward, fans may have
to expect almost Orwellian levels
of security outside major venues.
Chris Robinette, CEO of Prevent
Advisors, which serves as a security
consultant for 26 arenas, includ-
ing Madison Square Garden and
the L.A. Forum, sees Manchester
as a “paradigm shift” in how sites
will think about staying safe. “We have to
harden the outer core,” he says. This means
expanding security far outside of venues,
including invisible anti-drone technol-
ogy, and highly sensitive “Vapor Wake”
dogs, which can smell explosives up to
10 minutes after they have left an area.
“It’s no longer just the venue,” says Robi-
nette. “Facilities need to start thinking,
‘It’s not just inside my gate and the bowl.
It’s the parking lots, it’s the foyers.’ ” (This
kind of monitoring was successful at Paris’
Stade de France soccer stadium, where in
2015 heavy perimeter security prevented
a bomber from getting close.) Robinette

and to provide more security dogs.
“It’s naive to say, ‘Well, they’re 10
feet away from the venue, they’re
not my responsibility,’ ” Yorio says.
Other industry experts are skeptical
about big changes. “The only way to
prevent the threat is to make it ille-
gal for humans to be within 100 feet
of each other,” says Viecelli. David
Schwester, a promoter for outdoor
events like Isle of Wight, says music
festivals are especially hard to po-
lice: “These concertgoers come with
camping gear and huge bags. Check-
ing everything is not logistically pos-
sible. Festivalgoers will have to con-
cede they are taking a risk and make
a decision for themselves.”

After Manchester, artists and fans
have struggled with how to move
forward. Grande described herself
as “broken” and suspended her tour
for two weeks. On Twitter, Ed Sheer-
an fans weighed whether to attend
his upcoming concert at London’s
O2 Arena. Justin Bieber fans be-
sieged his manager Scooter Braun
(who also manages Grande), ask-
ing him to cancel Bieber’s European
tour. “Not going to happen,” Braun
said. “We will never let evil stop us
from living our life with joy.”

For many of Grande’s young
fans, it was their first concert, and
a chance to celebrate an artist they
see as an icon of female empower-
ment. “Ariana’s all about love and
joy – that’s why there were so many
children and parents there,” says
Ellie Clayton, an 18-year-old Man-
chester attendee. “We went from
a room with so much love to . . . the
mood instantly dropped.” Nick Hay-
wood, a 46-year-old father whose
daughter was inside, remains shak-

en from seeing parents calling children’s
names as crowds exited. “I’ll still go to con-
certs – it’s not going to stop me,” he adds.
Others aren’t as certain. “Fair play to the
parents saying they want their children to
fight back,” says Craig Miller, whose wife
and 11-year-old daughter, Elisha, attended
the show. “But Elisha will not be going to a
concert again. It is not worth the risk. She
is far too precious. And Elisha has been in
such a state since, I don’t think she’d want
to go again herself.”

Additional reporting by Sian Hewitt and
John Vilanova

adds that his major venues will also be
working closer with the FBI to monitor so-
cial media: “There’s intelligence now that
came out that four hours prior to the at-
tack, an ISIS-related tweet said, ‘We have
more,’ and it was attributed in Manchester.
How do we actively look at people who are
suggesting becoming bad actors?”

Many smaller venues cannot afford that
technology. David Yorio, a managing di-
rector at Citadel Security Agency, which
has worked New York shows for decades,
is advising facilities to collaborate with
local police to avoid clusters of people en-
tering or exiting sites at the same time,

MOURNING PERIOD Top: A fan outside Manchester Arena.
Above: Thousands attended a vigil at Manchester’s town hall.

“It will have an impact on sales for certain shows,” says David T. Viecelli,
agent for Arcade Fire and St. Vincent. “Parents making decisions will be
more frightened for their kids’ safety than adults would be for their own.”
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U2 Reinvent ‘The Joshua Tree’
The band’s new live show combines classic songs and tech
breakthroughs. But don’t expect Bono to talk about Trump

BY A N DY GR E E N E

B
ono had a lot on
his mind before U2
kicked off the Joshua
Tree 2017 tour. There

were logistical questions, like
whether it was a good idea to
spend the first 25 minutes on
a tiny B stage with no video
screens, or whether there were
too many obscure songs. But
his biggest worry centered on
the idea of the tour itself: “It’s
so not us to throw ourselves a
birthday party,” he says. “We
didn’t know if we could pull off
a tour that honors The Joshua
Tree without it being nostalgic
– that’s an oxymoron.”

But shortly into opening
night on May 12th at Vancou-
ver’s BC Place Stadium, Bono
stopped worrying. The group
tore through the 1987 opus
– which made U2 one of the
world’s biggest bands – with
an innovative production that
spoke to the politics of today,
from the refugee crisis to
women’s issues. “People
weren’t taking out their
phones, which was
amazing,” Bono
says. “I was real-
ly relieved when
I walked out and
the band and ev-
eryone else was
like, ‘Wow, that
was great!’ ”

The show begins
with drummer Larry
Mullen Jr. walking onto the
tiny, tree-shaped second stage, banging out
the thunderous intro to “Sunday Bloody
Sunday” before he’s joined by his band-
mates. It’s the beginning of a mini-set of
pre-Joshua Tree songs played in the order
they were released. The minimalism makes
what comes next even more impressive: On
the main stage, the band kicks off “Where
the Streets Have No Name” under an enor-
mous 8K-resolution IMAG screen that fea-
tures the highest-definition images ever
seen at a stadium concert. U2 reunited with
photographer-filmmaker Anton Corbijn,
asking him to return to the California des-

ert where he shot the original Joshua Tree
cover and film 11 new short films that bring
the album’s imagery to life. “You can’t be-
lieve the [actual] Joshua tree is not there,”
Bono says. “You feel like you could touch it.”

In rehearsals, U2 wondered how the
crowd would react to lesser-known songs
like “Red Hill Mining Town,” which they’d
never played live. That song turned out
to be a highlight: Accompanied by a vir-
tual military band onscreen, Bono nailed
the ballad’s difficult, soaring high notes.
Playing guitar these days is another story,
harder for him after a bicycling accident
in 2014 that nearly shattered his left arm.

“The band certainly doesn’t
miss my playing, and I can just
play at home,” he says. “I don’t
think it’s necessary.”

There were other surprises:
Last year Bono railed against
Donald Trump onstage, but
he’s decided to stop mentioning
him explicitly. “It’s very impor-
tant that people who voted for
Donald Trump feel welcome
at our show. I think they have
been hoodwinked, but I under-
stand, and I would not dismiss
the reasons why some people
voted for him.” The band ad-
dresses politics in other ways:
“Ultraviolet Light (My Way)”
features images of trailblaz-
ing women from Rosa Parks
to Lena Dunham. “The whole
third act is about showing that
the future belongs to women,”
says Bono. There’s also a mov-
ing film about a teenage girl
at a refugee camp in Jordan.
“Sometimes when we’re playing
it I have to turn away from the
film – I can’t sing.” The band
ends with “The Little Things
That Give You Away,” a bal-
lad from Songs of Experience,
the long-awaited follow-up to
2014’s Songs of Innocence that
Bono says is finally almost fin-
ished. “I thought it was done
last year. The problem is we

have 15 songs [that need to] get down to
12. We have some proper fuck-off songs.”
They’ve reportedly worked with producers
including Danger Mouse, Paul Epworth
and Ryan Tedder. They also reunited with
Steve Lillywhite, who helmed their first
three albums. “I’m very proud of the songs
on Songs of Innocence, but the production
should have been more raw,” says Bono.
“Steve is the best guy for recording us in
the studio with the band playing live.”

Might the successful Joshua Tree 2017
tour lead to an Achtung Baby 30th-
anniversary tour in 2021? “I haven’t
thought about that,” says Bono with a
laugh. “But then again, if you’d asked me
five years ago about a Joshua Tree one, I
would have laughed at you. Instead of Zoo
TV we’ll have to call it Zoo.com.”

RUNNING TO STAND STILL
Bono onstage in Seattle in May.

Left: With the Edge in 1987.
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obin pecknold admires the
beautiful old sign affixed to a
building in Los Angeles’ China-
town: black dragon wu-shu

kung fu society. “This is an artist space
now,” the Fleet Foxes frontman says on an
early-May afternoon. Last year, Pecknold,
who lives in New York, fantasized about
turning it into his new musical headquar-
ters, but it wasn’t to be. “I tried to move out
here,” he says. “I had an apartment lined up,
then it went to somebody else.” It was “just

dimensional,” he says. “There was no rea-
son to milk it.” He moved from Portland
to Manhattan and enrolled at Columbia. “I
had kind of an identity crisis,” he says.

In June, after a six-year pause, Fleet
Foxes will return with an excellent third
album, Crack-Up. Pecknold is in L.A. to
hang with friends and see his brother Sean,
a visual artist who has his own studio close
to the Black Dragon. At Columbia, Robin
majored in English literature, but he says
music was never far from his mind: “My pa-

departure wasn’t amicable – Pecknold has
said their relationship “deteriorated” years
before Tillman finally quit, adding, “It
probably should have happened sooner.”

Last July, a spark finally struck. Peck-
nold and guitarist Skyler Skjelset booked
studio time in rural Washington. One
demo was “a sad-sack ballad,” Pecknold
says. Another was boisterous. “I was just
like, ‘What if we put those two songs to-
gether, with a hard cut? Cut the sad one
off, like the band is kicking me off the
stage.’ The process of producing and edit-
ing became really fun.” The song turned
into “I Am All That I Need/Arroyo Seco/
Thumbprint Scar,” which opens the LP.
Pecknold decided Crack-Up would be full
of such internal contradictions and dra-
matic leaps – the title comes from a 1936
essay by F. Scott Fitzgerald in which he de-
clares, “The test of a first-rate intelligence
is the ability to hold two opposed ideas
in the mind at the same time.” Pecknold
ran with that, constructing lyrics around
homophones (“heatless”/“heedless”) and
devising “competing polyrhythms, where
there’s, say, a four pattern on one instru-
ment and a three pattern on the other.”
Fitzgerald’s essay also touches on depres-
sion, which Pecknold says resonated too.
“I can’t say I know what clinical depression
is. I’ve been dissatisfied in my life. I think
I’ve made myself sad because I wanted to
be. But there’s stuff where he describes a
break, a psychic loosening, and I recog-
nized that. I think it was all the touring,
powering through that, and realizing that
it took a deeper toll than I thought.”

This connected to strains in the band.
“As I get older, I have more empathy for
people,” Pecknold says. “We’re kind of an
extended family, and people have their
needs and eccentricities. I think less about
what’s bothering me and more about ‘how
is this person feeling?’ ”

Down the block, we pop into an art ex-
hibit related to the Black Panthers. A small
drawing catches Pecknold’s eye: Hundreds
of black dots surround two stick figures.
The piece is titled “The Ring” – the artist
is Muhammad Ali. “Holy shit,” Pecknold
says. He takes out his phone to snap a pic-
ture, and the shutter sound reverberates
loudly across the gallery. People whip their
heads at us. “Ugh,” Pecknold says. “Total
kook move.”

Fleet Foxes’ New Harmony
Robin Pecknold made two highly influential folk-rock albums and
then disappeared. Now, he’s back with an adventurous new sound

B Y  JONA H  W E I N E R

some sketchy real-estate shit.” Pecknold, 31,
spent a month crashing here and there be-
fore he hit “undo” and returned East. “That
was kind of a disappointing trip,” he says.

If the years since Fleet Foxes put out
their stellar self-titled 2008 debut have
proved anything, it’s that Pecknold is ready
to uproot himself and veer into unknown
terrain. That influential LP, full of sky-
scraping riffs and gospel-steeped harmo-
nies, updated Laurel Canyon rock for the
new millennium and helped usher in a
folk-rock wave.

Then, in 2012, after selling hundreds of
thousands of albums and touring huge ven-
ues for their second LP, Helplessness Blues,
Pecknold put the band on hold. “I felt one-

pers were always like, ‘The role of music in
Ulysses.’ ” Between coursework, he got into
surfing, practicing in the Rockaways. “I’d
drive out in the middle of February to learn
without other people there,” he says. In surf
culture, the term for an embarrassing nov-
ice is a “kook”: “You don’t want to be a kook.
It took me two years of just eating shit. I’m
still pretty bad at it, but I think it’s good to
be bad at things – it’s good to be humbled.”

He also tried writing songs, but “things
were out of alignment.” Meanwhile, the
band’s onetime drummer, Josh Tillman,
got famous as Father John Misty. When I
ask Pecknold if he likes Tillman’s stuff, he
replies, “I haven’t listened to it. Like, inten-
tionally. I’ve heard it in passing.” Tillman’s

DÉJÀ VU Fleet Foxes’ multi-instrumentalist Morgan Henderson, keyboardist Casey Wescott,
Pecknold, bassist Christian Wargo and Skjelset (from left) in February
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The Best
Stand-up TV
Right Now
From Tracy Morgan’s
comeback to a ‘Daily Show’
star’s observational opus

Tracy Morgan
STAYING ALIVE Netflix

Morgan’s highway crash
and recovery are the
subjects of his special.
But this is no therapy
session: The accident
is a jumping-off point
for jokes about physical
therapy, Caitlyn Jenner and
the settlement that allowed
him to move into a new neighbor-
hood: “I forgave who hit me. But I’ll
tell you who is mad at him: all my
white neighbors.”

Norm Macdonald
HITLER’S DOG, GOSSIP & TRICKERY

Netflix

Macdonald riffs on
why he’s terrified
of Germany (“Who
did they choose
to go to war with?
The world! It was
actually close!”).
He also examines
the meaning of
the phrase “What

happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.”
“It’s very simple,” he says. “You can
have sex with a prostitute, and she
will not tell your wife.”

Sarah Silv
A SPECK OF DUST

Netflix

Silverman keeps find-
ing ways to nuance
her adorably raunchy
persona, veering into
personal revela
have a new dog, Mary. I rescued her.

Or I like to think she rescued me. I
don’t know which is the less-

cunty way of putting it.”

Al Madrigal
SHRIMPIN’ AIN’T EASY

Showtime

The Daily Show alum spins
comedy gold out of Yelp

reviews and Trump. At one
point, he speculates Mexi-

cans might be shit-
ting in cilantro

for revenge.
CHRISTOPHER R.
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ver the course of his strange
comedy career, Chris Gethard has
hitchhiked to Bonnaroo for a Web
series and dangled himself over

a pellet-gun-toting audience while dressed
as a duck. But no experience could have
prepared him for Career Suicide, his new
HBO comedy special. In it, the Jersey comic
discusses his history with
anxiety, alcoholism and
depression. He details a
suicide attempt at age 21,
in which he tried to get hit
by a truck but wound up
crashing his car on some-
one’s lawn. “I think I over-
estimated my ability to
handle discussing it on-
stage,” Gethard said one
afternoon last winter. “The material has kind
of weighed down on me a bit.” Judd Apatow
produced the HBO version of Career Suicide,
which Gethard workshopped as a one-man
show off-Broadway. “When you see the final
version, you don’t realize how difficult it is to
tell those stories in an entertaining, truthful
way,” Apatow says. “It’s a very special piece.”

The show is Gethard’s first bit of main-
stream acceptance after a career as an odd-
ball outsider. For years, he was a favorite at
New York’s Upright Citizens Brigade Theatre,
where he invented characters like Gallagher

Three, a lost sibling of the fruit-smashing
Gallagher brothers. Things were going great,
until he started having panic attacks back-
stage. “A crowd laughing was a short-term fix
for a very long-term problem,” he says.

Gethard entered therapy and left UCB to
start an early-Letterman-style TV show that
aired on a New York public-access station. It

was a cult hit, and Gethard
snagged guests like Diddy,
who offered useless rela-
tionship advice to teens,
and Jon Hamm, who took
part in a sumo-wrestling
match. (The show will
begin airing on TruTV in
August.) A conversation
with comic Mike Birbiglia,
who cast Gethard in his

2016 movie, Don’t Think Twice, convinced
him to explore his mental-health issues
onstage. “I thought it was too dark,” Geth-
ard says. Career Suicide has made Geth-
ard a poster boy for depression, so much
so that it’s been difficult for him to keep
up with notes from fans sharing their
stories. “A lot of comedians are gonna go,
‘Oh, that’s pretentious bullshit.’ And
they’re right. I’m very lucky
that I live in a culture where
comedy can be pretentious
bullshit.”       PATRICK DOYLE

Chris Gethard was known for oddball stunts. But he
broke through talking about alcoholism and suicide

Seriously Dark Comedy

“A lot of comics are
gonna think it’s

pretentious bullshit,”
Gethard says of his

new special.

UPRIGHT
CITIZEN
Gethard
onstage in
February
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lvis costello hasn’t re-
leased a new album in near-
ly four years, and he’s feeling
pretty good about “stepping

off that train.” He had time to finish
his superb memoir, 2015’s Unfaithful
Music and Disappearing Ink, and is
deep into work on a potential Broad-
way musical based on A Face in the
Crowd, the 1957 film about a drunk
who becomes a TV star and then a dan-
gerous demagogue. And now Costello
and the Imposters are prepping for
more U.S. dates on a tour built around
1982’s Imperial Bedroom, the album
where he calmed the Attractions’ car-
nival clatter into an intricate studio
triumph that, until now, he’d struggled
to reproduce live. All that, and there
may be new music on its way. “Keep an
eye out,” says Costello, who’s enjoying
the freedom of working without a rec-
ord contract. “You never know when
the next thing is going to appear.”

You’re working on a musical about an
American demagogue in the age of
Trump – how is that playing out for you?

There are people at the heads of tele-
vision companies who need to examine
themselves for their part in creating the
brand, and that’s what A Face in the
Crowd is about. That’s the only point of
comparison, really. Budd Schulberg’s
original short story and play is a par-
able not about a demagogue so much as
about the power of television to create a
demagogue. So it would still be a good
story if there were a different president
when opening night comes.
What’s it like to write for characters?

They’re like all songs, really – they’re
simultaneously your last will and tes-
tament, and something that you cre-
ated to tantalize other people. They’re
not always written in your own blood –
they can be written in other people’s, I
suppose. But you have to develop them
sufficiently, so it can be the best ver-
sion of it every night. A song like “Alli-
son” that I’ve sung for 40 years – some
nights it comes to life in my head, and
some nights it falls apart. That’s a very
different set of agreements than you
have with the theater, I think.
Onstage, you blamed the complex vocal
arrangements on Imperial Bedroom on
a “bag of weed.” True?

I was making a joke. Drinking was
really, in those days, more my way of
taking myself out of the picture. And
I decided to have a clear head for that
record, so naturally I did go and get
myself a bag of weed [laughs] to off-
set that. I definitely had some crazy
idea that I didn’t want to be one man
emoting in the spotlight. So I sang in a

more dispassionate way, and I tracked
my voice up in harmonies – and it just
sounded like 12 of me. I have a very odd
voice. But I made up these theories –
and this is where the weed may have
come in a little bit – that if I handed
over, halfway through a line, to a vocal
group of me, that somehow it would
make it less self-absorbed.
What influenced the general change in
your singing in the early Eighties?

I was very smitten with Chrissie
Hynde’s singing, and I wanted to have
some of the warmth she had in her
voice, even when she was singing really
tough songs. And that connected to
people I loved, like Dusty Springfield,
who had a more pronounced vibrato –
and lots of singers from the 1960s who
sang with a warmer sound than we ap-
proached songs with in ’77.
“Almost Blue” is your most covered
song. How consciously were you writ-
ing a standard?

I was absolutely besotted with that
type of blue ballad, the minor-key bal-
lad. It has quite a debt to [the 1931
standard] “The Thrill Is Gone.” It’s un-
usual in the sense that it starts on the
title line – but [Cole Porter’s] “From
This Moment On” opens with the title
line, and that’s a good song. At the
time, those kind of ballads were most
of what I listened to – Miles [Davis]
and Sinatra and Billie Holiday records.
You had a sense you were washed up on
the U.K. charts around the time of Impe-
rial Bedroom, right?

You catch your breath and go, “Ah,
was that our time? What do we do
now?” And what we did was we made
a record that couldn’t possibly get on
the radio, and actually relished that.
We actually went the other way. It was
a sort of like, “Fuck you, we’ll just do
this now.” Not to the audience, but
to the record companies and radio
that don’t really want you around. You
know what most of those people are
doing now? They’re either retired or
running a carpet warehouse or some-
thing. We’re still playing.
Your last album was Wise Up Ghost and
Other Songs, with the Roots. How do
you see that one now?

It was amazing that it happened
the way it did, with no real conversa-
tion ahead of time. We just literally
started playing. I really love the title
track and “Cinco Minutos.” We have a
ferocious live album in the can, with
“Ghost Town,” by the Specials, and
“Found Out,” by John Lennon. There
was a thought of following it with a live
release – until the record companies
started crunching the numbers. They
have their limits for invention. M
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Elvis
Costello

The songwriter on
composing a musical about
a demagogue and reviving

his 1982 masterpiece,
‘Imperial Bedroom’

BY BR I A N H I AT T





I
n the mid-1960s, the acid tests thrown by ken
Kesey and his Merry Pranksters were the white-hot center of
the psychedelic revolution: dusk-to-dawn parties, usually in
the Bay Area, that brought together freaks and Hells Angels,
offered free LSD in plastic tubs and sometimes featured live
accompaniment by the Grateful Dead. One night in 1966,

Kesey and his followers found an unlikely figure in their midst: a
genteel, Virginia-born former newspaper reporter in a three-piece
suit. The book that Tom Wolfe would write about Kesey and his
orbit, 1968’s The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, became the first great
account of the Sixties counterculture. It also helped redefine jour-
nalism, thanks to a wild-eyed, fast-paced style that dropped read-
ers right inside the action. “Not even the hip world in New York,”
Wolfe wrote of one of Kesey’s legendary bus trips, “was quite ready
for the phenomenon of a bunch of people roaring across the con-
tinental U.S.A. in a bus covered with swirl-
ing Day-Glo mandalas aiming movie camer-
as and microphones at every freaking thing
in this whole freaking country while Neal
Cassady wheeled the bus around the high
curves like Super Hud. . . .”

By that point, Wolfe was one of the most
important magazine writers in America,
and his work – which read less like con-
ventional nonfiction and more like a novel
you couldn’t put down – helped establish
an emerging form known as New Jour-
nalism. Among the many who’d ingested
The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test was Roll-
ing Stone editor and publisher Jann S.
Wenner. “I’d been to some of those Acid
Tests and was bowled over by how accu-
rate and well-reported the book was and how he was able to pen-
etrate that crazy world,” Wenner recalls. In 1969, the ambitious
young editor reached out to Wolfe to see if he’d be willing to write
for Rolling Stone.

The magazine was only two years old; getting a writer like Wolfe
would be a coup. But Wolfe, it turned out, was a fan of Rolling
Stone. “At a time when everyone was saying you had to compete
with television and write short,” Wolfe remembers, “Jann just let
it run if it was good.” Wenner and Wolfe began exchanging letters.
“I have been enjoying Rolling Stone very much,” Wolfe wrote to
Wenner at one point. “I’m proud of you,” he added. It was the start
of a decades-long relationship with the magazine that would take
Wolfe’s career and his work to new heights.

After a few initial story ideas (including a Jimi Hendrix profile)
didn’t pan out, Wenner suggested that Wolfe cover the 1972 launch
of Apollo 17, the last crewed moon landing. Since most of what had

From the real lives of astronauts to ‘The Bonfire of the
Vanities,’ Tom Wolfe’s work with ‘Rolling Stone’ broke new

ground and shaped both the writer and the magazine

The Man in White

Wolfe’s
World
(1) The first three
chapters of
Wolfe’s Bonfire
ran in a single
1984 issue, much
to the author’s
surprise. (2) The
first installmen
Wolfe’s series on
astronauts. (3) A
letter to Jann
Wenner, 1972.
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been reported on the lives of astronauts had been carefully coor-
dinated and whitewashed by NASA public relations, their world
was a great untold story. Wolfe embedded himself with the astro-
nauts. Most hadn’t heard of Rolling Stone, except for the slight-
ly hip Scott Carpenter, but Wolfe’s doggedness and genuine curi-
osity opened doors. “It’s the greatest impulse in journalism, just
to ask people what’s going on in a certain situation,” says Wolfe.

Wolfe’s space odyssey became a four-part series called “Post-
Orbital Remorse”; its first installment, “The Brotherhood of the
Right Stuff,” came out in January 1973. Wolfe wrote in the collec-
tive personae of the astronauts explaining their wild-side story:
“God knows how [the press] misjudged us. I don’t know how
they could ever buy the idea
that a bunch of test pilots and
combat pilots would turn into
programmed Merit Badgers
as soon as they were given the
title Astronaut.” Even Wolfe’s
manuscripts were works of art.
His drafts came with his own
crisp handwritten edits, and
he’d sometimes add comments
in playful thought bubbles.

“Post- Orbita l Remorse”
earned raves, even from the as-
tronauts themselves. In a letter
to Wolfe sent to the RS office,
Carpenter wrote, “The whole
thing was excellent. I can’t
imagine how you did it.” When
The Right Stuff, the book ver-
sion of the series, appeared in
1979, it also included a subtle
homage to Rolling Stone:
The depiction of Chuck Yeager’s
attempt to break the sound bar-
rier was inspired by the work
of Hunter S. Thompson, whom
Wolfe calls “the Mark Twain of
the 20th century.”

Published in 1974, Wolfe’s
“Funky Chic” turned a criti-
cal eye on the counterculture,
which had latched on to what
Wolfe called “Late Army Sur-
plus” fashion – jeans, ponchos,
work shirts – to prove it was in
sync with the downtrodden: “I
never talked to a group of black
militants, or Latin militants, for
that matter, who didn’t eventually comment derisively about the
poor-boy outfits their middle-class white student allies insisted on
wearing or the way they tried to use black street argot, all the mans
and cats and babies and brothers and baddests. . . .”

Wolfe’s next Rolling Stone adventure would be his most dar-
ing yet: a novel about contemporary, chaotic, racially divided New
York along the lines of Thackeray’s Vanity Fair. To ensure he’d
finish it, Wolfe wanted to publish it in serialized form in a maga-
zine, like Dickens and Thackeray a century before. Esquire turned
down the idea, but Wenner was intrigued and agreed to publish a
chapter of at least 5,500 words in each issue for more than a year.

The Bonfire of the Vanities was a sharply satirical tale of writer
Sherman McCoy, his hit-and-run calamity, a distorted media feed-
ing frenzy and a wobbly judicial system. To ensure he had a cush-

ion, Wolfe handed in the first three chapters at once, but the mag-
azine published all three in RS 426/427 (July 19-August 2, 1984). “I
opened the first issue and, oh, my God,” Wolfe recalls. “Jann want-
ed to make a big splash.” Wolfe was forced to scramble. “I remem-
ber the stress of the moment,” he says. “It’s all in your hands and
there’s nothing anyone else can do for you.”

To meet his deadlines, Wolfe sometimes worked out of Rolling
Stone’s office on Fifth Avenue. He would be among the last to leave
on production nights, as he tweaked the chapters, in which it was
clear Wolfe was more than capable of incorporating his keen New
Journalism approach into fiction. Describing one character’s taxi
ride, he wrote, “There was a sliding plastic security window be-

tween her and the driver, half
open, grossly scratched, and
cloudy as a cataract. It was
like sitting in an egg carton.”
The serialization was unlike
anything in magazines at the
time. But Wolfe, ever the per-
fectionist, wasn’t completely
satisfied and rewrote parts of
Bonfire for the 1987 book ver-
sion, in which McCoy became
a bond salesman.

Wolfe brought that same
diligence to his most recent
work for the magazine, “Am-
bush at Fort Bragg,” which
ran in two parts in 1996. The
novella eviscerated the cut-
throat world of TV news-
magazines and the lengths
to which they would go for
a “scoop,” legit or not. As al-
ways, Wolfe bore down on
his work: “Round three . . .of
my battle with the chapter
about the Whitney,” he wrote
to Wenner in November 1995.
“I think perhaps this one
works.” The magazine pub-
lished excerpts from two of
Wolfe’s post-Bonfire novels.
1998’s A Man in Full (which
Wenner helped edit) wove an
equally character-rich, dark-
side-of-America tale of cor-
porate chicanery and racial
tension in modern Georgia.
Published in 2004 and also

excerpted in Rolling Stone, I Am Charlotte Simmons was
Wolfe’s scorched-dorm depiction of elite college life through the
eyes of a freshman from Appalachia; not surprisingly, Wolfe spent
time at colleges – “undercover,” he joked, meaning without his
trademark white suit – to ensure an accurate portrait of frat life.

Wolfe made his mark with Rolling Stone in other ways:
He was the first person to tell Wenner about a new style of music
emerging from the Bronx called hip-hop. But his contributions
secured the magazine’s reputation as a home to groundbreaking
journalism. As Wolfe reflects, “When you think about it, [the idea
that] a magazine based on, of all things, rock music would come
up with such a wealth of terrific journalism is quite an accomplish-
ment. Jann was always willing to do irrational things in the name
of magazine journalism. It really paid off.” DAVID BROWNE

ROCKET MAN Reporting “Post-Orbital Remorse” in 1972. One of
the astronauts later said that “the whole [series] was excellent.”
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The Stor
of ‘Rollin

Stone’

Britne
Jagger, 1987. (3) Kanye West
as Jesus, 2006. (4) Patti
Smith, 1978; Bob Marley, 1976.

F
rom interviewing the be
les to taking on Trump, Roll
Stone has been a dominant
in music, culture and politics. N

new book, 50 Years of Rolling Stone, presents
journalism and photography from through-
out the magazine’s his-
tory, including iconic
portraits of John Len-
non, Bob Dylan and
Kurt Cobain, among
many others, and classic
reporting on events like
Watergate and the 2008
financial crisis. Present-
ed chronologically, the
coffee-table volume of-
fers a unique history of
our times – or as Roll-
i ng S t on e  founder
and publisher Jann S.
Wenner writes in an in-
troduction, “a true and
accurate and passion-
ate account of a gen-
eration of Americans.”
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Twin Peaks
May 21st, show time

“I am dead – and yet I live,”
Laura Palmer says in the Twin
Peaks revival, basically speak-
ing for David Lynch’s whole
fictional world. The legend of
Twin Peaks has grown over the
years, to the point where its
return is a major cultural phe-
nomenon. Trying to sum up
this murder mystery is like try-
ing to serve damn good coffee
out of a soup strainer, but that’s
part of the WTF appeal. Lynch
and co-creator Mark Frost
revisit the rainy logging town
in the Pacific Northwest where
Kyle MacLachlan’s noble FBI
agent, Dale Cooper, showed
up to find out who killed high
school danger girl
Palmer.
   Twin Peaks:
The Return
has what you
could de-
scribe as a
plot, but it
unfolds like
a random
sequence of
hallucinatory
images, mostly
involving sadistic
violence. It begins with
Agent Cooper, 25 years later,
still stranded in the alternate
universe known as the Black
Lodge. Meanwhile, his evil
doppelgänger is out there mak-
ing trouble in a leather jacket
and Elvis pompadour, impli-
cated in a string of gruesome
murders – including a South
Dakota librarian, whose head
is transplanted onto a dead
man’s body. As Cooper travels
through multiple worlds, he
sees some familiar faces from

the old series – Sheryl Lee ap-
pears as the ghost of Palmer
– and new ones like Michael
Cera and Naomi Watts.
     The new Twin Peaks has the
“dreaminess” of the original,

with Lynch direct-
ing all 18 hours

of it himself.
There’s some-
thing touch-
ing about
the way
he rounds
up the old
gang: Sheri-

lyn Fenn,
Mädchen

Amick and the
“Log Lady,” Cath-

erine Coulson, though
she died in 2015, shortly after
filming. It also features foot-
age from the original series in
which Palmer tells Cooper, “I’ll
see you again in 25 years.” It’s
amazing to watch her predic-
tion come true.

Snowfall July 5th, f x

John Singleton created this
gritty drama about the Eight-
ies crack epidemic, set in

South Central L.A. Damson
Idris is Franklin Saint, a kid
who gets swept up in the drug
trade. (Singleton is not subtle
with names – not since he cast
Janet Jackson as a girl called
Justice who writes poetry in
Poetic Justice.) Saint went to a
fancy school in the Valley, but
he’s back in the hood, work-
ing at a convenience store and
dealing weed to his rich prep-
school friends. He soon meets
high rollers who have new
plans for him. There’s a CIA
agent with a connection to the
Nicaraguan Contras; there’s a
Mexican wrestler who collects
debts for the Mob. Their stories
intertwine with a new drug,
crack cocaine – cheap,
quick and deadly. But
none of them know
how crack will trans-
form the world.

G.L.O.W. June 23rd,
netflix

Alison Brie plays a
floundering actress
who goes to a cattle
call for her strangest
audition ever: Marc

Maron is recruiting for a new
league, the Gorgeous Ladies of
Wrestling. “Sorry – are you hir-
ing actors to play wrestlers?”
she asks. “Or are we the wres-
tlers?” He replies, “Yes.” The
latest from Orange Is the New
Black’s Jenji Kohan, G.L.O.W.
is a surprisingly affectionate,
deft account of a weird real-life
Eighties pop-culture moment
– G.L.O.W. was once a low-
budget TV staple. Brie is im-
pressive as the prissy ice prin-
cess who toughens up as she
starts to thrive on the violence
(and the employment). And
Maron is hilarious as the hard-
boiled director who only low-
ers himself to this gig because
he’s failed at his true calling:
directing sci-fi soft-porn hor-
ror flicks. He’s like Tom Hanks
in A League of Their Own, with
less alcohol and a lot more lines
snorted off his framed portrait
of Ron and Nancy.

The Gong Show
June 22nd, a bc

The summer’s most bizarre
contender – and the crown-
ing chapter in the completely
nonsensical third act of Mike
Myers’ career. It’s a reboot of
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David Lynch’s fantastically trippy opus returns – plus ‘Game
of Thrones’ and eight more bingeworthy shows for summer

BY ROB SHEFFIELD

The Season’s Peak

G.L.O.W.
Brie (left)
gets the
smackdown.

SNOWFALL
Singleton returns

to the hood.

TWIN PEAKS
MacLachlan’s
been waiting
25 years for
a good cup

of coffee.
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the trash-classic 1970s game
show. The late great Chuck
Barris hosted the original, as a
freewheeling mess of amateur
singers, magicians and the Un-
known Comic, who told god-
awful jokes wearing a paper
bag over his head, took the
stage. In this version, Myers
hosts in character – playing a
72-year-old London comedian,
Tommy Maitland, who ap-
peared in forgotten flicks like
From Russia, Luv. The new
Gong Show features celeb judg-
es like Elizabeth Banks, Joel
McHale and Andy Samberg –
not to mention Dana Carvey.

I’m Dying Up Here
June 4th, show time

Welcome to the bloody busi-
ness of hustling for laughs.
The Showtime drama I’m
Dying Up Here, executive-
produced by Jim Carrey,
chronicles the Seventies L.A.
stand-up comedy racket. It’s
set in a Hollywood full of
small-time jokers, gangsters
and losers, the scene that gave
us David Letterman and Jay
Leno. These guys (and they’re
almost all guys) keep coming
back to the seedy clubs, learn-
ing their craft the hard way,
dreaming of turning into the
next big thing. Melissa Leo is
fearsome as the comedy-club
matriarch, and the rest of the
cast is full of familiar faces,
if not names – standouts in-
clude Clark Duke (Hot Tub
Time Machine) and
Ari Graynor (The
Sopranos) – with
a clever Seventies
rock soundtrack.
(Best-ever use of
the J. Geils Band’s

“Whammer Jammer.”) The
comedians keep their guard
up only to be at their most vul-
nerable onstage, fending off
hecklers (“What are you doing
here? The hooker in the trunk
isn’t gonna bury herself”),
bullies (“Tell me, sir – is there
a Mrs. Drunken Shithead at
home?”) and – worst of all –
silent faces. But they put off
the end of the night as long as
possible. When one of them
announces, “Closing time –
your soul-crushing existences
await you,” the punchline is
that the comedians, unlike the
audience, have no escape.

Orphan Black 
June 10th, bbc a mer ica

After four years, Orphan Black
ups the crazy for the final sea-
son. Tatiana Maslany wraps

an amazing turn playing
multiple roles as a posse of
clones on the run. She’s still
just a jump ahead of the
Neolutionist bad guys, who

claim the clones are their
property. As one of

them says men-
acingly, early in
the new season,
“You don’t know
how far we’re
willing to go.”
And P.T. West-
moreland, the

madman who
founded Neolution
170 years ago, is
still alive – and still
dangerous.

Gypsy
June 30th, netflix

Naomi Watts plays a Manhat-
tan therapist who veers off the
rails. She seems to have a plac-
id life with her rich husband,
played by Billy
Crudup, and
their young
daughter. Like
any idealistic
shrink, she
tells clients,
“I’m not your
friend – I’m
your thera-
pist.” But the
more she lis-
tens to strang-
ers tell their
stories about sex, drugs and
violence, the more she itches
to walk on the wild side. And
with Fifty Shades of Grey di-
rector Sam Taylor-Johnson on
board, Watts finds the other
side of the mirror too seduc-
tive to resist. The thriller gets
a boost from its theme song, a
reworking of the Stevie Nicks
classic.

Orange Is the New
Black June 9th, netflix

Litchfield is burning – Orange
Is the New Black picks up right
where the top-notch fourth
season left off, in the middle
of a prison riot sparked by the
heart-shattering death of a
most beloved inmate, Samira
Wiley’s Poussey. The new

season plays out in the three
days following the riot, as the
women of Litchfield rise up to
take over the prison. Yet they
still have no way to protect
themselves from one another.

Game of Thrones
July 16th, hbo

It’s the most anticipated TV
event of the year: the return of
Game of Thrones. The white
raven has landed in Winterfell,
which means it’s official: Win-
ter is here. Cersei Lannister
sits on the Iron Throne. Jaime
arrived home just in time to
see his sister/lover take over as
queen, before the ashes of their
last remaining child were even
cold. Daenerys set sail with
Tyrion, and Jon Snow reigned
as King in the North – all
ready to make their next move.
This season is the tightest yet
– seven episodes instead of

the usual 10.
With George
R.R. Martin’s
books in the
rearview, GoT
heads in new
directions,
adding Jim
Broadbent
and some guy
named Ed
Sheeran to the
cast.

The Defenders
August 18th, netflix

Marvel’s newest all-star team
is here: whiskey-swilling de-
tective Jessica Jones, her Hell’s
Kitchen neighbor Daredevil,
Harlem’s bulletproof black
messiah Luke Cage, plus a
Richie Rich martial-arts kid
called Iron Fist. Well, three
out of four ain’t bad. Krysten
Ritter’s Jones and Mike Col-
ter’s Cage have a stoic sense of
grief, and Charlie Cox plays it
mellow as Daredevil. But let-
ting Finn Jones’ lame Iron Fist
in this squad is like putting
Sammy Hagar in the Travel-
ing Wilburys. Thankfully,
the great Sigourney Weaver
makes an elegantly sinister
supervillain. FR
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ODD JOB?
Myers hosts
The Gong
Show.

GYPSY
Watts
(right)
gets
personal.

GAME OF THRONES
Will the Lannisters
pay their debts?
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EDM phenom
DJ Marshmello
(right) rocked

the Boom
Boom Tent.

BLUES SCHOLAR Lucinda
Williams scored an honorary
degree from the Berklee
College of Music. “It’s the
truest honor of all!” she said.

Harry Styles’ new solo album is the work of a true Seventies soft-rock superfan. So it was
no surprise to see Styles visibly choked up when Stevie Nicks joined him onstage at L.A.’s
Troubadour to perform a moving “Landslide.” “It’s pretty hard to not fall in love with
Harry Styles,” says Nicks. “I feel that we will be good friends for a long time.”

When Harry Met Stevie
REVENGE OF THE

N.E.R.D. Pharrell
Williams spoke

to NYU’s class of
2017, telling grads

to pursue their
passions: “How can
we inspire if we are

behind the scenes?”

GROWIN’ UP Steve Van Zandt
sent off Rutgers University’s

class of 2017. “I’m honored to be
here�.�.�.�with the proud alma mater

of James Gandolfini,” he said.

Surf’s Up
for Yachty
Lil Yachty told the crowd to
get “turned up” at Alabama’s
Hangout Festival before
launching himself into the
audience. He just released
his summery debut album,
Teenage Emotions.
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WILD STYLE
Drake brought his
dad, Dennis Graham,
to the Billboard
Music Awards in Las
Vegas, where the
rapper won a record
13 statues. “Look at
my dad – lookin’ all
sharp,” said Drake.

SUGAR
DADDY
Adam Levine
celebrated
Mother’s Day
in L.A. with
his daughter,
Dusty Rose.

Welcome to Roger
Waters’ New Machine
Waters promised a politically charged spectacle for his new
Us + Them Tour, and he didn’t disappoint. His rehearsal gig
at New Jersey’s Meadowlands Arena featured images of
President Donald Trump in a Klan hood and in a dress. “I don’t
know how this will go down in Kansas City,” Waters says.

RATTLE
AND MOM
Tom Morello
and his badass
93-year-old
mom, Mary,
attended
the L.A. stop
on U2’s Joshua
Tree tour.
“I’ve always
been Bono’s
second-favorite
Morello,”
Tom joked.

DAIRY QUEENS
Katy Perry took her mom,

Mary Hudson, to L.A.’s
Museum of Ice Cream.

Perry also recently
addressed her longtime

beef with Taylor Swift: “She
started it.�.�.�.�I’m ready for

that B.S. to be done.”

BUMP UP THE JAM
Beyoncé hosted the “Carter
Push Party,” a baby shower
in L.A. attended by Serena

Williams, Solange and KellyRowland. “Fun, fun, fun,” said
Beyoncé’s mom, Tina.



hom yorke has four words of blunt advice for

his younger, twitchier self, that paranoid twentysomething

humanoid who made his band’s turn-of-the-millennium

masterpieces. “Lighten the fuck up,” Yorke says, laughing

hard. Radiohead’s frontman, who turned 48 in October, is

long past his days of hiding in tour buses and venting pain and fear

into spiral notebooks. Now, he dances onstage and DJ’s in clubs.

Radiohead look

back at the making

of their prescient

masterpiece,
‘OK Computer’

P H O T O G R A P H  B Y  D A N N Y  C L I N C H

BY ANDY
GREENE



HIGH
AND DRY

Radiohead
in New

York, 1997
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At the moment, he’s sitting in Little
Dom’s Italian restaurant in the Los Feliz
neighborhood of his adopted hometown
of Los Angeles, wearing a bleached denim
jacket with the collar popped up, a thin
white T-shirt and what appear to be leather
pants. His long hair is pulled back into a
tiny, tight bun; he has a stylish gray beard.
Little Dom’s is one of his favorite spots –
he was here the night before for dinner
– but now it’s midafternoon, and the res-
taurant has opened early just for him. He
orders an English breakfast tea, and later
an espresso. In his hand is an iPhone with
a sticker on the back that sums up his re-
sponse to nearly every conceivable query:
fuck what you heard.

He just wrapped up a U.S. tour with
Radiohead, playing to roughly 90,000
people at Coachella’s second weekend. That
performance was uneventful – unlike a
week earlier, when the sound system went
completely dead twice, midshow. Faced
with a similar incident at Glastonbury in
1997, Yorke stormed offstage, “ready to
kill,” at the end of the show.
But this time he was able to
laugh it off, mostly. “I’d love
to tell you a joke, lighten the
mood, something like that,”
he told the crowd. “But this
is Radiohead, so fuck it.”
(Still, he says, “It was literal-
ly like one of those recurring
nightmares – you’re playing
your guts out and you real-
ize no one can hear you.”)

Yorke has spent a lot of
time confronting his old
nightmares – and his old
self – recently. It’s the 20th
anniversary of the band’s
breakthrough album, OK
Computer, and he’s been
poring over his old journals,
sketchbooks and demos
from the era for inclusion
on a deluxe edition of the
LP. “It’s been really, really,
really mental going through
it,” says Yorke. “Going back into where
my head was at – it’s really bonkers.” The
stacks of paper – which include handwrit-
ten lyrics on hotel stationery, instructions
for the use of an inhaler (“Try very hard
not to panic”) and drawings of airplanes,
helicopters, cars, escalators and other
modes of transport – reveal the innermost
thoughts of a 27-year-old who was begin-
ning to crack after living on a tour bus for
four years in a row. “I was basically cata-
tonic,” Yorke says. “The claustrophobia –
just having no sense of reality at all.”

To most listeners, lyrics about nasty car
accidents, airplane crashes, paranoid an-

droids and alien abductions, not to men-
tion a sinister-sounding robot declaring
that man was little more than “a pig in a
cage on antibiotics,” tapped into a general
sense of unease about the oncoming 21st
century – and the frightening, exponen-
tially accelerating rate of technological
innovations, as beepers became cellphones
and computers became vessels for news
and pornography. “I was getting into the
sense of information overload,” says Yorke.
“Which is ironic, really, since it’s so much
worse now.” The lyrics also drew on Yorke’s
personal demons – the struggles of being
in a rock band that never gave itself a mo-
ment of rest, but also deeper insecurities
dating back to his childhood.

Released in the spring of 1997 – a time
when music was fragmenting into a thicket
of subgenres and the relevance of guitar
rock seemed to be fading (guitarist Jonny
Greenwood recalls thinking that “bands
are already old hat”) – OK Computer was
the last masterpiece of the alt-rock move-
ment, and a reminder that there’s still

room for rock bands to carry
on the late-Beatles mission of
using the studio to create grand
artistic statements with here-
tofore unheard sounds. “It was
the album where they threw ev-
erything out the window,” says
Yorke’s friend Michael Stipe.
“They reimagined and decon-
textualized what it was to be a
band. It was a yearning, emo-
tive, grounded urge to create
something real.”

“We had a lot of self-confi-
dence and stupidity,” says bass-
ist Colin Greenwood. “Stupid-
ity is the wrong word. Lack of
experience. When you’re 24 or
25, you don’t know how wrong
this could go because you think
you can do anything. And it’s
fantastic!”

OK Computer transformed
Radiohead from a cult Brit-
ish act into the most impor-

tant rock band on the planet. But in clas-
sic Nineties fashion, its success only left
Yorke more adrift. “Back then,” Yorke re-
calls, “the person I saw in the mirror kept
saying, ‘You’re shit. Everything you do is
shit. Don’t do that. It’s shit.’ ” For a minute
there, he lost himself.

onn y still feels sorry for
all of those young Alanis Moris-
sette fans. Morissette, who adored
Radiohead’s second album, 1995’s
anthemic, guitar-heavy The Bends
(“I loved every bass line, every key-
board note, every beautiful note

hit by Thom,” she says now), had invit-
ed Radiohead to open on her Jagged Lit-
tle Pill tour, where they faced antsy, indif-

ferent kids who wanted them to get off the
stage so they could hear “Ironic.” “My main
memory of that tour,” says Jonny, “is play-
ing interminable hand-organ solos to an
audience full of quietly despairing teen-
age girls.”

But they used amphitheater stages as
an unlikely rehearsal spot for OK Comput-
er, trying out complex unreleased tunes
full of despair and longing – “Karma Po-
lice,” “Let Down,” “Paranoid Android” – in
broad daylight. “We were well adept at
playing to people that didn’t give a rat’s ass
about us,” says Yorke. “I used to quite enjoy
it. People are sitting down to their chicken
dinners. We were trying to get them to
choke on the bones.”

It was just one more run of shows,
four years into a brutal cycle that began
in 1992, when the band of high school
friends (Yorke, drummer Phil Selway,
bassist Colin and guitarists Ed O’Brien
and Jonny) from Oxford, England, scored
a freak worldwide hit with “Creep,” an an-
them of self-loathing that threatened to
turn them into just another 1990s one-hit
wonder – no different than Marcy Play-
ground and Spacehog. And they were all
too aware of big British bands, like the
Stone Roses, who were never willing to
put in the roadwork to break through in
the U.S.

So Radiohead crammed into an Ameri-
can Eagle bus (complete with the incon-
gruous airbrushed image on its side of a
stallion running on a beach) and hit every
corner of America in support of The Bends.
In 1995 alone, they played 177 shows, part
of a near-suicidal run of touring and re-
cording between 1993 and 1998, with only
one month off. For most of the band, those
were glorious years. “Some of my greatest
memories of the band were on that bus
going through America,” says O’Brien.
“We’d play cards or watch movies. I re-
member going through the Rocky Moun-
tains and listening to Glen Campbell.”

At one point in 1996, the band was kill-
ing time in the bus by listening to an audio
version of Douglas Adams’ classic 1979
sci-fi-comedy novel, A Hitchhiker’s Guide
to the Galaxy. Midway through the book,
a spaceship computer says it’s incapable
of fending off incoming missiles. “OK,
computer,” responds galactic president
Zaphod Beeblebrox, “I want full manual
control now.”

Yorke scribbled down the phrase –
which marked the point in the narrative
when humans saved themselves by re-
claiming control from machines – in his
bulging notebook of lyrics. Much would
be made about the references to the dehu-
manizing effects of technology sprinkled
throughout his new songs, but Yorke in-
sists it was the nonstop travel that was re-
ally on his mind: If anything, the disloca-
tion he was feeling from “living in orbit”

This is senior writer Andy Greene’s
first cover story for Rolling Stone.

RADIOHEAD
ENJOYED
OPENING
FOR ALANIS
MORISSETTE:
“THE CROWD
WAS EATING
CHICKEN
DINNERS,”
SAYS YORKE.
“WE WERE
TRYING TO
GET THEM
TO CHOKE.”
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helped him tap into the smartphone-ad-
dled ethos of a future age.

“The paranoia I felt at the time was
much more related to how people related
to each other,” he says. “But I was using
the terminology of technology to express
it. Everything I was writing was actually
a way of trying to reconnect with other
human beings when you’re always in tran-
sit. That’s what I had to write about be-
cause that’s what was going on, which in
itself instilled a kind of loneliness and
disconnection.”

Some of the tech-y lyrics, Yorke con-
cedes, were just signs of his inner nerd
emerging. “The whole album is really fuck-
ing geeky,” he says. “I was kind of a geek
when I was a kid, unashamedly so. Then
I’m in this rock band famous for drinking
tea and never socializing, where the truth
is somewhat different.” Yorke doesn’t elab-
orate, though he certainly was doing some
drinking in those days. But Selway argues
that their reputation was well-earned.
“The image of Radiohead on the road is

a monastery on wheels,” he says. “For the
most part, it was.”

As tours started blurring into one an-
other, Yorke struggled with phobias – he
once spoke of picturing Radiohead’s tour
bus plunging off a cliff. “Our family almost
had a terrible [car] accident,” he says. “My
dad used to talk to me a lot about it. I
think he was trying to instill the idea that
anything could happen at any moment
and you’re not in control of it, which led
to a slight paranoia, maybe justified.” His
hatred of cars was tied into his general
disdain for a society where, he once said,
“people get up too early to leave houses
where they don’t want to live, to drive to
jobs where they don’t want to be, in one of
the most dangerous forms of transport on
Earth. I’ve never gotten used to that.”

Yorke came by his alienation naturally.
He was born with his left eye shut, and
he endured five surgeries before his sixth
birthday to open it up. Doctors botched
one of the later ones, forcing him to wear
an eye patch for a year and leaving him

with a permanent droop. His father’s spot-
ty employment as a supplier of chemical-
engineering equipment caused the family
to move around a lot, and the new kid with
an unusual eye was an easy target for bul-
lies. “There’s a pervading sense of loneliness
I’ve had since the day I was born,” he said in
1995. “Maybe a lot of other people feel the
same way, but I’m not about to run up and
down the street asking everybody if they’re
as lonely as I am.”

t. catherine’s court sits on
10 acres of land about 112 miles
west of London in the sleepy town
of Bath, England. The nine-bed-
room Elizabethan manor house
was built by a monk in 950 A.D.
and expanded over the next thou-

and years until it was one of the U.K.’s
ost architecturally stunning private res-

dences. “I still dream about it at night,”
ays a former owner, actress Jane Seymour
a.k.a. Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman), who
ented it to bands like the Cure, who re-
orded their 1996 LP Wild Mood Swings in
he enormous ballroom at the center of the

se. “It has four-second reverberation,”
ays Seymour. “When John Barry, the com-
oser, was there, he said, ‘Don’t furnish that
oom. You have no idea how precious it is as
n empty space.’ ”

It was an appropriately grand location
or Radiohead to record OK Computer.
he pre-Napster record business was still
wimming in money, and the steady sales
f The Bends in England, coupled with
rowing critical buzz in America, persuad-
d EMI to give Radiohead a big budget.
They were like, ‘Do what you want and
e’ll totally back you,’ ” says Yorke. “It was

xciting.”
Radiohead spent a total of six weeks liv-

ing and working at St. Catherine’s Court,
where they quickly became acquainted
with a key bit of lore about the property:
It may be haunted. King Henry VIII’s ille-
gitimate daughter Ethelreda Malte suppos-
edly died in one of the bedrooms in 1599,
and never left. Jonny wound up sleeping in
the nursery, “surrounded by creepy broken
dolls and rocking horses,” he says. “People
were always hearing sounds.”

Yorke had it the worst. “Ghosts would
talk to me while I was asleep,” he says, with
a curious hint of amusement. “There was
one point where I got up in the morning
after a night of hearing voices and decided
I had to cut my hair.” He attempted to give
himself a spontaneous crew cut with “the
little scissors on a penknife.” It didn’t go
well. “I cut myself a few times. It got messy.
I came downstairs and everyone was like,
‘Uh, are you all right?’ I was like, ‘What’s
wrong?’ Phil very gently took me down-
stairs and shaved it all off.”

But the more lasting supernatural phe-
nomenon was the music the band was mak-

Computer Blue
(1) Yorke backstage in England,

1995. Radiohead played 177
shows that year. (2) With friend

Michael Stipe in 1998. (3) Yorke’s
OK Computer sketchbook.
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ing. “It was a time of magic,” says O’Brien.
“I really believe the stars were in align-
ment. It all sort of just came into focus.”
They were drawing inspiration from a dis-
parate list of some of the greatest albums
ever made: the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds,
Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On and espe-
cially Miles Davis’ Bitches Brew, a tour-bus
favorite. “In some ways we were really con-
ceited,” says Jonny, “and we would listen to
a record like Bitches Brew and be so heav-
ily influenced that we wanted to do it. And
it didn’t bother us that none of us had or
played or even wanted to have any trumpet.
And yet we had the kind of arrogance to go,
‘Yeah, we can kind of go for that.’ ”

They were entirely dismissive of the pre-
vailing guitar-rock trend back home – even
before Oasis’ Gallagher brothers started
disparaging the well-educated Radiohead
as “students.” “To us, Brit pop was just a
1960s revival,” says Jonny. “It just leads to
pastiche. It’s you wishing it was another
era. But as soon as you go down that route,
you might as well be a Dixieland jazz band,
really.” Yorke is more direct. “The whole
Brit pop thing made me fucking angry,” he
says. “I hated it. It was backwards-looking,
and I didn’t want any part of it.”

Nigel Godrich, a young engineer who
had recorded The Bends, was, for the first
time, on board as producer in all but name
(he would take that title on every subse-
quent Radiohead album, as well as with
artists from Beck to Paul McCartney), and
as the sole engineer. Godrich was at least
as fearless and ambitious as the band, and
he saw greatness in Radiohead. “They were
the band of my dreams,” he says. “There
were no constraints. This was not Nean-
derthal rock & roll. It was very high-level
thinking, conceptual, moving forwards in
terms of sonics, and beautiful songs. It was
a perfect thing. Lots of people, lots of ideas,
and we all could pull in the same direction.”

Radiohead were collectively hostile to
Seventies progressive rock (“I didn’t even
like Pink Floyd,” says O’Brien), but that
didn’t stop them from reinventing prog
from scratch on OK Computer, particu-
larly on the six-and-a-half-minute “Para-
noid Android” – which Yorke famously
described as a cross between “Bohemian
Rhapsody” and “Happiness Is a Warm
Gun.” “The problem with prog stuff,” says
Jonny, “is it sounds like it really has been
thought about. And it’s exhausting as a re-
sult. All those records were very pastoral,
and they’re preaching about unicorns and
dinosaurs.”

On other tracks, Radiohead began to
move away from live playing altogether –
they based album opener “Airbag” around
a distorted loop of Selway’s drums. Yorke
ended up pushing the boundaries even fur-
ther on the haunting “Karma Police.” One
night he and Godrich were having a pint
when the singer confessed he didn’t like the

second half of the song. Without any other
members of the band present, they took
samples and loops and created a new bed
of music with Yorke’s vocals on top, climax-
ing in a swirl of noise that was almost the
electronic equivalent of “A Day in the Life.”

“It was the first time we did anything like
that,” says Godrich. “Just us in the studio,
and a forerunner of a lot of things to come,
good and bad.” It was a new way of working
that would lead directly to the electronic
excursions of Kid A and beyond – as well
as to solo albums and intraband conflicts.

On “Fitter Happier,” Yorke yielded lead
vocals to a Macintosh LC II that read text
in a flat, emotionless tone, replete with mis-
pronunciations. He fed a string of advice
both practical (“No more microwave din-
ners and saturated fats”) and disturbing
(“No killing moths or putting boiling water
on the ants”) into it and found the result
nicely underscored the album’s themes.

The LP ends with the mournful “The
Tourist,” with its repeated line “Hey, man,
slow down.” “Everything was about speed
when I wrote those songs,” Yorke says. “I
had a sense of looking out a window at
things moving so fast I could barely see.
One morning in Germany I
was feeling particularly par-
anoid because I hadn’t slept
well. I walked out to find some-
thing to eat, but I couldn’t find
anything, and this fucking dog
was barking at me. I’m star-
ing at this dog, and every-
one else is carrying on. That’s
where ‘hey, man, slow down’
comes from. It sounds like it’s
all about technology and stuff,
but it’s not.”

In the end, their record la-
bel’s investment didn’t quite
yield the follow-up to The
Bends that the corporation
expected. “They thought the
album was going to be chock-
ablock with radio-tastic sin-
gles,” said their manager Chris
Hufford, who recalled hear-
ing the word “disappointed.”
“I said, ‘Forget the bloody sin-
gles, just listen. . . . You’ll real-
ize what an amazing piece of
work it is.’ ”

Critics and fans did, instantly, and the
album went on to go double-platinum in
the U.S. Radiohead had reached a level
that most bands never approach – but their
members weren’t sure what to make of the
acclaim. “You don’t quite believe it,” says
O’Brien. “But I felt like we’d made a really
great record.” Adds Selway, “There was an
element of sitting there with your fingers
in your ears, trying to block some of it out.
Maybe we were slightly wary of it after the
response that ‘Creep’ had. It all comes a bit
double-edged, really.”

s the “ok computer” tour
began, Radiohead allowed film-
maker Grant Gee to start captur-
ing their world, armed only with
a Sony PC-100 handheld camera.
In May 1997, he began shooting a
film that he would eventually give

the ironic title Meeting People Is Easy, as
the bandmates gathered at a hotel in Bar-
celona to subject themselves to promotion-
al interviews for three straight days. “It
might not have bothered people with thick
skin,” says Gee, “but I got the sense they
were thin-skinned.”

Yorke, especially. “I did have fun some-
times,” the singer insists. “But the public
side of it, and the way people talked to
me, even on the street, I could not fuck-
ing handle it. David Bowie was able to use
these personas that would fuck with his
relationship with the fans. He did it all in a
very finessed, elegant way. I did not.”

Yorke’s exhaustion finally got the best of
him in November 1997, as the tour hit an
arena in Birmingham, England. “I walked
out of soundcheck, disappeared, lost the
security and then was trying to get out of
the building,” says Yorke. After wandering

for a while, he ended up on a
train filled with Radiohead
fans on their way to the show.
“There was nowhere to go, so
I hid on the train. And that
was the nearest I came to try-
ing to escape.”

Yorke may have been start-
ing to lose it, but his band-
mates kept him from the
edge. “Personally speaking,”
says O’Brien, “and to my own
suffering, I spent a lot of time
looking out for Thom. It was
all about making sure he was
able to get through the gig. I
had to be there for him like a
brother.” And other friends
forced Yorke to do normal
stuff like hitting the pub, even
as Stipe eased him into the
world of celebrity by trick-
ing him into dinners with the
likes of U2.

Somewhere along the line,
Yorke developed perspective

– the time off that the band finally took
between OK Computer and 2000’s Kid A
didn’t hurt. “ ‘It’s OK to be anxious about
stuff,’ ” he says, again addressing younger
Thom. “ ‘If you’re choosing to do some-
thing as amazing as this, then at some
point, right then, mate, you’re gonna have
to choose to just let things happen. Choose
to get time for yourself, walk the fuck away
when you can. This internal monologue
going on is completely debilitating and
completely unhealthy. You’re not going
crazy. You’ve just been doing this too long
and you need to step away and learn to love

“IN SOME
WAYS
WE WERE
REALLY
CONCEITED,”
SAYS JONNY
GREENWOOD.
“WE WOULD
LISTEN TO
‘BITCHES
BREW’ AND
GO, ‘YEAH,
WE CAN
KIND OF GO
FOR THAT.’ ”
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why you love it and remember why you did
it.’ It took me a long time.”

few days before the second
weekend of Coachella in April,
Radiohead are backstage at the
Greek Theatre in Berkeley pre-
paring to go on for one of the last
shows of their tour. Yorke is wait-
ing for his teenage kids to arrive,

Colin is making arrangements with a road
manager to visit an art museum in San
Francisco the next morning, and Jonny is
sitting alone in his dressing room thumb-
ing through a paperback copy of the 1942
Evelyn Waugh novel Put Out More Flags.

Twenty years after OK Computer, Ra-
diohead are still together, with their orig-
inal lineup intact. Which doesn’t mean
there hasn’t been serious turmoil. Yorke

acknowledges he made
it tough for the band
when he shifted direc-
tions for Kid A. “The
others didn’t know what to contribute,” he
says. “When you’re working with a synthe-
sizer, it’s like there’s no connection. You’re
not in a room with other people. I made
everyone’s life almost impossible.”

But the endless evolution that began
with OK Computer has secured Radio-
head’s cross-generational place as one of
the 21st century’s most forward-looking
bands. Their journey has taken them to
the point that Jonny, for one, objects not
only to the descriptor “rock” but also the
word “band” – and, for that matter, the
idea that he’s a “guitarist.” Jonny sees Ra-
diohead as “just kind of an arrangement
to form songs using whatever technology

suits the song. And that technology can
be a cello or it can be a laptop. It’s all sort
of machinery when looked at in the right
way. That’s how I think of it.”

Right now, they’re on tour in support of
their ninth album, 2016’s A Moon Shaped
Pool, which they surprise-released last
May, without any press and with little
promotion. “We weren’t in a position to
really talk about it when it came out,” says
O’Brien, picking his words carefully. “We
didn’t want to talk about it being quite
hard to make. We were quite fragile, and
we needed to find our feet.” He pauses.
“I don’t want to talk about it anymore, if
that’s all right. I feel like the dust hasn’t
settled. It was a hard time.”

He’s delicately referring to the fact that
Yorke has been enduring a tragedy that
makes everything he went through in the
Nineties seem trivial. His ex-wife, Ra-
chel Owen, the mother of his two teen-
age children, passed away in December
after a long battle with cancer. They had
separated the prior year, but they’d been
together for 23 years. Nobody outside of
a tight circle of confidants even knew she
was sick, but Yorke’s sorrow seeps through
nearly every song on A Moon Shaped Pool.

“There was a lot of difficult stuff going
on at the time, and it was a tough time for
us as people,” says Yorke. “It was a miracle
that that record got made at all.”

Unlike for OK Computer – and most
of the rest of the Radiohead catalog – the
band came into the sessions with few fresh
Yorke demos to flesh out. “There was no
rehearsal,” says O’Brien. “We just went
straight into recording. A lot of the songs
had been around a bit. The sound emerged
as we recorded.”

Somehow, though, the
tour behind Radiohead’s
saddest album became a
joyous experience. “I’m re-
ally enjoying myself,” says
Yorke. “It feels really liber-
ating, which I don’t often
say.”

Still, their plans after
the tour ends in Tel Aviv
in mid-July are up in the

air. “I do wish we did more shows,” says
Colin. “And I wish that we spent more
time in a room playing, working on stuff
together. But this is how we’ve worked for
a long time.”

Colin might be surprised to hear that
Yorke says he’s willing to consider the idea
of recording live as a band – for the first
time since 1997. “I’ve always been extreme
about resisting us being a drum-guitar-
bass band,” says Yorke. “But if that’s what
people want to try, I’m too old to be stand-
ing there with a hammer and saying, ‘We
must do this, we must do that!’ I would like
everyone to feel free.” He smiles. “But, you
know, it’s not easy.”

Fitter, Happier
Thom Yorke at
Coachella. “I’m
really enjoying
myself on this
tour,” he says.
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He was a
grunge god

and one
of rock’s most

powerful
singers. He

channeled his
dark side into

his songs –
until it finally
got the better

of him

By David Fricke

THE LAST TIME Serj Tankian saw Chris
Cornell, everything seemed great. On
March 25th, the two friends – Tankian,
the singer in the alternative-metal band
System of a Down, and Cornell, the found-
ing singer-guitarist of the pioneering Se-
attle grunge band Soundgarden – were
guests at a star-studded 70th-birthday
gala thrown by Elton John in L.A. “We had
this long chat, sitting next to each other,”
Tankian remembers. He and Cornell talk-
ed about composing for movies and the
prospect of Cornell doing concerts with
an orchestra. Tankian, about to go on the
road with System of a Down, asked Cornell
if he was tired of touring. “For myself, it’s
fun but nothing new under the sun,” Tanki-
an admits. Cornell “was just the opposite:
‘I’m really excited. I’m doing this tour with
Soundgarden. I’ve got these other ideas.’
He had plans, man.”

Then on April 12th, Tankian and Cornell
attended a red-carpet premiere in L.A. for

The Promise, a historical drama about the
Armenian genocide. Both men had record-
ed music for the film. “He was doing great,
doing press – fighting the good fight” for
the project, Tankian says. Cornell was “one
of those guys,” he adds, who “tried to make
everyone in the room feel comfortable with
themselves. He was generous that way,
with his emotions and time.”

Barely a month later, on May 17th,
Soundgarden – Cornell, guitarist Kim
Thayil, bassist Ben Shepherd and drum-
mer Matt Cameron – played for 5,000 peo-
ple at the Fox Theatre in Detroit. After the
show, shortly past midnight, police offi-
cers responded to a call about an appar-
ent suicide at the MGM Grand hotel and
casino. They found Cornell in his room, on
the bathroom floor, with an exercise band
around his neck.

The singer, 52, was pronounced dead
at the scene. In a statement issued on the
afternoon of May 18th, the Wayne County

Photograph by M A R K  S E L I G E R
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medical examiner’s office confirmed Cor-
nell’s death as suicide by hanging. Tan-
kian’s response to the news: “Disbelief,” he
says, speaking just over 24 hours later. “I’m
like, ‘No fucking way.’ ”

There were certainly no warning signs
on April 19th, when Cornell performed
“The Promise,” his theme song for the
film, on The Tonight Show with Cam-
eron, a string section and record produc-
er Brendan O’Brien on guitar. Cornell
and O’Brien had worked together in the
studio since the mid-Nineties, when the
latter mixed Soundgarden’s 1994 multi-
platinum breakthrough, Superunknown.
O’Brien produced Cornell’s latest solo
album, 2015’s Higher Truth, and had re-
cently done sessions with Cornell for a po-
tential record of cover versions.

“He didn’t seem any different to me,”
O’Brien says of Cornell’s mood at The To-
night Show. “I felt like we had a good time
there. He was in good spirits.” O’Brien
notes that the volume on his guitar was
mistakenly cranked up during the taping.
“The next day I sent an e-mail: ‘You sang
great. Sorry about being so loud.’ And he
was, ‘All great. Love you. No worries.’ ”

Guitarist Tom Morello played with Cor-
nell between 2001 and 2007, when Cornell
formed Audioslave with Morello, drum-
mer Brad Wilk and bassist Tim Commer-
ford, the instrumental backbone of Rage
Against the Machine. Morello last saw
Cornell on January 20th, when Audioslave
reunited in L.A. at the Anti-Inaugural
Ball, a protest concert held on the night of
President Trump’s inauguration.

Cornell was “shining” at that gig, Morello
insists. “We hung out after the show – just
laughed, took pictures. The last thing he
said to me was, ‘I had such a great time. I
would love to do this again. You just let me
know.’ I was like, ‘Yeah, let’s figure it out!’

“It’s unbelievable,” Morello says of Cor-
nell’s death. “I don’t know what the phases
of mourning are, but I’m in the first one. I
still expect this to be some kind of mistake”
– that Cornell will soon be in touch with a
text or phone call “where it’s ‘I’m cool. I’m
so sorry. That was a scare. Everything is
going to be all right.’ ”

AT 7:06 P.M. on May 17th, after pulling
into Detroit for Soundgarden’s show, Cor-
nell fired off a jubilant message on Twitter
– “Finally back to Rock City!!!!” – with a
photo of the band’s name on the Fox The-
atre marquee. Four hours later, Cornell
finished the encore as he frequently did,
closing an epic version of “Slaves & Bull-
dozers,” from Soundgarden’s 1991 album,
Badmotorfinger, with a bellowing-vocal
flourish of Led Zeppelin’s “In My Time of
Dying.”

The rest of the 20-song set list ran the
full length of Cornell’s progressive-metal
legacy with Soundgarden, from the an-

gular-hardcore fury of their 1987 debut
45, “Hunted Down,” to 2012’s King Ani-
mal, the band’s triumphant studio come-
back after more than a decade’s hiatus.
Soundgarden also played nearly half of
Superunknown, their bestselling album
and – in the dark, psychedelic adventure
and lacerating self-examination of the
hits “Fell on Black Days” and “Black Hole
Sun” – Cornell’s personal quantum leap as
a songwriter.

Cellphone footage from Cornell’s final
concert is troubling but inconclusive. In
Detroit, his between-song raps veer from
grateful to cryptic, including a bizarre
reference to crosses burning on lawns. At
times, his singing – at its best a dramatic
tension of vintage rock-lord howl, bluesy
melodic poise and seething, syrupy men-

Cornell had a prescription for Ati-
van, an anxiety medication that has been
used by recovering addicts. Adverse reac-
tions, especially in higher doses, include
drowsiness, mood swings, confusion and
thoughts of suicide. In a 1994 Rolling
Stone interview, Cornell confessed to
being “a daily drug user at 13” and quitting
at 14. But there were subsequent battles
with alcohol and substance abuse, which
led Cornell to check himself into rehab in
2002. Tankian attests to Cornell’s sobriety
in recent weeks: At the Elton John party,
Cornell joined in a champagne toast – rais-
ing his glass – but did not drink.

The surviving members of Soundgarden
declined to speak for this story. A full au-
topsy and toxicology report had not been
released as Rolling Stone went to press.
But in the May 19th statement, Vicky Cor-
nell and family attorney Kirk Pasich dis-
puted the verdict of suicide. Chris “may
have taken more Ativan than recommend-
ed dosages,” Pasich said. But, Vicky said,
“I know that he loved our children” – the
couple had a son and a daughter, Christo-
pher and Toni – and “would not hurt them
by intentionally taking his own life.” Chris
also had a daughter, Lily, from his previous
marriage to former Soundgarden manager
Susan Silver. They divorced in 2004.

Until that Wednesday in Detroit, Cor-
nell was “the last guy in the world I thought
that would happen to,” says guitarist
Jerry Cantrell of the Seattle band Alice
in Chains, who lost their original singer,
Layne Staley, to a drug overdose in 2002.
“That’s not the way that book was supposed
to end. And it was not the way that book
was going.”

In and beyond Seattle, Cornell was
a widely respected native son: an elder
statesman and charter survivor of the city’s
pregrunge underground in the Eighties
– he and Thayil started Soundgarden as
a trio in 1984 – and its turbulent com-
mercial boom in the wake of Nirvana’s
1991 smash, Nevermind. Dave Grohl re-
calls being struck by the contrast between
Soundgarden’s roaring futurism and Cor-
nell’s thoughtful, soft-spoken manner off-
stage the first time they met, at a party at
Nirvana bassist Krist Novoselic’s house.
“There was a bunch of the Seattle gang
there,” Grohl says, “and Chris just seemed
so quiet and mellow compared to the rest
of the maniacs.”

But Cornell was frank and fearless in his
songwriting, addressing the lessons in loss
that repeatedly shook him and his home-
town. In March 1990, Andrew Wood, the
singer in Mother Love Bone and Cornell’s
former roommate, died of a heroin over-
dose. The death would continue to haunt
Cornell through the years. He soon wrote
a pair of thundering memorials to Wood,
“Say Hello 2 Heaven” and “Reach Down,”
that became the cornerstone songs for

Chris
laughed at the

whole rock-
god thing,”

says Cameron
Crowe. “I

never thought
he’d go all the
way into the
dark place.

ace – sounds too far off the beat, lagging
behind the band. And in that encore, Cor-
nell punches the air with triumph – before
turning his back to the crowd as he and
Thayil face their guitar amps, unleashing
a last firestorm of feedback.

After signing some autographs out-
side the Fox, Cornell went to his hotel
room, where he spoke to his wife, Vicky,
on the phone. “I noticed he was slurring
his words; he was different,” she said in a
statement issued May 19th. “When he told
me he may have taken an extra Ativan or
two, I contacted security and asked that
they check on him.” Soundgarden body-
guard Martin Kirsten kicked in the ho-
tel-room and bedroom doors – both were
locked – and found Cornell “with blood
running from his mouth and a red exer-
cise band around [his] neck,” according
to a police report.

Chris
Cornell
196 4 -2 017
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soulfulness in the way he talked about his
life privately – would go all the way into
the dark place,” Crowe says. “I thought he
would access it, write about it and mock it
too well.”

Tankian points out that “The Promise,”
the last song Cornell released before his
death, “is about survival – to survive and
thrive. . . . I’ve seen people in a bad place.
You wish they would find a way to the light
and find peace with themselves.” Cornell,
Tankian insists, “wasn’t that guy. He was
gracious, standing in the light.”

Until Detroit.

CORNELL WAS BORN Christopher John
Boyle in Seattle on July 20th, 1964, the
fourth of six children. His father, Ed, was
a pharmacist; his mother, Karen, was an
accountant. Chris dropped out of school
at 14, after his parents’ divorce (Cornell is
Karen’s maiden name), and worked in a

ways moving between the creepiness of
everyday life and this natural beauty that
surrounds you all the time.” In a striking
1999 exchange with Rolling Stone ,
Cornell admitted to a habit – “something
I’ve done since I was a kid” – of opening
windows and imagining what it would be
like to jump. “But I never take it seriously,”
he added right away.

“I always felt like Chris had a lonely
place inside of him that he went to cre-
atively,” says f ilmmaker and veteran
Rolling Stone writer Cameron Crowe,
who gave Cornell a cameo as himself in
Singles, Crowe’s 1992 romantic drama set
in the erupting Seattle scene. “Sometimes
he laughed at the whole rock-god thing,
like [in the Soundgarden song] ‘Big Dumb
Sex.’ He had that thing: ‘I know how to
mock this.’

“I never thought Chris – given family
and a certain sunniness, the humor and

1991’s Temple of the Dog, a Top Five col-
laboration with members of the then-un-
known Pearl Jam.

Wood also figured in “Like Suicide,” a
Superunknown track that took on more
weight and healing with the 1994 suicide of
Nirvana’s Kurt Cobain, a month after that
album’s release. “The emotional possibili-
ties” on that record “were now emotional
realities,” Cornell said in 2013, looking
back at his own interior war of feelings in
songs such as “Let Me Drown” and “Limo
Wreck.” He described “Like Suicide” as
“about all of these beautiful lives around
us, twice as bright and half as long, careen-
ing into walls.” But, Cornell went on, “after
the funerals, we feel better about ourselves
when we’re able to get up the next day.”

Cornell was candid, in interviews as
well as his lyrics, about the allure of the
abyss. Part of it, he once said, came from
“growing up in the Northwest. You’re al-

Seattle’s Best

(1) Cornell, age 21. (2) Soundgarden in 1992. Cornell formed
the band in 1984, long before grunge exploded. (3) In 1991,

members of Soundgarden and Pearl Jam combined for Temple
of the Dog. Cornell conceived the band as a tribute to his friend

Andrew Wood, who had died of a heroin overdose.

1 2

3



Second Act

(1) In 2001, Cornell formed
Audioslave with members of
Rage Against the Machine,

including Tom Morello (airborne).
(2) Eddie Vedder and Cornell,

2014. (3) With his wife and
their children in April.
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seafood warehouse and as a cook. Cornell
also turned to music for release, starting on
drums at 16. His first favorite band was the
Beatles; Cornell later described the diversi-
ty of texture and attack on Superunknown
as Soundgarden’s “White Album period.”

In the early Eighties, Cornell played in a
covers band, the Shemps, that at different
times included Thayil and founding Sound-
garden bassist Hiro Yamamoto. “When I
met Chris,” Thayil said in 1992, “my first
impression was that he was some guy who
had just got out of the Navy or something.
He had real short hair and was dressed real
slick.” Cornell also “had a great voice.”

In 1984, the three started Soundgar-
den, minting a unique heavy metal that
combined the hypersurreality of hardcore
bands like Minutemen and Meat Puppets
with the British post-punk existentialism
of Wire and Joy Division. Shepherd, who
became Soundgarden’s bassist in 1990,
was already a fan; he saw the original
trio’s second gig, opening for Hüsker Dü.
“They didn’t play the usual punk rock,”
he said in 2013. “And they weren’t butt
rock or heavy metal, the way people tried
to label them later because they had long
hair. To me, the music was black, blue and
overcast with lightning.” Cameron joined
in 1986, after Cornell – who also played
guitar and was emerging as the dominant
songwriter – became Soundgarden’s full-
time frontman.

“Soundgarden took the riff rock I love
and made it smart,” Morello says, recalling
that band’s profound impact on the early
sound and direction of Rage Against the
Machine. “Cornell’s dark, poetic intel-
lect was not something you found in
heavy metal.”

Grohl vividly remembers the first
time he saw Soundgarden live – before
he immigrated to Seattle, at a Balti-
more club in 1990. “It was as if all of
our punk-rock and classic-rock dreams
came true together,” Grohl says. “Every-
body, whether it was in Washington,
D.C., or Washington state, looked up to
Soundgarden as this force of nature.”

The first band to release a 45 with the
iconic Sub Pop Records and the first act
from the Seattle underground to snare a
major-label deal, Soundgarden were “a
beacon to follow,” Cantrell says, for the
local groups in their wake. “Our town’s
not that big. Everybody kept an eye on
what those guys were doing. And it was
inspiring.” For a time, Alice in Chains
shared management with Soundgarden.
“We loaned each other money so our
bands could tour,” Cantrell explains. “We
had the same T-shirt guy. It was all inti-
mate shit.”

Cornell, in particular, represented “a
strong strain running through our whole
town – he was always so honest, from the
moment I met him,” Cantrell says. “I share

a lot of the issues Chris communicated”
in his songwriting. “And there’s a power
in sharing your weakness with the people
who need to hear that, so they can con-
sider, ‘Fuck, that guy’s dealing with it.’ You
don’t feel so alone.”

“Great art comes from generosity,” Pearl
Jam guitarist Stone Gossard said last year,

recalling the genesis of Temple of the Dog.
Gossard and Pearl Jam bassist Jeff Ament,
who played in Mother Love Bone, were
devastated by Wood’s death. Cornell wrote
the songs for Temple of the Dog “from as
pure a place as you can find,” Gossard
continued. “And then he reached out, let-
ting us in.”

Gossard, Ament and Pearl Jam guitar-
ist Mike McCready became Cornell’s core
band in Temple of the Dog with Sound-
garden’s Cameron. Cornell also took a
paternal interest in Pearl Jam’s singer, a
recent San Diego emigré named Eddie
Vedder. “Ed was super-shy back then – we
were just getting to know him,” McCready
said in 2016. At one Temple of the Dog
session, Cornell brought in a new song
called “Hunger Strike.” As he ran down
the arrangement, Vedder jumped in, tak-

Chris
Cornell
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ing the lower melody against Cornell’s
soaring vocal.

“Suddenly, it was a real song,” Cornell
later remarked. “Hunger Strike” became
Temple of the Dog’s breakout single; it
was also Vedder’s first featured vocal on a
record. “Chris’ heart was big enough,” Mc-
Cready said, “to let him do it.”

Soundgarden broke up in 1997, over-
whelmed by internal tensions and private
trials; Cameron soon joined Pearl Jam.
Cornell later acknowledged that he was
drinking heavily “to get through things in
my personal life” (his first mar-
riage was dissolving in acrimony)
– and “a pioneer,” he noted rue-
fully, in abusing OxyContin.

“It was the most difficult part of
my life – I’m lucky I got through
it,” Cornell conceded in 2009. “I’m
not sure if it was the best place for
me,” he added, referring to rehab.
“But it worked.”

“I SPENT THE last week and a
half in a room with no windows,
just doing Soundgarden demos,”
Cornell told me during an inter-
view for Rolling Stone  in Au-
gust 2015. “We’re going to meet
in four days and spend a week to-
gether. By the end of that week,
we’ll have a lot of stuff, a lot of
ideas to work with.”

That month, Cornell was also
preparing for the release of his
fifth solo album, Higher Truth,
and fall concerts – the latest leg
of his Songbook Tour, a one-man
evening of new material, great-
est hits, surprising covers and
relaxed storytelling, launched
in 2011. “Now, I kind of get Neil
Young,” he admitted. “He goes on
tour with Crazy Horse, then he’s
out with Booker T. and the MG’s.
Then he’s on tour by himself with
seven guitars. It makes sense to
me now. He’s not trying to find
out who he is.”

Young is, I suggested, all of
those things. “And all of those things,” Cor-
nell replied, “are me.”

Thayil confirmed to Rolling Stone
last year that Soundgarden were still inch-
ing their way to a new studio album, their
first since King Animal, while touring and
pursuing a campaign of deluxe archival
projects. Expanded editions of Badmo-
torfinger and Soundgarden’s first full-
length album, 1988’s Ultramega OK, have
come out in recent months. Cornell, on
his own, had started recording the covers
album with O’Brien. And Paul Buckmas-
ter, who created the string arrangement
for “The Promise,” says that Cornell was
“great in the studio” and “totally fascinat-
ed” with the process of recording with an

orchestra: “He’d never seen anything like
this before.” Buckmaster reveals that the
2016 session for the film song went so well
that, in recent weeks, “there was even talk
of me doing orchestrations” of Soundgar-
den material for live shows, possibly with
the band.

In recent years, Cornell “seemed to be
on a mission to work all the time,” O’Brien
says. “And I mean all the time. He always
seemed to be doing something – and a lot
of different things. Chris was also a guy,”
O’Brien adds, “who liked being someone

that outburst. “He was very cool and gen-
erous about it – ‘It’s the past, fuck it. Let’s
go on.’ The Chris I met on that tour was
a gentleman that completely had his shit
together.”

Cornell lived at various times in Los
Angeles, Paris and Miami. But he always
had time for Seattle. In January 2015,
Cornell was part of a small army of local
heroes – including Guns N’ Roses bassist
Duff McKagan and members of Pearl Jam
– at the city’s Benaroya Hall for a tribute
concert to Mad Season, a short-lived mid-

Nineties group fronted by Staley
and McCready. Cornell personally
asked Alice in Chains drummer
Sean Kinney to join the show.

“I wasn’t thinking I could be
able to handle it,” Kinney says,
alluding to the continuing hurt
of Staley’s death. “But Chris real-
ly coaxed me to come out. I went
as far as rocking the bongo,” he
notes, laughing. “And it was a
beautiful thing. He told me how
he had to get into it, how hard it
was for him. And I just told him,
‘Layne would have loved the shit
out of it.’

“I have a lot of experience with
what’s going on here,” Kinney
says of Cornell’s passing. “Every
time they write about your band
from now on, it will always be
there: ‘X died.’ I just go to the
music and what’s left. We’re lucky
that we have that.”

“There’s going to be people that
are going to mythologize this –
‘the grunge curse,’ ” Tankian says.
“I wouldn’t do that.” Cornell “was
52 years old. He made it through
the woods of whatever he was
suffering with his life – his youth
and later.”

“He was open about being vul-
nerable,” Crowe points out, “with
a certain amount of pride that he
had been able to make it through
tough times. I never had a con-
versation with him where he said,

‘I’m lost.’ It was always, ‘I had a tough pe-
riod, but I’m having fun now.’ ”

Cornell “always had it, the same thing
as when I saw Layne for the first time – the
commitment to take that ride,” Cantrell
says. “There was something that I recog-
nized and aspired to – to have your own
voice and sound. Nobody else sounds like
that guy. Nobody will.

“There is a space now and forever empty
because of that,” Cantrell says of Cornell’s
death. “It’s never going to make sense. It’s
never going to feel right. And it’s always
going to hurt.”

who was on their game. He liked people to
see him that way.”

There were misfires. Cornell’s 2009
album, Scream, made with the hip-hop
producer Timbaland, was the singer’s
first Top 10 solo effort but was savaged
in the press – and by some peers. “Seeing
Chris do that record felt like a blow to me,”
says Trent Reznor of Nine Inch Nails. “I
thought, ‘He’s above that, man. He’s one of
the 10 best vocalists of our time.’ ”

Reznor went public, blasting Cornell on
Twitter – “which,” the former says now, “I
immediately regretted.” Five years later,
as Soundgarden and Nine Inch Nails were
about to start a co-headlining tour, Reznor
wrote Cornell an e-mail, apologizing for

Additional reporting by Kory Grow and
Ashley Zlatopolsky

The Last Show

Onstage in Detroit, hours before his death. Soundgarden
ended the show with “Slaves & Bulldozers,” during which
Cornell sang parts of Zeppelin’s “In My Time of Dying.”
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Bits still come to him, unbidden, all of
these years after Saturday Night Live. He
doesn’t do anything with them. At this
stage in his life, as a U.S. senator represent-
ing his home state of Minnesota, passing
along a freebie to one of his friends in show
business would leave Franken with little
control over the final outcome. (“Many a
slip ’twixt cup and lip,” as one of his favor-
ite sayings goes.) Anyway, the idea for the
bit came after Donald Trump’s first post-
election visit to the White House – that
fleeting moment when, after meeting with
Barack Obama, Trump seemed uncharac-
teristically humbled by the awesomeness
of his new responsibility, and perhaps even
spooked enough to lean on his predecessor
for advice.

We open on an Oval Office set. You’ve
got Alec Baldwin playing Trump, of course,
and Jay Pharaoh would come back as
Obama, Will Ferrell as W., Darrell Ham-
mond as Bill Clinton, Dana Carvey as Bush
Sr. And the ex-presidents have gathered
to spin Trump a fiction: that each of them
had consulted extensively with the man
he’d replaced. “I gotta tell you, George was
unbelievable,” Hammond’s Clinton would
say, wrapping his arm Bubba-ishly around
Trump’s shoulder. “I’d been governor for so
long, but I did not know what I was doing
when I got here. And here’s George, I beat
him, and every day he was the first person
I talked to – for an hour! – and he was the
last person I talked to before I went to bed.
And I just could not have done that first
term without him!”

Franken, who is laying out the sketch for
me in Washington one afternoon in May,
pauses to loose a nasal, honking laugh. Un-
like our current president, Franken laughs
often, and loudly, both at his own jokes and

at the jokes of others. “ ‘Yeah, that’s how it’s
done,’ ” he continues in a hoarse Arkansas
drawl. “ ‘You listen to the last guy.’ ” Fran-
ken shakes his head wistfully. He’d actually
considered submitting this one. “I think I
didn’t,” he admits, “partly because I was
kind of hoping that was Obama’s play. That
he’d go, like, ‘I can call you every morning if
you want!’ I didn’t want to ruin it.”

Instead, Franken returned to the grim
new reality of his current day job. He at-
tended Trump’s inauguration, which he
describes in his admirably incautious new
memoir, Al Franken, Giant of the Senate,
as “perhaps the most depressing moment
I’ve had since I entered politics, though
that record has been repeatedly surpassed
since January 20.” That sentence was writ-
ten before Trump’s sacking of FBI Director
James Comey, the appointment of former
FBI Director Robert Mueller as special
counsel in the Russia investigation, and
the outrageous, near-daily series of con-
current leaks, most swirling around what
looks an awful lot like obstruction of jus-
tice by the president. The bewildering in-
eptitude of the alleged misdeeds felt nearly
as shocking as the misdeeds themselves,

and simply keeping apace of
the scandals can be exhausting,
even for a sitting U.S. senator:
Franken was commuting home
from work one night when his
driver told him the news about
Comey. Franken said, “No!
That’s crazy!” He chuckles at the
memory, then continues, “We
have to have patience [with the
special counsel], because this
needs to be done right. But it
feels like it’s building, and like it
has a life of its own.”

In the foreword to Giant of
the Senate, Franken describes
his journey into politics as “the
story of how, after spending a
lifetime learning to be funny,
I learned how not to be funny.”
In the latter half of the 1970s he
was part of the freshman class

of SNL, where he very publicly inhaled (“I
only did cocaine to stay awake to make
sure nobody else did too much cocaine,”
Franken quipped in James Andrew Miller
and Tom Shales’ oral history Live From
New York) and wrote jokes that, decontex-
tualized, might not play in Lake Wobegon.
One unaired SNL sketch opened on Fran-
ken’s actual Jewish parents dressed in
concentration-camp uniforms, with Fran-
ken and his writing partner, Tom Davis,
standing by as Gestapo officers. (Franken’s
father, Joe Franken: “Alan, I’m sorry, we’ve
had second thoughts about doing this.”
Franken, angrily shouting: “You said you
wanted to be on the show, Dad!”) Later,
with books like Rush Limbaugh Is a Big
Fat Idiot, he helped shape the modern co-
medic voice of lefty dissent – pointed fact-
checking as mocking entertainment – that
would become de rigueur on shows like The
Daily Show and its many spawn.

In the genteel halls of the Senate, Fran-
ken, understandably, made a point of tem-
pering that voice. For fans of Franken the
comedian, author and righteous liberal
pundit, his muted political persona dur-
ing his first term could feel disconcerting,
like something of an overcorrection. He
started to loosen up after his comfortable
re-election in 2014, but it is the unfathom-
able rise of Trump that has finally given
Franken a moment perfectly suited to his
particular talents: The man with a sixth
sense for bullshit taking on the da Vinci of
bullshit artists. With C-SPAN as his new
stage, Franken has weaponized the gifts
that proved so useful for comedy – a sharp
eye, a sharper tongue, the ability to tease
out the essential absurdity of a given situ-
ation and deliver the goods with maximum
impact – within the target-rich environ-
ment that is the Trump administration,
simply by removing the punchlines.

“Often what makes a really good joke a
really good joke,” Franken writes in Giant
of the Senate, “is that a number of ideas

“You can’t whine
about something
that’s over,”
Franken says.
“It is what it
is. . . . And I think
the Democratic
base wants
people to fight.”

Last November,
Al Franken
had this great
idea for a sketch.

• Contributing editor Mark Binelli
wrote about Michigan voters in January.

• Go to RollingStone.com for a video
interview with Al Franken.

Al Franken
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come together simultaneously.” When I
ask him about his preparation for Senate
hearings, he refers back to this passage,
explaining that he’s after a similar “crys-
tallization” of ideas in the brief number
of minutes he’s allowed for questioning,
by the end of which, ideally, “you go, ‘Oh,
my goodness,’ and it’s really clear that ei-
ther this person doesn’t know what they’re
talking about or they aren’t being truthful.”

Progressives hungry for sharper left
hooks have cheered Franken’s cathartic,
prosecutorial interrogation technique, and
to the surprise of his staff, and the sena-
tor himself, clips of Franken roughing up
Trump nominees have gone viral. “I’ve

always been tough in hearings,” Franken
says, “but now we have an administration
making some really bad appointments, so
there’s a reason people are paying more
attention.” His friend Mandy Grunwald,
a veteran political consultant, once re-
marked after an especially ferocious grill-
ing, “It’s not enough for you to kill these
guys. You have to set them on fire.” When
I remind Franken of the quote, he shrugs
and says, “I put it in the book because I
cop to it.” (“Maybe I wasn’t allowed to be
funny anymore,” Franken writes. “But I
could still let my id out once in a while by
eviscerating some right-wing jerk.”)

Franken, one should also note, pos-
sesses an impressive fluency in the minut-
est of policy details. “Many people love Al
because he’s funny,” says Sen. Elizabeth
Warren. “I love him because he’s wonky.”
During the confirmation of Secretary of
Education Betsy DeVos, Franken ven-
tured deep into the weeds with a question

on standardized-test data (against the
advice of his staff) and elicited one of the
most damning moments of the hearing,
as DeVos revealed the depth of her igno-
rance on basic education policy. At other
times, Franken’s Midwest accent slows to
a crawl, as he wonders, Columbo-style, if
the distinguished occupant of the witness
stand could just clear up a couple of tiny
things for him, slowly turning up the heat
until, without even being asked, Jeff Ses-
sions is blurting out a mistruth. “I did not
have communications with the Russians,”
Sessions told Franken – a misstatement
of fact that forced the attorney general
to recuse himself from the investigation

into ties between Russia and the Trump
campaign.

“During the Sessions confirmation
hearing, Franken was a hero to me,” says
Sen. Cory Booker. “He’s like a bloodhound.
Once he’s got a scent, he’s going to keep
coming and coming and coming.” Franken
himself tends to deflect when asked about
his higher profile, insisting it mostly has
to do with heightened public attention to
Trump’s appointees and the Russia inves-
tigation. But at one point, he finally allows,
“I tend to be good at these things. And I
think the Democratic base wants people
to fight this.”

“Did Franken tell you our running
joke?” Warren asks me. “The day I’m
sworn in, I’m all excited. And Al sits down
next to me and says, ‘OK, which one of us
is the least-probable United States sena-
tor?’ And since then we’ve had this run-
ning thing, back and forth, where we’ll
point to different aspects of our lives that

would make us incredibly improbable can-
didates to ever win a Senate seat.”

Of course, neither Warren (married at
19, dropped out of college before earning
a law degree as a young mother) nor Fran-
ken would stand a chance if the eligibil-
ity requirement of their “Least Likely to
Succeed” contest was expanded to include
the current resident of the White House.
Could this be one of the reasons Trump’s
moment has also become the junior sena-
tor from Minnesota’s? There’s no deny-
ing the pleasing symmetry at work here.
Franken and Trump, a pair of outsiders,
come to Washington from the world of
entertainment – NBC, the two of them!

– both gifted performers with
not-inconsequential levels of self-
regard, but each also carrying a
wildly different skill set: Trump
that of the professional celebrity,
winking at the audience, under-
standing better than anyone how
to sell a highly scripted version of
“reality,” the whole seriously-not-
literally business, and Franken
that of the satirist, calling out
untruths and hypocrisy, ridicul-
ing the powerful, making bul-
lies small. “If I’m being honest,”
Franken writes, looking back at
his migration from comedy into
progressive activism, “my favorite
part was always busting liars.” In
Trump, he’s found no better foil.

O
n e  o v e r c a s t
morning in April,
not far from down-
town Minneapolis,
Franken emerges

from his modest brick townhouse
wearing an off icial U.S. Sen-
ate windbreaker and carrying a
suit jacket on a hanger. Frank-
en has the squat build of a wres-

tler (which he once was, in high school),
and his face, like the president’s, seems to
have arranged itself around his mouth – in
Franken’s case, not the mirthless pucker of
a would-be king, but a joker’s toothy grin.
When Franken laughs, his cheeks dimple
extravagantly, and his eyes squint into a
merry, knowing focus, searching out your
own, to make sure you appreciate the joke
as much as he does. It’s hard to imagine
Trump ever doing anything similar, even
in private, with his closest friends.

In the back seat of a black sport-utility
vehicle, Franken f lips open his briefing
book. A little translucent wire connected to
a hearing aid curls out from his ear like the
hind leg of a mysterious burrowing insect.
His first meeting is with the Minnesota
Farmers Union, and for the next 20 min-
utes, Franken alternates between giving
me an exhausting debriefing on the minu-
tiae of ag policy and trying to call up a You-
Tube video of Jack Benny and Mel Blanc

POWER TO THE PEOPLE Franken at a Pride parade in downtown Minneapolis. “This reminds you of
why you’re fucking doing this, you know?” he says of meeting with constituents. “The people are great.”
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on his smartphone. “Benny was all about
timing and his personality more than any-
thing,” he says. In the clip, Blanc, wearing
a sombrero, plays a Mexican named Sy who
answers all of Benny’s questions by saying,
“Sí.” “Now this, today, would never be al-
lowed on TV,” Franken says.

I say it reminds me a bit of Abbott and
Costello. “It’s not like Abbott and Costello
at all, actually,” Franken says, shooting me
a disapproving look, though it’s followed
by another loud chortle. “ ‘Who’s on first?’
is what you’re thinking of – but Benny was
sui generis.” He adds, “Actually, Pat Rob-
erts and I are big Jack Benny fans.” Roberts
is a conservative Republican senator from
Kansas. He and Franken trade old Benny
lines when they bump into each other on
the subway that runs beneath the Capi-
tol. “You have to be 80 and a comedy fan
to know what we’re doing,” Franken says.

By the time we arrive at the meeting
hall in exurban Dakota County, it’s pour-
ing. Someone from the building comes to
Franken’s door holding a giant umbrella.
He looks at me and says, “You’ll get a little
wet. I’ll be fine.”

Inside, Franken takes questions from a
roomful of farmers, mostly men, many of
them senior citizens wearing plaid shirts.
Franken speaks fluently about Canadian
milk subsidies, crop insurance, ethanol
support, potential changes in the farm
bill, and Trump’s secretary of agricul-
ture, Sonny Perdue, whom Franken, in a
rare kind word for the president, consid-
ers an excellent choice. When it’s time for
questions, a younger farmer stands. He’s
wearing a green hoodie plastered with the
words i hate being sexy but i’m a farm-
er so i can’t help it. Franken remains
inscrutable. As the man relays a lengthy,
detailed anecdote illustrating the problems
of agricultural overproduction, Franken
listens intently, nodding. Finally, he says, “I
get that about supply management.” Beat.
“By the way, your sweatshirt really under-
cuts everything you’re saying. I can’t take
you seriously.”

The crowd howls. Franken beams. He
takes more questions, defending Obama-
care, mocking the House Republicans’
replacement bill. When it’s time to wrap
up, the host tells the crowd to pass along
any other questions and Franken or his
staff will get back to them. Franken leans
toward the microphone and says, “It’ll be
my staff.”

He spends the rest of the day meeting
constituents who might be adversely af-
fected by proposed Trump budget cuts. To
a 100-year-old Meals on Wheels recipient,
he says, “On behalf of the mediocre genera-
tion, I’d like to thank the greatest genera-
tion for saving the world,” and is delighted
when, with perfect timing, she gives him
a look and replies, “You’re welcome.” Then
she asks if he’s planning to run for presi-
dent. He says no, but that he may need her

to knock on doors for his 2020 Senate re-
election campaign.

Back in the SUV, Franken says, “This
kind of thing reminds you of why you’re
fucking doing this, you know? People are
great, and these programs make sense.
And this should not be a partisan thing.”

Franken doesn’t soft-pedal how dire, in
his view, the situation in Washington has
become, but he’s been encouraged by the
grassroots resistance. The GOP health-
care bill might have squeaked through
the House, Franken points out, but “by
the end of the day, everyone in health care
was against it. And only 17 percent of the
American public overall is for it – which,
by the way, is the exact same percentage
of people who say they’ve personally seen
a ghost.”

Later, he allows that an upside of
Trump’s election is the way it has united

the SUV during our drives around Minne-
sota, because, per Franken mandate, and
to the endless consternation of his staff,
the satellite radio in his official vehicles
is always tuned to SiriusXM’s 24/7 Dead
channel. Franken, in a shameless Boomer
Dad move, air-conducts to a symphonic,
jammy section in the middle of a live ver-
sion of “Terrapin Station,” at one point clos-
ing his eyes and pumping a fist. I mention
that I’ve heard good things about a new
Amazon documentary about the band. “I
think I might be in it!” Franken says. “They
interviewed me for it.”

Ed Shelleby, Franken’s communications
director, perks up. “They interviewed you
for what now?”

“A Grateful Dead documentary,” Fran-
ken says, warming to the opportunity to
torture his staffer. “You must’ve approved
that, Ed.” Then he pretends to recite from
his interview, shifting into a stoned-guy
voice: “ ‘Yeah, I used to take a lot of acid
and go to the Dead. Once I went in a Por-
tosan and Lesh’s bass was unbelievable, so
I listened to the whole concert in the Por-
tosan. And people were knocking on it, but
I wouldn’t let them in because the sound.’ ”
Pause. “ ‘I think it might’ve been ’cause I
was tripping. But I’m not sure.’ That’ll be
in the doc. Don’t worry, Ed.”

“What a fun time for everybody,” Shel-
leby mutters over his boss’s laughter.

“They told me afterward, ‘This is great,’ ”
Franken says. “ ‘We got a senator saying
this stuff!’ ”

F
r anken grew up middle
class in St. Louis Park, the Jew-
ish suburb of Minneapolis im-
mortalized by the Coen broth-
ers, his rough contemporaries,

in A Serious Man. Franken and his older
brother, Owen, were nudged by their par-
ents toward practical pursuits. “You boys
are going to study math and science so we
can beat the Soviets!” their father, Joe, who
was a son of German Jewish immigrants
and went to work at 16, told them. Owen
studied physics at MIT, but upon grad-
uating became a photojournalist. By the
time Franken left Harvard in 1973, he and
Davis, a buddy from high school, had al-
ready been writing comedy sketches for
years. They loved Carson, Pryor, George
Carlin, Woody Allen, the Smothers Broth-
ers and, most of all, the dry comic duo Bob
Elliott and Ray Goulding. They also loved
acid and the Grateful Dead, and their own
act would essentially build on the scaffold-
ing of classic Bob and Ray routines – dead-
pan, leisurely paced character work, in
which either member of the team might
play the straight man or the clown – with
a shaggier dope-smoker’s sensibility more
reflective of their own generation. After
college, the pair ended up in Los Angeles
– along with Franken’s college sweetheart
and future wife, Franni – where they did

progressives. “I think it’s bringing us to-
gether,” Franken says, adding that “a col-
league of mine, a Republican, was asked
at an event, ‘Are Democrats angry?’ This
was not long after the inauguration. And
he said, ‘Democrats are angry. Republi-
cans are angry and scared.’ ” Franken be-
lieves Republicans in Congress “are afraid
of what Trump is doing and who Trump
is and the way all of this is getting out of
control, but also afraid of their base, which
seems to be sticking with him. They don’t
want to be primaried, so they have a very
odd row to hoe.” As for Democrats, he says,
“You can’t whine about something that’s
over, and this is what we’ve got right now.
It would have been much better to win, to
have been able to confirm Merrick Garland
or somebody else – it would be a different
world. But it is what it is. And I’m glad I’m
here. I feel like it makes my being here that
much more essential.”

En route to lunch, a Grateful Dead song
comes on the radio. “Want to turn that
up a little?” Franken calls up to the front
seat. Actually, let me amend that: Grateful
Dead songs have never stopped playing in

“Only 17 percent
of the American
public supports
the GOP health-
care bill – the
same percentage
of people
who say they’ve
seen a ghost.”

Al Franken
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sets at the Comedy Store and landed an
agent, but otherwise, per Doug Hill and Jeff
Weingrad’s Saturday Night: A Backstage
History of “Saturday Night Live,” were “so
broke that during the holidays they played
Santa Claus and Winnie-the-Pooh at the
local Sears.”

Then a packet of their writing landed on
the desk of a 30-year-old television pro-
ducer named Lorne Michaels, who was
staffing a new late-night comedy
show in New York. Franken and
Davis, still in their early twen-
ties, were hired as apprentice
SNL writers for a joint salary of
$350 a week. One of their first
appearances came during Epi-
sode Five, right after Abba per-
formed “S.O.S.” In the sketch,
they played college students en-
gaged in a mundane, presum-
ably stoned conversation about a
botched history midterm. What
made the exchange funny – es-
pecially if you were also stoned
– was that you never saw Fran-
ken or Davis: The entire screen
was filled with the parallel mun-
danity of the excruciatingly slow
game of Pong they were playing.
(In case you ever wonder if the
legendary amount of drugs con-
sumed at SNL during those first
seasons might be retrospectively
overstated: “Pong” became a re-
curring sketch.)

Franken and Davis sketch-
es also had a tendency to get
messy. One of their most fa-
mous, in which Dan Aykroyd
plays an accident-prone Julia
Child, ends with the chef bleed-
ing to death in her gore-spat-
tered TV kitchen. In another
routine, the pair get into a lov-
ers’ quarrel after Davis outs
their relationship in front of
Franken’s wife and son – this is
more amusing than it sounds, in
part because they’re both wearing nothing
but sumo-wrestler thongs – after which,
Franken screams, “I’m gonna make you
feel sorry you did this,” and shoots himself
in the head.

In real life, Franken’s humor could slip
from edgy into borderline sadistic. When
Gilda Radner threw a baby shower to cel-
ebrate the birth of Al and Franni’s daugh-
ter, Franken showed up holding a swaddled
doll and performed a wild pratfall, landing,
full-force, on what everyone but Franni
(in on the joke) thought was his newborn
baby. “The scream that came out of these
women,” Davis told the authors of Live
From New York. “To this day, I’ve never
heard a more terrifying sound than all
those women witnessing this baby being
killed by its father. I’m telling you, Al did
shit like that. I love him for it.”

tape recorder, like a journalist conducting
an interview, and berated Nixon’s former
vice president in his makeup chair (Mi-
chaels was not amused). In 1980, as Mi-
chaels contemplated leaving SNL, Franken
– known at NBC as Michaels’ preferred
successor – savaged then-network presi-
dent Fred Silverman on “Weekend Up-
date.” In the bit, Franken questioned why
Silverman, a “total, unequivocal failure,”
had access to a company limousine while
Franken did not, and called on viewers
to write Silverman – “he’s timid, indeci-
sive and easily pressured!” – and demand
the situation be rectified. Franken left the
show at the end of the season.

When Michaels returned to SNL in 1985,
he brought along Franken and Davis, who
had spent the intervening years attempt-
ing, largely unsuccessfully, to follow their

SNL peers into Hollywood careers. Three
years later, O’Brien was hired as a writer.
“If you’d said to me back then, ‘Someone on
this writing staff is going to be a respected
senator,’ I don’t think I’d have guessed Al,”
O’Brien acknowledges. “He’s incredibly
smart, but he’s not a natural politician; he’s
not a smooth talker, he isn’t out to charm
people.” Franken stuck around SNL until
1995, when the anchor slot at “Weekend

Update,” a job he’d long coveted,
was given to Norm Macdonald.
“I think there was a feeling,” Mi-
chaels offered in Live From New
York, “that Al was too associated
with the show – the ‘old’ show.”

Franken had also garnered a
prickly reputation. A 1995 New
York article describes a blowup
on cast member Janeane Garo-
falo, who made the rookie mis-
take of attempting to memorize
her part and ended up flubbing
a line in rehearsal. According to
a witness, “Al went shithouse.
‘Read the fucking cue cards!’” His
breakout character during those

years, the blow-dried, cardi-
gan-clad self-help guru Stu-
art Smalley, refracted real-life
pain: Franken’s wife had gone
to rehab for alcoholism – she’d
been secretly drinking after
a postpartum depression fol-
lowing the birth of their sec-
ond child – and Franken based
Smalley, in part, on certain 12-
step types he’d encountered at
Al-Anon meetings (where, he
says, he began learning to con-
trol his own temper).

Davis also struggled with
drug and alcohol abuse, and
hated the Smalley character.
Franken organized an inter-
vention in the early Nineties.
Davis refused treatment, and
the pair underwent an acri-
monious split. They eventually

reconciled, and after Davis died of cancer
in 2012, Franken delivered a moving, tear-
ful eulogy to his best friend on the Senate
floor, ending with passages from one of
Davis’ final written works, an essay titled
“The Dark Side of Death.” (“I want to re-
mind you that dead people are people,
too. . . .We are all going to try it sometime.
Fortunately for me, I’ve always enjoyed
mystery and solitude.”)

B
efore he happened upon
a profile of Minnesota Sen.
Norm Coleman in 2003,
Franken had never thought
of running for political office.

Stuart Saves His Family, an ill-conceived
Smalley movie, bombed spectacularly in
1995, but Franken managed a nifty career
reinvention a year later with Rush Lim-

Franken had been politically engaged
since high school, when he joined his older
brother on the road with Eugene McCar-
thy’s presidential campaign. He could also
be “honest to a fault,” as his friend Conan
O’Brien says – speaking truth to power
no matter how quixotic or self-defeating.
When Franken got word Spiro Agnew had
come to 30 Rock to do Tom Snyder’s late-
night show, he marched downstairs with a

Live From
New York
Above: Franken
(center) spent 15
years at SNL, with
Lorne Michaels
(left) and writing
partner Tom Davis
(right). “Franken’s
incredibly smart,
but he’s not a
natural politician,”
says Conan O’Brien,
a fellow SNL writer.
Right: In 1971, with
Franni, his college
girlfriend and now
wife of 41 years.
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baugh Is a Big Fat Idiot, a liberal salvo that
mocked the hypocrisies (and physical ap-
pearance) of right-wingers like Limbaugh.
The idea for the book came in 1994, after
Franken hosted the White House Corre-
spondents’ Dinner. (“You were great,” Steve
Martin told him afterward. “That’s what
you should do!”)

Coleman, a Republican, had won his seat
after the incumbent progressive Demo-
crat, Paul Wellstone, died in a plane crash
with his wife and daughter less than two
weeks before the election in November
2002. Wellstone and Franken were
friends, having met in 1990 when
Franken’s 82-year-old father vol-
unteered for Wellstone’s campaign.
Franken himself had hosted a cam-
paign event for the senator only
six weeks before his death, and
was understandably incensed by a
Coleman quote in the profile: “To
be very blunt, and God watch over
Paul’s soul, I am a 99 percent im-
provement over Paul Wellstone.”

Franken writes that the “germ of
the idea to run” came right there,
but quickly passed. He had a Har-
vard fellowship and a book dead-
line (for Lies and the Lying Liars
Who Tell Them: A Fair
and Balanced Look at the
Right, a Fox News broad-
side that became a best-
seller after the network
unsuccessfully sued him
for trademark infringe-
ment and which also
led to a hilarious Book-
Expo panel where Fran-
ken baited Bill O’Reilly
into screaming, “Shut up!
You had your 35 minutes!
Shut up!”). Then Franken
joined Air America, a pro-
gressive talk radio station
launched during the Iraq
War, as one of its marquee
hosts. He called his show
The O’Franken Factor.

The show’s “explicit goal” was to prevent
the re-election of George W. Bush, “a guy
whom we already were pretty sure was one
of the worst presidents in history,” Fran-
ken writes in Giant of the Senate. “And we
failed.” Air America filed for bankruptcy
two years later. At that point, Franken
began reconsidering a Senate run. “I think
I could accomplish a lot,” he told a friend in
late 2005. “What do I really have to risk?”

The friend, looking skeptical, replied,
“Public opprobrium?”

Nearly a third of the book is devoted to
Franken’s first race, and it’s a surprising
page-turner. Sens. Chuck Schumer and
Harry Reid both responded coolly to Fran-
ken’s decision to enter the primary, and
then-candidate Obama refused to cam-
paign for Franken or even to allow him to

stand onstage at an Obama rally. Schumer,
whom Franken had known since their stu-
dent days at Harvard, told him, “We should
have a 60 percent chance of winning this
seat. You have about a 40 percent chance.”

The state’s Republicans attempted to
paint Franken “as a short-tempered car-
petbagger.” When his career as a comedy
writer came up, Franken trained himself
to patiently reassure dubious Minneso-
tans he wouldn’t prove a national embar-
rassment, but his every instinct made him
want to explain why those old jokes were

to accuse his opponent of having sex with a
donkey. His staff says, ‘What?’ And he says,
‘Well, I just want to hear him deny it!’ ”
(Franken eventually expressed “regret that
people have been legitimately offended by
some of the things I’ve written.”)

The final tally wound up so close – with
Franken winning by a mere 312 votes – that
the recount dragged on for months. He
took the oath of office on July 7th, 2009.
With senators from both parties skeptical
of his presence – Republicans because he’d
been such a f lamboyant partisan critic,

Democrats because he might use
his celebrity to showboat or hog the
cameras – Franken’s advisers coun-
seled him to adopt the strategy of
another high-profile senator, Hill-
ary Clinton: “Be a workhorse, not
a showhorse. Go to all your hear-
ings. Come early, stay late. Do your
homework. Don’t do national press.
Be accessible to your state media
and to your constituents.”

Like most comedians, it pains
Franken to let a funny moment pass
unjoked upon. “I could see him, al-
most through sheer force of will,
sublimating his sense of humor,”
says O’Brien, who watched, im-
pressed, the behavior of his friend
once in office. Since Franken’s re-
election in 2014, O’Brien notes, “I
wouldn’t say he’s letting his freak
flag fly, but he is allowing his sense
of humor to show a bit more.”
O’Brien chuckles, recalling an ex-
ample: “At one hearing, he gaveled
in the proceedings, and as he slams
down the gavel, he does a comic
take about being rattled by the
sound. Nyaaa! And someone on his
staff immediately texted, ‘What are
you doing?!’ And he said, ‘I’m doing
Curly from the Three Stooges.’ ”

Discussing Trump’s election in
the book, Franken, groping for rea-
sons to hope, points back to the
2004 re-election of George W.

Bush as another “dark time for progres-
sives,” in which “a Republican had won a
presidential election despite things that to
many of us seemed obviously disqualify-
ing (in Bush’s case it was Iraq and not his
entire life story and personality)” – and
yet, only two years later, Democrats swept
the midterm elections, and two years after
that came Obama (and Franken). “I still re-
member vividly how distraught I was after
Bush got re-elected in 2004,” Franken
writes. “I also remember what came next.”

T
he day trump fires james
Comey, the Anti-Defama-
tion League holds its National
Leadership Summit in Wash-
ington, and that morning,

Franken turns up to address the group.
Sen. John McCain is wrapping up his own

funny. Schumer tried to pressure him to
apologize for a satirical article he wrote
for Playboy called “Porn-O-Rama,” which
the GOP called “demeaning and degrad-
ing” to women. Franken balked, insisting
that to apologize “felt like a betrayal of my-
self.” (Franken even considered releasing
his campaign’s “self-oppo” report, i.e., all
of the potentially offensive past jokes his
staff had gathered to prepare for the Cole-
man onslaught, as a book.) “Imagine Louis
C.K. having to apologize for his stuff,” Fran-
ken tells me. “You don’t apologize. It went
against the core of my ethic as a comedian.”
Still, he allows, “There’s no percentage in
litigating humor. Humor uses irony, it uses
hyperbole. Ambiguity is actually a tool.
And none of those things look good in cold
black-and-white. So I had to deal with it.
It’s like that old LBJ story, where he wanted

he Franken
actor
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he order
hat banned
itizens from
even Muslim-
ajority

ountries from
tering the

.S. Left: With
en. Elizabeth

rren.

Al Franken



RollingStone.com |  Rol l i ng St on e | 53Ju n e 15 ,  2017

speech when he spots Franken in his pe-
ripheral vision. “Here comes one of the
worst comedians I’ve ever seen,” Mc-
Cain observes dryly, adding, over laugh-
ter from the crowd, “Since he’s here, I have
a 45-minute statement concerning North
Korea.” Then, turning serious, he says, “I’m
sure you saw his statement yesterday.” Mc-
Cain is referring to Franken’s strong words
during a Senate Judiciary hearing the pre-
vious afternoon, when former Acting At-
torney General Sally Yates testified on how
she’d warned the Trump administration
about the possible Russian compromise of
former National Security Adviser Michael
Flynn. “I’m very happy,” McCain contin-
ues, “to be serving beside him on this issue.”

When Franken steps to the podium, he
calls McCain “one of the best gentile sena-
tors,” and from that point has the crowd in
his hand. He tears into the Trump cam-
paign for trafficking in anti-Semitic imag-
ery – “Protocols of the Elders of Zion stuff”
– and chokes up as he recounts a rural
Minnesota high school graduation he at-
tended in which the class speaker was of
Somali descent and wearing a hijab. He
also pushes back against a questioner who
attacks the Obama administration’s Iran
deal and, noting that the new ambassador
to Israel, David Friedman, once called him
a clown, points out, “There are people who
revere clowns!”

After the speech, Franken returns to his
office for a prep session on the confirma-
tion hearing of Makan Delrahim, a former
lobbyist (and Trump lawyer) who has been
nominated to head the antitrust division
of the Department of Justice. Franken
reads possible questions drawn up by his
staff aloud, editing on the fly: “ ‘Mr. Delra-
him, without commenting on the pending
transaction specifically, do you subscribe
to the view that vertical mergers aren’t
cause for concern by antitrust regula-
tors. . . . ?’ He’ll say no, right? So if he says
no, then I’ll bring up this letter from AT&T
[about a desired merger]. He’ll say he can’t
comment, but that letter is bullshit, right?”

“We can add a line on that,” Leslie Hyl-
ton, a staff member, says.

“Don’t use bullshit,” Franken says.
And then Franken joins fellow Sens.

Bernie Sanders and Tammy Baldwin to
announce a jointly sponsored bill that
would protect pensions. Sanders, more of
a celebrity than Franken at this point, is
signing autographs for excited members
of the machinists union. “Hey, Al, how
are ya?” Sanders says. When it’s Franken’s
turn to speak, he reminds the crowd that
he’s been a Writers Guild member since
1975, and even gets the senator from Ver-
mont, glowering seriously behind him,
to redden and crack a slight smile when
he says, “This is about the middle class.
I know the president will be for this, be-
cause he talked about workers, so this will
be right down his alley.”

In Giant of the Senate, Franken talks
about using humor to bridge the divide
with Republican legislators. Sen. Lindsey
Graham is the funniest Republican, at least
according to his colleague best-equipped to
judge. Once, after sincerely complimenting
a speech by Sen. Mitch McConnell, Fran-
ken added, “Mitch, I have to say, I really
like your speeches better that aren’t in the
service of evil,” to which the majority leader
smiled and responded, “I like the evil ones
better.” (When I say that exchange human-
ized McConnell for me, Franken mutters,
“Yes, I was afraid that would happen.”)

Franken admits he found Trump funny
during the first GOP debate – particularly
his comeback to Megyn Kelly’s list of de-
plorable comments he’d made about women
(“only Rosie O’Donnell”) – and remembers
Hillary Clinton and her top aide, Huma
Abedin, telling him they’d stop to watch
Trump early in the primary because they
found him “kind of entertaining.”

ago might have worried that his history
of drug use and off-color jokes could be
disqualifying to voters, seem like a Jimmy
Stewart character by comparison. His
name turned up in a recent Public Policy
Polling survey of potential Trump chal-
lengers in 2020, alongside only four other
Democrats: Warren, Booker, Sanders and
Joe Biden. (In their head-to-head, Fran-
ken and Trump tied at 43 percent, with 14
percent undecided and the pollsters not-
ing Franken is not yet “universally well-
known nationally.”)

While firmly rejecting any interest in
running, Franken holds out hope for an
electoral backlash against Trumpism in
the midterms and beyond. “But right now,”
he continues, “we’ve got too much happen-
ing at this moment to worry about ’18 or
’20.” Last week, the Congressional Bud-
get Office scored the House Republicans’
health-care bill, estimating that 23 mil-
lion Americans would lose their insurance
over the next decade. Though the Senate
version of the bill is currently being draft-
ed by 13 (male) Republicans, Franken’s
tentatively optimistic that a more bipar-
tisan process might begin in the health
committee, which is holding a hearing on
a bill introduced by Franken that would
lower prescription-drug prices. “Those are
the things I can pay attention to now,” he
says, “and as one of 48, I have an impor-
tant role to play.”

Let’s end on another sketch. This one
comes up when I ask Franken at what
point he and Davis began writing about
politics at SNL. It aired just over 40 years
ago, in 1976, on the 19th episode of the first
season: Carly Simon performed “You’re
So Vain,” and then guest host Madeline
Kahn, as Pat Nixon, is writing in her diary
about “the stormy final days at the White
House,” and we flash back to Dan Aykroyd
as an inexplicably mustachioed Richard
Nixon, talking to paintings of presidents
past (“Well, Abe, you were lucky – they
shot you”), being visited by his daughter
and vacuous son-in-law (Gilda Radner
and Chevy Chase), forcing John Belushi’s
Kissinger to kneel and pray with him.
“You’ll have to excuse me,” Belushi even-
tually says. “I’ve got to warn the Strategic
Air Command to disobey all presidential
orders.” He also tells the president to think
of resignation not as a resignation but as a
“humiliation with honor.”

Who knows? Maybe Franken will have
the opportunity to update this sketch one
day. At one point, one of his staffers calls
it up on Hulu, and Franken, smiling, sits
down to watch the ending.

“Abe,” Aykroyd’s Nixon asks the por-
trait, “why me, of all people?”

This time, Lincoln actually responds:
“Because you’re such a dip.”

Franken turns to me, still smiling. “That
was supposed to be ‘putz,’ ” he says, “but
the censors wouldn’t allow it.”

“Many people
love Al because
he’s funny,”
says Franken’s
colleague
Sen. Elizabeth
Warren. “I love
him because
he’s wonky.”

It didn’t take very long before the joke
curdled. And now, approaching the five-
month marker of the Trump presidency,
the sheer scale of the catastrophe has yet
to fully come into focus, though the daily
pileup of incompetence, breathtaking ig-
norance and possible criminal activity has
been effective in one regard, as an inad-
vertent distraction technique, shifting our
eyes away from any number of disastrous
policy decisions coming out of the White
House. “Obviously, you can’t overempha-
size the importance of the Russia story,
but in the meantime, we’ve got things like
health care moving very fast,” notes Fran-
ken, who sits on the Senate’s health com-
mittee. “That’s something we should be
talking about, but it’s hard to get people’s
attention.”

The possible obstruction of justice, the
appointment of the special counsel, every
offensive thing Trump’s said, the defini-
tional absurdity of the words “President
Donald Trump” – all of this makes a man
like Al Franken, who less than a decade
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Halsey
Hopeless Fountain Kingdom
Astralwerks

HHHH
BY ROB SHEFFIELD
It makes sense that Halsey pro-
claims herself a “Marvel nerd,”
because she definitely nailed
the origin story. Born in 1994,
she blew up into an out-of-no-
where pop icon with her break-
out hymn, “New Americana,”
speaking for a new generation
of electro-angst youth: “High
on legal marijuana/Raised on
Biggie and Nirvana.” Halsey
keeps leveling up her pop-rebel
game, with the sass of a con-
fessed “fucked-up stoner kid”
who grew up as suburban Jer-
sey girl Ashley Nicolette Fran-
gipane and renamed herself
after a Bushwick L-train sta-
tion. Bisexual, biracial, bipo-
lar, but definitely not buying
your next drink, she comes on
like God’s gift to hashtags, al-
most daring the straight world
to keep underestimating her.

Halsey shows off all her wild
musical ambitions on her bold
second album, which consol-
idates all the

The New
Rebel
Queen
of Pop’s
Badlands
Halsey’s second album
is a sprawling breakup
epic full of dystopian
synth-pop realness 

“When you start to feel the rush

Of crimson headache aching blush

And you surrender to the touch,

You’ll know.”

—Halsey, “Heaven in Hiding”

[Cont. on 56]
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strengths of
her 2015 debut, Badlands. It’s
her sprawling science-fiction
breakup tale, indulging her
taste for widescreen melodra-
ma – she even begins the album
by reciting the prologue from
Romeo and Juliet. Of course,
in her hands it turns into the
story of a restless young pop
star who jets around the world,
leaving shattered hearts in her
wake, yet still can’t find true
love, admitting, “I have spent
too many nights on dirty bath-
room floors.”

Halsey keeps the album
moving, going for adult dys-
topian synth-pop realness
and sounding more like Trent
Reznor’s “Closer” than that
Chainsmokers hit she sang on
– with flourishes of industrial
clank and guitar grind in “100
Letters” (“I find myself alone
at night unless I’m having
sex”), “Heaven in Hiding” and

“Alone.” Her Shakespeare-as-
Depeche Mode concept holds
up even as the tracks jump
from one megaproducer to the
next – Greg Kurstin to Benny
Blanco to Lido.

Halsey duets with Migos’
Quavo in “Lie,” which pres-
ents both sides of a relation-
ship gone off the rails. “Bad
at Love” is a Kiss-worthy tour
of beds she’s wrecked around
the world, from “Got a boy
back home in Michigan/And
he tastes like Jack when I’m
kissing him” to “Got a girl with
California eyes.” Most dar-
ing of all, Halsey strips down
musically to lean on her voice
in the vulnerable piano bal-
lad “Sorry,” where she worries
whether she’ll ever like her-
self enough to let anyone get
close to her. She’s hardly the
first twentysomething pop up-
start to face this dilemma. But
judging by Hopeless Fountain
Kingdom, Halsey could go
anywhere from here.

Bleachers
Gone Now RCA

HHH½
The continuing story of an
emo-pop tune machine

Jack Antonoff is a grown-up
emo kid and a fully realized
tune machine – an Elton John
whose yellow-brick road always
leads back to his sad bedroom.
Bleachers’ second LP exudes a
kind of afflicted bliss, anthemic
Eighties pop and R&B impres-
sions built from the harried di-
aristic isolation that era’s Top
40 only allowed in at the mar-
gins. Lorde co-writes and sings
on the synth-pop gusher “Don’t
Take the Money,” and Carly Rae
Jepsen shows up on “Hate That
You Know Me,” part snappy
electro-pop tune, part indus-
trial angst spiral.   JON DOLAN

Lil Yachty
Teenage Emotions Virgin/EMI

HHH½
Meet the giddy teenage boss of
“bubblegum trap”

Nineteen-year-old “bubblegum
trap” sensation Lil Yachty brags
that he’s “never took a sip of
beer.” But he has an intoxicat-
ed flow, crooning notes he can’t
hit and enthusiastically rap-
ping beyond the beat as he
happily disregards tradition-
al ideas of rhythm and mel-
ody. Rapping gleefully about
looking at the stars, going back
to high school to stunt on his
teachers and having sex with
his friends’ moms, he opens hip-
hop to the giddy and childlike –
more like the naif rock of Beat
Happening than his Atlanta
peers. CHRISTOPHER R. WEINGARTEN

HALSEY

[Cont. from 55]
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The biggest and best French rock
band ever has proved that you
can still go pop on the strength
of cagey songcraft and retro-rock
sophistication. “Champagne or

prosecco?” frontman Thomas Mars offers over
a New Wave mirror-ball glide on the title track
of Phoenix’s sixth LP, before dropping refer-
ences to the Buzzcocks, soft rock and that ven-
erable old-school smoothie Beethoven.

Phoenix’s 2013 LP Bankrupt! seemed to
pull back a bit from the spit-polished bounce of
their wondrous surprise hits “1901” and “Liszt-
omania.” This time out, they’re heavy into mel-
low Seventies sunshine, with major ELO/10cc/
Steely Dan overtones. “J-Boy” is posh, pouty
disco kicks impacted with lyrics that evoke a

sci-fi dystopian romance. And “Fior Di Latte” is
sad-hearted yacht-soul splendor. Phoenix are at
their most fun when they’re writing in the mar-
gins of pop history: The glowing electro ballad
“Lovelife” is the AM-radio smash Kraftwerk
never had, and “Telefono” suggests the Doobie
Brothers as indie-pop Continentals. Even when
you can’t tell what Mars is singing about (i.e.,
a lot), the music radiates a suave majesty that
feels universal. JON DOLAN

Phoenix Party
Like It’s 1979
The French band radiates
retro-rock sophistication

Phoenix Ti Amo Loyaute/Glassnote

HHH½

Justin Townes Earle
Kids in the Street New West

HHH½
Alt-country heir breathes new
ideas into rootsy nostalgia

Forming a trilogy with 2014’s
Single Mothers and 2015’s Ab-
sent Fathers, J.T. Earle’s latest
teams him with Omaha indie-
rock don Mike Mogis (Bright
Eyes) for his rangiest set yet.
“What’s Goin’ Wrong” is clari-
net-spiked Texas-swing impres-
sionism, and “15-25” is vintage
New Orleans R&B gumbo. The
LP always feels organic, never
mannered. On the title track,
acoustic guitar slices through a
pedal steel reverb haze, as Earle
waxes nostalgic for a childhood
in the 1990s with a timelessness
that could conjure the 1890s just
as well. WILL HERMES

C’est chic:
Phoenix
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HEAD TO

WWW.ACLFEST.COM
TO LEARN MORE ABOUT

THE FESTIVAL AND GRAB

YOUR TICKETS TODAY!

This fall, ACL Festival is returning
to beautiful Zilker Park in Austin, TX.
The festival will span two weekends,
October 6 – 8 and October 13 – 15.

With over 140 bands on 8 stages,
including JAY Z, Red Hot Chili Peppers,

Chance The Rapper, The Killers,
Gorillaz, Martin Garrix, and The xx,

it will be two weekends you
won’t want to miss.
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Black Lips
Satan’s Graffiti or God’s Art?
Vice Music

HHH
Veteran garage rockers make
a sprawling anti-concept LP

These garage-rock vets have al-
ways idealized the Sixties at its
scuzziest. But their eighth LP
has bigger ambitions: Sean Len-
non produced, and his mom,
Yoko Ono, appears as a guest
star, resulting in an 18-song
suite with all the highbrow fix-
ings (interludes, spoken-word
bits, etc.). They bounce between
genres with screwball zeal, but
the anti-concept loopiness can
be weird fun – from the Wild
West psychobilly of “Occidental
Front” to a mutant girl-group
ballad “Crystal Night” to a cover
of the Beatles’ “It Won’t Be Long”
that imagines its crushed-out
giddiness as woozy sitar-and-
guitar slop dementia. JON DOLAN

Alt-J
Relaxer Canvasback/Atlantic

HHH
English art-rock crew throws
a fun 21st-century Ren fair

What if Radiohead had used
their Nineties digital prog to
escape into the past rather than
fight the future? That’s the vibe
of “3WW,” the prettily mordant
first track on Alt-J’s third rec-
ord, a glitch-y modern version
of Fairport Convention’s folk
pastorales. The U.K. art rockers
have a nice time messing with
history – their “House of the
Rising Sun” is a minimalist
chamber rumble, with singer-
guitarist Joe Newman adding
his own poetry to the original.
At times their idea-heavy songs
can feel weighed down by clev-
erness (the Primus-y “Dead-
crush”). But Alt-J can create a
dark beauty that’s like moon-
light on an English moor. J.D.

“Picture a shithouse with no fucking
drains/Picture a leader with no fuck-
ing brains,” snarls Roger Waters near
the start of his first proper rock LP in
25 years, unsubtle as a hammer be-

tween the eyes. But the grim charm of this set, a
dystopian concept album that makes The Wall read
like Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, is precisely his
off-the-leash ranting, a fitting response to our times.

The LP is not without humor. It opens with the
old rock star imagining his first act as God: undoing
the long-term effects of alcohol on his face (priori-
ties, people!). Elsewhere, classic song allusions flick-
er sardonically (“Wish you were here in Guantánamo
Bay!”). But it’s a relentlessly dark image feed: drone
warfare (“Déjà Vu”), forced parent-child separations
(“The Last Refugee”), the gluttony of the American
dream (“Broken Bones”). The music is quintessential
post-Dark Side of the Moon Pink Floyd, but chan-
neled by offspring: Producer Nigel Godrich brings
prog-rock grandeur; multi-instrumentalist Jonathan
Wilson does microdose psychedelia; Lucius provide
alt-R&B backing vocals. It’s precisely what a Trump-
era Roger Waters album should be. WILL HERMES

Roger Waters’
Dark Side of
America
The Pink Floyd visionary returns
to mirror our modern dystopia

Roger Waters Is This the Life We Really
Want? ColumbiaHHHH

Against the
wall: Waters
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but he’s not refresh-
ing the role, just re-
peating it. Bardem
finds a twinkling
menace in Salazar,
the pirate king of the
undead. But creative
life departed this se-
ries long ago. Couple
chaotic action with
an incoherent script,
and even the best ac-
tors go under. Still,

the true victims are audienc-
es forking over cash money for
this bilge. They’re essentially
walking the plank.

By Peter Travers
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Wonder Woman
Gal Gadot, Chris Pine
Directed by Patty Jenkins
HH½

after 76 years as a trail-
blazer for DC Comics, Wonder
Woman stars in her first film.
What took so long? Dynamo
Israeli actress Gal Gadot owns
the role, her body-beautiful
forged with feminist fire. She
really is all that. The movie?
Not so much. Wonder Woman
is hobbled by a slogging ori-
gin story and action that only
comes in fits and starts. Just
when Gadot and director Patty
Jenkins (Monster) are ready to
kick ass, we get backstory.

Diana, the daughter of
Queen Hippolyta (Connie
Nielsen) and Zeus, grows up
on the island of Themyscira,
where Amazons are trained
as warriors. Except for Diana.
Mom wants her spared from
war ideology. It’s her aunt
(Robin Wright) who trains the
girl in secret. Dudes? Not in
the picture, until Steve Trev-
or (Chris Pine), an American
pilot, crash-lands nearby.

Then the battle starts?
Nah. First Steve and Diana
do the flirty thing (Pine does

it charmingly). Steve promises
to take her behind enemy lines.
It’s 1918, the height of World
War I (forget that it’s WW2
in the comics); Diana believes
she only needs to kill Ares, the
Greek god of war, to end the
bloodshed. Don’t look for clar-
ity, it’s a comic book.

So then the combat starts?
Not yet. In London, Steve’s
secretary (Lucy Davis) gives
Diana a makeover to try to pass
her off as an Everywoman. But
why bother? The film takes for-
ever to unleash the Amazon
and suffers for it.

Finally, the real action
starts, with Wonder Woman
racing through the front
lines, her bracelets deflecting
heavy artillery (improbable
but mighty impressive). The
stunts are showstopping, but
they can’t stop the subplots.
Unlike Marvel films, where
the dark stuff is mostly sub-
text, DC tends to smother high
spirits in gloom. But Gadot, an
ex-combat instructor in Isra-
el, makes sure Diana runs her
own game. Gadot is unstop-
pable and spectacular to see in
action. Watch her fly.

The Original Riot Girl

Gadot
takes no
prisoners.

HHHH Classic |HHH½ Excellent |HHH Good |HH Fair |H Poor

War Machine
Brad Pitt
Directed by David Michôd
HH

in “the runaway general,”
a 2010 article by Michael Hast-
ings in Rolling Stone, Gen.
Stanley McChrystal, command-
er of U.S. and NATO forces in
Afghanistan, talked shit about
President Obama’s war policy
and got canned for it. But the
core of Hastings’ piece and of his
book, The Operators, is the war
machine and how it operates.

Now Hollywood and Net-
flix take a crack at it. Brad Pitt
stars as the McChrystal charac-

ter, here dubbed Gen. Glen Mc-
Mahon for reasons best known
to litigators. Pitt can be great
in go-for-broke roles (Inglour-
ious Basterds), but he pushes
the general far into caricature.
There are three dimensions to
this ramrod, but Pitt and the
script give us only one.

Writer-director David Mi-
chôd (Animal Kingdom) is aim-
ing for Strangelove satire, but
the too-blunt comedy defangs
the film. As does the irritating
voice-over from the Rolling
Stone reporter, played by Scoot
McNairy, which breaks a cardi-
nal rule of filmmaking: Show,
don’t tell. Somewhere along the
way, War Machine forgot that
world leaders and policy wonks
don’t mean a thing if they’re not
flesh and blood.

The General
Goes Rogue

‘Pirates 5’ Scrapes the Franchise Bottom

Pirates of the
Caribbean: Dead
Men Tell No Tales
Johnny Depp
Directed by Joachim Rønning
and Espen Sandberg
H

is this really just the
fifth entry in the Pirates of the
Caribbean film franchise? It
feels like the 50th. Except for
series newcomer Javier Bar-
dem, who brings fresh mis-
chief to this paycheck party,
Dead Men Tell No Tales has all
the flavor of rotting leftovers.

Johnny Depp’s Capt. Jack
Sparrow was a great comic cre-
ation back in 2003 (he earned
an Oscar nomination for it),

Bardem
leads
dead

pirates.

Pitt plays
ego in a
uniform.
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Billy Joel
On doubting himself, staying in touch with

his ex-wives and what it’s like to finally be cool

In the past few years, you’ve become a much bigger concert draw.
What happened?

I don’t like to think about why – because then you find out. I
have a theory about any success I’ve had. I don’t think I’m all that
bad. I just think I’m competent. I know how to write. I know how
to play. I know how to sing in key. I don’t like my own voice.
Do you consider yourself a great songwriter?

I think I’m OK. Some of my songs are pretty damn good. Some
stink out loud. I once tried to write a song in French, and I don’t
even speak French. I played it in France and asked a promot-
er why they didn’t like it. He said they thought I was singing in
Polish. About half of my songs are passable, but there’s a bunch I
would throw away.
Those songs are the soundtracks to people’s lives!

I like the obscure stuff more than the hits. I never thought
“Piano Man” would be a hit. “We Didn’t Start the Fire” is
essentially a novelty song.
What do you think as you’re singing “Piano Man” on-
stage?

“Oh, good, it’s almost over!” I’m kidding. It’s grat-
ifying to hear an audience sing your words. But it’s
more about feeling than thinking onstage. I like
communicating with the musicians. Sometimes
we tune into the same thing without signaling
each other. There’s sort of a wizardry to it.
What’s your favorite Billy Joel song?

“New York State of Mind,” because,
I guess, it became a standard. Sort of
like Hoagy Carmichael’s “Stardust,”
or “Georgia on My Mind.” It be-
came one of those songs.
What advice do you give young-
er musicians?

Don’t be afraid of mis-
takes, because the only orig-
inal thing we ever do is make
mistakes. You can be taught
how to do something per-
fectly right, but only you can
screw it up in your own in-
imitable way.
How do you relax?

Well, I got a little girl
now. She’s 20 months
old. My favorite thing
is just to hang out
with her and see the
wheels in her head
spin: how she’s
viewing the world
and what she’s learn-
ing. That’s my favorite
way to relax.

What have you learned about fatherhood?
My favorite thing about my whole life is probably being a father.

I didn’t have a father, so it was very important to me to be a father
and kind of compensate for what I didn’t have.
Did you ever get caught up in fame and money?

I’d get caught up in work. I can’t believe how hard I worked when
I was younger. Sometimes it affected me as a human being. I set a
high bar for myself, and if I didn’t reach it, I would beat myself up,
which probably is the reason I stopped writing songs.
Do ideas still come to you when you’re sitting at the piano at home?

Every morning. I wake up every morning, I get out of bed and I
got a song idea in my head. Not necessarily a song idea but either a
melodic idea or a symphonic idea. I dream symphonies sometimes.

So I’m still writing music. I never stopped writing music. I
just stopped writing songs.

Where does your drive come from?
I grew up listening to classical music. I read

a quote from Neil Diamond: “I’ve forgiven
myself for not being Beethoven.” And I real-
ized my issue was I haven’t forgiven myself
for not being Beethoven.
Bill O’Reilly once said he knew you in high
school and called you a “hoodlum.”

I think maybe to him I was. I didn’t real-
ly know him, but we’re from the same town

and my gang used to hang out at the stores.
But we were more lovers than we were fighters.

Do you consider yourself happy?
I’m a very contented man. I keep reading, “Oh, he

suffers from depression.” I don’t. There’s a couple of
times I’ve gone on drinking binges when I was sad or

upset. But it was always a short burst of sadness. I never
stayed there.

Is it important to stay close to your ex-wives?
I don’t carry hard feelings. I don’t carry grudges. I get along

with all my ex-wives. I’m kind of like Henry VIII. This is my
fourth marriage – may the fourth be with me!

Critics used to give you a hard time. But it seems like in the past
few years you’ve become cool.

Look, man, Trump is president, so all
kinds of weird shit can happen.
What do you make of that?

I’m still flabbergasted. I try to
stay out of politics. One of the

biggest cheers of the night
comes when we do “Piano
Man” and I sing, “They
know that it’s me that
they’re coming to see
to forget about life for a
while,” and the audience

lets out this huge “ahhhh”
and I say, “OK, yeah, don’t
forget that.” We’re more
like court jesters than court
philosophers.

  INTERVIEW BY PATRICK DOYLE

Illustration by Mark Summers

Joel will be touring
stadiums across the U.S.
this summer.
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