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Punk and Post-Punk !  Tim Lawrence lecture notes !  Sound Systems 2008 
 
 
 
This week I'm going to trace the evolution of rock from the late 1960s through to the 
early 1980s. I'll begin by providing a brief overview of psychedelic rock, progressive 
rock and glam rock before focusing on the punk and post-punk reaction to the perceived 
decline or unduly bloated character of early 1970s rock. As I go through this material, I 
want to keep alive questions not just of questions of aesthetics and affect !  what does 
this music sound like and feel like !  but also how the culture of rock develops in 
relationship to questions of gender, sexuality and race. As usual, these developments in 
music culture will be explored against a broader political and economic backdrop. 
Because it ran across a parallel timeframe, last week's lecture on 1970s dance music 
forms another point of reference that I'll refer to as I go along. 
 
 
Rock in the late 1960s/early 1970s 
 
A fortnight ago I ended the rock lecture at the point where rock established a form of 
hegemony in the popular music market with the release of Sgt. Pepper's by the Beatles. 
This was the point when music critics united, perhaps for the first time, in claiming that a 
form of popular music amounted to a serious piece of art, and the album was freely 
compared to the artistry of figures like Shakespeare and so on. The album was also self-
consciously artistic inasmuch as it introduced various levels of experimentation and 
complexity, including the use of the sitar, an Indian instrument, as well as studio-
generated sound effects that could not be straightforwardly reproduced on stage. The 
album cover of Sgt. Pepper's pictured the Beatles amidst a range of famous philosophers 
and art figures, so in a humorous way the band was also intent on moving away from its 
image of being a bunch of lively rock and rollers from Liverpool to a group of musicians 
who could stand side-by-side with series of influential artistic and philosophical figures, 
with the cover itself a work of art. As a result, the release of Sgt. Pepper's became a 
defining moment in the establishment of popular music as a serious art form rather than 
an entertainment outlet, and at the centre of this movement was a genre that was 
dominated by white straight men !  the group who for centuries had dominated the 
spheres of politics and economics, and who were now staking unprecedented claim to 
control the centre of popular music culture. The point is not that the Beatles were the first 
white male artists to achieve success in popular entertainment, because many other acts 
had preceded them. But where as the Original Dixieland Jazz Band or Elvis achieved 
prominence by drawing heavily on black popular styles, Sgt. Pepper's didn't contain any 
obvious trace of blackness. The black priorities of call and response (or antiphony), of 
polyrhythm and of an immediacy of performance were gone. And it was at this moment, 
when a white aesthetics became central to what had been known as rock and roll culture, 
that it was hailed by music critics writing in outlets such as the New York Times and the 
Village Voice. 
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As I noted in the lecture on rock and roll and the rise of rock, however, the Italian 
Marxist Antonio Gramsci argued that hegemonic formations don't achieve their dominant 
positions through brutal coercion, but instead make a number of concessions to outsider 
groups in order to build a ruling coalition based on consent. In other words, there's no 
straightforward way for a group of white middle class men to assert their absolute will 
over anyone else, be this in economics, politics or culture, and as a result the history of 
rock during the late 1960s and 1970s was also a story of rock's ongoing engagement with 
black, Latin and female groups of musicians and fans. That was because it was only by 
appealing to groups beyond its core white male constituency that rock could justify its 
claim that is performers spoke with a poetic and artistic voice that was of universal 
appeal !  just as the works of Shakespeare and Beethoven were deemed to be of 
universal appeal.  
 
The rockist attempt to establish something that resembled a broad coalition could be 
witnessed at the Woodstock festival that took place in Woodstock, upstate New York, in 
the summer of 1969, where two of the key performers were Janis Joplin and Jimi 
Hendrix. This is what they sounded like: 
 
MUSIC: Janis Joplin " Piece of My Heart"  
MUSIC: Jim Hendr ix " Purple Haze"  
 
Joplin was the most important female performer of the era. She was an excellent guitarist 
and vocalist. Yet she was continually judged to be not sufficiently good looking to be a 
performer, and she eventually died from a drug overdose in 1970, a year after the 
Woodstock festival. 
 
Hendrix, meanwhile, established himself as the first virtuoso guitarist of rock, and at the 
Woodstock festival played a distorted version of the "Star Spangled Banner", which was 
in effect a sonic version of Jasper John's grimy, contorted representation of the American 
flag. The rendition articulated a sense of unease with the director of the American 
government, especially its ongoing military efforts in Vietnam, and it became the 
festival's enduring iconic moment. 
 
As with Joplin, however, Hendrix's presence with rock culture was uneasy. At an earlier 
moment, Hendrix had travelled to Britain in order to develop his career, in part because 
he faced hostility from African Americans, who believed that his emphasis on the lead 
guitar took too much away from the collective ethos of the R&B groove. Yet Hendrix 
wasn't wholly accepted in rock, in part because a lingering racist outlook had it that LSD 
was an intellectual drug and therefore wasn't conducive to black aesthetics or black 
consumption. "Purple Haze", which referenced LSD overtly, sat uneasily in this nexus of 
psychedelic rock and racial politics. Unless you count Prince as a rock act, Hendrix was 
the last major black rock artist. 
 
It would be reasonable to question how long rock managed to maintain its hegemonic 
position in popular music culture, because by the late 1960s the countercultural coalition 
that it claimed to head began to fall apart. Internal factors were important, and bands such 
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as the Rolling Stones were charged with being more interested in making money than 
following any kind of progressive politics in their day-to-day behaviour. At the same 
time, feminist critiques began to critique the chauvinism that was implicit in so-called 
"cock rock" culture. 
 
The coalition came under pressure form external forces, with the US government 
introducing a range of repressive measures during this period that curtailed anti-war and 
black protest activity. Around the same time the long postwar economic boom also 
started to come to an end, and this marked a wider political shift, because the economic 
boom had encouraged people to become concerned not about their own welfare but about 
the need to change society. Now that the good times associated with economic growth 
were drawing to a close, people started to think less about progressive politics and more 
about how they were going to earn a living. It became self-evident that although taking 
LSD could be an enlightening experience, that kind of consumption wasn't going to 
change the world in any kind of permanent way. 
 
Against this turbulent economic and political backdrop, rock split into four movements 
around the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
 
The first movement came to be known as progressive rock, or prog rock, and functioned 
as an outgrowth of psychedelic rock. Featuring groups such as King Crimson, Yes, 
Genesis and Pink Floyd, progressive rockers sought to continue the work of the Beatles 
on Sgt. Pepper's and take rock into new technical and compositional areas that broke with 
the traditional verse-chorus-verse-chorus structure of the standard pop song.   
 
MUSIC: Pink Floyd " Speak to Me"  
MUSIC: Pink Floyd " On the Run"  
 
Pink Floyd were perhaps the most prominent band within progressive rock and their 
emphasis on avant-garde experiments, collage electronics, free-form techniques and 
complex, composed structures were typical of the sound. Their instrumental brilliance, 
refined studio production values, and political references to psychedelic culture and 
power meant they always appealed beyond a narrow rock audience, and someone like 
Mancuso got to play early test pressings of some of their 1970s albums. Yet progressive 
rock also moved away from the notion of popular music as something that was to be 
danced to. Instead, progressive rock was intentionally artistic and complex and required 
concentration. When progressive rock bands performed in giant stadiums, audiences sat 
down and contemplated the music as if they were listening to a performance of orchestral 
music. Indeed as the authors Borthwick and Moy note, progressive rock drew its 
extended structures, complex and shifting time signatures, and formal concepts such 
counterpoint, the tone poem and the fugue from the western classical tradition (2004, 63).  
 
The second movement was dubbed "heavy rock", and shared many of progressive rock's 
aesthetic priorities. Inspired by the virtuoso skills and heavily masculine presence of 
Hendrix, bands such as Led Zepellin, Black Sabbath and Deep Purple !  all of them 
based in the UK !  began to develop a darker, more paranoid sound that reflected the 
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changing political times. Long gone was the moment when it appeared as though rock 
musicians, along with the broader countercultural movement, were about to change the 
world. In place of this optimism, a brooding, aggressive, and sometimes depressive sound 
came to dominate: 
 
MUSIC: Black Sabbath " Paranoid"  
MUSIC: Deep Purple " Child In Time"  
 
Black Sabbath, Deep Purple and Led Zeppelin were all based in the UK, where the black 
presence was less marked and less influential than in the US, and the sound of heavy 
metal, along with progressive rock, effectively marked the point at which rock culture 
terminated the connection it had established with black R&B during the early evolution 
of rock and roll. Instead of referencing the blues, jazz or gospel, heavy metal groups 
evoked an English folk idyll, and the groups also tended to produce "epic" records that 
featured prominent individual virtuoso performances by the lead guitarist and lead 
vocalists, as we hear in the long intro to "Child In Time". As Simon Frith notes in his 
classic account of rock music, Sound Effects, "By the 1970s there was a general stress in 
rock on artfulness, on individualised skills, on 'unnatural' (because personalised) accounts 
of experience" (1983, 21). 
 
A third movement, dubbed Glam Rock, developed in parallel to progressive rock and 
heavy metal. And once again, British bands dominated Glam Rock, with Marc Bolan and 
T-Rex, David Bowie, Queen, Roxy Music and Slade among the most influential, while 
US acts such as Lou Reed and the New York Dolls were also influential. Glam stood out 
more for its sense of style and sexuality than its sound, and figures such as Bowie and the 
New York Dolls playing on themes of sexual ambiguity and extravagant dress styles that 
diverged from masculine trajectory of heavy metal. Yet it was within Glam Rock that a 
fourth movement began to form, and this movement came to be known as punk, even if 
that term didn't emerge until the music took roots in the UK. 
 
The sound of pre-punk punk can be traced to groups such as the Velvet Underground, 
which featured Lou Reed, as well the New York Dolls and the Ramones. All of these 
bands split from the shift towards complexity that characterised the late work of the 
Beatles, as well as the releases of the psychedelic, heavy metal and progressive rock 
bands that came to the foreground in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Rather than 
following this move into virtuosity, bands such as the Velvet Underground shifted into 
"speed" mode and started to develop a form of rock music that reconnected the sound 
with its early rock and roll roots. Above anything else, this music was raucous. 
 
MUSIC: Velvet Underground " Sister  Ray"  
MUSIC: Velvet Underground " Venus In Furs"  
 
Comprising Lou Reed, John Cale, Sterling Morrison and Maureen Tucker, the Velvet 
Underground were one of the most influential rock bands of the late 1960s and early 
1970s. Their first album, The Velvet Underground and Nico, was released in 1967, and 
their second album, White Light / White Heat, came out in 1969. Both foreground a 
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reverberant drone !  or continuous note !  that generates a sinister, menacing 
atmosphere, while the use of S/M lyrics draw on some of the thematics of what would 
become known as glam rock but present them in a context that is intentionally dark and 
unsettling. 
 
As with Dylan and the Beatles, the Velvets were self-conscious of their status as artists 
and were engaged with producing an arty form of rock. But whereas Dylan and the 
Beatles saw art as a form of romanticism in which the individual artist gets to speak 
supposedly universal truths that can then be commodified and sold to a popular audience, 
the Velvets were engaged in a more obviously avant-garde practice and didn't enjoy any 
form of commercial success. Involved with Andy Warhol and the avant-garde artistic 
network he built in 1960s New York, the Velvets developed an aesthetic sensibility that 
had much in common with the minimalist art movement, which unfolded in New York 
during the same period. In contrast to the romantic ideal, artistic minimalism was 
opposed to the idea of "individual self-expression" and as an alternative started to 
develop a form that revolved around neutral surfaces, a use of repetition, industrial 
materials and geometry. All of these priorities can be heard in a record such as "Sister 
Ray", which has an industrial, stripped down, repetitive aesthetic. The fact that the 
Velvets went around wearing black leather jackets and sunglasses added to their 
alternative-art appeal. 
 
Formed by Iggy Pop and based in Michigan, one of the industrial centres of the US, the 
Stooges developed a similar sound around the same time as the Velvets went into the 
recording studio:  
 
MUSIC: The Stooges " 1969" 
MUSIC: The Stooges " T.V. Eye"  
 
Released by Elektra and generating no significant sales, "1969" critiques life in the US in 
the late 1960s !  a country that is fighting an apparently fruitless war in Vietnam while 
unemployment is rising domestically. As with the Velvet Underground, the sound is 
reminiscent of what we now call garage rock, with the production deliberately low-
quality and basic guitar riffs prominent. The sound is direct and minimalistic. "T.V. Eye", 
recorded a year later in 1970, develops a similar aesthetic and is cited by some as the 
classic example of noise rock. 
 
Listening to the Stooges alongside bands such as Black Sabbath, we can hear a form of 
music that is less celebratory than anything that came out of the 1960s, as well as the turn 
to what would become disco in the 1970s. Black Sabbath came out of Birmingham, the 
car manufacturing equivalent of Detroit in the US, and the band's amphetamine-driven 
sound embodied a spirit of paranoia and fear. In Detroit itself, the Stooges embodied self-
hating irony and alienated rage. And in downtown NYC, which had never been a 
manufacturing zone but which had nevertheless lost its manufacturing base during the 
1960s, the Velvets asserted that music was about being "uptight". 
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New York punk 
 
Just as New York was the key setting for the emergence of disco, so it was the city where 
punk took root. There were structural reasons for this. As already mentioned, 
manufacturers moved out of downtown New York !  in particular, the zones now known 
as SoHo, NoHo and TriBeCa !  during the 1960s, and this left a large collection of 
spacious ex-industrial building unoccupied. Artists started to move into these buildings 
during the 1960s and early 1970s, and musicians followed, too. Living in these buildings 
was prohibited because they were zoned for commercial use only, but the artists and 
musicians were drawn to their dramatic architectural features and reverberant acoustic 
qualities, and because rents were so cheap a so-called "artist colony" quickly developed 
in which artists, musicians, sculptor, writers and so on lived in a concentrated space. 
Because of its unique concentration of creative workers, downtown New York became 
the site in which radical developments in art, writing and music took place during the 
1970s and 1980s. Disco developed in downtown parties such as the Loft and the Gallery; 
minimalist orchestral music unfolded in avant-garde spaces such as the Kitchen; free jazz 
was forged in what became known as the loft jazz scene; and the sound of minimalist 
rock also began to be come together in spaces such as Max's Kansas City. In fact David 
Mancuso's first Loft was located on the same street as the Mercer Street Arts Centre, and 
that Centre housed both the Kitchen and a series of alternative rock rooms, including one 
that was known as the Oscar Wilde Room, where the New York Dolls held a residency in 
1972, so these important musical developments in disco, orchestral music and rock were 
effectively happening on the same street. And when the Mercer Street Arts Centre 
collapsed due to internal structure work that had not been properly declared in 1974, the 
Kitchen was forced to relocate, as were the rock bands that played in the venue. It was 
then that the rock bands started to play in a down-and-out venue called CBGB-OMFUG, 
an acronym that stood for Country, Bluegrass, Blues, and Other Music for Uplifting 
Gormandizers. 
 
Situated on the nearby Bowery, CBGB's was unfashionable and pretty much empty, 
which meant that it was easy for local rock bands to book a gig, and from 1974 onwards 
bands such as Richard Hell & the Voidoids, Television, Patti Smith and, most 
importantly, the Ramones started to play there. These bands all became seminal punk 
acts. 
 
Richard Hell was one of the key figures in the scene that revolved around CBGB's. Born 
Richard Meyers, he renamed himself as the lot more punky Richard Hell and formed a 
band called Television with Richard Verlaine and another player in 1974. It was 
Television that persuaded the owner of CBGB's to start booking rock bands and they 
were involved in helping build the venue's stage. In 1975 Hell left Television and went 
on to form Richard Hell & the Voidoids in 1976, where he developed a nihilistic 
philosophy on tracks such as "Who Says it's Good to Be Alive?" Hell also developed a 
look that came to be associated with punk: he spiked up his hear and wore items of torn 
clothing that were held together with safety pins. Malcolm McClaren, who would help 
pioneer punk in London, cites Hell as an important inspiration for the Sex Pistols !  but 
more of that soon. 
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Patti Smith was another important figure at CBGB's, not just because she was the first 
woman to take centre-stage in punk, but also because she formed a link between the beat 
poetry scene and the downtown rock scene, which received its ultimate expression on her 
1975 album Horses: 
 
MUSIC: Patti Smith " Land"  
 
A reader of the 19th century French Symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud, Smith was 
influenced by Television: she reviewed one of their early CBGB's gigs and dated 
Verlaine. Refusing to conform to images of the feminine ideal, Smith pronounced at the 
opening of "Gloria" (which also featured on the Horses album), "Jesus died for 
somebody's sins, but not mine." 
 
The ideas of alienation, rebellion and transgression were central to punk, and it was with 
the Ramones that these themes came to be aligned with the punk sound: 
 
MUSIC: Ramones " Blitzkr ief Bop"  
MUSIC: Ramones " Beat On the Brat"  
MUSIC: Ramones " Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue"  
 
The sound of punk comes together in these tracks, which display: 
 
The Ramones were distinctive for the sheer speed at which they played, and this trait 
became one of punk rock's distinctive features: 
 
(i) relatively fast bass lines 
(ii) distorted guitars 
(iii) simple chord sequences 
(iv) a frenetic thrashed style 
(v) screamed vocals 
(vi) an aesthetic of speed 
 
Punk was initially used as a slang term to denote a young criminal. A member of a band 
called the Fugs was the first person to use the term punk rock in print during an interview 
with the Chicago Tribune in 1970. Later that year the maverick rock critic Lester Bangs 
called Iggy Pop a "Stooge punk" and a New York proto-punk bank called Suicide started 
to bill their gigs as punk gigs after reading the Bangs reference. Writing in Creem, Dave 
Marsh became the first critic to use the term "punk rock" in May 1971. 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Punk_rock) Yet the term didn't begin to refer to a coherent 
set of musical features until Television and the rest started to play at CBGB's, and the 
sound received its most articulate expression from the Ramones. In contrast to 
progressive rock, punk rock bands valued spontaneity, simplicity, immediate 
gratification, succinctness and expressive authenticity. And punk also contained an 
implicit politics, because the playing and singing also expressed a form of anger with the 
wider political and economic system, which struggled for authority in the first half of the 
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1970s as the Vietnam War dragged on, the 1973 Oil Crisis left Israel's western supporters 
without oil, which in turn resulted in a recssion in the US and the UK in 1974 !  the 
same year that the Watergate scandal forced the US President Richard Nixon to resign. 
Young and had enough of the world? Especially as yours was likely to be the first 
generation that would be economically worse of than the parental generation? Why not 
vent your expression in music and have a good scream. It didn't amount to a coherent 
political response, but it felt good. 
 
 
London punk 
 
The Damned were the first punk group to break through in the UK !  the band released 
"New Rose" in 1977 !  but the Sex Pistols had a much greater impact with records like 
these: 
 
MUSIC: Sex Pistols " Anarchy In the UK"  
MUSIC: Sex Pistols " God Save the Queen"  
 
The Pistols were the invention of Malcolm McClaren, who was influenced by the 
Situationists !  a political group that criticised capitalism for its homogeneity and 
conformity, and which also believed that art should be sensational and shocking. A 
renegade entrepreneur who managed the New York Dolls, McClaren opened up a shop 
called Sex with the young designer Vivien Westwood on Kings Road in West London, 
and after he heard the Ramones he persuaded a group of customers to form a band. That 
band became known as the Sex Pistols, which took to recording punk-style music, 
wearing punk-style clothing, and swearing a lot on TV !  just like a good Situationist 
band. In terms of their recordings, there was anything particularly distinctive about the 
Sex Pistols, who covered the Stooges on their debut album, Never Mind the Bollocks, 
which also featured "Anarchy In the UK" and "God Save the Queen". But the Sex Pistols 
did break new ground in their creation of a media moral panic, in part because their New 
York counterparts hard for the most part steered clear of the mainstream media !  just 
like the rest of the downtown scene. 
 
The Sex Pistols now look rather sad: their music wasn't especially original and their 
anarchist politics were entirely superficial. But other UK punk bands such as the Clash, 
the Adverts, the Buzzcocks wand Stiff Little Fingers ere more sonically innovative and 
politically committed. Along with the Pistols, the Clash were the key London punk band 
of 1977 !  the year in which they released their eponymous album, The Clash. 
 
MUSIC: Clash " Hate &  War"  
MUSIC: Clash " Remote Control"  
 
On "Hate & War" the break with the utopian "love and peace" values of the 
countercultural movement are made explicit. The 1970s offer less hope than the 1960s, 
and on this record the Clash take on the problem of growing social dislocation. On 
"Remote Control" the macho group chanting evokes a sense of working class collective 
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solidarity. This idea of working-class solidarity might seem odd given that the members 
of the Clash went to public school, but they dropped out, took to living in squats and 
became involved in the anti-fascist movement, and it was through this transformation that 
they came face-to-face with the culture of the reggae sound system. The band referenced 
this on the song "White Man In the Hammersmith Palais" and the reggae influence 
peaked on the recording of "Magnificent Seven": 
 
MUSIC: Clash " Magnificent Seven"  
 
In addition to reggae's sonics, the Clash were also drawn to reggae's Rastafarian politics, 
which combined religion with anti-colonial resistance to the British empire, and this took 
on added significance in 1970s Britain, where fascism was on the rise, especially within 
the skinhead movement. With the immigrants who had arrived in the UK during the 
1950s still considered to be new arrivals, racial conflict between young people became 
commonplace during this period. The Clash took on this issue through the sonic make-up 
of their music. 
 
 
Female punk 
 
The above is the well-known account of punk Ñ  an account that focuses on rising social 
anxiety and racism, both of which are met by UK punks, who are also concerned with 
resisting middle-class art rock, otherwise known as progressive rock. And this 
interpretation also became the official Cultural Studies interpretation of punk when Dick 
Hebdige published his classic book, Subculture: The Meaning of Style in 1979. Hebdige 
interpreted punk as appearing as part of a series of British subcultures, which also 
included the Teddy Boys, the Rockers and the Mods. Like other theorists, Hebdige 
explored the working-class roots of these movements, but in contrast to other theorists 
Hebdige also introduced a series of readings that took punk away from this single social 
interpretation. Through a use of semiotics, he traced the way in which punk could be 
adopted by anyone who wanted to challenge the ruling powers by adopting what he 
called "semiotic guerrilla warfare", e.g. the use of the Mohican, or clashing dress styles, 
or safety pins. And Hebdige also focused on punk's engagement with black music and the 
ethos of Rastafarianism oppositional politics (even if most punk music didn't reflect 
reggae music at all). 
 
However, what's often forgotten in surveys of punk, including the official version of 
punk, is the influence it had on the feminist movement. Progressive rock and heavy metal 
had little time for the masculine vulnerability that would characterise much of the work 
of the Ramones Ñ  vulnerable young men who experienced angst and misery !  which 
contrasted sharply with the dominant model of swaggering, phallocentric rock 
musicianship. Yet punk wasn't so much full of vulnerable young men as it was open to 
musicians who wanted to say something against the rock establishment, and that 
established it as prime terrain for women to not only take to the microphone in a non-
feminine manner as well as pick up instruments and even form their own bands. As a 
result, a group of bands that developed an explicitly feminist agenda, and were either led 
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by women or made up of women. Three groups stand out: Siouxsie and the Banshees, X-
Ray Spex and the Slits. 
 
MUSIC: Siouxsie &  the Banshees " Spellbound"  
MUSIC: Siouxsie &  the Banshees " Mirage"  
 
Led by Siouxsie Sioux and the bassist Steven Severin, Siouxise and the Banshees are 
sometimes said to have inspired the goth movement with "Spellbound", while "Mirage" 
critiques the objectification of the female body. (Incidentally "Mirage" was released 
around the time Laura Mulvey wrote her classic essay "Visual Pleasure In Narrative 
Cinema".) 
 
Meanwhile the Slits took on board reggae and invited the reggae producer Dennis Bovell 
to produce their debut album, Cut, which was released in 1979. 
 
MUSIC: The Slits " Spend Spend Spend"  
 
The reggae influence is clear here, and on other tracks such as "Love Und Romance" and 
"Typical Girls" the develop a fairly cutting critique of the normative gender roles 
associated with girls and women. 
 
 
Post-punk 
 
Tracks like "Magnificent Seven" and "Spend Spend Spend" are informed by punk and 
sound like punk, but they aren't quite punk, especially thanks to their reggae influence, 
and this diversion from punk could also be detected in other bands that joined Television, 
Richard Hell & the Voidoids, Patti Smith and the Ramones at CBGB's. The other bands 
included Blondie and Talking Heads, who developed an angular minimalism, yet didn't 
adopt the "glue sniffing" attitude of their peers. Here's what early Blondie and early 
Talking Heads sounded like: 
 
MUSIC: Blondie " Hanging On the Telephone"  
MUSIC: Talking Heads " Psycho Killer"  
 
Both of these records revolve around a taught, tense, stripped down aesthetic, yet they 
lack the in-your-face aggression of punk, and indeed when Blondie, Talking Heads and 
the rest of the bands started to coalesce around CBGB's, the label that signed them all up, 
Sire Records, didn't know what to call them. Punk seemed to be distasteful and overly 
aggressive, and so Seymour Stein, the head of Sire, opted to use the term "new wave" 
instead. The term suited Blondie and Talking Heads well because both of these bands 
turned out to be much more musically experimental than the bulk of bands that identified 
with punk. Blondie developed an interesting line in postmodern pastiche, recording a 
range of styles that included reggae, disco and even hip hop, while Talking Heads 
became one of the most influential art-pop acts of the 1970s and 1980s. Indeed lead 
singer David Byrne and his co-founders Tina Weymouth and Chris Frantz had all gone to 
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art school together in Rhode Island, and when they travelled to New York the initial 
intention was to work as artists in the downtown scene I described earlier. But on their 
arrival they decided that they could deploy their artistic sensibilities more effectively in 
music, which was a freer market than the art market, and they became a four-member 
band when they were joined by Jerry Harrison,  the ex-bass player of a proto-punk band 
called the Modern Lovers (who I haven't had time to discuss). 
 
Following their debut in 1977, Talking Heads released the similarly taut and tense More 
Songs About Buildings and Food in 1978, which was followed up by Fear of Music 
(1979). That album contained an apparent critique of disco in the line This ain't no party / 
This ain't no disco / This ain't no foolin' around / No time for dancing / Or lovey dovey / I 
ain't got time for that now. Some took offence, but not if they listened to the second 
variation of the chorus, which contained the line This ain't no Mudd Club, or CBGB, I 
ain't got time for that now. And on the album's opening track, "I Zimbra", it was clear 
that the band engaging seriously with black aesthetics !  and there weren't many other 
1970s rock bands that could have claimed that. 
 
MUSIC: Talking Heads " I  Zimbra"  
 
Byrne continud his exploration of black aesthetics within a new wave framework on the 
next Talking Heads album, Remain In Light, as well as his parallel work with the 
musician and producer Brian Eno, who had played keyboards for Roxy Music and 
pioneered the development of synthesised ambient music. Together with Byrne, Eno 
blended new wave with funk, electronic, ambient and African music on My Life In the 
Bush of Ghosts, which, like Remain In Light, employed a number of African American 
musicians (percussion players and backing vocalists) as well the Talking Heads line-up 
and a range of unusual samples !  including an exorcist. 
 
MUSIC: Br ian Eno & David Byrne " The Jezebel Spir it"  [exorcist sample begins at 
1:17] 
  
Of course punk and its successors are often seen to have been antagonists to 1970s disco, 
and that argument was reinforced when John Holstrom posted an early editorial in Punk 
magazine that ran along the lines of "Death to disco shit!" I've already discussed some of 
the tensions that ran between rock culture and black dance culture in earlier lectures and I 
don't have time to revisit and develop those arguments here, but there are a couple of 
points that should be made. First, a lot of the hostility towards disco was really directed 
towards the more commercial expression of disco in terms of elitist midtown nightclubs, 
the overkill of Saturday Night Fever and the subsequent deluge of commercial 
recordings. Second, a different version of disco had emerged in downtown New York and 
a surprising number of rock musicians visited venues like the Loft and the Gallery, 
including David Bowie and Mick Jagger !  and then went away and recorded creditable 
dance songs. And third, a range of downtown clubs opened in the second half of the 
1970s and the early 1980s in which rock and dance aesthetics and practices began to 
merge, and it was in this scene that bands like Talking Heads, as well as other acts such 
as Konk, began to develop a version of rock that re-engaged with black musical priorities. 



 12 

And they were able to do so because just as punk was a form of stripped down 
minimalism that reacted to the perceived overblown excesses of progressive rock, so 
dance was another form of minimalism, which revolved around the stripped down 
dynamic of the rhythm section. Both punk and disco musicians sought to make music that 
was experienced at the level of the body and was direct in its appeal, and these 
intersecting objectives enabled these supposedly antagonistic scenes to develop a 
meaningful conversation once punk had off-loaded some of its vitriol and disco its late 
1970s commercialism. 
 
 
Post-punk 
 
So how should we describe bands like Talking Heads, Blondie and Konk, who were 
clearly influenced by the New York version of punk yet can't really be categorised as 
punk bands? Post-punk seems to have now displaced new wave as the operating term to 
describe music that was released following the commercial peak of punk in 1976 and 
1977. The popular use of the term has certainly been cemented by the publication of Rip 
It Up by Simon Reynolds and refers to the music that is seen to have been "enabled" by 
punk Ñ  a range of experiments with instrumentation, texture and even stage performance 
strategies that was made possible by punk's determination to shake up the contours of 
progressive rock. As such, and as Reynolds notes, the term really refers to a period and a 
sensibility more than a sound or identifiable style. 
 
If post-punk didn't necessary sound like punk, and if post-punk bands rarely sounded like 
each other, they did nevertheless share a punk-oriented attitude. By that I don't mean that 
they all screamed "fuck off" to everyone, but rather that they developed according to 
punk's dare devil, DIY ethos Ñ  that all you needed was to learn three chords in order to 
stand up on stage and play music. That attitude resulted in people like Helen Reddington, 
one of the lecturers here at UEL, forming a punk band, and Helen recently published an 
important book titled The Lost Women of Rock Music: Female Musicians of the Rock Era, 
which charts the wide range of organic music groups that were formed by women in the 
punk and post-punk period. Punk also led to a bunch of independent labels being formed, 
including Rough Trade (Geoff Travis) and Factory (Tony Wilson), and encouraged rock 
bands to do what rock bands are sometimes reluctant to do, and that is to experiment with 
new technology. Punk's DIY ethos is even said to have underpinned the beginnings of 
rave culture, when party organisers, musicians and dancers and form DIY dance networks 
that existed outside of the licensed club scene. 
 
Reynolds suggests that "the long 'aftermath' of punk up to 1984 was musically way more 
interesting than what happened in 1976-7 itself, when punk staged its back to basics rock 
'n' roll revival." (xv) Reynolds adds that post-punk includes genres such as No Wave, 
punk-funk, mutant disco and industrial, and develops a range of vastly divergent chapters 
that chart the ways in which punk's ethos evolved in vast range of scenes and sounds. To 
give you an idea of how post-punk panned out, here are some of the groups that Reynolds 
discusses in his book: 
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(i) PIL, or Public Image Limited, Johnny Rotten's post-Pistol band (which he formed with 
Jah Wobble and guitarist Keith Leverne); 
 
(ii) No Wave groups such as Suicide, James Chance & the Contortions, the Theoretical 
Girls, the Gynecologists, Mars, DNA and Glenn Branca; 
 
MUSIC: Theoretical Gir ls " You Got Me"  
 
(iii) The Industrial grotesquerie of Pere Ubu, Devo, Throbbing Gristle P-Orridge and 23 
Skidoo. 
 
MUSIC: Devo "Jocko Homo"  
 
(iv) The two-tone Ska revoution of the Specials, Madness, the Beat, the Selecter and 
Dexy's Midnight Runners. 
 
(v) The broken rock of groups like the Raincoats and Scritti Politti (and maybe even Bow 
Wow Wow and Adam and the Ants). 
 
(vi) The electronic experimental music of bands such as Cabaret Voltaire, the Human 
League, Gary Numan, Ultravox, Visage, Soft Cell, Japan, Spandau Ballet and Soft Cell. 
 
MUSIC: Human League " Being Boiled"  
 
(vii) The punk-funk of bands such as the Au Pairs and even ESG: 
 
MUSIC: ESG " Moody"  
 
(viii) And then there's the depressive guitar work of the Fall and Joy Division. 
 
It was the Joy Division, reformed as New Order after the suicide of Joy Division's lead 
singer Ian Curtis in 1980, that made perhaps the most concerted engagement with 
technology following a trip to New York, and the release of "Blue Monday" by New 
Order marked the moment when a group of Indie-oriented rock fans started to dance to 
black music.  
 
MUSIC: New Order  " Blue Monday"  
 
So how did "Blue Monday" happen? Its birth can be traced to the moment New Order, 
still an Indie band, went to New York and visited venues such as Danceteria !  where 
DJs blended with post-punk bands and electro!  as well as the Loft and the Paradise 
Garage. New Order and their manager labels decided to create a similar set-up in 
Manchester and opened the Hacienda, which housed Indie groups, post-punk bands and 
dance DJs. "Blue Monday" represented one of the earliest rock engagements with dance 
and the conversation would become embedded by the end of the 1980s through the 
Madchester phenomenon, when rock acts such as the Happy Mondays got into the house 
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and rave scene that was emerging at the Hacienda and in other parts of northern England 
and inserted a dance sound into their rock recordings. We'll get to 80s dance in a few 
weeks time, but for now we can ponder the way in which "Blue Monday" represented the 
logical conclusion of the post-punk movement because it demonstrated the extreme way 
in which genre Ñ  the organising principle of this module Ñ  came to mean very little in 
this period. 
 
 


