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“I loved that book. It was a crazy, wild, at times almost inarticulate attempt to do something nobody else had done before.”

—Malcolm McLaren,
Select,
1995

John Lydon: “It’s so mad, it’s so daft, it’s so off the wall—it’s thoroughly enjoyable . . .”

Interviewer: “But you don’t think he’s completely wrong?”

John Lydon: “No, he’s not wrong.”

—Tension,
1991

“We are living in hell, and this book makes me proud to be alive in hell—to be a good citizen of hell.”

—Peter Bergman of the Firesign Theatre, KRCW, Los Angeles, 1989

“I first read
Lipstick Traces
as a penniless traveler, hiding in the bathroom of a late-night express train from Cologne to Berlin. My paranoia was considerably eased as I delved into the lives of various misfits and aesthetic revolutionaries throughout the twentieth century. As dawn broke and the train pulled into the station, I disembarked, feeling not shell-shocked from the conductor’s repeated passes to my stall, but decidedly refreshed.”

—J. Scott Burgeson,
East Bay Express,
1998

“C. C. Club/Address 2600 S Lyndale Ave., Minneapolis, 55408—Here come the regulars indeed—the C. C. Club is the Minneapolis landmark that inspired the famous Replacements song, which should make it a must-see on any rock fan’s itinerary. Once you’ve perused the famously interesting jukebox, and played the famously good pinball selection, settle into a booth for some not at all famous but still very satisfying grill grub. The BLT comes stuffed with fat planks of good bacon, the patty melts have the gloss of a grill well used for years and years. Not a place to bring your niece or boss, but when you want to be alone with your hangover, your racing form, or your copy of
Lipstick Traces,
there’s none better.”

—Dish Dining Guide,
City Pages,
2008

“The ‘secret’ of Marcus’s history is its poetry . . . widely separated persons and events call out to each other and ‘connect’ precisely because so many of ordinary history’s causal and syntactic arrangements have been positively negated.”

—Jerome McGann,
London Review of Books,
1989

“Lipstick Traces
has the energy of its obsessions, and it snares you in the manner of those intense, questing and often stoned sessions of intellectual debate you may have experienced in your college years. It was destined, in other words, to achieve cult status.”

—Ben Brantley,
New York Times,
2001

“Greil Marcus has developed an ability to discern an art movement, or an entire country, lurking inside a song.”

—New Yorker,
2004

“Probably the most astute critic of American popular culture since Edmund Wilson.”

—D. D. Guttenplan,
London Review of Books,
2007
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To John Rockwell, who got me started.

To the Firesign Theatre and Monty Python’s Flying Circus, who got me through it.
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NOTE TO THE 2009 EDITION
Since this book was first published twenty years ago, a number of the actors and voices who appear in its pages have died. It is humbling to mark their passage: the political critic and patriot Walter Karp, 1934–1989; the photographer Ed van der Elsken, 1925–1990; the political philosopher Henri Lefebvre, 1901–1991; the filmmaker and founding member of the Lettrist International and of the Situationist International Guy Debord, 1930–1994; the sound poet, collagist, and founding member of the Lettrist International Gil Wolman, 1929–1995; the orator and teacher Mario Savio, 1942–1996; the visionary and Lettrist International member Ivan Chtcheglov, 1933–1998; the singer and founding member of the Clash Joe Strummer, 1952–2002; the Lettrist International member Jean-Michel Mension, 1934–2006; the founder of lettrism Isidore Isou, 1925–2007; the historian Norman Cohn, 1915–2007; the editor and member of the Situationist International Christopher Gray, 1942–2009; and the singer Michael Jackson, 1958–2009.

Over the same period of time, an enormous amount of material drawn on for this book—obscure, fugitive, untranslated, or long-unavailable books, journals, flyers, films, paintings, collages, and sound recordings, from the nineteen-teens on—has found its way into the light, and I’ve tried to keep pace in the section now called Works Cited and Sighted. Except for the correction of errors, the main text of the book remains as it was.

PROLOGUE
From inside a London tea room, two well-dressed women look with mild disdain at a figure in the rain outside. “It’s that shabby old man with the tin whistle!” says one. A battered fedora pulled down over his eyes, the man is trying to make himself heard: “I yam a antichrist!” “It is,” reads the caption to this number of Ray Lowry’s comic-strip chronicle of the adventures of has-been, would-be pop savior Monty Smith, “seventeen long years since Monty was spotted in the gutter outside Malcolm MacGregor’s Sex ’n’ Drugs shop . . .”

Years long enough: but as I write, Johnny Rotten’s first moments in “Anarchy in the U.K.”—a rolling earthquake of a laugh, a buried shout, then hoary words somehow stripped of all claptrap and set down in the city streets—

I AM AN ANTICHRIST


—remain as powerful as anything I know. Listening to the record today—listening to the way Johnny Rotten tears at his lines, and then hurls the pieces at the world; recalling the all-consuming smile he produced as he sang—my back stiffens; I pull away even as my scalp begins to sweat. “When you listen to the Sex Pistols, to ‘Anarchy in the U.K.’ and ‘Bodies’ and tracks like that,” Pete Townshend of the Who once said, “what immediately strikes you is that
this is actually happening.
This is a bloke, with a brain
on his shoulders, who is actually saying something he
sincerely
believes is happening in the world, saying it with real venom, and real passion. It touches you, and it scares you—it makes you feel uncomfortable. It’s like somebody saying, ‘The Germans are coming! And there’s no way we’re gonna stop ’em!’ ”

It is just a pop song, a would-be, has-been hit record, a cheap commodity, and Johnny Rotten is nobody, an anonymous delinquent whose greatest achievement, before that day in 1975 when he was spotted in Malcolm McLaren’s Sex boutique on King’s Road in London, had been to occasionally irritate those he passed on the street. It is a joke—and yet the voice that carries it remains something new in rock ’n’ roll, which is to say something new in postwar popular culture: a voice that denied all social facts, and in that denial affirmed that everything was possible.

It remains new because rock ’n’ roll has not caught up with it. Nothing like it had been heard in rock ’n’ roll before, and nothing like it has been heard since—though, for a time, once heard, that voice seemed available to anyone with the nerve to use it. For a time, as if by magic—the pop magic in which the connection of certain social facts with certain sounds creates irresistible symbols of the transformation of social reality—that voice worked as a new kind of free speech. In countless new throats it said countless new things. You couldn’t turn on the radio without being surprised; you could hardly turn around.

Today those old voices sound as touching and as scary as they ever did—partly because there is an irreducible quality in their demands, and partly because they are suspended in time. The Sex Pistols were a commercial proposition and a cultural conspiracy, launched to change the music business and make money off the change—but Johnny Rotten sang to change the world. So did some of those who, for a time, found their own voices in his. In the small body of work they left behind, you can hear it happen. Listening, you can feel yourself respond: “This is actually happening.” But the voices remain suspended in time because you can’t look back and say, “This actually happened.” By the standards of wars and revolutions, the world did not change; we look back from a time when, as Dwight D. Eisenhower once put it, “Things are more like they are now than they ever were before.” As against the absolute demands so briefly generated by the Sex Pistols, nothing changed. The shock communicated by the demands of the music
becomes a shock that something so seemingly complete could, finally, pass almost unnoticed in the world of affairs: “This was actually not happening.” Music seeks to change life; life goes on; the music is left behind; that is what is left to talk about.

The Sex Pistols made a breach in the pop milieu, in the screen of received cultural assumptions governing what one expected to hear and how one expected to respond. Because received cultural assumptions are hegemonic propositions about the way the world is supposed to work—ideological constructs perceived and experienced as natural facts—the breach in the pop milieu opened into the realm of everyday life: the milieu where, commuting to work, doing one’s job in the home or the factory or the office or the mall, going to the movies, buying groceries, buying records, watching television, making love, having conversations, not having conversations, or making lists of what to do next, people actually lived. Judged according to its demands on the world, a Sex Pistols record had to change the way a given person performed his or her commute—which is to say that the record had to connect that act to every other, and then call the enterprise as a whole into question. Thus would the record change the world.

Elvis Costello recalled how it had worked back when he was still Declan MacManus, a computer operator waiting for his train to Central London. It was 2 December 1976, the day after the Sex Pistols appeared on a television talk show to promote the record that was to change the world: “‘God, did you see the Sex Pistols on TV last night?’ On the way to work, I was on the platform in the morning and all the commuters were reading the papers when the Pistols made headlines—and said FUCK on TV. It was as if it was the most awful thing that ever happened. It’s a mistake to confuse it with a major event in history, but it was a great morning—just to hear people’s blood pressure going up and down over it.” It was an old dream come true—as if the Sex Pistols, or one of their new fans, or the commuters beside him, or the television itself, had happily rediscovered a formula contrived in 1919, in Berlin, by one Walter Mehring, and then tested the formula to the letter, word for word save for the name of the game:
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