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‘Haoui was impeccable. There was nothing
 one could say about Haoui that was short
 of full approval. Haoui was splendid’

– Danny Fields


PREFACE

I got to know Lou Reed very briefly towards the end of his life, and on the surface, he appeared to be the very opposite of how he had been portrayed by the media for so many years. But by then he was physically beaten, and tired of fighting on so many different fronts, both physical and mental. What was the point of continually pretending to be difficult? When I met him, he was courteous, engaged, and completely aware of who he was and what he meant in the grand scheme of things. The old façade, perhaps, was collapsing.

In 2013 I had invited the poet of queer darkness to London to accept the Inspiration Award at GQ’s annual Men of the Year Awards – held with great fanfare, at that time, at the Royal Opera House, in Covent Garden every September – which I was then running, and which would turn out to be his last significant public appearance.

We had invited him to appear in May, four months before the ceremony, and almost immediately, Reed’s wife Laurie Anderson gave an interview saying that he had recently been on the verge of death from a failing liver (brought on, obviously, from a stupendously successful parallel career of drug and alcohol abuse). He had just had a liver transplant, Anderson said, adding, ‘It’s as serious as it gets. He was dying. You don’t get it for fun.’

He had been sick for a couple of years, first from Interferon treatments, a series of injections that treat hepatitis C that come with unpleasant side effects (and which John Cale had also actually taken back in the Eighties), then the cancer, accessorised with advancing diabetes. As Anderson said, the pair ‘got good at hospitals’. They tried to understand and digest what their teacher Mingyur Rinpoche said: ‘You need to try to master the ability to feel sad without actually being sad.’

Remarkably, Reed’s team said he was still intent on coming to London for our awards. He was, apparently, ‘actually looking forward to it’. As someone in our office observed, he obviously wasn’t going to be stopped by the mere fact of having someone else’s organ in his body.

Had anything ever stopped Lou Reed?

However, just four weeks later he was readmitted to hospital to receive treatment for ‘severe hydration’. Again, we were told that this wasn’t going to stop him coming to town. ‘Happens to the best of us, I guess,’ said his publicist. ‘And we haven’t lived his life, that’s for sure.’

Of that, there was certainly no doubt.

When Lou arrived at the awards that September, he looked unwell, but not desperately so. He appeared frail, but then he had just had two near-death experiences. The only sign that Lou wasn’t perhaps as robust as he once was, was the handrail we had been asked to build for him, to help him with the climb up the modest number of steps to the stage. In its own very small way, this was quite shocking, to me at least – like watching Iggy Pop crowd surf on a yoga mat.

One of our senior writers was chaperoning one of the dozens of celebrity editors (from the likes of the Telegraph, Vanity Fair, the Evening Standard) who were there that night, and who couldn’t believe that Reed was actually there. ‘It’s an amazing line-up, just look at all these people,’ he said (and he was right – that night we were celebrating everyone from Michael Douglas, Emma Watson, Samuel L. Jackson and Tom Ford to Justin Timberlake, Pharrell Williams, Noel Gallagher and the Arctic Monkeys), ‘but I have to be honest, I just saw Lou Reed, and for me, he’s the most exciting person in the room.’

You could tell that pretty much everyone else at the Royal Opera House felt the same. That night, more of our guests appeared to shake his hand than anyone else. From what I remember, I think there was even a bear hug with Elton John.

At the podium, a melancholy but brisk Lou received the loudest cheer of the night.

‘There’s only one great occupation that can change the world,’ he said, looking up at the balcony, to a wall of waiting smart phones. ‘That’s real rock and roll. I believe to the bottom of my heart, to the last cell, that rock and roll can change everything. I’m a graduate of Warhol University, and I believe in the power of punk. And I believe – to this day – I want to blow it up.’

Fifty-four days later, at the age of seventy-one, he was dead.


INTRODUCTION

THE LONG TAIL: 1964–2023

‘During the Sixties, I think, people forgot what emotions were supposed to be. And I don’t think they’ve ever remembered’

– Andy Warhol

It’s 23 August 1970. A hot summer night, in the city where hot summer nights actually used to mean something, when long, desultory evenings were seriously sticky, claustrophobic and close. Pre-air con close. New York close. For weeks now, the city had resembled something from a pulp thriller, all hot and frustrated in the daytime, and all noir and complicated at night. Manhattan was so hot it made you dizzy. So hot was it that some downtown tenants had taken to standing on chairs under their ceiling fans, having put towels under door slats to trap the cool air inside. When you went to Central Park, there were so many people sitting on the grass it looked as though a Sixties concert was about to start. New York felt as though it had had enough. Everyone was looking forward to the autumn, to the cold, to being at home, without having to resort to wandering the streets looking for somewhere cool and quiet.

The locale was 213 Park Avenue South, just around the corner from Gramercy Park, and a seven-minute walk from the iconic Flatiron Building. The Velvet Underground had just finished their second set at Max’s Kansas City (they had closed that night with ‘Some Kinda Love’ and ‘Lonesome Cowboy Bill’, from their third and fourth albums, respectively), the chosen after-hours hang for anyone who thought they were anyone in the increasingly incestuous New York music scene. Lou Reed, the group’s peevish, leather-clad leader, was sitting in the dressing room, purposefully estranged from his band mates, picking his teeth and thinking of the future.

But first he had to make a call. Using the club’s rotary dial phone, Reed – still shaky from a forty-eight-hour speed binge, with sweat crawling over the skin beneath the tight curls above his sunglasses – called his parents in Long Island and asked them to come get him. He was twenty-eight years old, already a counter cultural hero, and yet he was ready to go home. He’d been at the downtown coal face for six long years now, and he was tired. He was quitting the Velvet Underground, and he was looking forward to going home. If his parents were going to come and get him, that is. Someone once said the Velvet Underground had helped Lou Reed feel less alone. But right now he didn’t feel that way at all.

The orthodoxy of rebellion weaves through the history of rock and roll like a weary old leather-clad snake, while the surly outliers on pop’s side ramp have always been its most intriguing elements. And there are few more intriguing artists than the Velvet Underground. Pop groups, like small countries, have a tendency to build identities on myth and fantasies. With the Velvet Underground, those myths are real. In fact, it is difficult to think of another band who were more formally concerned with catharsis than the original Velvets, a unit preternaturally devoted to transgression. For them, staking a claim for the avant-garde in the pop canon was not simply about altering the narrative but unravelling conceptions of what the avant-garde could be. It wasn’t what anyone would call Outsider art, but it wasn’t exactly inside the accepted beltway, either.

They were so different, they looked and sounded like a hoax. Their status is due in part to their identity as a prophecy as much as a celebration; because of their influence, there are many who have tried to sound like them, but there will never be anyone who really sounds like them. They came up with a template that could never be reinvented. Sure, it could be copied, but no one could ever again claim to have stumbled upon alt-noir, because the Velvets got there first.

They remain the original kings and queens of edge, the first major American rock group with a male and female line-up, a garage band who understood the importance of never smiling in photographs and wearing sunglasses indoors. They invented a rock archetype (a look copied by everyone from Sid Vicious, Bobby Gillespie and Chrissie Hynde to Bono, Kim Gordon and Fall Out Boy), and are a pretty good illustration of how the particular becomes the universal.

They closed the gap between the popular and the esoteric, between the high and the low, between the left and the right. Unpack the last fifty years of pop and the broken fragments of the Velvet Underground are everywhere. Without them, Roxy Music wouldn’t have happened (‘In Every Dream Home a Heartache’ is basically the Velvets plus lifestyle); without Lou Reed there is no Richard Hell, no Sex Pistols; without John Cale, no Nick Cave; without Nico – well, where do you start? Huge swathes of the past and present (and no doubt future) are the result of their unyielding presence – goth, emo, transgender punk. No VU, no Pulp (Jarvis Cocker’s talking narratives owe more to ‘The Gift’ than you might think), no steampunk, no Lacuna Coil, probably no Wet Leg.

Mark Twain was right: ‘History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.’

The arc of an artist’s career is no longer what it was. The Rolling Stones are no longer contextualised by their incendiary Sixties profile, their decadent Seventies heyday, nor their corporate late twentieth-century trajectory. Today we view the Stones as a parallel accompaniment to the story of post-war pop. Advertisements for their 2022 concerts didn’t try to disguise their legacy; far from it, they positively revelled in it: ‘SIXTY’ shouted all the marketing, making a virtue of their longevity. Similarly, the Velvet Underground can no longer be written about solely with reference to their original five-year existence (1965–1970), as their narrative and influence continues to this day, albeit much of it by proxy.

Which is what this book is all about, taking the Velvets’ history right up to the present day.

Loaded attempts to offer an alternative perspective on the life and work of the people involved in the Velvet Underground by seeking alternative voices, and by speaking to many of those not often included in the traditional narratives of their story, but who were right there in the mix, right there in the thick of it. The way stations remain the same, of course, but the ancillary testimonies hopefully create a new prism through which to view their tale. As this is a long-tail story, the tentacles stretch out in many different directions, touching the unlikeliest of places. It is my hope that, by bringing the story up to date – literally, from then until now – the book creates its own narrative.

Told over a period of sixty dramatic years, this is an account of how a small, random group of people changed the culture without appearing to, creating an alternative reality that eventually became very real indeed.

It’s also time to try and reframe Reed, if not exactly as a gentle soul, then certainly as a rather more nuanced personality than the one that has traditionally been painted. Over time he became such a cartoon that it was impossible to picture him as anything but a grumpy old barfly with peroxide hair and mirrored Foster Grants. After a while, you got what you expected with Reed, and if what you wanted was obstreperous Lou, he wouldn’t disappoint. Not that he had many grounds for complaint: if he was often reduced to a cliché, it was one of his own making. He enjoyed being goaded and would perform to order. In 2000, asked by the Swedish writer Niklas Kallner if he held any personal prejudices, Reed responded thus: ‘I don’t like journalists. I despise them, they’re disgusting. With the exception of you. Mainly the English. They’re pigs.’

Reed was bigger than this, and smart people knew it. The bearbaiting tended only to be performed by the cynical, the desperate or the gauche (it was Kallner’s very first interview).

It is also time to acknowledge the enormous queer aspect of their work. The whole Factory experience was one of the first genuinely queer platforms of the post-war period – and certainly the first of the mass-mediated Sixties. Not that this was generally acknowledged at the time: Andy Warhol’s queerness was disguised by critics as a kind of postmodern abstinence, a deliberate asexuality often used by bold-face names, their media representatives and by the media itself to camouflage homosexuality. His ‘Superstars’, meanwhile (including Lou Reed), were portrayed as eccentric, damaged freaks. This masquerade was intended to dampen the truth of the matter, which was that the Factory was a hotbed of queer culture, queer behaviour and queer ideology. For years, Andy and his gang were relentlessly ‘degayed’, something which seems preposterous now.

The original band were a motley bunch: Lou Reed, a self-created malcontent from Long Island who had only recently recovered from electroshock treatment, and whose Kerouac-lite lyrics were a kind of rock and roll method writing; John Cale, a ridiculously gifted classical player from Wales who had interned with La Monte Young’s Theatre of Eternal Music; Moe Tucker, a relatively androgynous drummer from Levittown who had perhaps the most idiosyncratic style of any percussionist in the Sixties; Sterling Morrison, a mild-mannered guitarist from Poughkeepsie who projected a weird sense of normality; and then there was Nico, born Christa Paffgen, an icily cosmopolitan German singer and model foisted on the band by their one-time manager, Andy Warhol.

The noise they made was a whirlwind of subversion that managed to epitomise the immortality of youth – with the Velvet Underground you could either live or die forever – while producing a blueprint that will be copied by teenage start-ups as long as they continue to manufacture guitars. Or sunglasses. Or black turtlenecks or Breton tops. Their look was a stylistic draft that has been as influential as any other in pop. It was all here: skinny jeans, plastic jackets, winklepickers. Black. Frowning. ‘They only seemed to come out at night,’ said Danny Fields. ‘They all wore black – black turtlenecks, pants, some leather. Their skins were light.’ The Velvets crystallised the idea of the genuinely bohemian, urban, narcissistic art school gang. Like Warhol, they glamourised fame while delineating it in the process. They were born in New York, were sucked into the art and drugs scenes, and were the pioneers of what we all now think of as ‘white cool’. As James Wolcott once wrote in the Village Voice, ‘The Velvets and their progeny are all children of Dr. Caligari – pale-skinned adventurers of shadowy city streets.’

But of course, they were so much more, and their influence only increases the further away we step from the Sixties. In the way that the Beatles are now more influential than at any time in their history, so are the Velvet Underground. Their vapours are all around us. Genet decadence. Down and dirty sex. European ennui. And that forever Warhol sheen.

The Sixties was a flowering of independence and imagination. And while for many the decade can be remembered by a Peter Max poster, for others it’s the dissonant nightmare of ‘Sister Ray’ (for them it probably won’t come as any great surprise that the decade started on a Friday). While they were powered by the enthusiasm of Andy Warhol – they were Andy’s babies until Lou Reed suddenly decided they weren’t – the VU very much had their own energy. If the Pop Art of the Sixties was defined by perpetual neatness, mechanical contrivance and rationalised execution, the Velvets were a big old bomb going off every night they played. They were radical in a decade that demanded ironic contextualisation. Counter-revolutionary during a time when revolution was almost a prerequisite. They blew stuff up just because there was no one to tell them they couldn’t. Then they laughed about it (not that anyone ever caught their eyes smiling behind their shades – what Lou Reed called ‘girl watchers’).

And they were special: ‘There weren’t that many people in the Velvet Underground,’ says Warhol Superstar Mary Woronov.

I once asked Iggy Pop, another seminal proto punk, to write something about Lou Reed, and his words arrived almost before the phone call ended.

‘As a young man starting out in music, I wanted to follow a path that had honesty and heart,’ said Iggy. ‘On that path, Lou Reed has been the bedrock beneath my feet, a beacon shining through the black night of crap. Those feelings of mine have not changed. Lou’s always been for real to me, and never dull shit.’

He had a ‘kind of buoyancy and flexibility’, said Iggy, that made him so hard to imprison. He could do anything. He was one of the few guys who had been in the industry for so long, and yet still had a true feeling for the world around him, a way of connecting with the world.

‘Most of the others,’ he said drily, ‘just end up singing in the mirror.’

In Todd Haynes’s 2021 documentary about the band, there is a scene in which Jonathan Richman, the architect of the Modern Lovers, recalls what seeing the Velvets was like, and how when a song finally ended there were five seconds of silence before the applause, because – in his words – the band had hypnotised the audience. ‘It doesn’t happen a lot,’ says Haynes. ‘That moment of astonishment … certainly after first seeing A Clockwork Orange or 2001: A Space Odyssey. When you witness something so complete, that so entirely uses its medium, and pushes buttons you don’t understand. Those things you can’t comprehend are what change society and change art, but you simply do not have an immediate reaction.’

Our responses to the Velvet Underground are still going strong sixty years later.

As befits many rock and roll stories, theirs is an inelegant journey, with a stuttering and inconclusive finale (if you can even call it that). The original, incendiary, group lasted just over two years, while the latter period dominated by Lou Reed (which was equally unsuccessful) lasted much the same. Not only this, but their influence didn’t really begin to be felt until the middle of the next decade, when punk was coming to the fore, and when critics, consumers and artists were starting to understand the parallel underworld the Velvets had occupied. At the time, when they were operational, no one was really interested, especially towards the end. By the end of 1968, Warhol had gone, Nico had gone, Cale had gone (all fired by an increasingly megalomaniacal Reed), and most of the overtly transgressive elements associated with the group were in the past.

By the mid-Seventies, there was still a kind of fetishistic halo around the band, as there was around the likes of the Stooges, the MC5, the Flamin’ Groovies, Big Star, the Modern Lovers, the New York Dolls and various minor garage bands from the Sixties (the Standells, the Seeds, the Sonics etc.) – anyone, in fact, who had presented a different narrative to the one espoused by the traditional music press and exemplified by the megalithic bands of the time, the so-called rock dinosaurs (who everyone loved, overtly or not) who were decried by the new generation of punks. Their legacy was also fighting with a clutch of fascinating, if not always successful, solo careers (not least, Warhol’s, whose career was probably the most successful of all).

It’s easy to forget that in the early Sixties, Warhol, and anyone in his orbit, was thought to be a ‘put-on’, some kind of elaborate joke, orchestrated to hoodwink an emerging culture that was constantly unsure of itself. After all, as the Sixties was accelerating so quickly, who could tell what was real and what wasn’t? The Velvet Underground were obviously no put-on, and yet the carapace around them was far less robust than anyone thought at the time.

Warhol’s cultural prominence has hardly diminished in the decades since his death, in 1987, but then neither has the Velvet Underground’s. Back then, the band were far from world famous, and if anything, were actually the very inverse of that. However, the long tail of their influence is one of the most enduring in the rock canon.

In 2022, Mara Lieberman, the executive artistic director of Bated Breath Theater Company, based in Hartford, Connecticut, directed Chasing Andy Warhol, a theatrical tour through the East Village in which multiple actors played the artist simultaneously, alluding to his love for repeated images and various personas.

‘Andy liked to take life and put a frame around it and say, “Look, that’s art,”’ she said. ‘We go out in the streets of New York, and we put a frame around things and say, “Look, that’s art.”’

Exhibit A: The Velvet Underground.


DRAMATIS 
PERSONAE

Brett Anderson is the singer with Suede and the author of Coal Black Mornings and Afternoons with the Blinds Drawn.

Laurie Anderson made Lou Reed whole. They met in 1992 and were married from 2008 until Reed’s death in 2013.

Ron Asheton played guitar successfully with the Stooges.

David Bailey rose to prominence in the Sixties as one of the most celebrated photographers of the time. He was the inspiration for the photographer played by David Hemmings in Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up, in 1966. He knew and liked Andy Warhol, photographing him on numerous occasions and making an infamous television documentary about him.

Lester Bangs was often called America’s greatest rock critic. He died at the age of thirty-three after self-medicating.

Devendra Banhart is the internationally renowned musician and visual artist. Considered a pioneer of the ‘freak folk’ and ‘New Weird America’ movements, Banhart has toured, performed and collabor-ated with Vashti Bunyan, Yoko Ono, Os Mutantes, Swans and Beck.

Roberta Bayley did the door at CBGB before becoming a photographer, shooting the first Ramones album cover.

Bill Bentley was a journalist with the Austin Sun.

Alex Bilmes has spent his life dedicated to men’s magazines, working first for GQ and then successfully editing Esquire.

Rodney Bingenheimer is still the unofficial mayor of Sunset Strip. He is the host of the radio show Rodney on the ROQ, and was once the host of Rodney Bingenheimer’s English Disco.

Leee Black Childers was assistant to Andy Warhol at the Factory between 1982 and 1984.

Sir Peter Blake remains the greatest British Pop artist.

Victor Bockris is an English-born but US-based journalist who had a long-term relationship with William Burroughs, Andy Warhol and John Cale (whose autobiography he helped write).

Michael Bonner contributed to the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.

Bono is 25 per cent of U2, the percentage right at the front.

David Bowie immediately understood how important the Velvet Underground were, identifying the latent subversion in their work, as well as the collaborative possibilities. He would famously befriend Lou Reed, a mutually beneficial act that successfully reframed them both. Bowie died in 2016 in New York.

Dianne Brill was the face and body of New York during the Eighties. An iconic nightclub queen, for over a decade she was the queen of downtown. She was constantly accosted by young, busty blondes who had just moved into the city; they would come up to her and say, ‘I’m the new you.’ I interviewed her in May 2022, and she was just as effervescent as she was when I first met her in 1984.

Mick Brown is a features writer for the Daily Telegraph. I interviewed him in the newspaper’s offices in February 2022, and he kept disappearing to update a live story.

Tina Brown was the editor of Tatler, Vanity Fair, the New Yorker and Talk.

Bebe Buell is a former model and Playboy Playmate who dated several rock stars in the Seventies. She began modelling at the age of seventeen and moved from her home town of Portsmouth, Virginia, to New York City. It was there that she became embroiled in the CBGB scene, much to the annoyance of the nuns who were ostensibly looking after her.

Stanley Buchthal is the producer of, among many other documentaries and movies, The Andy Warhol Diaries. He is also responsible for Marina Abramovic: The Artist is Present, Peggy Guggenheim: Art Addict, Jean-Michel Basquiat: The Radiant Child, Paul Bowles: The Cage Door is Always Open and Love, Marilyn.

David Byrne joined Chris Frantz’s band in 1974. They soon became Talking Heads, and a staple of the New York punk scene. He wore a big suit and worked with Brian Eno.

John Cale has had one of the most enriching musical careers of the last fifty years, much of it below the radar. ‘The rules are whatever situation you’re in at the moment,’ he said. ‘So if you want to change that or if you want to do something different – which is generally my tendency – you just try to find different ways of nudging it. You don’t have to throw a spanner in the works. You can do it gently.’

Jessamy Calkin is a senior editor at the Daily Telegraph.

David Cavanagh wrote for the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.

Nick Cave played a prominent role in the post-punk movement, and has spent the decades since relentlessly experimenting.

Mark Cecil is a financier as well as the unofficial mayor of Mustique. One of the best-connected men in London.

Robert Chalmers is one of the greatest profile writers of his generation – or any other.

Barbara Charone is a legendary music PR.

Jarvis Cocker was the singer with Pulp before becoming a national treasure.

Bob Colacello wrote a review of Andy Warhol’s Trash, on its release in 1970, which he hailed as a ‘great Roman Catholic masterpiece’. Warhol liked it so much he made him the editor of Interview. He would soon become one of the artist’s closest confidants.

Alice Cooper wants you to know that he isn’t a nice guy anymore, even though he so plainly is.

Jayne County was formerly Wayne County, the singer with the Electric Chairs.

David Dalton is a writer and Warhol biographer.

Ray Davies is still a member of the Kinks, and one of the greatest songwriters Britain has ever produced.

Anthony DeCurtis is a critic and Lou Reed biographer.

Liz Derringer worked as a journalist for Interview, Circus and CNN among others.

Chris Difford is one half of the genius writing team in Squeeze.

Alan Edwards is the legendary chairman of the Outside Organisation, one of the most successful entertainment PR companies in Britain.

Tracey Emin rose to prominence as part of the YBAs in the early Nineties, and since then has become one of the most celebrated artists in the world. In 2020 she nearly died, having been diagnosed with squamous cell bladder cancer.

Syd Fablo is a blogger and John Cale expert.

Bryan Ferry invented Roxy Music.

Danny Fields is an American music legend who has touched the lives of everyone from Lou Reed, David Bowie and Iggy Pop to Jim Morrison, the Ramones and the MC5. The New York scene of the mid-Seventies simply wouldn’t have happened without him.

Duggie Fields was one of Britain’s greatest painters of the twentieth century.

Tony Fletcher wrote All Hopped Up and Ready to Go: Music from the Streets of New York 1927–77.

Ian Fortnam interviewed Lou Reed brilliantly for Classic Rock. His work has also appeared in the NME, Uncut, Kerrang!, Vox, the Face and Metal Hammer.

Reeves Gabrels played guitar with David Bowie.

Bobby Gillespie is the prime mover behind Primal Scream. He was also the drummer in the Jesus and Mary Chain, using a style he appropriated from Moe Tucker.

Lizzy Goodman wrote Meet Me in the Bathroom.

Bob Gruen is one of the most famous rock and roll photographers, and took the iconic John Lennon ‘New York City’ picture.

Catherine Guinness worked with Andy Warhol throughout the Seventies, accompanying him most nights to parties, openings and dinners. For a while she had more face time with Warhol than anyone else in the Factory.

Valentine Guinness spent the summer of 1977 with Andy Warhol.

Duncan Hannah painted beautiful Hopperesque landscapes and portraits, many culled from adventure stories and classic films. He was a linchpin of the New York downtown scene in the early Seventies, a rich seam he mined effortlessly for his memoir, 20th Century Boy. He died in June 2022, just a month after being interviewed for this book in my house in London.

Keith Haring was an iconic graffiti artist who became one of the most important artists of the Eighties.

Mary Harron is the celebrated Canadian journalist and filmmaker. Her movies include I Shot Andy Warhol, American Psycho, and The Notorious Bettie Page.

Bob Harris is the legendary British broadcaster.

Deborah Harry sings with Blondie.

Nicky Haslam is one of Britain’s most influential interior designers, while also finding time to be a fully committed socialite, cabaret singer, artist, book reviewer, art editor, memoirist and literary editor. Smokes like the proverbial chimney.

Todd Haynes directed the 2021 documentary, The Velvet Underground.

Richard Hell was an original member of Television, and was the visual prototype for what would become known as punk.

Tom Hibbert was the tip-top music journalist for Q.

Baby Jane Holzer was one of Warhol’s Superstars.

Barney Hoskyns runs the online music journalism archive Rock’s Backpages.

Mick Jagger is the singer with the Rolling Stones. He was a lifelong friend of Andy Warhol’s.

Allan Jones is the author of Can’t Stand Up for Falling Down: Rock’n’Roll War Stories.

Steve Jones played guitar in the Sex Pistols.

Lenny Kaye is the American guitarist, composer and writer who is best known as a member of the Patti Smith Group.

Caleb Kennedy is a blogger and Velvet Underground aficionado.

Nick Kent is the mighty author of The Dark Stuff, Apathy for the Devil and The Unstable Boys.

Young Kim is the Korean-American author of A Year on Earth with Mr. Hell.

Richard King is the author of Brittle with Relics: A History of Wales, 1962–97.

Tony King has been a confidant and creative muse for some of the world’s greatest artists, including Elton John, Freddie Mercury, Mick Jagger and John Lennon. At nineteen, he became the youngest promotion man of the time, looking after Roy Orbison, Brenda Lee, the Ronettes and Phil Spector as well as Nico. King is a man who partied with the Beatles, who heard ‘Satisfaction’ before anyone who wasn’t a Rolling Stone and who once thought nothing of interrupting a stupefied David Bowie while he was taking cocaine in a Beverly Hills bathroom. He still receives a phone call from Elton John every day.

Phil Knox-Roberts is a British record company executive and owner of Dharma Records.

Gene Krell famously worked at Granny Takes a Trip, the legendary store in the Kings Road, before working with Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren. He was one of Condé Nast’s most senior editorial staff members for over two decades.

Joe Kruppa was a teacher at the University of Texas.

Hanif Kureishi is the author of nine novels, five collections of essays and over a dozen screenplays.

Oliver Landemain is a blogger and expert on the Velvet Underground.

Andrew Loog Oldham was nineteen years old when he signed the Rolling Stones to a management deal; his genius helped make them the band they became. Whereas Brian Epstein referred to the Beatles as ‘my popular music combo’, Loog Oldham famously coined the headline, ‘Would you let your daughter sleep with a Rolling Stone?’ In 1965, Oldham launched Immediate Records, working with the Small Faces, Chris Farlowe, John Mayall & and the Bluesbreakers, Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck and, of course, Nico.

Courtney Love is what a rock star is meant to act like. Wise beyond her years, she’s the grande dame of grunge.

John Lydon was the singer with the Sex Pistols.

Tom Maxwell contributes to Longreads.

Gillian McCain co-wrote Please Kill Me.

Paul McGuinness steered U2 to international success, becoming one of the most successful managers in the entertainment industry.

Alastair McKay writes for the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.

Kembrew McLeod wrote The Downtown Pop Underground.

Legs McNeil was the resident punk at Punk magazine.

Moby released Play in 1999. It has so far sold 12 million copies.

Haoui Montaug was, among other things, the legendary doorman of Hurrah, The Mudd Club, Danceteria, Studio 54 and the Palladium.

Sterling Morrison had the lowest profile of any member of the original Velvet Underground and yet was more than a vital cog in the dark machine.

Margaret Moser was an accomplished journalist who worked for the Austin Chronicle.

Jenni Muldaur is a singer as well as a longstanding family friend of Laurie Anderson and Lou Reed.

Kris Needs was the secretary of the Mott the Hoople fan club before becoming editor of ZigZag.

Stevie Nicks sings her heart out for Fleetwood Mac.

Nico was foisted upon an unsuspecting Velvet Underground at the tail end of 1965 by new manager Andy Warhol. She soon became an integral member, helping build a narrative that would help her launch an intermittent yet occasionally extraordinary solo career.

Jimmy Page was the most sought-after and prodigious session player in London during the Sixties, playing on hundreds of records by the likes of the Who, the Kinks, Donovan, Lulu, PJ Proby, Burt Bacharach and Cliff Richard. In 1964 alone he worked on Marianne Faithfull’s ‘As Tears Go By’, the Nashville Teens’ ‘Tobacco Road’, The Rolling Stones’ ‘Heart of Stone’, Them’s ‘Here Comes The Night’ and Petula Clark’s ‘Downtown’. He even contributed to the incidental music on the Beatles’ film A Hard Day’s Night. He also worked with Nico. In 1966 he replaced Eric Clapton in the Yardbirds and then, when that ran its course, created the New Yardbirds, who almost immediately turned into Led Zeppelin.

Tony Parsons was one of the NME’s Hip Young Gunslingers.

Marco Pirroni made his first appearance onstage with Siouxsie and the Banshees at the 100 Club in September 1976. Future Sex Pistol Sid Vicious played drums. They were attempting to ape the Velvet Underground.

Tom Pinnock writes for the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.

George Plimpton edited the Paris Review for half a century, until his death in 2003. Standing in the Paris Ritz, he saw Ernest Hemingway buy the second issue of the Paris Review at the hotel bookshop. Plimpton says it was the only time in fifty years he ever saw someone purchase a copy.

Iggy Pop was the original punk.

Robert Quine was a member of the Voidoids before playing guitar with Lou Reed.

Anka Radakovich wrote an excellent sex column in British GQ for a number of years.

Jim Radakovich is an artist based in New York.

Gary Raymond is a novelist, critic and broadcaster, and is editor of Wales Arts Review.

Lou Reed always displayed an almost myopic creative passion. His singularity was the most important force in his artistic creations, even more so than his talent. This obsessive fastidiousness and pig-headedness made him a genuine cultural hero. Principally because he wanted to do things his way and his way alone. ‘I’m an artist, and that means I can be as egotistical as I want to be,’ he said, and there wasn’t a scintilla of irony involved. Reed took artistic endeavour more seriously than almost anything else in his life, and considered the pursuit of a creative vision to be the most noble of callings. ‘Music should come crashing out of your speakers and grab you,’ he continued, ‘and the lyrics should challenge whatever preconceived notions the listener has.’

Nick Rhodes is the keyboard player with, and de facto leader of Duran Duran. Huge fan of the Velvet Underground.

Jonathan Richman became obsessed with the Velvet Underground in 1969, and probably saw them perform live more than anyone who wasn’t in the band. He would go on to form the Modern Lovers, originally produced by John Cale, who was a huge fan of the band. Richman’s intention was to simplify the Velvet’s drone, creating his own naive avant-garde noise in the process.

Robert Risko is the brilliant illustrator who has worked for all the important US magazines, including Interview.

Chris Roberts is the author of the 2021 book The Velvet Underground.

John Robinson edits the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.

Mick Rock was one of Lou Reed’s very best friends.

Jude Rogers is the author of The Sound of Being Human: How Music Shapes Our Lives.

Henry Rollins was the mighty force behind Black Flag.

Paul Rothchild produced all but one of the Doors’ albums.

Chris Salewicz started his career at the NME, a journey which saw him become one of the most important music journalists of the time.

Jon Savage is the author of England’s Dreaming: Sex Pistols and Punk Rock, the definitive book about the period. Johnny Marr says, ‘It’s a work that is not only the definitive account of the times and its subjects, but one that has come to define the writer himself. Jon Savage literally wrote the book on punk, and that’s some achievement. This is it.’

Edie Sedgwick was an American actress and fashion model, a pixie known for being one of Andy Warhol’s Superstars. She became known as ‘The Girl of the Year’ in 1965 after starring in several of Warhol’s short films. She was also dubbed an ‘It Girl’, while Vogue, rushing to catch up, named her a ‘Youthquaker’. She died of an overdose in 1971, at the age of twenty-eight.

Charles Shaar Murray is one of the greatest rock journalists of the Seventies and Eighties, and a long-standing expert on David Bowie and Lou Reed.

Siouxsie Sioux sings with the Banshees.

Geraldine Smith was a Warhol Superstar. She was discovered by the artist and Paul Morrissey in Max’s Kansas City in 1966 and went on to star in Flesh with Joe Dallesandro in 1968. She turned down Warhol’s next film, Trash, because she was worried about the title.

Patti Smith played many of her first gigs at CBGB. Her first album Horses was produced by John Cale.

Chris Stein was one of the main architects of Blondie.

Seymour Stein started Sire Records, signing the Ramones, Talking Heads and Madonna. Oh, and Lou Reed, who made New York for the label.

Michael Stipe sang for years with R.E.M.

Chris Sullivan was one of the original Blitz Kids, and the man who – along with Ollie O’Donnell – invented the Wag Club. Decades before the dandy grew out his beard, called himself a hipster and headed east to Hoxton, London’s West End was a freewheeling den of rampant, raucous and real post-conformity. It was (and still is) the stomping ground of Sullivan. DJ, promoter, frontman, director, stylist, author, artist, documentarian and journalist, he was the rake who made not having a job seem like so much hard work.

Chris Thomas has produced records by the Sex Pistols, Roxy Music, Pete Townshend, Pulp, Elton John and John Cale.

Sherill Tippins wrote Inside the Dream Palace: The Life and Times of New York’s Legendary Chelsea Hotel.

Stephen Trouss is a Velvet Underground expert who works for Uncut.

Moe Tucker was one of the most idiosyncratic drummers in the history of pop, and while she was no virtuoso, her style was not only a vital component of the Velvet Underground, in the years since it has become increasingly influential.

Kurt Vile is an American singer, songwriter, multi-instrumentalist and record producer. He was the former lead guitarist of the War on Drugs.

Tony Visconti is the ridiculously famous record producer who worked extensively with David Bowie.

Ben Volpeliere-Pierrot was the singer with Curiosity Killed the Cat.

Francis Whately directed Andy Warhol’s America as well as a series of spectacular films about David Bowie.

Richard Williams worked for the Melody Maker before becoming head of A&R at Island Records, where he signed both John Cale and Nico.

Ellen Willis was the first pop music critic of the New Yorker, between 1968 and 1975.

Alex Winter starred in Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure.

James Wolcott worked for both the New Yorker and Vanity Fair in their heyday.

Mary Woronov danced with the Velvet Underground at The Dom in the mid-Sixties and was a genuine Warhol Superstar (she appeared in Chelsea Girls). ‘Of all the girls at Andy Warhol’s Factory, I was the butch one,’ she says. Interviewed at her local café in Los Angeles, she was as sharp and as profane as she always was.

Peter York is the renowned journalist, broadcaster and management strategist, as well as the co-author of The Sloane Ranger Handbook.

James Young is the author of Nico, Songs They Never Play on the Radio.

Jan Younghusband has been responsible for more music documentaries than most filmmakers in the business, working with Channel 4, the BBC and hundreds of independents.

Doug Yule came in for decades of unfair criticism since joining the Velvet Underground, but his story is crucial to the larger narrative.

Tony Zanetta performed in the stage production of Warhol’s Pork.

Michael Zilkha launched ZE Records before making a fortune in renewable energy.
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