

[image: image]






[image: image]








Copyright © 2023 by Robert Harvilla

Cover design and illustration by Tara Jacoby. Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Twelve

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

twelvebooks.com

@twelvebooks

Originally published in hardcover and ebook in November 2023
First trade paperback edition: November 2024

Twelve is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Twelve name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Twelve books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Illustrations by Tara Jacoby

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023026358

ISBNs: 9781538759479 (trade paperback), 9781538764947 (ebook)

E3-20240817-JV-PC-REV






CONTENTS


	COVER

	TITLE PAGE

	COPYRIGHT

	DEDICATION

	INTRODUCTION

	CHAOS AGENTS

	SELLOUTS (OR NOT) (OR MAYBE)

	WOMEN VS. “WOMEN IN ROCK”

	VIVID GEOGRAPHY, OR, EVERYBODY HATES A TOURIST

	VILLAINS + ADVERSARIES

	FLUKES + COMEBACKS + SPECTACULAR WEIRDOS

	TEENAGE HIJINX

	ROMANCE + SEX + IMMATURITY

	MYTHS VS. MORTALS

	BIG FEELINGS

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	DISCOVER MORE

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	PRAISE FOR "60 SONGS THAT EXPLAIN THE ’90S"






	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents







For Nicole.








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Twelve logo]








INTRODUCTION

ALRIGHT. It is my personal tendency—and also my job—to overthink everything, but let’s not overthink this. What we got here is a book celebrating popular songs from the 1990s that combines, in theory,1 shrewd musical analysis, vital cultural and historical context, and whimsical personal digressions. I tried to make it an even three-way split, but the whimsical digressions tend to dominate. For example:

TOP 20 WORST RED HOT CHILI PEPPERS SONG TITLES, IN ASCENDING ORDER OF BADNESS


20. “Funky Crime”

19. “Even You, Brutus?”

18. “Get on Top”

17. “Shallow Be Thy Game”

16. “Lovin’ and Touchin’”

15. “Sir Psycho Sexy”

14. “Ethiopia”

13. “Suck My Kiss” (That song kicks ass, though.)

12. “No Chump Love Sucker”

11. “She’s Only 18”

10. “Grand Pappy Du Plenty”

  9. “Funky Monks”

  8. “Skinny Sweaty Man”


(It gets much gnarlier from here, just FYI.)


  7. “Catholic School Girls Rule”

  6. “Party on Your Pussy”

  5. “Sex Rap”

  4. “Stone Cold Bush”

  3. “Sexy Mexican Maid”

  2. “Fela’s Cock”

  1. “Hump de Bump”


That sort of thing. More specifically, what we got here is a book-length companion to the podcast I started for The Ringer in October 2020 called 60 Songs That Explain the ’90s. One song per week. First I monologue about that song at incredible length.2 Then I interview someone about it—a musician, say, or a fellow journalist or podcaster. Let me answer the first question you have right now.

Why 60 songs? Because I’d never done a podcast before and I worried that calling it 90 Songs That Explain the ’90s—a more pleasing and logical title—was super presumptuous, and I didn’t want to be the humiliated guy with 90 right there in his podcast name who got shitcanned after five episodes.

Then why not 30 or 20 or 10? Isn’t 60 songs still a potentially humiliating number of songs? Because that wasn’t enough songs.

Anyway, then I extended the show and did 90 songs anyway, and then extended it again to 120, but kept the 60 Songs name, because I thought it was a fantastic comedic bit, right, to have a podcast with an increasingly inaccurate title, and also as it turns out, there are an awful lot of dope ’90s songs to write ~10,000 words about. But after I asked my rad and eternally patient superiors at The Ringer if I could jump up to 120, they said, in essence, Fine, but after that, knock it off. So that’s gonna do it, show-wise. There are 100-plus songs in this book but it felt weird to put an exact number in the title so we didn’t. Great bit. Hilarious. (I don’t want this book to get too list-heavy, so my goal is to get them all out of my system in the intro.)

SONG AND ALBUM TITLES ETC. THAT I’VE BEEN MOST EMBARRASSED TO SAY OUT LOUD


• “Givin’ Up the Nappy Dug Out”

• Ooooooohhh… On the TLC Tip

• The Q magazine headline “Hips. Lips. Tits. Power.”

• Coolin’ at the Playground Ya Know?

• The Liam Gallagher Rolling Stone quote that included the phrase “But I’ve just come in their gob…”

• “Lick the Balls”

• Various lyrical excerpts from “Sir Psycho Sexy” (nobody made me do this, or really makes me do anything, which is why it’s so embarrassing)

• The early Liz Phair cassette Yo Yo Buddy Yup Yup Word to Ya Muthuh

• Take Off Your Pants and Jacket

• The Tori Amos quote where she said the C-word

• A dramatic reading of the isolated Vanilla Ice Posse backup vocals/ad-libs on “Ice Ice Baby,” so like “WILL IT EVER STOP?” + “DAMMMMMMN” + “BEACHFRONT AVENUE!” etc.

• The cursed Hootie and the Blowfish EP Kootchypop

• “Fela’s Cock” (That’s not the Tori C-word.)


I am loath to lay on you, even now, some ultra-pretentious Grand Unified Theory of the 1990s, which I’ve always glibly described as “Far enough away to feel like the past, but close enough to still be hounding the present.” As an era the ’90s does feel distinct and tangible and whole, with its own semi-unified fashion sense and sound and cultural ethos; those specifics radically differ, of course, from person to person, but I’m guessing the 2000s or 2010s don’t conjure up quite as vivid a mental picture for you. But that’s just a guess, and I’m suspicious of any attempt to retroactively frame the ’90s as some frictionless halcyon era, because while the decade’s got a few concrete elements in its favor—fewer wars, more journalism jobs, no Twitter—all that talk about how good we used to have it immediately raises thorny questions of the how good for whom, and why? variety. Generalizing makes me nervous. Even more nervous than usual.

And so, cards on the table, here’s what really fascinates me about the ’90s: It’s when I grew up. That’s it. The decade encompasses high school and college for me. That’s enough. That’s plenty. Did you ever notice that new music, now, is nowhere near as great as the music you loved as a teenager? And you know what? You’re right. Whether you were a teenager in the ’60s, the ’90s, or the 2010s, you’re right. The music you loved as a teenager is the sweetest music you’ll ever hear; that music will be, in all likelihood, the greatest, wildest, purest love affair of your whole life. That’s how music works; that’s how being a teenager works. I did not start the podcast—deep into the first year of COVID, I might add, when the endorphin rush of unabashed nostalgia became that much more attractive—as some grand socio-political gesture. I just wanted to relive the glorious jams of my youth. Yes, even “Achy Breaky Heart.”

DUMBEST MISTAKES I’VE MADE ON THE SHOW SO FAR (** IF CAUGHT IN TIME)


• Called them “drum rolls” and not “drum fills”

• Mispronounced Mutt Lange’s name repeatedly

• Forgot to say that Flea and Dave Navarro played on Alanis Morissette’s “You Oughta Know”

• Referred to the National Organization for Women as the “N.W.O.” **

• Mixed up the Verve and the Verve Pipe

• Repeatedly stumbled while quoting DMX saying, “Fuck you, suck my dick” **

• Mispronounced OB-GYN as ahhb-jin repeatedly (my wife and I have three children)

• Described Alice in Chains guitarist Jerry Cantrell as “The David Banner to [AIC frontman] Layne Staley’s Incredible Hulk”

• Referred to Montell Jordan as “Montell Williams” (just once) **

• Said that Mick Jagger sang the Rolling Stones song “Happy” (it’s Keith)

• Implied that the lady in the “Confused Math Lady” gif was Julia Roberts

• Mispronounced Tanya Tucker’s name repeatedly

• Described Cincinnati chili as “bean-forward”


The idea here, with all these whimsical personal digressions—and this is semi-pretentious, but I’m owning it—is that I talk about both spectacular and spectacularly mundane events from my own youth (and the dope songs that soundtracked it all) as a means of triggering, in you, your own memories of spectacularly mundane events in your own youth. It’s the old The More Specific the Song, the More Universal the Sentiment philosophy, now applied to some guy talking about Pantera or Lauryn Hill or Nirvana or Biggie or Tupac or Britney Spears or the Mighty Mighty Bosstones or Coolio or Selena or the Dave Matthews Band or Shania Twain at incredible length. What I can tell you is that I regularly get drunk Instagram DMs about the philosophical implications of the Crash Test Dummies’ “Mmm Mmm Mmm Mmm,” and furious Twitter DMs about the time my guest for the R.E.M. episode shit all over “Nightswimming,” and extraordinarily sweet emails about the songs people love and hate and are listening to right now or can never listen to again, and why.

Part of this I put down to the parasocial nature of podcasting, the still quite foreign-to-me-sensation of being informed by a stranger that she and her husband listened to my voice for the entirety of an eight-hour road trip. (This sort of thing is so bonkers to me; even my wife doesn’t want to hear me talk for eight hours straight, or maybe I should say especially my wife.) Regardless of what’s fueling what is easily the most feedback I’ve ever gotten for doing anything, this podcast has in fact been the professional thrill of my life, and ain’t nobody asked me to write a book previously. Make of that what you will.

SONGS I COVERED ON ACOUSTIC GUITAR DURING MY UNFORTUNATE COLLEGE-OPEN-MIC-NIGHT PHASE, IN ASCENDING ORDER OF BADNESS


• The Cars, “Drive” (Capo on the fourth fret, nicely understated, once afterward a guy asked me if I wrote it)

• They Might Be Giants, “Don’t Let’s Start” (Arguably the coolest I have ever been)

• Talking Heads, “Heaven” (Stop Making Sense live version, got too yelp-y near the end but still pretty cool)

• Smashing Pumpkins, “Tonight, Tonight” (“Hello, I’m Rob, and I’m here to crucify the insincere”)

• The Smiths, “Asleep” (Too mopey, even for me)

• John Cougar Mellencamp, “Jack & Diane” (Line delivery of “Suckin’ on a chili dog” kinda sucked)

• Sebadoh, “Willing to Wait” (Even mopier)

• Beck, “Jack-Ass” (No idea what to do during outro)

• U2, “With or Without You” (Everyone could live without this)

• Radiohead, “Street Spirit (Fade Out)” (Way too many notes; did not immerse myself in love)

• R.E.M., “Everybody Hurts” (Played the whole song out of tune once and almost got arrested)

• Jeff Buckley’s version of “Hallelujah” (Oh my God)

• The Police, “Every Breath You Take” (Incredibly hard to play, let alone play and sing, especially if you’re on a date at the time, holy shit, Rob, what the fuck)


As of this writing I have done 91 episodes of the podcast, with those scripts totaling exactly 562,465 words. (In the monologues, at least, everything I say is scripted down to the word, which is, let’s say, charming in its mild neurosis.) This book is shorter, and the songs are grouped into, let’s say, charmingly whimsical categories of my own arbitrary devising. Let’s not overthink this; I feel like the more I talk, intro-wise, the more overthought the intro gets. Let me answer the other question you have right now.

Who is this guy? In college I interned at a Cleveland, Ohio, alt-weekly that gave me my first professional bylines, which is to say they sent me to review shows by the esteemed likes of Ween, Sevendust, Big Bad Voodoo Daddy (this’ll come up later), and the New Radicals (this too). Also, regrettably, one time I wrote a semi-bitchy preview of an upcoming U2 concert, which inspired the following Letter to the Editor.


I have to question your criteria for hiring music writers. It seems that you have one too many young punks whose heads are still stuck in the Seattle grunge phase and who apparently don’t know squat about good rock music. As a longtime U2 fan, I have to take issue with Rob Harvilla’s short-sighted preview of the Elevation tour. I was at the concert. It was one of several U2 concerts I’ve attended, and I can assure you that the band is better than ever, and Bono is still a rock and roll god.

I suppose we can’t expect much from a writer whose favorite bands while growing up included Hall & Oates, MC Hammer, and yes, even Vanilla Ice. But it’s particularly disturbing to me, since I bought Rob’s very first concert ticket. At the age of 14, he went to see U2 and thought they were “The Bomb.” As parents, we do the best we can, but we can’t control the direction our kids take when they grow up.

This too shall pass. We’ll still set a place for Rob at Thanksgiving dinner.

Barb Harvilla (Rob’s mom)



That’s who I am, and that’s what this is. Here we are now.

Footnotes

1 Performative modesty, if not outright self-deprecation, is another of my personal tendencies. I usually blame this on my sturdy Midwestern Catholic upbringing, though I’m guessing that most Midwesterners (and/or Catholics) would prefer that I keep them out of it.

2 Monologue is a terribly pretentious verb to my sensitive Midwestern ears, but, like, one time I typed out 10,000 words about Pantera and then read them out loud into a microphone. Is there any other word for that? (Don’t answer that.)
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