Paper #2: Comparison-Contrast

Rock bands of the 80’s - 90’s and rock bands of the past decades: Two worlds apart

Rock nowadays has turned into a mainstream genre of music, an industry with billions of dollars of annual profit. However, rock started as an underground movement with artists having to struggle towards the top, facing mistrust and rejection from record labels. Simply compare Janis Joplin, having to hitchhike for an audition, all the way from Austin to San Francisco, with Silverchair, signing a contract with Sony at the age of 15. Record labels realized that rock music did sell (early 80’s), moving it from underground (early 60’s to the early 80’s) to mainstream. Consequently, rock bands started popping-up like mushrooms, and today there are, God knows how many, bands consisting usually of untalented teens trying to make it big.

Despite the great number of aimless bands, some really gifted artists rose, like Pearl Jam, Nirvana, U2, Korn, Live and countless others giving modern rock scene an identity. Yet, its image is spoiled by various attitude-selling bands of the “high standard”, of Guns ‘N’ Roses, being simply rebels without a cause, with their front man spitting and swearing for no reason whatsoever, obviously faking in front of their audience: their fans. Nevertheless, this provoking attitude is not something they invented, but a cheap imitation of the acts of rock bands of past decades. Take The Who (late 60’s – early 80’s) for example. The wild Keith Moon falling over his drum kit and Pete Townshend leaping into the air with his guitar, spinning his right hand in exaggerated windmills. Vocalist Roger Daltrey strutting across the stage with a thuggish menace, as bassist John Entwistle stands silent, functioning as the eye of the hurricane. 

This pouring of energy emerged from their extreme lifestyle, bands. Touring was their business and pleasure, where us bands of today rely entirely on promotion and chart hits to become famous. The Offspring for instance, rose from anonymity when they changed from Epitaph Records (underground punk record label) to Columbia Records. On the other hand, Jimmy Hendrix’s extraordinary guitar plays, made him famous and even today his unique teeth, tongue, behind the back, feet and whatever-part-of-the-body-you-can-imagine plays are his memorabilia. Moreover, bands of today, make a living out of exaggerated ticket prices. Even though, a rock band should be about fans and the band having a great time together, still most bands today offer nothing for free, a striking difference from Queen’s free concert in London’s Hyde Park (1976) with crowds reaching two hundred thousand, just for their fans pleasure.

Fans in the past really idolized bands. Sepultura (a thrash metal band) in an interview described the thrill of waiting for members of Kiss to throw empty beer cans from their hotel room during a tour in Brazil in the mid 80’s. Similarly, bands of today are worshipped, but the extremes of past decades are rare. Nowadays, artists get so much publicity, that most of them get to think they are God or something, ignoring that nobody even knows they exist, until their next single. On the contrary, you can listen to Led Zeppelin’s (1968-1980) songs almost daily on most radio stations, some of them from the early 70’s. However, one can say that only songs of today can identify with our era. That is partly true however, since songs of the past are usually concerned with abstracts which are diachronic, so today’s youth still sings The Doors’ “People are strange” or Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to heaven”. In my opinion, people lost the innocence of past decades, so lyrics dropped that innocence too. Comparing lyrics of past decades, with today’s songs, it is clear that we moved from lyrics about simple feelings like love and hate to lyrics about sex and money.

This “purity” was also found on early rockers, take Woodstock 1969 for example. During a heavy rainstorm, fans were climbing on the metal lighting poles around the stage, simply ignoring electrocution. On the contrary, Woodstock 1994 and 1999 were simply an exhibition of mud dives, fake rock attitude: an imitation of the original. However, the 60’s and 70’s were  times of racism, poverty and an active hippie movement, as opposed to the 90’s of apathy and materialism. Still, rock, underground or mainstream, throughout the years maintained its nature of provocative attitude and energy-filled sounds, and remains the music for rebels, social misfits and “freaks” in general.

