
 



 

 

 

 

 

  



I love music. And by that I don’t just mean I like to have a singalong or a dance 

when the opportunity arises. I mean a long-term obsession with listening to, 

playing, and reading about music. I mean endlessly being on the lookout for new 

artists, and researching in depth the history of more popular music genres than 

most people could name. 

What is it about those notes and chords, rhythms and melodies that interests me 

so much? The answer, to be honest, is that it’s not really the actual music that 

fuels my obsession. It’s the metanarrative – why we listen to the music we do, 

how we listen to it, why people play music, what it says about ourselves and our 

world, how it points to ways we could live better. Some might say this is asking a 

lot of the humble medium of pop music, but I say nothing just happens for no 

reason – everything has a metanarrative, and to understand what the world’s 

really about, we need to uncover them. 

Thinking about music this way keeps it interesting, even in these days when we 

are bombarded by a never-ending torrent of music that mostly sounds pretty 

much like other songs that already exist. So when I write reviews of new albums 

(which I do frequently for 4ZZZ’s New Releases Show), it’s these questions I try to 

bring out; rather than what it sounds like or how it relates to my personal tastes. 

My hope is that this makes the reviews interesting whether or not the reader likes 

or even listens to the artist in question. In this zine I’ve compiled some of my 

favourite (and not coincidentally most meta) reviews I have written over the last 

few years.  



Rudely Interrupted - 
Love You Till I Die 

A guitar chord rings out. A 
snare drum cracks. The 
singer enters emphatically: 
“She likes calculus, and drinking 
tea!” It is one of the best song 
openings of the year, and it 
comes from Anything Is 
Possible, the second track off 
Melbourne band Rudely 
Interrupted’s new seven track 
mini-album Love You Till I 
Die. 

Rudely Interrupted have been 
around for a decade now, and the new record doesn’t stray too far from the 
familiar. Fuzzy guitar and ‘80’s style keyboard, power pop melodies, quirky and 
positive lyrics. 

At first listen you might say it’s a nice but unremarkable record, but the appeal of 
Rudely Interrupted is not just in this set of songs. The members of the band 
come with a diversity of life experience – singer Rory Burnside is blind, has 
aspergers and epilepsy. Drummer Josh Hogan is autistic and has a bone disorder, 
while bass player/dancer Sam Beke has Downes’ syndrome. Even Rohan Brooks, 
the disability support worker who brought the band together; had an accident 
since the last release and now has 24 titanium pins holding his foot together. 

With this in mind, weighing up the musical merits of Rudely Interrupted brings 
up an interesting question – are the various members’ disabilities an integral part 
of the band or not? It seems the answer from the band is no. The press release 
that accompanies this release makes no mention of it, only somewhat cryptically 
saying they are “not a novelty band”. That seems to be a reasonable egalitarian 
notion – that a band should be judged on the worth of their songs alone, not on 
whether they are physically or neurologically different to any other act. 

It’s never really just about the music though, is it? Mostly when it comes to 
appreciating art, part of the appeal is who the artist is and how their life 
experience has influenced their creation. The increasing prominence in recent 
years of what is broadly called “identity politics” has added to this. This school of 



thought often says it is impossible to divorce an artwork or genre from its social 
and cultural context. And among the many often marginalised groups who have 
used this framework to construct positive identities are people with intellectually 
or physically “different abilities”. 

If we’re honest, I think most fans of Rudely Interrupted would admit a big part 
of why we like the band is those quirks the members possess – the Downes’ 
Syndrome of Sam Beke is what gives him such onstage charisma. The sense of 
fun and hope that lifts the music beyond just new wave retro pop comes from 
the fact that these are people who are not often given stages on which to 
perform. Without that factor, all the lines like “you can be anything you want to be” 
would just be kind of annoying. 

I can understand people who would take the first approach to our question. But 
hopefully the role the band’s disabilities play is not to elicit sympathy or 
freakshow voyeurism from the listener. It is fundamentally an affirmation of the 
members’ worth as people. An honest view of humanity as a whole doesn’t lead 
to the conclusion that there is one typical state of being and everything else is an 
inferior copy. The truth is there are infinite unique people with different abilities 
who each have something to contribute to our world. I’m pretty sure this is what 
Rudely Interrupted are referring to when they sing “we’re here to change this world for 
the better/we’re all in this together”. So with that out of the way, I’d like to say Rudely 
Interrupted are a great band, and Love You Till I Die is sixteen minutes of catchy 
and infectiously joyous power pop. 

  



L-Fresh The Lion - 
South West 

Hip hop, as any good 
student of music history can 
tell you, started in The 
Bronx. The more nerdy 
history students, in fact, 
could pinpoint the exact 
block where Kool Herc 
started spinning breakbeats. 
From that point on, the 
history of hip hop is often 
the history of localities. 
Compton, Brooklyn; East 
Coast and West; the Dirty 
South. Often new 
developments in the genre 
are traced back to one location - trap from Atlanta, grime from East London. 

In Australia, where rap music has now established itself firmly in our cultural 
mainstream, we mostly haven’t had that same sense of locality. “Skip hop” 
mostly hails from the curious placelessness of interchangeable suburbs or rapidly 
homogenising hip inner-city neighbourhoods. It’s hard to imagine most high 
profile Australian rappers giving a shoutout to their hood - such a move would 
be seen as embarrassingly cheesy, even though it is an indisputable part of hip 
hop tradition. 

There’s a social hierarchy implicit in this. The middle classes are geographically as 
well as socially mobile - not attached to a sense of place as much as the poor who 
spend more time in one location. The dictates of consumer trends also mean 
regions that can afford it are often so often on the make they lose any sense of 
local distinctiveness. 

It’s interesting to note then L-FRESH The LION proudly naming his third 
album South West. Sydney’s west has had a vital role in the history of Australian 
hip hop, from Def Wish Cast and Sound Unlimited to ONEFOUR. The South 
West has played its own part - the first recorded aboriginal rappers in the country 
were part of a multicultural crew called South West Syndicate; and Kerser 
became the country’s biggest genuine underground hip hop star while proudly 
repping his home suburb of Campbelltown. 



Most of the country’s established media of course never venture out to those 
unfashionable and somewhat unpicturesque western suburbs. Which is why L-
FRESH has a tone of defensiveness in his song Forever Rising: “I’m reminded to focus 
on positives/We come from a part of the city that’s got a lot to give” 

But coming from a place alternately marginalised and demonised isn’t the only 
locality that informs L-FRESH’s music. Every brown skinned man with a turban 
knows well the question “where are you really from?” And South West is full of 
another theme familiar to Sydney’s west - the experience of the second 
generation migrant. L-FRESH The Lion’s family descends from Punjab - not 
only somewhere far from Australia culturally and geographically; but a place 
arbitrarily but irrevocably divided by the colonial partition of India and Pakistan, 
and divided in L-FRESH’s psyche by the dysphoria of life as a brown skinned 
Aussie kid. Mother Tongue is about his attempts to hold on to the culture and 
language of his ancestors - he raps “Nothing is sacred, even the tongue is gentrified”. The 
samples of bhangra music sprinkled through the album are his attempt to fuse 
that past with the American hip hop that inspires his music. 

“Where I come from it don’t get no realer”, L-FRESH spits: “South West Sydney didn’t 
raise no quitter”. The localised parochialism of hip hop should always be seen as a 
resistance by the marginalised to the homogenising forces that seek to strip 
places and people of any distinctive characteristic outside the lowest common 
denominator of economic value. It’s worth remembering the birth of hip hop in 
The Bronx came just after city planner Robert Moses had put an expressway 
through the borough, partitioning the area and wiping whole neighbourhoods off 
the map. MC’s proudly embracing their hood was an act of defiance. 

South West then, is acting in a long and proud hip hop tradition - in its old school 
boom-bap beats, simple and positive rhymes, it’s pride in where it comes from, 
and in its belief in the power of hip hop to harness the potential of places others 
had written off - “They count us out full of doubt it seems but we out here counting dreams.“ 

  



Refused - 
War Music 

“They say the classics never go 
out of style, but they do. 
Somehow baby, I never 
thought we would too.” So 
went the opening line 
from The Shape Of Punk 
To Come, the iconic album 
released in 1998 by 
Swedish hardcore band 
Refused. 

Shortly after releasing that 
album, Refused split up. 
Their final offering to the 
world though was a 
breakup communique that only added to their legend. 

“When every expression, no matter how radical it is, can be transformed into a commodity and 
be bought or sold like cheap soda, how is it then possible to take "art" seriously?” it said. It 
concluded with: “we will never play together again and we will never try to glorify or celebrate 
what was. All that we have to say has been said here or in our music/manifestos/lyrics and if 
that is not enough you are not likely to get it anyway. WE THEREFORE DEMAND 
THAT EVERY NEWSPAPER BURN ALL THEIR PHOTOS OF REFUSED 
so that we will no longer be tortured with memories of a time gone by and the mythmaking that 
single-minded and incompetent journalism offers us. Instead we need to look forward.” 

So it was with conflicting emotions that fans of the band heard of their 
reformation for Coachella festival in 2012 and subsequent new album in 2015. It 
wasn’t helped by the fact that the band who once said they wanted to be “the final 
nail in the coffin of the rotten cadaver that is popular music” had made an album that was 
a bit, you know... dull. 

It’s 2019 and Refused are back with another album, War Music. It’s a record that 
was always likely to judged before it was heard. Not only is it to be weighed 
against those old albums, its very existence seems to contradict that legendary 
manifesto. The promotional material for War Music, though pretty standard, sits 
uncomfortably with those ideals – when it talks about their status as “one of the 
most influential artists of the early ‘00s”, or when it talks about the band receiving 



awards from the Swedish government and working with high profile pop 
producers. 

It’s hard to know what to do with this kind of thing. Everyone has a right to 
change their mind, and as we get older it’s healthy to disagree with some of the 
opinions and actions of our younger selves. Obviously Refused have a right to 
play and record music together if they want to. But on the other hand, if we want 
to take seriously the band’s critique of music as just another entertainment 
commodity, we should see those songs (indeed the whole of Refused’s legacy) as 
cultural objects that extend beyond just the intellectual property of the band 
members. 

The band now try to laugh off that communique as a stunt or a decoy, or 
describe their legacy as “that truth-adjacent phenomenon we call music history”. But the 
thing about history is that it never stays entirely in the past. Its consequences are 
always present, and the relationship between Refused as mythical hardcore 
legends and Refused as current band is one of tension. If not for their past, this 
album would not be being reviewed right now, they wouldn’t be touring the 
world. And part of that past, one that can not be simply erased, is the band’s 
image as political radicals who rejected the compromises demanded by the rituals 
of the music industry. 

So how then do we judge War Music? Do we try to view it independently of that 
legacy? Because if we did, we might take it as a pretty competent hardcore album. 
We might see its lyrics as decent attempts to inspire political action. It’s not a 
terrible album, in fact at times it’s pretty good. It’s certainly not the epic and 
powerful journey of The Shape Of Punk To Come, but then again not many records 
are. 

As a fan of the band, I’m happy for Refused to be making music together again. 
They could have done it under another name and they wouldn’t have had to 
worry about grappling with their legacy, but the myths and icons of our past can 
sometimes do with being brought back to earth. As Refused said in that 
manifesto, what matters in music and in politics is what we are creating now, in 
this time and place. 

But just because something is more recent doesn’t necessarily make it more 
relevant to our current circumstances. I know I will keep returning to Refused’s 
classic 90’s records for many years to come. War Music, on the other hand, I 
listened to a few times out of curiosity and will possibly never play again. 



Spinifex Gum - 
Sisters 

In the seedy streets of 
late 70’s downtown New 
York City, electronic 
music pioneers and sonic 
terrorists Suicide would 
take the stage at venues 
like CBGBs. Shows 
would routinely dissolve 
into violence, member 
Martin Rev would swing 
a motorcycle chain 
around on stage. Their 
abrasive music was an 
aural depiction of the 
alienation of nuclear age 
industrial capitalism. 
Their most iconic song was Frankie Teardrop, a harrowing 10 minute epic about a 
guy who murders his wife and child. 

Somewhere in the middle of the set though was Dream Baby Dream, with poppy 
burbling synths and spoken word lyrics like “come on baby keep them dreams burnin’”. 
In that context it would have been partly a hopeful counterpoint to the rest of 
the set; partly an ironic reference to that classic rhetoric of “the American dream” 
while living in a crime-ridden, bankrupt city under the constant threat of nuclear 
destruction. 

Across the river in New Jersey, Bruce Springsteen in the 70’s was singing 
exclusively about dreams – epic tales of small town tramps who were Born To 
Run. Over his career Springsteen has explored the ups and downs of how we 
relate to our dreams. At some point in fairly recent times, Dream Baby Dream was 
added to the Springsteen setlist, shorn now of its ambiguity and taking on a new 
role as a hymn in the quasi-religious ritual that is a Bruce Springsteen concert. 
The video clip for his version is like a charismatic christian revival or Tony 
Robbins speaking tour, all slow motion shots of euphoric teary fans and the 
sweat of rockstar abandon. In Springsteen’s hands, Dream Baby Dream is an an 
unabashed serenade to hope itself. It has the same basic elements as the Suicide 
track, but is not the same song. 



Spinifex Gum is a new project from Cat Empire lead singer Felix Riebl with a 
choir of aboriginal women from North Queensland. Their debut album Sisters is 
10 songs of gospel choir set to EDM bangers, full of positive uplifting messages. 
Halfway through the album, there is Dream Baby Dream. It’s the Springsteen 
version that is the main reference point here, but further accentuated. The hymn 
like qualities maxed out with an actual choir, the original ambiguity of the 
droning synths and flat melody superceded by an epic crescendo.  

There’s no doubt Dream Baby Dream has lost some of its subtlety along the way. 
You could also say its lost some of its power - as a song by the bleakest of 70’s 
punk bands it was startling in its positivity, as a cheesy ballad that is just expected. 
But the Spinifex Gum version transitions seamlessly into a chant of “Voice, Treaty, 
Truth, Now”. For aboriginal people who see “dreaming” as part of a culture that 
was violently taken from them, lyrics about holding on to your dreams move 
from sentimentality to protest song.  

Great works of art can have immense emotional power, but so can schmaltzy 
show tunes at the right moment. For fans of 70’s punk, listening to the Spinifex 
Gum version of Dream Baby Dream is a curious experience, but for a member of 
an oppressed race it is potentially transformative. A song, once unleashed into 
the atmosphere, can take on a life of its own. Dream Baby Dream has already gone 
on quite a journey. But given its message of believing new things are possible, 
and given the fact that after four decades the song is still reaching places it never 
did before, I hope we can say the dream is not over yet. Keep them dreams 
burnin' baby. 

 
  



The Smith Street Band - 
Don't Waste Your Anger 

Wil Wagner and the Smith Street 
Band are back with their fifth full 
length album Don't Waste Your 
Anger. A few things have changed 
since the last one - the band has 
expanded with a couple of new 
members, in particular Lucy 
Wilson's keyboards a prominent 
addition. The band also for the 
first time recorded the album 
themselves at their own Bush 
House Studios. 

But there has also been one very public incident which has undoubtedly 
influenced this record. Last year two of Wagner's former partners publicly 
released private correspondence with him, saying it revealed him to be 
emotionally abusive. Wagner reportedly attempted suicide in response, and the 
legacy is almost certainly felt on this record. The correspondence itself is not 
something I'll go into in this review; but it's never just about the music, and you 
can't simply divorce the person who makes art from who they are when not on 
stage. 

The Smith Street Band's music has gained the huge and devoted fanbase it has 
mostly to do with Wil Wagner's lyrics, which are usually confessional in nature. 
Wil's honest portrayal of his own anxieties and neuroses are definitely part of his 
appeal. In some ways his songs scream what many of us are unwilling to even say 
outside of our own head. 

Still, a good song is not quite the same as a healthy way of relating to the world. 
Smith Street Band songs are effective at voicing the feelings so many of us have 
inside, but there are various reasons we don't always voice them - one being that 
our own unfiltered feelings are usually entirely subjective, whereas finding the 
truth in any situation means stepping outside our own perspective to see things 
from others' point of view. 

In many of Wil's songs, other people (and this is often women he has some 
romantic involvement with) exist just as rhetorical devices to explore his own 
feelings and anxieties. This makes for powerful works of art, but it doesn't make 



for great relationships, where your feelings are entwined with another person 
who has their own autonomous emotions and desires, and whose life is affected 
by your actions. 

The public controversy of last year could be seen as a point where this tension 
comes to life. It obviously affected Wil, and as a very personal songwriter you 
would expect it would influence the songs on Don't Waste Your Anger. 

There are glimpses of this in the lyrics. "I’m my best when I’m forgiving / Life is hard 
so keep on living" goes the title track. It's OK meanwhile is a personal acoustic track, 
one that approaches a relationship breakup in a way that reflects a healthy 
empathy and respect for the autonomy of another person. "And if you don't want 
the same things, it's alright, I understand / I just won't lean too hard on you while you make 
other plans ... And we'll understand each other and both acknowledge the pain / And I hope 
it's not too uncomfortable when I see you again"  

Becoming a more well-adjusted person is not traditionally the lyrical domain of 
pop music. The guilty pleasure we get from hearing our deepest fears and desires 
sung back to us is quite a force. However it's a process we should all be going 
through continually, and it can make for powerful art. Don't Waste Your Anger is 
the sound of someone growing up to face a world ultimately more complicated 
than even the best three minute pop-punk song. 

  



Sleater Kinney - 
The Center Won't Hold 

The Center Won’t Hold is the 
tenth album from iconic 
American punk band Sleater 
Kinney, and the second 
following their reformation 
in 2015. 

In a world where there are 
few high profile, all-women 
rock bands, and even less still 
going strong in their 40s, 
Sleater Kinney have in recent 
years come to occupy the 
role of a truly significant 
band, as elders of a sort. The Center Won’t Hold seems intended to be an album 
that carries some cultural weight – it tries to progress Sleater Kinney’s own 
discography by collaborating with indie-pop star St Vincent and it attempts to 
comment on the broader world in our current times. 

The title is a reference to WB Yeats’ poem The Second Coming – written a century 
ago but a verse many quoted in the wake of Brexit, Trump and the rise of 
reactionary conservatism. It depicts a world falling apart, where old certainties 
can no longer be depended upon. In the way it’s deployed by Sleater Kinney 
here, it also plays with the notion of ourselves as the centre of our world and 
how we relate to broader politics. “The personal is the political” was a feminist 
catchphrase from long ago, and this is the territory Sleater Kinney are exploring 
here. “How does brokenness move through the world?” is how lyricist Corin 
Tucker describes the theme of the album. 

So while the album’s epic centrepiece, Ruins, echoes Yeats in dredging the 
political paranoia that drives authoritarian government, most of the songs are 
caught in personal, inner struggles. Themes of anxiety, uncertainty and 
dependency recur through the record. The visual clips released so far use the 
motif of social media technology and anxiety and the songs rarely rock out in the 
uninhibited way Sleater Kinney fans may be accustomed to. This is surely 
influenced by the presence of St Vincent, but also reflects the general mood. 



In the last few weeks, much of the commentary about this album has focused on 
the abrupt departure of drummer Janet Weiss after two decades. “The band is 
heading in a new direction and it is time for me to move on” tweeted Weiss. Many have 
seen this as a response to musical changes brought by the collaboration with St 
Vincent, but more has changed here than just the addition of keyboards. 

Anxiety is everywhere in 2019 – a medical epidemic, a new niche market, a theme 
being explored in art. It is undoubtedly a real issue, and drawing the links 
between this and the fear that seems to be driving our politics is worthwhile. Still, 
there’s something kind of disappointing about hearing Sleater Kinney seemingly 
mired in its grips. 

As women emerging from the riot grrrl movement in the '90s, they embodied the 
DIY freedom of punk at its best. There was always something heroic about three 
women playing fierce, brash and loud rock music. That was its own comment on 
fear and repression in a way, but it offered a means to move forwards, stepping 
out and forging our own lives and society. To hear the band now singing about a 
crippling alienation that makes the future something to be feared may be an 
accurate reflection of the times we live in, but I can’t help but feel something has 
been lost. 

 

  



The Dead Maggies -  
More Than Just Ghosts 

"The past isn't dead", once 
wrote William Faulkner; "in 
fact it's not even past". This is the 
reason we put in effort to 
remember the stories from 
times gone by - because 
understanding the world we 
live in partly means 
understanding the past events 
that got us here. 

Few bands are as committed 
to the historian ideal as folk punks The Dead Maggies. The band formed with the 
mission statement of "songs about Tasmanian murders and suicides". And 
though their island home is a small place, their third album More Than Just Ghosts 
shows the well of gory history hasn't run dry yet. 

Musically, the album is a folk punk hoedown - an overflowing mix of acoustic 
instruments played at punk rock speed with gang shout-along vocals. Lyrically, 
they mostly cover the Dead Maggies traditional terrain, with plenty of wild 
convict and bushranger stories. The chronology takes a sharp jump forward 
though in the song Port Arthur. It's still set in a famous convict location, but this 
track remembers the massacre from 1996, when Martin Bryant killed thirty-five 
people and injured twenty-three more. 

It's interesting the way the mood changes with this jump through time. Port 
Arthur is a slow ballad on an album of mostly punk thrashes and its tone is 
serious where the band have traditionally approached even the most grim 
subjects with a morbid humour. On the next track in fact, the band depict 
bushranger Michael Howe shooting his aboriginal lover during his attempt to 
evade police. Howe is the first person narrator and somewhat the hero of a light-
hearted and fun song. 

There's something about the living memory of Martin Bryant's murders that 
makes that seem out of the question. As singer Gareth Davies notes in the lyrics 
"some of my friends went to school with him". So instead we get a serious anti-firearms 
message, saying "we'll never know why he raised that gun, but if it hadn't been there he 
couldn't have done." Bryant's act was horrific and avoidable, but history is full of 



terrible acts that fit that description. Is it just a failure of empathy that means we 
relate differently to the Port Arthur tragedy? 

It's from this song that the album title More Than Just Ghosts is derived, echoing 
Faulkner's famous quote. The Port Arthur massacre didn't appear in a vacuum - 
there were historical events that influenced the finger on the trigger that day. Nor 
did the story end with Bryant's imprisonment. The event led to mass changes to 
gun laws in Australia, an example that is cited often in the US as history tragically 
repeats itself again and again. 

The past is not dead then, which is why a project like The Dead Maggies is so 
interesting. Folk music can treat the past as a preserved relic to be observed like a 
museum exhibit. The music industry often uses it like a tomb full of treasures to 
be plundered, seeing the sounds and aesthetics of the past as products to be 
marketed. The Dead Maggies though, treat history as living stories, retold in an 
attempt to change the future. In their hands the aspirations and oppressions of 
our ancestors are more than just ghosts. 

  



Krust –  
Edge of Everything 

Picture this: it’s 1994 and 
you’re at a dingy warehouse 
rave. The music is like 
nothing you’ve ever heard 
before – crazy breakbeats 
played at inhuman speeds, 
basslines you feel in your 
chest, weird electronic sounds 
swooping in and out. There’s 
a lot of drugs around, sure, 
but still this music itself is like 
entering another dimension. 

The style is being called 
jungle, or drum’n’bass. It’s been created by young producers from the UK’s 
Caribbean migrant community – raised on the sonic experimentation and 
apocalyptic tones of reggae, inspired by the hard-edged sounds of gangsta rap, 
equipped with new technology allowing them to venture where no musician has 
gone before. That era of music has often been recalled, fairly or not, by UK 
music critics Simon Reynolds and the late Mark Fisher when they criticise 21st 
century pop music’s lack of innovation – the birth of drum’n’bass remembered as 
pop’s last great leap into the future before it settled into a malaise of retro and 
pastiche. 

In our hypothetical moment in 1994; it’s quite possible the song you were 
listening to was by Kirk Thompson, aka Krust. He produced a number of 
groundbreaking singles in the 90’s; and as one third of Roni Size & Reprazent, he 
was pivotal in bringing drum’n’bass into the commercial and critical mainstream. 

Fast forward to 2020, and Krust is back with The Edge of Everything, his first album 
in 14 years. If pop music is stuck in a derivative rut, and drum’n’bass is now just 
another retro style to imitate, what will this one-time boundary-pusher do? 

The Edge of Everything is certainly an ambitious record. Almost 80 minutes long, 
full of ambient interludes, found sounds, spoken word tracks, and a conceptual 
theme. That theme isn’t always obvious on a record without traditional lyrics, but 
clues lie in the album title and in opening track Hegel Dialectic. Karl Marx famously 
used Hegel’s theory as an analysis of opposing class interests shaping history. 



Like drum’n’bass mixing the utopian sentiment of rave with the apocalyptic 
dread of roots reggae, Krust is depicting a future of multiple possibilities - on “the 
edge of everything”. That comes out in the spoken word tracks – the hopeful sermon 
of Antigravity Love contrasted with the analysis of totalitarianism in 7 Known Truths 
– and the mix of euphoric breakbeats with bleak soundscapes. 

One advantage of getting older as an electronic producer, compared to say a 
punk band, is that you’re not as restricted by the physical realities of ageing. In 
fact, technological advances have allowed Krust when desired to sound heavier 
than ever. Still, it has to be said that this is an album aimed much more for 
headphone listening than the dancefloor. Suitable for 2020, at least. 

As the album progresses, it gets darker and more abstract. The breakbeats give 
way to eerie, claustrophobic soundscapes. If this is Krust peering into the future, 
it’s not a very optimistic view. Maybe when it came to musical innovation, those 
90’s producers had an unfair advantage – living through the end of the cold war 
and experiencing technological changes that offered bright new possibilities, they 
had a future that seemed worth exploring. Today - with a never-ending war on 
terror and fractured global order, imminent climate crisis, and technology used 
routinely for state or commercial psychological warfare – the future seems as 
disposable as the planned obsolescence of our consumer goods or the online 
content that appears then disappears from our screens. The rehashing of sounds 
from the past may represent a retreat into a time that seems more appealing than 
our present or future. 

As for Krust, he is still aiming to push those musical boundaries. Making music 
not restricted by its genre norms, reaching into unfamiliar sonic territory, and 
aiming for big ideas. The fact that this dark, uneasy record is unlikely to hit the 
mainstream or light up dancefloors in 2020 could say something about changes 
to our culture industry, it could say something about changes to Krust, or it could 
say something about the future itself. 

  



Paul Kelly –  
Nature 

Deep into his fourth 
decade as a recording 
artist, Paul Kelly’s stature 
in Australian music only 
grows as time goes on. 
Last year’s release Life Is 
Fine was his twenty-third 
solo album but first 
number one. New release 
Nature has repeated the 
feat, debuting this week at 
the top of the charts. 

The album breezes by 
smoothly, with simple 
instrumentation and all but one of its songs clocking in under three minutes. The 
title could be seen as referring to this simpler or more natural kind of 
songwriting. Or there are a few mentions of the natural world of trees and 
animals, and a few exploring ideas of human nature, especially as it relates to 
matters of the heart. 

A notable thing about Nature is that Kelly has put to music five poems by 
legendary poets like Walt Whitman, Philip Larkin and Sylvia Plath. Some poetry 
purists may be upset, but in general they work pretty well as songs, and it will 
certainly introduce some classic poetry to a new audience. Having written so 
many songs over the years, you can hardly begrudge Kelly the opportunity to let 
someone else do the hard work of lyric writing either. The poems do jar a little 
with Kelly’s own compositions though as he switches voice – especially when 
Kelly, who traditionally focuses on the specific and local, gets all epic when 
taking on poems of Dylan Thomas and Gerard Manly Hopkins. 

These songs are not the only time Kelly narrates someone else’s voice. Listeners 
may recall the furore of the Brisbane Writers Festival a couple of years ago, when 
novelist Lionel Shriver defended the right of fiction writers to take on the 
personas of cultural identities other than their own. Shriver’s speech was 
criticised by Yassmin Abdel-Magied and once the dust had cleared from the 
media discourse even the festival organisers had turned on their keynote speaker. 



It’s interesting in the light of this to listen Nature’s second single, A Bastard Like 
Me. It is sung in first person, in the character of deceased aboriginal activist 
Charles Perkins. The song never gets too specific in its characterisation, but it’s 
also certainly not the first time Kelly has inhabited the character of aboriginal 
people. Some of his most affecting songs have used the same technique, notably 
Special Treatment, Maralinga and Rally Round The Drum. Numerous songs of his 
have taken on female narrators, and famously the voices of prisoners and accused 
terrorists. 

A Bastard Like Me is not Kelly’s finest song, but it’s notable that there hasn’t been 
any controversy of the type Lionel Shriver faced. In fact none other than Archie 
Roach has in the past praised Kelly’s writing on aboriginal issues, calling him 
“Australia’s bard”. It’s testament to Kelly’s reputation as a teller of Australian 
stories that even in our fractured cultural landscape no one has batted an eyelid at 
this composition. In Kelly’s hands, the idea of finding empathy with others 
through the medium of folk-rock songs seems completely natural; if you’ll 
pardon the pun. As he adds another album to his formidable back catalogue, that 
is indeed a valuable thing for a writer to contribute to our world. 



Duma –  
Duma 

What do we think of when we 
talk about African music? 
Africans have natural rhythm, 
goes the old racial stereotype. 
Other times we may think of 
music from that continent 
only as an ethnographic 
cultural experience, not as 
entertainment. Or we label as 
“authentic” African music 
only that which uses 
traditional non-European 
instruments and styles. 

All these things are examples of “othering”, a process all humans are prone to 
and music fans certainly not immune. The problem with othering is not just that 
it reduces complex individuals to simple theoretical ideas, it is that in doing so we 
obscure the connections we share with people and musicians who are in many 
respects like us. 

Duma are an extreme metal band from Nairobi, Kenya. Their self-titled debut 
album, out on the wonderful Ugandan based experimental label Nyege Nyege 
Tapes, is one that can burst through those old tropes. 

Which is not to say that Duma sound like your average Western rock’n’roll band, 
which they certainly don’t. But they also are not the typical Western idea of what 
East African music should sound like, instead speaking in the universal language 
of nightmarish screams, feedback noise and jackhammer drumming. 

Early exponents of industrial music, like Throbbing Gristle and John Foxx, came 
from the grey industrial localities on the fringes of Western capitalism, and their 
music was a self-stated attempt to capture not the glossy aesthetics of the 
department store and advertising promo, but the sounds and sights of the factory 
and the mine - the unpleasant underside of the consumerist dream. In doing so, 
like their inspiration JG Ballard, they were also attempting to evoke the duality of 
human nature - not all pretty melodies and love songs, but also the shadow side 
that lurks within us all and is capable of doing harm, of hating, of being ugly. It 



was music that was difficult to listen to, yet honestly depicted our lives and our 
society when viewed from all sides. 

Many of us would like to consider the third world as a more innocent place 
immune from all this, but that of course is not the reality. Far from the myth of 
the noble savage; the developing world is somewhere all aspects of human nature 
are present, and the place where more and more of our industrial production and 
waste dumping actually goes on, especially as the quest for low wages and 
environmental standards drives industrial production away from the Western 
world to new locations. 

Duma, with their sheets of noise and relentless jackhammer drumming, bring to 
mind more than anything the sounds of a factory. They are making, as Throbbing 
Gristle would say, “industrial music for industrial people”. It’s somewhat 
unpleasant to listen to, but it may be that we in the Western world, so removed 
now from the actual production of our endless consumer goods, need a reminder 
of what that process sounds like. 

The other side of Duma’s sound, the tortured screams, is another virtue that I 
think extreme music has always offered. This is music that sounds not like the 
human experience at its best - falling in love or ennobled by grand ideals, but as it 
is. Conflicted, hurting, ugly, flawed humans inhabiting a messed up world. 

Is there likely to be a mass audience for industrial noise music from Kenya? 
Probably not. But Duma have made an intriguing record; one that can remind us 
of those universal themes that make us all human - the way our consumption is 
destroying the planet; and that we must always grapple with the facts of human 
suffering, our potential for evil, and the bleak meaninglessness of existence. 
From Nairobi to Brisbane and all around the world, this is our shared bond of 
common humanity. 

 

 

 

 

  



Jason Isbell - 
Reunions 

"A good country song needs 
two things," said Harlan 
Howard many years ago: 
"three chords and the truth". 

In 2020, one of the biggest 
crossover stars in country 
music is Jason Isbell, who 
with his band the 400 Unit is 
releasing his seventh solo 
album Reunions. Isbell's 
country rock sound is not 
quite vintage Harlan Howard, 
but he has a similar vision of 
what ingredients are required. In the best line on the album, he sings "Tell the truth 
enough you'll find it rhymes with everything". 

That song, Be Afraid, is about finding the courage to speak out for what's right. 
Isbell, an Alabama native who straddles the worlds of mainstream rock and 
country, has faced criticisms for his outspoken left-leaning politics. "Be afraid and 
do it anyway" is his response. 

But in Jason Isbell's vision the truth is not just about politics and media. His 
lyrical honesty has long been one of his most endearing traits, and that's as true 
of Reunions as his previous releases. 

It Gets Easier is blunt about his struggles with alcoholism. "Last night I dreamed that 
I'd been drinking," he sings; "I had one glass of wine, I woke up feeling fine, that's how I 
knew it was a dream." 

Like politics, it's another example of how telling the truth can be hard but can 
have enormous effects. In the classic AA program, the first step of course is 
admitting you are powerless over your addiction, the fourth is making a fearless 
moral inventory of yourself. 

Elsewhere, Isbell is remarkably candid about fatherhood and his marriage to 
fellow country singer Amanda Shires, open about a broken childhood, and in 
album opener What Have I Done To Help? he sings presciently in the character of 



someone faced with crisis. "I kept my head down, went to work, watched my appetite/Put 
the money in the mattress, lock the doors at night, we'll be alright…" he sings, "thought I was 
strong until I had to fight." 

The song obviously wasn't written with COVID-19 in mind, but it seems apt for 
an individualistic society coming to grips with collective responsibility. 

In the post-truth world of Trump's America, it's interesting that someone like 
Jason Isbell has crossed over from the alt-country niche of his old band Drive-By 
Truckers to become a genuine mainstream voice. Read the comment feeds online 
and you'll find countless people saying things like "I don't normally like country 
music but I love Jason Isbell." 

In a world of ubiquitous advertising, partisan media, idealised social media 
profiles, of brazenly dishonest politicians exploiting fuzzy recollections of the 
good old days; Jason Isbell - the reformed alcoholic, the humble dad, the old 
school roots-rock singer-songwriter, brings a refreshing realness. Three chords 
and the truth. 

 
 

  



Various Artists –  
The Art Of Hibernation 

As we all know, the restrictions 
on physical gatherings resulting 
from the COVID-19 pandemic 
has been quite a challenge for 
musicians. Another side of this 
though, one perhaps less 
obvious, is the way this has 
affected the places where live 
music is a vital part of the 
social glue. 

One such location is West End 
in inner Brisbane. From bars 
and venues, to backyard gigs and open jam sessions; people gathering to make 
music is one of the things that has shaped the unique character of that 4101 
postcode. The suburb has provided a space where artists from around the city 
and country can play and bred within its residents a musicality that has been a gift 
to the Brisbane and Australian music scene. 

So it's not just the musicians of West End, but the identity of the place itself that 
has taken a hit from the social restrictions that have made gigging impossible. 
Those twin effects were noticed by local councillor, musician, and long time 
scene supporter Jonathan Sri. His response was to instigate The Art of Hibernation, 
a compilation album of twelve local bands and artists who have been kept 
offstage through the lockdown. 

As a sample of the eclectic musical styles of West End it works pretty well - 
there's the reggae jams and hippy soul that are probably most readily associated 
with the locale; but also a touch of experimentation, a spoonful of twee, a dash of 
punk, some humour and politics and a few other things besides. 

There are a few references that locate the album geographically too. It's in the 
name of reggae band Kurilpa Reach, that of course being the Jagera name for the 
West End peninsula. It's in the lyric about "the sound of feet on Montague Road" from 
acoustic songwriter SAATEEN and somewhat cryptically from folk punks 
Wheatpaste. "You'll find me on the stairs to nowhere, I'll be having a drink" sings Steve 
Jarman. It works as a metaphorical image, but many West End locals will know 
the old punk hangout he is talking about. The Stairs To Nowhere are gone now, 



another casualty to the development of West End. But I doubt even in their 
prime you would have found them on Google Maps. It was a piece of specific 
local knowledge, now even more so. 

This lyric made me reflect on the value of being part of a local music scene. It 
can turn music from just another consumer product to something more intimate: 
where we can appreciate songs in a new way because we understand the context - 
know the people, know what they are singing about. If the physical surroundings 
of the artist are inspiring the songs, then everyone who lives there can be part of 
the creative process, whether they play in the band or not. 

COVID-19 has certainly affected how we relate to the physical spaces around us. 
In some ways it has made us more localised. With travel restricted, many people 
have explored their immediate surroundings in a way we never had before. But in 
another way, as it drives more and more of our interactions (including musical 
performances) online, we are more removed from our physical space - existing in 
the placelessness of cyberspace. Some have gone as far as to ask why we even 
bothered with physical gatherings when so much can be done from our 
loungeroom plugged into the world wide web. 

The long-term effects are yet to be seen, but it seems unlikely things will return 
to the way they were before COVID. Like most changes, this will probably have 
good and bad consequences. If we move to a more digitally connected world, 
one casualty could be the idea of a local music scene. Artists online can reach a 
vast potential audience (for instance, enabling me to write this review of West 
End bands from 1500km away in north Queensland), but they can't offer anyone 
the kind of specific resonance I spoke of earlier. The dictates of digital media will 
require more extensive categorisation, and we may lose the connections that 
come from eclectic musical styles and philosophies co-existing in a physical 
location. Shared locality holds a possibility of chance encounter, of cross-
pollination, that seems less likely in an online environment. And a music always 
mediated by technology is one where that distinction between artist and audience 
is more defined. 

In other words, the things we love about a local music scene could be collateral 
damage. It's nice then to see people like Jonathan Sri using online technology to 
try to keep alive the idea of a local creative community, at a time when it seems 
more threatened than ever. The Art of Hibernation is an enjoyable set of songs, but 
it also represents something much more.  



 

Find loads more album reviews, and plenty 
of other writing, at andypaine.wordpress.com 

 

Reviews written between 2017-2020. 
Zine compiled February 2021. 

 

Offer your own critique at 
andy.paine77@gmail.com 

 

You can also hear myself, and others 
with equally fine taste, reviewing new 
music every week on 4ZZZ’s The New 
Releases Show. Tune in on 102.1fm, 
stream it online, or podcast it! 

 


