BLUES EXPLOSION

For a large part of the 1980s, Jon Spencer led Pussy Galore, (See separate biography), a noisy distinctly American exercise in musical deconstruction. Pussy Galore performed songs which were often a collection of repeated expletives and that somehow remained largely free of chords in the conventional musical sense. Whilst Pussy Galore was an extremely interesting musical exercise, its potential was soon exhausted leading Spencer to take up stints in the Honeymoon Killers and Gibson Bros before forming Blues Explosion in 1990. This New York based trio consist of Spencer on vocals and lead guitar, Judah Bauer on a second lead guitar and Honeymoon Killers berserker Russell Simins, on drums. 

Despite their name, The Jon Spencer Blues Explosion never really opt for actually playing the blues preferring to create rough approximations of the work of revered artists like Hound Dog Taylor instead. On their early release "Crypt Style" (1+2 /1992) they presented the listener with a virtually incomprehensible, bass-less miss-mash awash with distorted guitars and howled vocals over the merest hint of a beat. However, what this music lacked in grace it made up for in excitement, particularly during live outings and it was not long before The Jon Spencer Blues Explosion had garnered something of a reputation and a following too. 

The band's official debut recording, an album simply entitled "The Jon Spencer Blues Explosion" (Caroline/Hut 1992) maintained a good deal of the crude lo-fi appeal that had brought them this far, but for this record Spencer began crafting semi-coherent songs and singing them in a parodied blues vocal style over a highly manic, thrashed backing. Tracks like "Chicken Walk" and "Write a Song" brought comparisons with Hasil Adkins and Screamin' Jay Hawkins albeit via references to punk and garage rock too. 

For some The Jon Spencer Blues Explosion was an instantly problematic concept. With a name, an image and an attitude to the blues that was far from reverent, the group succeeded in upsetting the more precious guardians of what is often viewed as the seminal origins of all modern music. But if the band won a few enemies along the way they certainly gained a decent share of sympathetic collaborators too. Steve Albini of cult indie rockers Big Black was quick to lend his distinctive production talents to this debut album and succeeded in capturing the curled lip cocksure swagger of rock'n'roll that The Jon Spencer Blues Explosion had already made their own. 

Their next album "Extra Width" (Matador 1993) featured a sonic palette that served to extend the purely thrashy fun of their debut. A scratch funk guitar and some truly swinging drumming on the track "Afro" saw the band come over like an early Curtis Mayfield, whilst their use of a theremin was at odds with almost anyone else who had ever played this ethereal sounding instrument. In Jon Spencer's hands it simply added another level of hysteria matched only by the unhinged drama of his vocal delivery. For some this record was almost too much to bear for others it represented a thrilling journey into everything music should be about. 

The band were on similar territory with "Orange" (Matador/1994) a record that once again raised criticisms that their stance made them purely posers playing with the idea of being blues men rather than embracing the real thing. Not that this criticism seemed to affect the trio too badly. The single "Bell Bottoms" encapsulated their sound well with a retro-'70s production gave their further explorations of rock and funk an added punk feel. 

The bands interest in all things soulful and funky inevitably extended to an admiration for hip-hop and the remix culture that had come to typify it. Consequently for "Experimental Remixes" EP (1995) celebrity re-mixers in Beck and Mike D (of Beastie Boys' fame) got to grips with the track "Flavor" while Calvin Johnson's dub skills on "Soul Typecast" ensured that he would not be forgotten in the future. Eclectic techno punk Moby gave "Greyhound" a pop makeover and hip-hop superstars Genius/GZA and Killah Priest of the Wu-Tang Clan's added raps ensured that "Experimental Remixes" reached new ears. 

The Jon Spencer Blues Explosion signed to Mute records for their next album 
"Now I Got Worry" (1996), a raw and rather harsh workout full of thrashed guitars and seething, barked vocals, all so firey and alive that it created a close approximation of the Blues Explosion's intense live sound. The instrumental track "R.L. Got Soul " was a tribute to Mississippi bluesman R.L. Burnside, a true blues oldtimer that The Blues Explosion had backed on his 1996 LP "A Ass Pocket of Whisky" (Matador 1996), a fact that further enflamed the blues purists but once again defying the critics they also succeeded in attracting Stax Records legend Rufus Thomas to the "Now I Got Worry" sessions. Thomas co-wrote and sang the track "Chicken Dog" for the LP and 'Money' Mark Ramos Nishita a regular with The Beastie Boys also guests on three songs. 

With their live shows gaining a reputation for their ragged yet passionate raw power it seemed only natural to record a live event for release. This happened after a fashion when a concert was captured at Hotel Congress in Tucson, Arizona on November 25 1996. The subsequent LP "Controversial Negro: Live in Tucson"(1997) briefly saw the light of day both on Matador and Mute records as a promotional item (it has since resurfaced in Japan). Whilst the recording captures all of the forceful blues posturing and sleazy hard rocking of the band in full live flow, it can only begin to hint at how wild and unruly a stage presence Spencer himself had become. Often dancing uncontrollably, whilst preaching from both the stage and the audience he would climb objects that shouldn't be climbed transforming their shows into a crazy circus and a thrilling spectacle to boot. 

Live albums aside The Blues Explosion had been subtly investigating new themes and ideas in the pursuit of their recognisable signature sound over the course the records that led to their next album. Their embrace of the hip-hop beats and electronic bleeps that populate "ACME" (1998) suggested that they had been more than happy with the results of "Experimental Remixes". Calvin Johnson, of the Dub Narcotic Sound System who had previously worked his magic on their previous remix EP returned to produce a record that flowed rather satisfyingly. A number of guest re-mixers joined the party to add another level to craziness too. Overall "ACME" represented a more cerebral approach to music that was slightly removed from the blasts of unadulterated, highly sexual rock'n'roll that preceded it. 

1999 saw the release of "ACME Plus" (1999) a record that delivered greatness from a collection of unused leftovers and remixes culled from the "ACME" recording sessions. However, unlike the "Experimental Remixes "EP, this was not an exercise in revamping older songs via celebrity remixes, but rather a complete album of new material in it's own right. All of the hallmarks of the Blues Explosion are in evidence on this record from the loose structure of the songs, to the theremins and modulators and those all-important blues-boogie riffs but amongst the usual screams and yelps, a change in vocal delivery is definitely apparent. On the remix of "Blue Green Olga," in particular Spencer transforms his voice into a smooth croon. "ACME Plus" was also a rather dance floor friendly record due to the super-league talents of it's remix artists. David Holmes, Moby, Jack Dangers, Calvin Johnson , The Automator, Mike D of the Beastie Boys and Jill Cunniff of Luscious Jackson all pitched in whilst the albums executive producer, the vintage R n B legend Andre "Mr. Rhythm" Williams, ensured that the gospel, country, rock 'n' roll, hip-hop, blues, and soul influences all came together nicely. 

The album's single "Talk About The Blues" saw he band collaborated with their video director to create a cheeky dig at popular music being used to hype film soundtracks, an over familiar form where band footage is interspersed with footage from the film. In the video various movie stars perform as the 'band' including Winona Ryder as Jon Spencer whilst the band themselves fake the imaginary film's footage to suitably confusing and profile-raising effect. 

Mute Records reissued three of the trio's classic records, '"Orange'" "Extra Width/Mo' Width" and "Experimental Remixes" (some in extended form) in 2000, whilst the next new Blues Explosion opus Plastic Fang (2002), represented another change in the group's approach to their music. "Plastic Fang" largely abandoned the smoother texture and modernist hip-hop stylings of its recent predecessors, with the trio opting to fashion 12 tracks of blistering rock n' roll awash with their trademark power riffs, instead. Despite such mayhem "Plastic Fang"(2002) was a slightly more controlled affair than normal, as if attempts were being made to reign in their more wayward moments. Whilst still far from being an exercise in traditional song writing, the tracks "Tore Up and Broke" "Killer Wolf and "Mean Heart" almost became songs (albeit songs that The Rolling Stones might have recorded in their heyday) but around these unusual moments the band wailed and screamed in a manner that suggested business as usual. Original New Orleans blues legend Dr John along with Funkadelic's Bernie Worrell and somewhat bizarrely (given his lo-fi acoustic output) Elliott Smith. all made appearances on the record ensuring that "Plastic Fang" remained an exhilarating ride. Deconstructions of the album resulted in the single "Shakin' Rock 'N' Roll Tonight" with exciting remixes of "Plastic Fang" tracks coming from both Barry Adamson and the dub heavy Techno Animal. 

To date The Jon Spencer Blues Explosion still suffer from allegations that they are defiling the scared music that is the blues but to see things in the simplistic terms of these purists seems to be largely missing the point about this trio. Spencer is clearly not inspired purely by the mythology inherent in blues music and he certainly does not appear to draw inspiration from its songcraft. What attracts him to the genre is the actual sound of those classic blues records together with the feel of the performances they contain. 

With this in mind its worth noting that The Blues Explosion appear in German director Wim Wender's personal appreciation of blues music in his film "The Soul Of A Man"(2003). The film is part history, part personal pilgrimage and tells the story of three of his favourite blues artists, namely Skip James, Blind Willie Johnson and J. B. Lenoir, via reconstruction, archival and present day documentary footage before contemporary musicians are invited to perform covers of their songs. Needless to say the Jon Spencer Blues Explosion feature along side much more reverent performances of the music, prompting the realisation that the group maybe approaching a new era in their history which could see their unique approach to creating and performing music that is in its own way inspired by the blues, finally receiving the validation it deserves. 
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