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            Author’s Note

         

         The original edition of this of this book was published in 1994, and it was subsequently updated in 1996. The word processor it was written upon – and the floppy discs used – are now museum pieces, so this new edition was written from scratch. In updating the book I have not only brought the story up to the present day, re-examined research materials and interviews conducted between 1992 and 1996, rewritten and revised but also interviewed or re-interviewed the following people, who were gracious enough to meet me, exchange emails or conduct interviews over the phone, and even on Facebook. The only way I did not conduct an interview was by text! So thanks to:

         Homer Flynn, Don Hardy, Roland Sheehan, Bill Reinhardt, Pamela Zeiback, Brian Poole, Dave McKean, David Janssen, Nolan Cook, Molly Harvey, Hein Fokker, the legendary Paulie, Lorrie Murray, Maarten Postma, Chris Cutler, Andy Partridge, Peter Whitehead, Guido Randizo, Carla Fabrizio, Andreas Mathews, Toby Dammit, Robert Schilling, Matt Howarth, Grace Ellen Barkey, Daniel Miller, Laurie Amat, Joshua Raoul Brody, Dawid Laskowski and Tom Timony. There were a few cats that were, for one reason or other, not available for a stroke but such is life. Finally, special thanks to the John Peel family for archive access, Zoe Miller for access to Daniel Miller and Richard Anderson at Cherry Red for commissioning this book.

         Finally, all errors and omissions are down to me - there are still some questions to which the answers are known by the eyeballs but withheld from us literary opticians. 

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

         

         
            “You really have to accept that you are being removed. It got quite difficult for me towards the end. We were starting to play to ten thousand people from behind a screen and it was odd. I found it very difficult not to get out there in front of the audience. Occasionally the odd leg would come out from behind the screen because I wanted to be out there performing, as it is a very compelling feeling.”

         

         This quote is from an interview I conducted with Damon Albarn in 2004, in his role as the mastermind behind Gorillaz. At that time, Gorillaz had only recorded one album but already scored massive hits. Albarn was discussing his frustration at having to remain anonymous and in the background when the band undertook their first tour and, as the singer, he had to perform behind a screen, out of sight of the audience whilst his vocals were semi-synched to the graphics of the fictional band being projected on the other side. Ironically, when he conceived the idea of an imaginary band, Albarn and his co-conspirator Jamie Hewlett wanted their involvement to be secret and Gorillaz to be judged on its own musical and visual merits. Despite enjoying massive UK success with Blur, Albarn’s record company just could not see the point. “Originally, originally, originally it was meant to be a total mystery who was behind it,’ he told me, ”but it just proved impossible to do that, so to get it off the ground Jamie and I had to do quite a lot of press and stuff, which was okay, but slightly compromised the original idea.”

         
             

         

         When it comes to The Residents, there has been no compromise. The band has operated under a self-imposed rule wherein they do not reveal their identities, and have held fast to that for the last forty years or more.

         Of course, in this digital age that bubble is permeable, but the most thrilling thing about The Residents is not to wonder who is behind the mask or under the eyeballs but to buy into the mystery and mythology they’ve spun around themselves like candy-floss around a stick, from the intellectual concept of The Theory Of Obscurity to the cast of characters and collaborators that inhabit the domus of their work. To say that The Residents were pioneers would be an understatement. True, they were not the first band in the word to build their own recording studio, as they did in the early ‘70s, but they were certainly the first to do so and persevere when there was initially no interest in the music on the records they pressed. But they kept at it, and although they gained recognition it did not lead to untold riches but simply the ability to sustain a creative continuum that persists today. The Residents were one of the first bands to explore promotional films and videos, and one of the first to grasp the march of technology from tape recorders to samplers, where the most fundamental sonic tools could be used for personal musical expression. They were not afraid to put in long hours to learn how create sonic symphonies on two, four, eight and sixteen-track magnetic tape, or how to get the best two seconds out of an early sampler for use on albums or in live performance. At their most extreme in the early ‘80s, they were proto Pet Shop Boys when Neil Tennant was still earning a crust working at Smash Hits rather than experimental avant-garde pranksters working on the margins of the music business. The Residents even rode the roller coaster upwards to a level of commercial success in the late ‘70s that allowed them to sign like-minded artists to their own record label, then experienced the downward side when they were short circuited by the bursting of the dot com bubble when CD-ROM’s proved not to be the next step forward in interactive media. Later on, Apple ruined their dream of strong revenues generated by podcasts.

         Remaining anonymous behind an array of disguises and image changes has shifted attention onto the music and the visual element of their output. Away from the eyeballs, over the last forty four years The Residents have been just like any of us, marrying wives and husbands, having children and dealing with the attendant joys and worries that go with such emotional and financial responsibilities. Separating their personal lives from their work has seen the triumph of imagination, and has also allowed the band to remain seemingly ageless to old and new fans. The Residents have created their own audio and visual worlds, allowing hardcore fans and curious Millennials to either sample or immerse themselves in this creative Weltanschauung.

         Comparing The Residents to other bands is pointless. There is, as you will come to understand, simply no other band like them. Comparisons with The Rolling Stones, Wire, Sun Ra, Devo, Laibach, The Beatles or Slipknot are fruitless as most of these artists enjoyed commercial and creative peaks before falling into formula or turning longevity into a winning globe touring package. Of course, in their decades of existence The Residents have had a few creative stumbles and released a few turkeys out of the Christmas season, but as a creative audio and visual force they continue to plough forward come what may, betraying a restless nature that will not stay still. I might admire Radiohead for their musical creativity and willingness to sell their music direct to their fans, but they did so from a citadel of financial well being with a worldwide fan base to sustain them. But, as experimental and wonderful as their music grew, they have not embraced the possibility of multi-media quite like Randy Rose, the Residents lead singer. Only he would undertake a one hundred and forty three part series of short video brocades that range from the fascinating to the truly bizarre.

         The story of The Residents is about the fulfillment of artistic expression. Whilst the recent documentary The Theory Of Obscurity presents their history in visual form and serves as an entry point into their world, this book does so in the written form, although more people will probably see the film than read this book, just as more people will listen to the latest U2, Green Day or Muse album than listen to anything The Residents care to release. Those with a short attention span might listen to a few Residents songs on YouTube and then move onto something else, and in doing so ignore one of the most creative artists since Sun Ra. Musically they are poles apart but what they have in common with Sun Ra is this: The Residents have never let a lack of acceptance or sales prevent them from spending a lifetime of doing what they wanted. In doing that they have created a body of work that, due to its striking visual, audio and engaging nature, will never fade away.

         
             

         

         Ian Shirley 

      

   


   
      
         
            The Obscurity Of Theory

         

         
            “There is no true story of The Residents. You should know that right off. The secrets of The Residents will never be revealed by anyone but The Residents themselves, and so far they aren’t saying much.” - Matt Groening, 1979.

         

         As a music journalist I have interviewed hundreds of musicians, written hundreds of features and knocked out a few books. Thus, tales of how bands got together fall into a number of categories. These range from school friends who shared a passion for music to those inspired by the shared epiphany of witnessing a live performance and wanting to get up on stage themselves. Then there is boredom, or meeting like-minded people through accident, design, an advert in a music paper or plain chance. Other artists have been through several bands before finding the right chemistry or chemicals to bind their atomic parts together. Some, like Orbital, The National and Oasis, even found an inbuilt advantage as membership included brothers, for whom it became a natural thing to work together.

         When dealing with the formation of The Residents, though, everything hangs on a mixture of facts, disinformation and conjecture. After all, we are dealing with a band that, to the public at large, have traded on keeping their identities secret for over four decades since the appearance of the Santa Dog EP in 1972. Thus, during their subsequent career there has been more disinformation than truth. Even the garrulous Randy Rose, who revealed himself as the lead singer of The Residents in 2010, bends fact into fiction. The most effective purveyor of counterfactual early Residents history was The Simpsons creator Matt Groening, who, back in 1979, penned The Official W.E.I.R.D Book of The Residents as part of the band’s early fan club. This slim book blended fact, fiction, myth and red herrings, and worked with many of the central tenets under which The Residents worked, such as The Theory Of Obscurity, which laid down the mantra that The Residents would conceal their identities so that people could focus on the music, art and visual presentation they created. 

         To be frank, when dealing with the self-styled most well-known obscure band in the world it’s only right and proper that there remains a veil of secrecy over their origins. If this were a biography of Barack Obama, Bill Gates or Bono from U2, I would invest time and pages writing about ancestors or school days and looking for the seeds of what turned them towards success in politics, business or megalomania tempered by irony. Maybe one of The Residents wrote an essay at school about how they wanted to be a film director when they grew up, or another dreamed of making records or becoming the new Andy Warhol. Who knows? So, there are no dates of birth here, no records of High Schools or Colleges attended. No first kisses or mystical moments when a first guitar or tape-recorder was handed down by a hip older brother or found in a junk shop. As Hardy Fox of The Cryptic Corporation told a journalist in New Zealand in 1987, “I’ve heard mother say they can’t brag – they seem to get over it.”

         What is documented is that they hailed from the Shreveport area of the American South, and once they got through College and worked for a short time they decided to head West. As Homer Flynn, also of The Cryptic Corporation, once stated, “The South in the ‘60s… was not a pleasant place for anybody who had any kind of offbeat point of view about life at all. So it’s not particularly hard for me to see why they were glad to get out of the South.” They went to San Francisco because one of them, or a friend, was already living out there. According to legend, their truck broke down in the residential San Francisco suburb of San Mateo. Life is too short to challenge this fact or wheedle the precise information out of Fox and Flynn. The key fundamental is that they settled here, eventually taking a low rent apartment en-masse.

         They did not immediately begin making music. At this time in the late ‘60s, despite San Francisco being at the centre of the flower power and hippie movement, bearing witness to bands like Frank Zappa And The Mothers Of Invention or Captain Beefheart required money, and so to finance their lifestyle they got jobs. One of them, at one time, unloaded luggage from continental airliners and was a source of amusement to the others, because in order to retain his job he had to keep his hair short. Randy Rose once related a story at a Residents show about a coffin being unloaded from an aircraft which was dropped, causing the body to fall out. Was that a true story or disinformation based on fact? Apparently the others had jobs that ranged from selling insurance to working in a medical facility. According to Roland Sheehan, who actually lived with them in San Mateo during one summer, “Two of them worked as clerks in the filing room of a big hospital out there. Obviously they weren’t getting rich but rent and all that at that time was much lower than it is now.” 

         Sheehan had first met one of The Residents down South. “I grew up in a little town in the North of Louisiana, Dubach of all places, and me and my brother and a few other local guys were playing in a band. I met (one of them) at a mutual friend’s house and we just clicked right off. He was three or four years older than me but age didn’t make a difference, and he became the band’s manager and did all of the artwork.” The Resident concerned was studying art and was soon designing flyers to promote the band, as well as helping with mail-shots sent out in order to secure bookings for Sheehan’s band. And, it is not the one you think….

         The band were called The Alliance, and after a number of personnel changes and the passing of time they became reasonably well-accomplished, playing British invasion music and, as Sheehan played keyboards, even songs by The Doors at proms and other dates as far afield as Arkansas. The Alliance ended up breaking in a new studio in Ruston, Louisiana, and recorded a single – Somewhere They Can’t Find Me/(I’m Not Your) Stepping Stone - whose sleeve design was the first manifestation of a Resident on a record. “We paid for it and made it locally, and needless to say it was not a mean seller,” laughs Sheehan today. He also met The Residents’ other creative friends at this time, and thus when Sheehan signed up for a three-month course to study recording techniques at San Francisco University he came out to stay with them in San Mateo.

         By this time The Residents were already expressing their artistic natures. This ranged from making silkscreens, painting and even taking photos of themselves posing naked in boxcars on the railway sidings next to their apartment. I actually saw these photos when conducting research for the first edition of this book, and these particular Delta Nudes were full frontal. Maybe The Residents will release them one day – with strategically placed eyeballs to cover their modesty. According to Sheehan, music was just one string to their bows, “They were working regular jobs, and after work or at the weekends they would work on their art. By art I mean movies, music, painting whatever. In other words, they were working to pay the bills but what they really wanted to do was be in film and music.”

         Early musical activities were probably a natural extension of their interest in the progressive and chart music of this time, inspired by the bands they saw at venues like the Fillmore West, films like 2001 A Space Odyssey, in which the soundtrack meshed perfectly with the visuals Stanley Kubrick put on screen, and the records they were buying. “We would go to Tower Records, which at that time was the biggest record shop out there, and we would spend hours there,” recalls Sheehan. “They were buying things like world music, Beefheart, Zappa and Sun Ra, but they would also listen to The Grateful Dead, Janis Joplin and Neil Young. So it was a wide range, not just one or two genres. I would also buy world music - I remember buying Olatunji - but I didn’t buy Captain Beefheart or the Mothers. But they were buying all that kind of stuff. They bought albums I had never heard of in a place that was like Walmart with thousands and thousands of records, and a lot of them were promo copies. We would walk out with armloads – literally armloads of records. If you paid ninety nine cents for an album and it is not very good, so what?”

         Perhaps at this time they considered forming a band in the traditional sense – guitar, drums, bass, keyboards and vocals – and writing songs. What needs to be stressed is that even at this point some of The Residents could play musical instruments. You see, some of them had been in bands during their days at College in the South and, whilst not technically proficient, must have scratched or honked their way through a number of garage songs, chart hits and maybe a James Brown number or two - Randy once gushed on stage about briefly meeting the Godfather Of Soul when he performed a show at Lafayette, Louisiana in 1965.

         
             

         

         Thus, when they turned their minds to making music there was some competence there. And ideas. Lots and lots of ideas.

      

   


   
      
         
            Santa Dog

         

         
            “There were always girls. Back then a drawl was a great way to attract a girl if you were from Louisiana out there in California.” - Roland Sheehan.

         

         They were not a band, they did not have a name but they began making music together for their own amusement around 1969. Crucially, at this stage they were less interested in performing live than in recording. An alleged Resident once related that “The tape recorders were more important than the instruments” and Cryptic Corporation spokesman Jay Clem told Keyboard magazine in 1982 that, “…they had something like a two-track and a single track and they just mixed down and mixed down.” Not that The Residents would agree with Clem’s statement, as one of them later commented on this comment, “The information is technically embarrassing. That’s what happens when accountants are allowed to talk to the press.”

         The way their music was played and recorded at this time was informal. Due to the constraints of day jobs and social commitments, they only jammed on some evenings and at weekends. Sometimes these sessions were highly structured, and they might try to cover a song or work out an original idea that someone had brought along, just like any other band. At other times they would just jam and see if anything came out of it, even experimenting with not allowing musicians to play their default instrument as, “It would stimulate new ideas you would not have had otherwise.”

         Of course, who these musicians were remains a moot point. Although the core of the group who would go on to become The Residents was present there would be also be a number of other people involved, as Roland Sheehan confirms, “There would be parties and there would be musicians. I first met Snakefinger at one of these and we jammed together. The Residents would pick up a drum or whatever was laying around or basically make their own (instruments). There were other folks around who were able to play the guitar, bass or drums. As I remember I was the only one playing the keyboard back in those days as most folks wanted to be rock and roll guitar players for some reason.” Another person who got involved with the proto-Residents around this time was Pamela Zeiback, “I was the girlfriend of one of their roommates. I remember the place was near the railroad tracks, and one of them had white sheets hanging from the ceiling breaking up the rooms into small spaces. It was really cool. I used to jam and sing with them in that place a lot.”

         There was, however, a definite decision at some point to start recording on a reel-to-reel recorder, and parts of these jam sessions were taped - the fact that Sheehan spent three months studying recording techniques in an eight-track studio at the University of San Francisco may have helped them with this. The Rusty Coathangers For The Doctor tape was recorded around June 1970, and The Ballad Of Stuffed Trigger in August of the same year (with Sheehan present). Both tapes have since taken on legendary status amongst Residents fans and collectors as they document some of their earliest recordings. Of course, this was not The Residents but a group of friends having fun, and it sounds like it – a segment of the song Rusty Coathangers – acoustic guitar and vocals - has seen the light of day, and Roland Sheehan played a crucial part in its genesis. “So, I was there with those guys one hot afternoon,” he told me, “and looked out of the window and there was an old pickup truck. It was a 1953 or 1954 pickup, real rusty. But what caught my eye was that there had to be thousands of rusty coathangers in that truck, so I called over other guys and said, “You all got to see this.” We were bored and did not have anything better to do, so I picked up my guitar and there was a two-track reel-to-reel tape recorder there - as I recall we had one microphone – and we began to write a song about rusty coathangers. That evolved into Rusty Coathangers For The Doctor.”

         The Ballad Of Stuffed Trigger is another early track that has seen the light of day, and Sheehan also had a hand in this song, “It may have been that same afternoon, or a day or two later, and we got talking about Roy Rogers’ horse that had died. Roy had taken the horse to a taxidermist and had Trigger stuffed! So there again it was one of those things, a fluke really, and we wrote a song called The Ballad Of Stuffed Trigger.” Jay Clem later said of these tapes, “The first two are highly documentary in nature. Most of them consisted of conversations, but there was some actual music.” Actually, there was a lot of music on both tapes, which document many jam sessions where the players were drunk, stoned or just having an exceedingly good time. You can hear that the tape recorder was usually switched on just as songs were about to be performed or when everyone was working up to play something, although on some occasions a track just starts.

         Both tapes run for around thirty minutes and the conversations are usually playful banter between several people. They include some great lines like, “Play something with some rhythm to it” or “Who wants some dope?” which give a great feel for the time. Musically there are spaced out jams and cover versions of songs like Let It Be, Satisfaction, Bringing In The Sheaves and House Of The Rising Sun woven into other tracks.

         Considering that The Residents have been very thorough in releasing most of their music recorded over the last forty four years, after hearing these tapes it’s quite understandable that they’ve kept them under physical and digital lock and key. It’s not bad music – hell, it is great to listen to! – but it is Pre-Residential, and as their technical and professional prowess improved over the following years this music was seen as part of their musical adolescence and, for them, best forgotten.

         Probably also best forgotten are some of the antics the group got up to at this point, which range from the bizarre to the downright hilarious. Even today, Roland Sheehan recalls some very weird scenes from inside the goldmine, “I remember one girl, I walked by this room one night and she was laying on the bed, she did not have a stitch of clothes on but she was wrapped up with a big snake. Now look, I’m from Louisiana – that’s stuff you don’t see every day. It was just wrapped around her and (one of them) was fully clothed on the edge of the bed talking to her as if it was no big deal. So, I walked by trying to be cool and said, “How you doing? My name is Roland.” And all of the time I’m looking at that big snake.”

         On another occasion, Sheehan got the opportunity to look at another snake – of the trouser variety. “I tagged along with a few of the guys and their girlfriends and we pulled over in the woods somewhere. They were going to make a porn movie! You have to understand this was not a professional deal, they just decided, “What the hell, we’ll make a porn movie.” I tag along and they throw a blanket on the ground and one of them has an eight or sixteen millimeter film camera and this guy and girl get out of their clothes and start getting after it! I’m standing there thinking, “Yeah, now I can tell everybody I’ve been involved in making a porn movie.” It was real short and the processing of the film was not very good because they probably did it themselves - they did not want to take it down to the local Walmart to have the film processed for obvious reasons. They never did anything with it, but that is the kind of stuff they did just for the hell of it. They had nothing to do, the girl was ready and willing and so off we went.”

         Despite their primitive recording apparatus, when they were not jamming with friends the proto-Residents were taking their music very seriously and beginning to write and record songs. Whatever disinformation was subsequently put out as a smokescreen in later years, this collective of musicians began to actively pursue a recording contract. It’s important to remember that these were not eighteen year old boys but young men in their early to mid-twenties who began to focus their energies, resources and finances into various forms of artistic expression. Thus their next tape, completed around September 1970, was deemed good enough and displayed enough interesting ideas and songs to send to Warner Brothers Records, complete with silkscreened cover art, a track listing and liner notes – this was aptly entitled The Warner Bros. Album.

         Crucially, they sent a copy to Hal Halverstadt who, as Marketing Director at Warner Brothers subsidiary Reprise, promoted Captain Beefheart – someone who they greatly admired. Indeed, later in 1971 Halverstadt booked Beefheart’s groundbreaking Dada-esque Lick My Decals Off, Baby commercial onto American TV, who refused to show it as it was simply too weird. Although he was not a talent scout, The Residents thought that Halverstadt would, at least, lend a sympathetic ear. Halverstadt mailed the tape back a few months later with a rejection as well as a brief note “AXPp – A for ariginality (sic); X for Xecution: P for Presentation and p for Potential.” Whether he told them to keep at it or tighten their grip on their day jobs is not documented.

         But the most significant consequence of this encounter came on the return envelope. According to legend, they’d sent in the tape anonymously with a return address, so Halverstadt returned the tape to “The Residents”. They’d been toying with the idea of a name for some time – New Beatles being one of many – and would later decide to function under the “collective” name, The Residents.

         For years The Warner Brothers Album was the Holy Grail for Residents fans. That The Residents and The Cryptic Corporation let fans know it existed in the late ‘70s and refused to release the tapes made it even worse. But, although it has not been officially released in its original form, in the 1970s copies of the tapes were made for radio specials and subsequently the music has been bootlegged. You can understand why Halverstadt rejected it - it makes Captain Beefheart, and even Frank Zappa, sound like the Everly Brothers. The Warner Bros. Album reveals a wide range of styles, with some tracks lasting a couple of minutes whereas others are mere fragments of ideas and musical interludes. It is, however, the nascent sound of The Residents, from a skewed version of The Beatles’ Strawberry Fields Forever to the bonkers but beautiful Baby Skeletons And Dogs. The deliciously named Jimi Hendrix Dildo is pert, and Oh Yeah Uhh Cop Shu Bop is a wonderful doo-wop parody. Love Theme From A Major Motion Picture is very short but, along with other tracks on the LP, introduces the world to the ‘famous’ Residents piano, and demonstrates that at least one of them had some classical chops. It’s interesting to imagine what would have happened if Warner Brothers had taken the plunge - if released as it was the album would have been the most extreme and un-commercial recording the label had ever released.

         By this this time, Philip Lithman and the mysterious N. Senada had appeared on the scene. Lithman was a guitar player and singer from England, influenced by American blues music, who had played in various London club bands like Juniors Blues Band and Smiley with little success. He‘d met Pamela Zeiback and her friend Margaret Smik when they were travelling in Europe and came to San Francisco to experience the counter culture. As for Nigel Senada, Lithman had apparently met him in the forests of Bavaria recording bird songs, and brought him to San Francisco with him. Here, Lithman met and became friends with The Residents, and was soon jamming with them.

         At one of these jam sessions, Lithman was told to play the trombone, an instrument he’d never played in his life. That there was a trombone at the session shows how diverse the sonic palette was, and Lithman later related in an interview in 1986 what it was like to play with The Residents at this time.

         “When we first met we were living in this place which was divided into cubicles with bits of plastic. After we’d jammed all day, I’d climb into my little black lagoon and they would still be at it. It was an exploratory time when we were feeling the possibilities of what we could do. We put ourselves in all sorts of mental conditions – feeling fresh, tired, using drugs – to see what the outcome would be under those conditions.”

         
             

         

         As for Nigel Senada…

         
             

         

         What is important about Senada is not whether he exists or not but that The Residents used him to expound some philosophical views on their music and how it was put together. Because of a convenient inability to speak or write English, there is no record on tape or in writing of Senada explaining his concept of music. There was, however, a recording made on 30th October 1970 of a hilarious Lithman radio interview with KHSC-FM Arcata, California, where the only thing that seems to be keeping him not laughing as he relates his colleague’s theory of Phonetic Organisation is the tongue in his cheek (Senada was allegedly sitting next to Lithman in the studio). There follows a ‘demonstration’ by the duo, a furious performance of a piece entitled Cantata fur der Saxophonen Un Violinen, a free form improvisation that starts nowhere, goes nowhere and ends nowhere. Perhaps most fascinating about this is not the music or the interview but how they actually got on the radio in the first place!

         Whether Senada existed or not is a matter of speculation. However, when dealing with The Residents there is no escaping his Theory Of Phonetic Organisation. Over the next ten years it was presented as the cornerstone of how they approached and produced their music, and as the band were faceless and did not do interviews it became a fundamental part of The Residents’ mythos. Although Senada never appeared, this did not stop the members of The Cryptic Corporation speaking on his behalf.

         The best explanation, to my mind, appeared early on in Vacation magazine, when one of them stated, “Phonetic organisation was developed at that time. The theory actually applied itself to lyric writing more than it did to the music. It was a point of view by which the contents of the words were made subordinate to the sound of the words as they put themselves together. This applied itself to the music sometimes because The Residents would write the words first, then try to create music to follow the lyrics.”

         When you listen to the early Residents records this actually makes sense. One of the key elements is the intricate vocal arrangements, which range from deranged to sophisticated wordplay and forms of vocal expression. It’s easy to imagine tracks like Never Known Questions and Laughing Song starting off as vocal ideas to which music was added. This is speculation on my part, and in most instances things may have worked in the usual musical fashion, with pieces of music being composed first and then lyrics being added later, but the ability to lay down music on tape and experiment was a key factor. “To their mind anything was music,” recalls Roland Sheehan, “it did not matter if it had melody or no melody. In fact one of them told me early on that the whole point is to prove that you don’t need to be able to play music in order to play music. That always hung with me.”

         
             

         

         The first documented live performance of this San Mateo collective was on October 1971, an audition night at the Boarding House in San Francisco when anyone could get up on stage and perform. Thankfully, even at this stage there was a pathological desire to document everything, so this appearance was not only recorded but also partially filmed on very rudimentary black and white videotape. The introduction by the singer/sax player sets the scene to perfection…

         
             

         

         “Hello everybody, how y’all doing tonight? Well, here we are again. Got a nice little show all worked up for ya. Well, I think you’re gonna like it. We got all kind of little songs for ya, gonna have a few nice dances for ya, it’s just going to be a wonderful, wonderful show. Yes, yes, yes you’re going to be crazy about it. Well, we’re going to start now with a little song all about evil and wicked spirits. You think you gonna like that? Eh? Eh? EEEEHHHHHH?” 

         The song itself sounds like a group exorcism, full of screams and petrified vocals, and the only musical accompaniment is what sounds like wind or rudimentary white noise. The piece progresses into a wildly improvised saxophone solo accompanied by some circus thumping of a big bass drum, and ends to complete and utter silence from an obviously stunned audience. The ice is only broken by one of the people on stage – future Cryptic Official Jay Clem - starting off some cheerleading around the theme of “N Senada! N Senada!” The performance continues with chants, more saxophone, Phil Lithman on violin and a song by close friend and collaborator Peggy Honeydew (aka Margaret Smik).

         Clocking in at less than twenty-five minutes, the performance ends to wild applause from an audience of what sounds like forty people. Photographs and video footage show a tiny stage crammed full of people, with performers sporting long hair, sunglasses and beards. One significant photo was taken of Lithman playing his violin - in this picture one of his fingers seems boneless, wriggling in the air like a demented snake. One of The Residents commented upon this ‘Snakefinger’ and Lithman, believing that any decent guitar player had to have a good nickname, accepted this baptism with good grace. Thus a legend really was born.

         This live performance formed part of their next demo tape, which was also, I assume, rejected by record companies. Entitled Baby Sex, the cover art was a rather unfortunate picture taken from a Danish porn magazine of a woman fellating a baby. As with The Warner Bros. Album, this tape has not been officially released but has been bootlegged online, and it pulls aside the curtain to reveal what The Residents were producing in their San Mateo studio at the time. Led Zeppelin’s Whole Lotta Love becomes Whole Lotta Dick and features some Page-like guitar pyrotechnics, whilst Frank Zappa’s King Kong is given a great rendition by Snakefinger. Elsewhere, Eloise and Kamikaze Lady reveal that what was to later become The Residents’ early trademark sound was already coming together. Eloise revolves around a fantastic multi-tracked trombone and saxophone riff over which a gruff, hysterical voice delivers a lyrical poem that had been performed without music a year previously at a private party, whilst Kamikaze Lady is carried by another guttural Beefheartish vocal, heartbeat bass drum and tape effects. On another track a classical record is ‘sampled’ as a backing track. To my mind, Baby Sex is less focused than the Warner Bros. tape but equally compelling.

         Around this time, Snakefinger returned to England. The exact circumstances concerning his departure are vague, although there exists a tasteful silkscreened poster announcing his wedding at 3pm on the 31st October 1970 (Halloween). According to sources close to the band the ceremony did take place but, in keeping with the relaxed attitude of the time, nobody thought about going up to City Hall and formally notifying the relevant authorities of the union. This may account for Snakefinger’s sudden departure - his visa may have expired. He returned to England to form Chilli Willi And The Red Hot Peppers and tour like a demon. As for the mysterious N Senada, according to legend he simply vanished into the thin arctic air of Greenland. Which would be of great convenience later on…

         
             

         

         In 1972 The Residents moved into the heart of San Francisco. They rented an extremely long, rectangular two-storey building in Sycamore Street, in the run down Mission District, which had previously been the offices of a magazine called Western Kennel World. “When The Residents took over that building,” states Homer Flynn, “the whole front of the building contained a massive printing press.” This was sold for scrap, although as the press was so large it took one man several weeks to remove all of the machinery and metal with a sledgehammer. “So what you had was two floors, and the top floor for this printing magazine had been the offices and dark room for photography and making printing plates and stuff like that,” Flynn continues, “The Residents made it almost like a commune situation, and put bedrooms, a living room and a kitchen all upstairs, built their studio downstairs and had like a warehouse space at the front once the printing press was torn out.” They looked at Sycamore Street as somewhere they could fully express themselves.

         Around this time Sheehan moved back down South. It would be wrong to say that he left the band as, at this time, there really was not a band to speak of. He simply moved away from their artistic grouping. He recalls that, “I left when they moved into San Francisco. It was a two-storey building, and they lived on the top floor and the bottom was where the business used to be. They had lots and lots of room, which later became the movie and recording area. I left right about the time they were beginning to get into that in a really big way. It was partly emotional problems and partly I was not really into what they were doing. I told them that I did not have the vision that they did. I never really understood at the time that it was not music they were after, it was more the art – not the painting type – but more towards theatrics and film.” As for his musical contribution, Sheehan is very modest, “I was up there in the formative period and they have given me a lot of credit for getting them off the ground, but I don’t know if I deserve any - I was just there and knew how to play,” he reflects today. Although he returned to the South, Sheehan would, for the next few years, still come out to visit his friends as they evolved into The Residents, and as late as 1977 recalls going to see David Lynch’s Eraserhead with them in San Francisco. 

         At this point, the proto-Residents decided to record and produce a record. Their attempts to secure a recording contract had floundered, and so they decided that if nobody else was going to release their music then they would do it themselves. A statement of artistic independence, Santa Dog was a double pack 7” single that also served as a Christmas card and a tool to promote the music that they were recording. It was, in effect, an early marketing move – a play for attention and something physically tangible to show for two years of musical activity. The gatefold, hand-printed cover was a silkscreen of an original photograph of a dog in Christmas clothing, complete with beard. According to Homer Flynn, “The original Santa Dog image came from a photo that The Residents found in that building.” The innards featured a very George Cruickshank-like drawing illustrating the track titles, and the message ‘Seasons Greetings – Residents Uninc.’ The record label was named Ralph Records, the name stemming from an in-joke – going outside to call Ralph meant to vomit. Ralph was also a reference to a pet dog. Indeed, The Residents always regarded Ralph Records as their ‘pet’ label.

         The four tracks – Fire, Explosion, Lightning and Aircraft Damage – were given random names taken from an insurance policy (remember, one of the group is alleged to have sold insurance) and attributed to four different bands, namely Ivory And The Braineaters, Delta Nudes, The College Walkers and Arf & Omega (featuring The Singing Lawn Chairs). It should be stressed that The Residents did not exist at this time, but each person had their own group for the record and the membership of each band was the same.

         Around five hundred sets of Santa Dog were manufactured, although damage to some of the sleeves meant that only four hundred complete sets could be made up. Even then they were hardly perfect. Many of the records were packed and shrink-wrapped before the varnish that was applied to seal the ink and give the sleeves a high gloss finish had dried. Consequently, most of the gatefold sleeves were stuck together. Three hundred sets were mailed out - “special fourth class rate sound recordings” - to friends, record companies, radio stations and people whom The Residents admired, such as Frank Zappa. President Nixon’s copy was returned – he had moved - and his personalised copy was later given away in a competition.

         The response to Santa Dog was hardly enthusiastic - it generated no record company interest and friends and family either enjoyed the music or thought it was a seasonal joke. No wonder - the music on Santa Dog is very experimental. Fire – the beginning of the Santa Dog series of recordings - is the only track that utilises what can be considered a song structure, and even this is twisted into disconnect. The other three tracks are a series of tape splices collaged into short sonic suites. Explosion is an instrumental which starts with the melody of Jingle Bells before getting really interesting, whilst Lightning opens with almost a soul jazz organ prowl before moving on – like Aircraft Damage – to include vocal orchestration, chants, conversation, screams and scraps of poetry. There is also a beautiful lyrical madness of a kind you just don’t find anywhere else, notably the “Kick a cat! Kick a cat? Kick a cat today!” line, which develops into an insane chorus, screamed and crooned.

         None of these tracks could have been realised without the overdubbing techniques allowed by the tape recorder. Even at this stage there was someone in the group who was not only growing technically proficient in recording and overdubbing but in arrangement and understanding how music - even music this experimental – could hang together so beautifully. The final product is musically disturbing, unsettling, and avant-garde, yet strangely compelling. Even at this stage it sounded unlike anything else being recorded.

         Thus the recording career of the proto-Residents commenced. They would not release another record on Ralph Records for two years, and in the meantime would devote their energies to a project advertised on the perimeter of the gatefold sleeve of Santa Dog: a full-length feature film.
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