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Introduction “We ain’t going to the town, we’re going to the city”


The Zócalo, Mexico City’s beating heart, is a place where centuries of history collide with the pulse of modern life. Once the spiritual center of Tenochtitlan, the Aztec empire’s sacred core, it now stands as a testament to Mexico’s resilience and identity. Encircled by architectural icons like the Catedral Metropolitana and the Palacio Nacional, this vast plaza—anchored by a lone, towering Mexican flag—has evolved into the country’s ultimate stage, hosting victories, struggles, and celebrations alike.

Named after a plinth for a statue that was never built, the Zócalo has come to symbolize something far greater: the intersection of art, history, and politics. Here, Baroque and Gothic façades meet Diego Rivera’s defiant murals, creating a visual dialogue of Mexico’s complex past and dynamic present. Cultural critic and freakishly prolific scholar Ignacio Sánchez Prado calls it “the ground zero of Mexico’s system of signs,” a place where every stone, mural, and ritual hums with meaning. This is more than just a plaza—it’s a living, breathing epicenter of Mexican identity. Whether erupting in the electric hues of Independence Day, embracing the solemn beauty of Día de los Muertos, or echoing the chants of protests and festivals, the Zócalo embodies the soul of a nation—timeless, restless, and always evolving. And concerts—loud, free, open-air spectacles that turn thousands into a roaring sea of sound and energy.

It wasn’t always this way. For decades, the Zócalo was reserved for rituals and political pageantry, its vastness thrumming with speeches rather than music. But in 1997, under Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas’s leadership, the Zócalo finally opened itself to the masses. The vision was uncompromising: Una ciudad para todos
. (A city for everyone.) What better way to prove it than by transforming Mexico’s political heart into its cultural hub with free rock concerts?

It worked. By the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Zócalo was cementing itself as the place for unforgettable performances. Mexican superstars, Los Tigres del Norte, lit up the plaza in 1999, followed by Café Tacvba, who shattered attendance records in 2005. Soon, international icons claimed the stage: Sir Paul McCartney drew over 200,000 fans in 2012, Shakira brought a crowd of 210,000 with her chart-topping hits and hips that don’t lie, and Roger Waters mesmerized audiences with timeless Pink Floyd anthems. At the peak of his stardom, Justin Bieber’s fever turned the square into a frenzy of 215,000 screaming fans, while Vicente Fernández’s unforgettable Valentine’s Day serenade in 2009 set a record with 217,000 ranchera enthusiasts. Grupo Firme rewrote the playbook in 2022, drawing a staggering 280,000 fans who spilled into surrounding streets, with thousands more tuning in online. But in 2023, Argentine ska-reggae-rock giants Los Fabulosos Cadillacs took it even further: on June 3, they made history, packing the Zócalo with over 300,000 people—a record-breaking crowd that solidified the plaza’s place as Latin America’s ultimate stage.

Among the global icons who have commanded the Zócalo—McCartney, Waters, Bieber—and Latin American titans like Shakira, Los Fabulosos Cadillacs, and Café Tacvba, there’s another band that turned the plaza into their own stormy kingdom: Interpol. On April 20, 2024, under a rainy Mexico City sky, nearly 200,000 devoted fans stood transfixed as Interpol delivered a night that was as electrifying as it was unforgettable. But the show didn’t start with guitars wailing or spotlights flashing. It began with a surprise—a mariachi takeover.

As Natalia Cano reported for Billboard
, just before opener Water From Your Eyes could strike a note, a voice cut through the crowd’s buzz, announcing a gift from Interpol’s frontman, Paul Banks. Suddenly, the stage belonged to a full mariachi ensemble. First, they tore into “El Son de la Negra,” a staple of Mexican folk tradition, before reimagining Interpol’s “Evil” with trumpets and strings. Cheers erupted from the crowd as the band honored José Alfredo Jiménez’s “El Rey,” only to return to “Evil” with a final flourish of horns, strings, and brass. It was bold. It was surreal. And it set the tone for the dark, hypnotic magic to follow.

For ninety minutes, Interpol unleashed a relentless sonic barrage, weaving through a twenty-song set that pulled from their entire discography—seven studio albums deep. Each track echoed off the walls of the Zócalo, a clear sign that this New York band has long transcended borders, genres, and fleeting hype. So how did Interpol, a band born in the dimly lit dive bars of the Big Apple, find themselves sharing Zócalo lore with legends like a former Beatle and Pink Floyd luminary? How did they pull crowds that rival the biggest names on the planet?

The answer lies in 2004, the year they shattered expectations with their sophomore album, Antics. If their debut full-length announced them as contenders, Antics proved they weren’t a flash-in-the-pan, one-note post-punk revival act. The album consolidated their unmistakable sound—icy guitars, brooding basslines, measured but impactful drumming, and Paul’s detached yet haunted vocals—earning them a reputation as a band to be reckoned with. Mexico got its first taste of Interpol during the Antics tour, and it did something remarkable: it cemented the band’s place in the hearts of a country that knows how to embrace great music.

Fast forward twenty years since the release of Antics, and the Zócalo show isn’t just a concert—it’s a victory lap. It’s proof that Interpol belongs here, alongside the greatest. They’ve endured, evolved, and returned to the stage bigger and bolder, proving that their music, like the Zócalo itself, is timeless, powerful, and deeply alive.

But this isn’t where their story starts, and it’s certainly not where it ends. That rain-soaked night deserves its own spotlight. But first, a quick rewind, because Interpol’s rise to the Zócalo didn’t happen overnight, and their journey is as mesmerizing and magnetic as their sound.

* * *

Just over thirty years ago, nestled within the confines of the American School of Madrid’s student lounge, I found myself embroiled in the typical plight of a high school senior in 1994—bereft of music, my Discman’s batteries were depleted. My frustration was compounded by a neighboring peer’s earnest but audacious attempt to play a Metallica ballad on a nylon string guitar, clumsily reverberating off the walls. The performance ceased, leaving room for critique. Tomás Martín, another senior killing time nearby, turned to Paul Banks and said, “That kid’s got skills.” Paul didn’t hesitate. “He’s not doing anything original, man. His playing’s actually pretty basic.” At that moment, Paul voiced exactly what I had been thinking.

Paul, even then, was a beacon of genuine artistic pursuit, his creative essence aiming for something beyond the ordinary. I discovered this firsthand through our shared time on the school’s underground newspaper/zine, aptly named Lies—a playful nod to its predecessor, The Truth. It was there, among the pages curated by Chris Tullbane (a future science fiction maestro) and myself, that Paul’s unique voice first found public expression. His contribution, a poem imbued with Rimbaud’s spirit, painted a vivid narrative of a solitary figure navigating glass hallways, backpack in tow. The piece, rich with cryptic language and bold imagery, showcased Paul’s early embrace of ambiguity and rejection of formula, setting the stage for the artist he was destined to become.

When it came to music, Paul dove headfirst into the grunge era. He was the ultimate Nirvana fan, not just in taste but in attitude, aesthetic, and yes, he played guitar too. We’d talk about music often, especially during those freewheeling Madrid years when identity felt like a mixtape we were all still assembling. I remember him telling me about seeing Nirvana live in 1994, and me one-upping him by mentioning I’d caught them two years earlier, not for Nirvana, really, but because I was there for Teenage Fanclub, a band I still adore. It was a classic adolescent flex, mildly smug and completely unnecessary. But that was the game back then: always trying to out-indie your friends. We were fluent in the alt-rock scriptures with the Pixies, Sonic Youth, Pavement, Redd Kross, and Violent Femmes at the top of the list. Paul, like many of us, kept his guilty pleasures close to the chest back then. But I remember him plucking out fragments of familiar songs, never full covers, more like spectral riffs that he bent into something of his own. In retrospect, I don’t think I ever heard him play a cover straight through. He was already reshaping things, already carving out his own sonic language.

We were fortunate—kids in the heart of early 1990s Madrid, armed with too much freedom and an underground to match. The Bajos de Argüelles, our so-called “Pit,” was a tangle of dive bars and dance floors crammed under the city, where fifty-some tiny venues pumped punk, metal, and techno into streets sticky with spilled beer and cigarette ash. It was reckless, electric, and full of tribal clashes—ravers brushing shoulders with punks, neo-Nazis throwing punches, metalheads spilling whiskey and coke down each other’s backs. But in that bedlam, we felt invincible. The music was our armor, our license to push back against the ordinary. And for Paul, I think, it was the crucible. You could already see that his mind worked differently, always drawn to the melancholic, the mythic, the oblique.

In December 2000, I was passing through New York, staying with my old friends Clara and Ali Ogden, sisters I’d known since our high school days in Madrid. It had been years since I’d seen Paul—we hadn’t crossed paths since the summer of 1995—but that night, he was meeting us at their apartment before heading out. The four of us left together, bound for a club downtown.

At the time, I was in transition: I’d gone from Virginia Tech to a stint with a government contractor in Madagascar, and now I was back in DC, unsure of what came next. Reconnecting with people from my Madrid years felt like a rare luxury. This was still the pre-social media era, before Instagram, before Facebook, before you could just Google someone. Most people changed emails every other year, and you had to rely on coincidence or mutual friends to fill in the blanks. I’d stayed in touch with the Ogdens thanks to their sister Carol, who lived nearby, but I only heard about Paul in scattered updates.

By then, he was fronting a band called Interpol. I knew the name, but not much more. As we waited outside the club that night, a couple of fans approached him—one of them a Turkish A&R rep named Can Sertoğlu, there with his significant other—who complimented the band’s sound. When they saw the line stretching halfway down the block, they suggested we find another bar and offered to share a cab. On the ride over, I jokingly declared that I was thinking about managing Paul—never mind that I hadn’t seen them live or heard a single track. “I figure you need someone who has no idea what you do,” I said.

In truth, I had a vague idea of what Interpol might sound like: something angular and noisy, with moments of melody pushing up through the distortion. I assumed it was more on the art rock end of the spectrum, dark and stylish. I already knew Paul’s sensibility from back in high school, his instinct to subvert structure, and his allergy to cliché, so I expected the music to follow suit.

Later, after Sertoğlu and his partner peeled off, I turned to Paul—still trying to process the fact that a literal A&R guy had recognized him on the street. What?! I hadn’t seen him in years, and suddenly people were talking about his band like it was already a big deal. My mind was blown.

So I asked him directly: What does Interpol sound like?

He shrugged, almost sheepishly. “Some people say Joy Division,” he admitted. But it wasn’t a comparison he leaned into—more of a shorthand others had applied. He made it clear they weren’t interested in mimicry. “We’re not trying to revive anything,” he said. “We’re trying to build something of our own.”

There was no manifesto, no performance of mystery. Just Paul being Paul—measured, self-assured, and already a few steps ahead of where the conversation was going.

He hinted at an upcoming EP release, piquing my interest further. Paul’s dedication to crafting an original sound, even in the face of rising fame, reaffirmed the unique creative spirit I had recognized in him years before.

Swiftly, Interpol catapulted to prominence. With the 2002 release of their debut album Turn on the Bright Lights (TOTBL) on Matador Records, the band unveiled an array of unforgettable tracks, notably the post-9/11 anthem “NYC,” adorned with the haunting refrain, “New York Cares.” The album, with its blend of smoky melancholy and unexpected hopefulness, masterfully balances raw emotion with a tranquil poise across all eleven songs. The depth of its themes is enhanced by a musical backdrop of sharp riffs and fluid percussion, creating a compelling contradiction that captured my attention despite my initial resistance born from sheer envy. I wanted to hate them because I’d harbored rock star dreams myself, despite lacking the vocal chops or the discipline it takes to reach the level of a band like Interpol. Their success wasn’t luck or a fluke.

The stage was central to their ascension. Witnessing Interpol perform live was always an exhilarating experience; the band’s energetic presence and the undeniable magnetism between them and their audience underscored their lasting impact. What set them apart from their early 2000s counterparts wasn’t just style or swagger—it was the atmosphere they conjured: enigmatic, elegant, and unmistakably theirs. While others chased the thrill of the scene, Interpol built a world you could step into—and maybe never quite leave.

On the eve of my twenty-eighth birthday, Interpol released Antics, their eagerly awaited second album, arriving two years after their groundbreaking debut. This album holds a cherished spot in my life, dropping just as I embarked on the soul-crushing routine of a doctoral program. Buried in library stacks, poring over references for endless papers, Antics became the score to those marathon study sessions, its tracks looping endlessly as a constant companion through that academic year. Fortune smiled on me, allowing me to catch Interpol live on multiple occasions during the Antics tour—from the semi-intimate setting of the 9:30 Club in Washington, DC, to the eclectic Orange Peel in Asheville, and experiencing their spellbinding presence twice in Atlanta. My relentless pursuit of their concerts turned into a running joke among friends and family, who teased that my travel plans seemed suspiciously aligned with Interpol’s tour dates. In those days, before smartphones became my tether, I was the anomaly without a cellphone. This tech aversion meant that instead of a simple call or text to Paul for backstage access, I found myself waiting outside venues, embodying the spirit of a dedicated groupie, hopeful for a glimpse behind the scenes.

The opportunity to go backstage and spend time with Interpol during my late twenties is among my most fond memories of that time. Forget the shallow character sketches from magazine profiles—the ones that reduce each member to a tidy archetype. Daniel Kessler, the serious, methodical one, with a foot in the industry before Interpol even began, setting up Domino Records’ US office from his apartment. Carlos Dengler, the flamboyant bon vivant, his goth aesthetic and military-style holster becoming early aughts iconography. Paul Banks, the steady, confident frontman—measured, focused, but with a mischievous glint beneath the composure. And Sam Fogarino, the seasoned veteran who yanked the band out of haphazard, pay-by-the-hour rehearsals and into something more structured, more deliberate. Experiencing them firsthand shattered those neat little narratives. Each of them was a sharp, engaging conversationalist, their knowledge spanning far beyond music—an eclectic, unpredictable mix of intellect and instinct that made for an unexpectedly compelling dynamic.


Engaging (or eavesdropping) in their discussions felt like navigating a cultural labyrinth—from the graphic storytelling in Peter Greenaway’s film The Cook, the Thief, His Wife & Her Lover (1989) to the philosophical depths of José Ortega y Gasset, and even touching on the emerging talents of bands like Ratatat and Death From Above 1979. My academic and literary life resonated with their wide-ranging talks. And as cheesy as it sounds, it dawned on me that Interpol’s magic lay in their unity; despite their differences, they shared a cohesive bond, equally committed to approaching their craft with profound solemnity while maintaining a light-heartedness about themselves. Their success wasn’t just a product of talent or timing; it was the alchemy of distinct personalities converging in a singular vision—serious but never self-serious, deeply invested yet always in on the joke. They carried themselves like a band that had already seen the future, one foot in the underground and the other poised to step into something greater. To understand how they arrived at that moment, how they evolved within New York’s tangled underground and carved their own space in the world, one must first step back into the city’s shifting landscape, where the seeds of their ascent were first sown.
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