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"):*¥)/5.=!  Gang Of Four (Dave Allen, Hugo Burnham, Andy Gill, Jon King)
8,J+:=! Entertainment!
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(+J,0/<5.=EMI Music Publishing

"-6-,)9+5!L)M=EMI 8 32146 2 (released on CD in 1995)!

| chose this piece because recently | have been listening to Gang of Four’s
"#$%#&™ ($"#)album, and the song “Anthrax” stands out as the most intellectually
interesting song; the one best suited to analysis. It is distinct from the other tracks,
very unconventional in its structure, and terribly insistent. | wanted to research the
band in more depth, in order to find out the motives behind the track, and the
underlying meaning they intended for it to be interpreted.

I

Anthrax is a very unconventional song throughout its four and a half minute
duration. It begins with a wail of feedback from guitarist Andy Gill, who plays a few
disparate notes but mainly extracts a psychedelic shriek and enduring fuzz more
reminiscent of a Jimi Hendrix set then a Gang of Four song. The feedback is high
pitched and squealing. This lasts for almost ninety seconds, before Gill plays a two-
note introductory riff to ‘welcome’ in Hugo Burnham’s metronomic drum beat
(which he maintains, unchanged until the end of the track) as the feedback
continues to wail. Dave Allen’s insistent, complementary eight-note bass-line is then
brought in — and also continues without variation until the song’s end. The feedback
ends as abruptly as it started. After a single bar of the bass and drums, two vocal
parts begin. The traditional stifled vocals are given by Jon King; while Gill reads a
spoken word piece in a monotonous drone, with little emotion. These two vocal
parts are perfectly simultaneous, they start and end at the exact same time. King’s
vocals are mixed louder, in the foreground, while Gill’s spoken word is pushed to the
background; yet the two vocals still interfere with each other. They run into each
other, the listener sometimes picks up words or sentences from Gill but the main
vocal of King is always dominant. Occasionally, Gill pauses his monograph to join
King in doubling the main vocal, to reinforce certain phrases; giving them more
power and impact. King’s lyrics are split into a verse-chorus structure repeated
twice, while Gill’s spoken word piece is in two halves. At the end of the main vocals,
and a one-bar interlude, the electric guitar distortion begins to emanate again, this
time it is more drenched in fuzz, deeper, heavier and harsher. After forty-five
seconds of fuzz, it fades out, leaving the bass and drums again — the underlying vital
basic elements. The refrain, “Love will get you like a case of Anthrax, and that’s one
thing | don’t want to catch,” is repeated twice, with Gill and King singing it in
synchronicity. At the end of this short vocal the bass-line disappears, leaving the
metronomic drum still playing the same simple beat. That comes to a simple, clear
end, and the track concludes. The song is cleanly produced, but very basic; all the



musical elements are intentionally simplified, as a means to enhance the song’s
message.

‘Anthrax’ is a song is about love, but is definitely not a traditional ‘love song’. King
equates love with anthrax (note: at the time anthrax was only a cattle disease, and
did not have the connotations of terrorism that the anthrax-letter hysteria brought
to it in the early 2000s); while Gill matter-of-factly states why Gang of Four won’t
write ‘love songs’. It is this tone, serious, foreboding, thoroughly cynical; that
pervades most of I"#$%#&™"($"#)the album (even the title). Essentially the song is
being cynical about love.

The structure and elements of the song all work to proper encapsulate and enhance
the message. The extended introduction of electric guitar distortion, which takes up
a large portion of the song chart, is like interference, until the ‘signal’ is picked up
(referenced by the two-note riff). The drumbeat begins followed by the bass, and
then the melody and vocals enter; the ‘message’. This structure is akin to a radio
message being tuned in to. The precise, straightforward and almost uninterested
manner in which King delivers his lyrics complements this idea; like the song is a
piece of propaganda. This connotation becomes all the more overt when you
consider the bands political leanings, to be discussed later on.

Andy Gill notes he wanted “to take the idea to a logical point and not get distracted
and to avoid the frills and really just take to its conclusion.”! There are definitely no
frills in the track; the two main features — bass and drums — are invariable,
continuous, and undulating (noted on the chart) and therefore they provide a strong
backbone for the dual vocal parts. The way they stop and start is all very logical,
dialectical. The simplistic nature of the instrumentation directs the attention to the
powerful lyrics. *+,-$./'00.1$#.23.0'4$.&.5&6%.,7. &"#3%&Ble repeated only four
times, is ingrained in the listeners mind, like a piece of propaganda. The structure of
the sung part, verse-chorus, emphasises the chorus.

Meanwhile, the spoken word part is a subliminal message; being drummed in to the
brain, although the listener may not be entirely aware of what Gill is saying. Lyrically
Gill is unequivocal, pouring scorn over the romantic idea of love in your typical pop
song. He suggests pop singers choose love as a subject “:$5&365. $-$%2:,;2. $063$.
6"16. &:,3#. #. &";. &0/&26. 8&6<Huding to a lack of creativity, and the
commodification of love — a particularly Marxist idea.

“>8%$63. 1%,376. &";. 6"13$%6. #8"4. #8&#. #8%2. &??7$&0. #,..$-$%2,"$

2. 6M1M1. &:,3#. 0,-$. :$5&36%. &??7&%$"#02. $-$%B&B. ,%. 5&". 0,-$

,%.6,.#8%$2./,30;.8&-%.2,3.:30'$-$.&"2/&@
Again the inference is that love is a marketed commodity, something to be bought
and sold. Pop singers sell ‘love’ to the masses, turning it into this mysterious,
inclusive, romantic notion. These love songs sell in droves (unlike Gang of Four who
never attained major commercial success) because they are vague, shallow, and all-
inclusive — any listener thinks it could apply to them directly, therefore it appeals to

! Gross, “Andy Gill Interview.”



them. Love and romance are removed from their contexts (being a personal,
subjective thing) and become commodities in capitalist society.

“A. ;,"B#. #8"4. [$B%S$. 6&2M1. #8%%$B6. &"2#8™1. /%,"l. ['#8. 0,-$<

/$. C36#. ;"B#. #8"4. #8&#. [8&#. 1,$6. ). $#/$$". #/,. 7$,70%

68,30;.:$.68%,3;$;./'#8.(26#$%2@
Gill'’s ending statement alludes to how Gang of Four would rather write songs that
more truthfully depict love; sometimes relationships can be hopeless, sometimes
painful. The simultaneous vocals of King reinforce this; by presenting the point of
view of a person overwhelmed by love — *0'4$.&.:$3$#0%$.,".'#6.:&54i@k’s character
is so disenchanted by love that he compares it to a fatal disease! His vocal delivery is
dull and lacking passion or emotion, which reinforces the negative mood that
pervades the lyrics. Similarly, the distortion introduction works to create a tense,
negative, emotionally hectic feel. Just as King is cold and distant, the bass and drums
are unrelenting, detached, devoid of life. The two vocals act as a counterpoint to
each other: King is wholly irrational — giving up on love altogether, while Gill presents
the rational point of view — explaining their motives behind the song. A
contemporary equivalent is the director’s commentary track on DVD films; a behind
the scenes look at the motives of the artist. King tells Greil Marcus “pop songs as
false emotional advertising and ideology as everydayness are themselves grounds for
inquiry.”> “Anthrax” overtly accomplishes this, and is a thinly veiled song &:,3# love
songs. These political leanings permeate through every aspect of Gang of Four’s
songs, and only with investigation of their ideals can one understand the meaning
and motives behind “Anthrax”.

Jon King and Andy Gill were fine art students at the University of Leeds, where the
band formed in 1977 in a politically volatile England. Drummer Hugo Burnham noted
it was “a tough time of rising unemployment and poverty.” Extreme right and left-
wing politics were abundant at the university; from the British Movement to socialist
groups.’ Gang of Four were of the latter persuasion, named after the key players in
the Chinese Cultural Revolution. Greil Marcus, who frequently writes about the
band, reveals they were self-proclaimed ‘socialists’.* The most important influence
on King and Gill was art history lecturer T.J. Clark, formerly a member of the Marxist-
associated Situationist International; to the point that Neil Nehring would label it a
‘Situationist album’®, and an “assault on the mass-culture industry.”® King says he
wanted “to make the familiar strange rather than rejecting the familiar out of
hand,”” an idea he drew from the SI movement. Gang of Four wrote pop songs — a
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familiar thing, but made them strange through their unconventional
instrumentation, song structure (exemplified by “Anthrax”) and lyrics. The band
wrote what Marcus calls stories of “false consciousness within consumer culture.”®
Their aim was to encourage listeners to recognise their situation — create a
consciousness — by revealing the true extent of people’s everyday lives in capitalism.
Gill says they wrote lyrics by “looking around our immediate world and the world
further afield and drawing observations about those things,"9 and these
observations were always informed by their political inclinations. But to truly change
the status quo, to ‘make the familiar strange’, the band had to radically rethink ways
of playing music. “If you had an orthodox structure with complicated ideas, | don’t
think it would work,” explains King. Therefore, they wanted to present something
fresh, and avoid the clichés; they wanted to avoid anything that sounded remotely
like typical rock drumming.'® Instead the drums and bass create this perverted funk
rhythm that bounced along like the typical routines of daily life. The guitar was
sharp, angular and repetitive; Gill wanted to avoid the clichés like strumming
chords.'! This tendency for originality is also reflected in the structure; Marcus writes
“Narrative is abandoned, in the music no less than in the Iyrics..."12 The lyrics rarely
told complete stories; instead were more incendiary observations of naivety,
brainwashing and consumption in a capitalist society. As Hoover explains “the music
and words do not stand apart.”**> The music had to be as radical as the lyrics.*

The track “Anthrax” adopts all these strategies, and the Situationist influence is
clear. Nehring says the essence of Situationist:

“..lay in highlighting its construction, or its lack of authenticity given its
reliance on conflicts and games with the media—an inauthenticity or self-
reflexivity that amounted to the only real possibility of authenticity, the only
way to “‘be subversive in a culture of commodities””*?

The spoken word vocal in “Anthrax” does exactly that, it ‘highlights its construction’
by revealing the bands true thoughts; as if Gill were criticising the song itself. It
threw away guitar altogether, preferring distortion. Bass and drums play the same
rhythm throughout, industrially, “like the rhythms of daily life.”*® Two vocals are
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delivered, simultaneously, and they do not take up the majority of the song’s
duration. Everything about the track is ‘strange’, yet it is still ‘familiar’ in the sense
that the listener knows it is music. To be ‘subversive in a culture of commodities’,
they had to subvert the norm, throw away traditional rock song writing and
structure, and make it obvious. The emphasis is always on combining the elements,
working together, says Gill:

“In the traditional rock hierarchy, you got the bass and drums providing some
kind of bedrock and then the guitar does some stuff on top of that. We saw
all the elements, the four voices of the band as working together to create
this rhythmic groove. “*’

The lyrics are clearly influenced by their politics; Gill refers to love as a commodity,
while King reduces love to an abhorrent disease. The negativity they have for love
songs, as expressed in “Anthrax”, is clearly informed by their socialist background.

Nonetheless, cultural production, of which music is a part, is something abhorred to
Marx. King understood this, and aimed to avoid having their music, and political
undercurrent “determined by the culture on which it stands.”*® This is perhaps why
they were so resolute in their quest to create something new, something that was
different.

!

Considering these political leanings, Gang of Four surprised many when they signed
to major labels EMI in Britain and Warner in the US. For a band vehemently critical of
consumer culture, joining these gigantic major labels which themselves were part of
even larger international conglomerates that produced all kinds of capitalist goods,
seemed a glaring contradiction. The band recognised the irony, and saw it as a
‘potent juxtaposition'.19 Jon Savage even saw the contradictions as fuelling the
group, “analysing the commodification of their lives at the same time they
commodified themselves.””® As David Fricke wrote, the band “undoubtedly fancy
themselves cultural guerrillas based in the heart of the beast.”** Having control over
almost every aspect of the bands production helped them avoid diluting their strong
political messages. While they rail against consumption culture, mass-marketing and
the commodification of life; EMI spends millions to market their records. At the
same time they became an entertainment product, they exploit the irony. “Anthrax”
exemplifies this contradiction; it is a pop song, criticising pop songs, released by one
of the biggest producers of these pop songs. Or, as King says earlier, “pop songs as
false emotional advertising and ideology as everydayness are themselves ground for
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inquiry.””” The cover of the album !"#$%#&"($"#)(on which “Anthrax” is a track)
features a cartoon of a cowboy and an Indian with the caption: “The Indian smiles,
he thinks that the cowboy is his friend. The cowboy smiles, he is glad the Indian is
fooled. Now he can exploit him.” Clearly, they maintained control over all of the
packaging and production of the records.” Perhaps they fancied themselves as the
cowboy, working their way into the heart of the entertainment industry (the Indian),
so that they could exploit it in order to bring it down with the criticisms in their
music, or in King’s words “participation in commodity culture [does not]
automatically invalidate alternative propositions.”* At the time, the band may have
felt oblivious to the pressures of being on a major label; primarily being
commercially successful. That never arose after they refused to be censored for an
appearance on Top of the Pops.” After "#$%0#&™ ($"#)came three more albums
before they disbanded. By the last record V&%:;in 1983, they had lost founding
members Hugo Burnham and Dave Allen, along with much of their raw and angular
style and arguable much of the political spark. V&%was recorded in the U.S. with
‘hit-machine producers’,?® an attempt to create a hit. Instrumentation became more
traditional, Gill’s guitar playing moved towards chords, Burnham was replaced by a
drum machine. The band was feeling commercial pressure, arguably, they had been
broken down by the entertainment industry, and were no longer a beacon of
‘guerrilla resistance’ in the heart of the major labels. Some songs on V&%;came
dangerously close to feeling like typical love songs, a sharp contrast to the avowed
political posturing of “Anthrax”. The lyrics of “Is It Love” from V&%;feature the
chorus “Is it love, love that's on your mind, love, not just of a certain kind.”
Compared to “Anthrax” and “Love will get you like a case of anthrax,” it seems the
band has become more tame. King more recently conceded “if you make music for a
living...then you have to accept that employs a certain exchange system.”?” It seems
like he has concluded that compromise is inherent in the music business. While the
political lyrics remained, the softening of their music style in search of a hit only
served to highlight its importance; the instrumentation was just as radical in
“Anthrax”, and that is what made it subversive. As idealistic and cynical as Gang of
Four were in the beginning, the entertainment industry eventually got to them, and
in this context, the irony of “Anthrax” is even more overt.

But the overall lesson of the bands experience is unclear. It could mean that no
band, even one as politically determined as Gang of Four, is incorruptible in our
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capitalist commodity culture. It is a pessimistic view, but its not that far removed
from the cynical mood that pervades !"#3$%#&"($"#)and “Anthrax”. In the context
of their entire career, the message of “Anthrax” is even more potent: don’t merely
accept love songs as this romantic art, consider them as they are, like any other

cultural production, a means to fool the public so that certain individuals can make
money.
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Woke up this morning desperation a.m.
What I've been saying won't say them again
My head's not empty, it's full with my brain
The thoughts I'm thinking
NOO5!*0//13)P2!-13.-0%2

And | feel like a beetle on its back

And there's no way for me to get up
Love'll get you like a case of anthrax

And that's something | don't want to catch

Ought to control what | do to my mind
Nothing in there but sunshades for the blind
#2,7'75/65.3-7!Q!/-03!6)!:7/5,H

The things I'm doing are not good

For my health

823!Q!'H55,!,005!-13556,5!)2!106/13-10
And there's no way for me to get up
Love'll get you like a case of anthrax

And that's something | don't want to catch
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