TURN THE PAGE

BY DANIEL DURCHHOLZ

Il's been 10 years since the demise of Led

Zeppelin, and the rock world has yet to come
to terms with the fact that it’s over. Zeppelin’s
unique combination of mysticism, hard-rock
grunge and Middle Eastern exotica has yet to be
matched, though there's no shortage of bands
willing to cop aspects of it — Robert Plant’s
lustful yowl, for example, or Jimmy Page's
slashing guitar attack, or John Bonham’s thun-
derous drum sound. For Plant, the Zep mystique
has been both a boon and a curse. He continues
Lo reap some degree of goodwill from the
band's fans, as well as financial considerations
from such projects as the recent Led Zeppelin
box set, a brilliantly remixed four-CD collection
that makes the group sound as fresh today as it
did at the start of its carecr back in 1969. But
even at this Jate date, Zeppelin continues to cast
a long shadow over the considerable accom-
plishments of Plant’s cight-year solo career,
which includes the one-shot oldies revue the
Honeydrippers and five fine albums, the latest
of which — Manic Nirvang — was released ear-
lier this year.

Plant is adamant about not looking back, He
continues 10 turm down offers for a Zeppelin
reunion, even one which would reportedly pay
him, Page and John Paul Jones $200 million to
perform one final tour, He's content playing his
own music, thank you very much, and is cur-
rently on the road with his band of the last sey-
eral years: Phil Johnstone on keyboards, Doug
Boyle on guitar, Chris Blackwell on drums and
Charlie Jones on bass. Here's some of what
transpired recently, when Plant called the RFT
from Miami.
RFT: Let's
slart by talk-
ing about
touring. Is it
still an excit-
ing thing for
you to do?
How do you keep it fresh?

Plant: How do T'keep it fresh? I make music
that I think is vital and challenging — challeng-
ing lor myself, anyway.

RFT: But the day-to-day slogging along I
would think you wouldn't find entertaining any-
more.

Plant: Oh, but it is, because I've found Rand
McNaily. I take a car and go off the freeways
and the interstates and head for the blue high-
ways, the little roads that weaye around the
American landscape, and 2o through small-town
America, population 223. And | have some
incredible experiences with these people.
Because gencrally, in a rock & roll environ-
ment, you're only playing in cities, in major
urban arcas where people have their citified atti-
tudes and their citified dogma and stigma,

RFT: Is performing live the most enjoyable fea-
turc of what you do? Or do you prefer writing
and recording — the creative process?

Plant: Writing is very exciting and very chal-
lenging, but actually performing nightly is prob-
ably the biggest buzz, Because for one reason or
another, my voice has gone into a new kind of
mode now. It's really more than I could have
ever expected it to do.

RFT: Arc there aspects of singing that you're
only just discovering now?

Plant: Not really, It’s just attitude that forces
You to create. One way or another, attitude pre-
dicts or demands a cerlain delivery. And gener-
ally, I've steered clear of that kind of demon-
stralive attack since Zeppelin. Now, I've decid-
ed, il the subject matter is interesting enough,.or
ridiculous cnough, [ can do it.

RFT: So it's the material you're working with
now that’s pushing You to new levels?

Plant: Yeah.
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RFT: You're about eight years into your solo
career now, and I've always been curious about
this: After Led Zeppelin ended, it would have
been very casy for you to go out and just throw
a band together and do a rehash of Zep material,
Yet you made a conscious effort not to do that.
What forces were at work at the time to make
You want lo continue to grow artistically rather
than simply cash in? -
Plant: Well, remember that Led Zeppelin never
made the same record twice. | figured that the
greatest motto that you could have was to create
music that wag always challenging and chang-
ing. And you know, without being part of a leg-
end, or without being the legend itself — by
only being just a fraction of it — then you have
a totally differcnt canvas on which to work. And
it’s much more difficult, but the challengc is
most refreshing afler all (hose years of accep-
tance. It’s very, very invigorating to have to get
out there and do something new without having
the kiss of life permanently bestowed on you by
the American public. 1'm a working man, I'm a
working musician, Nobody does me any favors
now, really. |
RFT: Manic Nirvana strikes me mostly as a
big, loud rock record, 1s that what you were
striving for this time ou(?
Plant; Well, superficially, it’s a big, loud rock
record. But if you look inside it, there's sort of a
contradictory thing, “Watching You,” for exam-
ple is not a big, loud rock song. But what it does
is reinvoke the mood of “Slow Dancer” or
“Reckless Love™ or “Kashmir™ or whatever, Or
“Friends” or “Four Sticks.” It leans toward the
East — toward Eastern clements, Well, it
doesn’'t lean, it Possesses them.

The acsthetic of making a rock record is that
you have to make a record that carrics or por-
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trays or allows enough dignity to exist so youre
not just a puppet, or you're not creating a sorl of
middle-age, hard-rock symphonia, you know,
which is just so much Barbage. You've got 1o
make something of some substance. So with
tracks like “She Said” and “] Cried” and
“Anniversary,” the band really has grown as a
unit, to be able to move around in different
fields comfortably, and create different sound-
scapes. Those songs are all radically different,
one from the other. | mean, they’re rock,
because they're played by elcctric instruments
and with a lot of fury, but what's going on with-
in them and around them is not “rockist,” if you
will.

RFT: On the track “S§5 & Q.” you do a small
seclion thal’s a sort of rap, much like you did on
“Tall Cool One.” What do you think of rap
music in general?

Plant: Well, you know, from a technical point
of view, I like a lot of the sounds and samples
that they use. I find it’s challenging because
there’s so much of it that's so good, The dance
rap shit I find very hard 1o come to terms with,
But when you get radical rap, it's great, because
it's very clever. The Iyrical content is often real-
Iy challenging, really — well, jt’s hardly the
beginning of the Bob Dylan era, but it does
wake people up and it does give you dilferent
insights or different ingredients which you can
use within your own music. [ rnean, it’s not
music that | can immediatcly say, “This music
was made for me,” but I find that by listening (o
it, and getting into certain parts of it, it can
improve my music. All music can do that.

RFT: You mentioned sampling thete, and that’s
something that you’ve been doing on your last
couple of albums, For instance, there's the nick
from “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag™ on “SSS

& Q." Zeppelin has been sampled to death by
various groups, and I wonder how you felt
about that, Is sampling fair to the original artist?
Plant; It’s not a case of whether it’s fair or not.
But rather, is it game? Is it sport? You don't
have to think about it being fair. I mean, who's
gonna rip off Chuck Berry next? Who's Eonna
do Willie Dixon? Who's gonna screw Muddy
Waters? Which Robert Johnson song is gonna
appear on the next Eric Clapton/Robert
Plant/Robert Cray album? The question is, is
this OK right now, and the answer is yes. Or,
it's happening, anyway.
RFT: 1 wasn't really talking about who gets
serewed financially, but rather how does it make
you feel as an artist when you hear your earljer
work sampled and laid on top of someonc clse's
song?
Plant: Well, if it’s used properly, 1 think it’s
very clever. But the thing with Zeppelin is, it's
50 obvious anyway. You know, it's Jike sam-
pler’s paradise with Bonzo's drum sounds, But
ilil’s used to good ends, it’s preal. 1 don’t think
it matters. Who really cares about it? Nobody.
So long as it’s part of the cntertainment game,
as long as it fits, that’s fine,
RFT: The track “Tie Dye on the Highway" is
really interesting, with i(s commentary on the
*60s, and its samples from the Woodstock
soundtrack. How did that song come about?
Plant: Well, I just thought how embarrassed
people were about (he whole thing ol being an
old hippie. Or, you know, the thing in Englana
where you've got the Happy Mondays and all
those groups wha've taken a lol of psychedelia
and the hippie vibe at face value and just used
the fashion
elements of it
to promote
something
that’s half-
dance and
half-not,
Being around ut the end of the '60s was the
most illuminating part of my life in every
respect. It was a marvelous time to be around.
Youknow, it's no good that people keep going,
“In those days, nobody knew what the fuck was
going on, everybody was out of it and it doesn't
matter.” The thing was, it was an incredibly
oplimistic time. For a while, everybody thought
that the world was gonna change, that we were
gonna change the world, that Buys a bit older
than me were gonna wind up running things
properly. Well, unfortunately, it went up ils own
backside. Too many drugs and too much excess
and stuff like that. But for a moment in time, it
was marvelous, Everybody had an oplimism
which no longer exists, Maybe it never existed
before, or maybe it just comes in cycles, but that
song kind of celebrates that moment and says,
Took: Whatever you know about it, you had to
be there. 1t°s like Led Zeppelin. You had 1o sec
Led Zeppelin on a good night; it’s no good see-
ing them now.
RFT: There is a lot of nostalgia for the *60s and
the *70s now, and it all seems so superficial.
And to me, that tendency to look back runs
counter (o the rock & roll spirit of living in the
present moment,
Plant: Yeah, that’s right. But there is no rock &
roll spirit in the present moment. Can't you see
that? I mean, who's giving us anything new?
Maybe Faith No More, maybe Soundgarden,
maybe Mother Love Bone or something like
that, But not many people. Sonic Youth — are
they helping us really? I hope so. But there’s not
much else.
RFT: But there’s still this mass of dichard Zep
fans out there who want 1o see the band resur-
rected. You really slam the door on thal with the
song “Liar’s Dance,” which has the chorus,



“We won't be back again,™

Plant: Well, that’s exactly what that song is all
about. It's saying, “Forget it.”

RFT: Your latest work does look to the past in
some respects, though. On the album, you doa
cover of the song “Your Ma Said You Cried in
Your Sleep Last Night.” Is it important for you
to po back and rediscover material like that, or
is it just a lark?

Plant: Tt's both. It’s a lark, but it’s also a lesson
in attitude. There’s a lot to be found out from
those records, the more obscure pop where peo-
ple are actually going out on a limb and doing
ridiculous stuff. [ think you golta have a sense
of humor. That's what it all is.

RFT: It sort of puts me in the mind of onc of
your carlier projects, the Honeydrippers.

Plant: Well, that was too cheesy. It was a bit
too glossy. It was the right idea, but close, no
cigar. At the age of 42, 1 can hardly consider it
all to be so serious, that I'm giving some gift to
the world, that nobody’s ever done it before.
You gotla be realistic about it. There’s still
some element of masculine prowl to my music,
thank God, and some essence of humar. And
now with the enthusiasm of new musicians who
were never actually exposed to the big ego
binge before, it really does give it a whole new
kick. But does that give us commercial success
il we go out on a limb left and right and we
sample this and do “Your Ma Said?” A lot of
rock & roll fans think that I'm completely cook-
ies. You know, why don’t [ do “Heartbreaker
Part 10”7 But the point is, I've done
“Hearibreaker Parts 1 & II” and there’s no point
in doing it again.

RFT: Do you see yoursell doing covers like
that only from time to time in the future, or will
there be a Honeydrippers, Vol. II?

Plant: Well, there’s no point really. 1 mean the
track “Nirvana” on the album and “Hurting
Kind,” they’re both rockabilly. They're cosmic
rackabilly. So basically what I'm doing is, I'm
satisfying my urge for the wild side of "50s
rockabilly, and also dressing it up in different
clothes. The trouble is, I played with the
Honeydrippers in England afier John died. And
it's OK playing those songs, but after a while it
gets prelty boring unless you can write your
own personality into it.

RFT: So you don’t mind nostalgia as such, but
there’s a point where il lurns sour.

Plant: Right. It gets 100 cheesy.

RFT: What do you think about the Zep parody
band Dread Zeppelin?

Plant: Well, I liked Tiny Tim when he came
along. T was just given a tape of him doing
“Stairway to Heaven.” I guess that the Dread
Zeppelin kind of performance has a function.
They're good fun. I have to say that their record
is really good. But I don't have a conscience
about it. I talked to some Zep fans who get furi-
ous about it. 1t's like you shouldn’t sing
Zeppelin with an Elvis voice, and I said, well,
listen to “Candy Store Rock,” [rom Presence.
That was total Presley.

RFT: Is it preferable being subjected to parody
as opposed to being ripped off by groups like
Kingdom Come or Whitesnake?

Plant: Well, [ don’t consider that from my part
ol it, from my lyrical and melodie input in
Zeppelin. T don’t consider any of it a problem.
1t's just the fashion. Cynicism is part of today’s
fashion, especially if you go to England. Christ.
The English attitude towards everything is
overtly cynical. If groups like Dread Zeppelin
want lo take it to any extreme they want to,
that’s fine by them. Thal’s fine by me, too. It
doesn’t matter.

RFT: As an English artist touring in America,
how do you view the political climate of this
country as it regards artistic expression? I mean,
we now have art and artists on trial, and people
who don't really understand the works in ques-
tion accusing them of being obscene.

Plant: It’s ridiculous. I can’t believe a country
that's so forward-thinking could do this. In
many cases, many individual Americans that
I've met have been most illuminating. And the
most gratifying aspect of it is to meet people
who think so freely and express themselves so

clearly. And yet, therc arc certain areas within
the American social structure which are barbaric
beyond even contemplation, by European stan-
dards. . .
Every country and every personality, or
every nationalistic personality, has a skeleton in
his cupboard. And with Thatcherism in
England, we have a lot to answer for. But in
America, there's so many fractured areas, so
many elements of society as a mass which are
confusing to me. I'm constantly surprised that ‘
Ku Klux Klan members are close to becoming
senators—it’s 1990 and we're still dealing with

individuals as if they have no personal freedom. s

RFT: Getting back to music, Led Zeppelin was
one of the first rock bands to promote a sort of
global consciousness by way of introducing ele-
ments of world beat music into your songs. And
it seems to be a conlinuing passion of yours.
Plant: Yeah, absolutely. There's a form of

music coming out of Algeria now call Rai
music, which is very inleresting, because it's
modern Arab pop. 1U's a bil Europeanesque, but
with some grear Arabesque singing. Really
good. 1 mean, I play it all the time. It's part of’
my diet.

RFT: But I always felt that was one of the cle-
ments that separated you from the rest of the
hard-rock pack. 1f you loak at the bands out
there now that just take ofT on the most superfi-
cial aspects of Zeppelin, you can see that they
never really went to the well like you did.
Plant; Yeah, but that wasn’t really a conscious
effort. We just weren’t that bright cerebrally. 1
mean, we were pretty much cerebral tyrants
sometimes, But we were drawn to that music
voluntarily. We weren't out for the commercial
killing, although Led Zeppelin was a commer-
cial killing. But it was never actually taken

advantage of. We didn't even have, you know, a
T-shirt deal in the whole history of the band. No
merchandising whatsocver. It was, fuck it, let's
just play, and let's play badly one night. Or let's
try and play good forever. And now it's so
much more commercially oriented, so much
more conservative — the whole rock rhing is so
much posture. Mind you, kids who read this
article might go, “Fuck him, the old cunt, what
does he know?” But the thing is, I know what
was real, and what is and isn’t real now. We had
the capacity 1o care and to want to do it for real,
not just to put on some Lurex trousers and pre-
tend you've been to Kashmir, you know?

Robert Plant, with Faith No More, performs
on Nov. 21 al the Fox Theatre. B

a safer place for your baby.

To register for a tour, call our Women’s Health
Resources Answerline at 454-8890.

~ Expect
little somet
extra when
take our tour,

Diseover why so many expectant parents choose to have their babies at Jewish Hospital. Sign up for
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