AGONY N Ms)«, s.s

Guns N’ Roses’ Slash & Izzy Stradlin’: Raunchy ‘-"’““_a_"s a|¢| reckless reps. BY JOE BOSSO

Reprinted from Guitar World, March 1989 GUITAR LEGENDS 19



«\WHILE EVERYONE’S TALKIN’ ABOUT WHAT WE DID

OR SUPPOSEDLY DI

D YESTERDAY, WE'RE ALREADY

WORKING TODAY ON THE MUSIC THEY’RE GONNA

HEAR TOMORROW.”—IZZY STRADLIN’

its parts. All too often, the efforts of guitar-
ists in search of “the big sound” result in
nothing more than forced, croaling rumbles,
Stradlin’s and Slash’s sound is authentically
vicious—a reverent nod to the pastand a
watchful eye to the future,

There are some flabby spots. Some
songs—"You're Crazy” and “It’s So Easy’—
seem dashed off and ready to collapse, while
others—“Out ta Get Me” and “Anything Goes”
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promise much but, ultimately, spin their
wheels. But the core of the album—*Welcome
to the Jungle,” “Nightrain,” “Mr. Brownstone”
and “Sweet Child O’ Mine"—are fully realized
evocations of late-Eighties excess and despair.
Not since the glory days of the Eagles (whose
message, sadly, was lost on most party-hardy
fans) have the woes of the modern-day des-
perado been so palpably rendered. The songs
set a high standard for future band efforts.

Guns N’ Roses’ impact is manifest on the
dozens of L.A. stages brimming with chest-
pounding, bandana-wrapped posers who
parade their “streetwise” selves. Ironically,
the more these wannabe’s huff and puff, the
more the public seems to respond to the band
they perceive as the real thing.

“It could be said that we have a pretty
nasty history,” admits Stradlin’. “The thing
is, I don't give a fuck about the image that
everyone buys. It's all been blown out of
proportion, the ‘bad-boy’ thing, how much we
drink, how much drugs we do or don't do. It’s
boring. While everyone's talkin' about what
we did or supposedly did yesterday, we're
already working today on the music they're
gonna hear tomorrow.”

Slash, for his part, sees the humorous side:
“The image tag is an easy thing to finger us
on. None of us are model citizens, I guess.

But the musical end of it can get funny. Why,
I'm already hearing people pulling out those
wah-wah pedals, slipping 'em onto tracks, and
subliminally sounding a lot like us. That's a
compliment, but it's kind of missing the point,
isn'tie?”

Strap a guitar around Slash and an unbro-
ken ribbon of riffs will inevitably flow. Not
the phoney-baloney kind that routinely kick
off most generic heavy rock excursions; but
the classic, iron-fisted variety that assumes a
front-and-center role in a song. Born in Eng-
land in 1965 and raised in California, Slash
developed a keen musical ear early on. Since
both his parents worked in the business, at-
home listening was readily encouraged. “This

predates CDs or even cassettes,” Slash recalls,
“but we had something like a thousand
records at home, all kinds of stuff. So, by the
time I became interested in playing the guitar,
1 had a pretty acute sense of what I liked and
why I liked it. That can be very important.

1 remember Jimmy Page saying once in an
interview that the most essential element to
being a good musician is being able to hear
music in your head. If you can hear it, then
you'll show yourself how to play it!”

A good theory, but rather difficult to test
on the one-stringed Spanish guitar Slash
started on. “Yeah, a lot of jumping around
was required!” he laughs. “It wasn't a real bad

guitar or anything, but it did have just one
string—the low E string. I was real deter-
mined to learn, so just having a guitar was
a start. I taught myself a bunch of songs on
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just that one string. Then, when
[ finally went for lessons, the
teacher just sort of looked at
me and asked if I had another
guitar. I guess [ was kinda naive
back then. So, there was a long
period before I had a real guitar.

By the time he owned his

first authentic instrument, a Les
Paul copy bestowed on him by a
thoughtful grandmother, Slash
was doggedly teaching himself
licks off of records. "It was,” he
remembers, “the only way that
could have worked for me. I
wasn't real good with the les-
sons, though the guy I did study
with, Robert Wolin, was a big
help. He was an inspiration, in
a way, because he had a band,
one of those really good Top 40
bands, the kind that played all
the classics, night after night. He
was literally the most amazing
player I'd ever seen. He turned
me on to what the difference
was between lead and rhythm,
showed me how to recognize
and play the different things
that I was hearing on records. It
was a lot of fun, really, because
I'd bring him a record, he'd put
it on, and he'd learn it right
there, all the leads, everything
note-for-note. When you're a
teenager, the most amazing
thing is seeing someone play
‘Stairway to Heaven' right in
front of you. So this teacher
gave me the basics in just the
right way, which enabled me to
take things off of records and
learn 'em myself, which is what I
did for a long time.”

Growing increasingly
obsessed with the guitar, Slash,
an admitted “fuck-up” in school,
practically ditched the entire
seventh grade to sit home and
practice. “Your basic Seventies
rock fare,” he recalls. “Zep-
pelin, Aerosmith, Ted Nugent. The guitar
just held this unshakable thing for me. About
the only thing that interested me in school
was this music harmony course, which I took
because it was music and I figured that I'd be
interested in it. The whole course was based
around the keyboard—everything was written
out. The interesting thing is that I got an A
in the course, although I never really applied
anything to the guitar. It didn’t occur to me.
The course, to me, was more mathematical.”

Slash’s equipment collection then mir-
rored his somewhat haphazard approach to
playing. “The amp I had at the time was a
Fender Twin, a black-faced one. I didn’t know

what I was holding on to, so I traded it for this
piece of shit, this Sunn Beta Lead! Can you
imagine? It had this solid-state crap head, it
was just the worst! Man!”

The Les Paul copy met with a more merci-
ful fate: “1 wound up putting it neck-first
through a wall. I don't know why. I wasn't
able to get instruments I liked until I started
working in this music store; because of that
job, I was able to get some good deals. I got
a B.C. Rich, then a real nice ’59 Stratocaster
and then a '69 Les Paul Black Beauty, which I
really liked.”

By the time Slash started gigging, a genre-
less void had developed on the Los Angeles

club scene. The Knack explosion of 1979
evolved into a brief L.A. punk movement.
However, it wasn't until a resurgence of heavy
metal—a newer, flashier version, spear-
headed by the likes of Métley Crile—that

the Hollywood club scene finally got back in
business. Around this time, different factions
of what eventually became Guns N’ Roses
started jamming together.

“There was Izzy and Ax],” Slash recalls,
“and then there was Steven and I. And then
there was us in different combinations. We
weren't ready, though, and it didn't last quite
long.” Dissatisfied with the lack of progress,
Slash quit for a time, surprising everyone
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witty, multi-faceted solos
and transitional lines, who
gives Guns N’ Roses its most
unique, powerful and ex-
pressive voice. While many
contemporary players—the
majority of them talented
and blisteringly fast—ap-
proach an eight-bar solo by

by joining a black funk band. “A
real odd choice,” he allows, “but
definitely a good move. We didn't
play many gigs—I think we played
just once—but we jammed all the
time. It really helped getting my
feel together, my sense of rhythm
and overall approach. I'm really

«WEE LIVE OUT A LOT OF FANTASIES,
THE ANIMALS PEOPLE MAKE US
i OUT TO BE.”—SLASH

glad I did it. I feel it helped nly
attitude for when Guns N' Roses
really happened.”

wearily. It is another early morning—too
early, by most rock-star standards. Any
broaching of his personal history elicits
hardened, almost pained responses from the
guitarist who, despite the early hour, insists on
talking; he speaks in hushed, measured bursts,
drifring off occasionally, as if at any moment
he could lapse into a deep, powerful sleep.
Born in 1962 in Lafayette, Indiana, Izzy

was comin’ down.”
Packing his drums in the back of his
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‘ WAS SEVENTEEN when I came out
‘ to California,” Izzy Stradlin’ reminisces

Ax], and we hung out a lot. It was nowhere.
We decided to put a band together. It was a
bad time, being there. The people, the girls, it
was so baclward. The gitls didn’t even know
how to dress when they went to gigs! So, the
prospects were absolutely zilch, Axt and I
were into anything that had a hard, loud beat.
I think that’s how we managed with all that

Chevy Impala, 18-year-old [zzy decided to

try his luck in California. The drums were
quickly scrapped for a bass, which, in turn,
was promptly exchanged for a guitar. “It was
a natural thing to do,” he explains, “though I
really can’t explain why. The music I was into
and wanted to play lent itself better to the gui-
tar. I was always into hard stuff, the Ramones,
the raw power that stuff had, the sound of the
chords. So I got this Les Paul, which was real
good for barre chords—all I could really play
at the time, anyway. Then I got my friend'’s

”

pay the rent, so I offed it
By the time Guns N’ Roses re-formed (with
new member, bassist Duff McKagan), gigs and
notoriety came much easier than before. After
debuting their new act at the Troubadour,
the band became fixtures on the Hollywood
streets, playing any gig that came their way.
To all appearances, they were just one more
ragged bunch of losers, going nowhere fast.

But, as Slash says, there was a method to their
madness.

“We basically junked a lot of our lives at
that point to work on the band, to work on the
music. Sure, it might not have worked, but
that was the chance we had to take, We didn't
know any other way, nor were we particularly
interested in any alternatives. I guess we were
sort of...fearless.”

Holed up in Izzy's one-room digs, the band
eked out songs on whatever equipment they
happened to own that week, viewing their

which is certainly one of his major strengths.
I write on anything—I did then, and Istill
do. I think that I wrote much of the stuff on
Appetite on an old Harmony. It was pretty hi-
larious. Stevie would set up this suitcase and
drum on it. Pretty crude. I would tape-record
the whole thing on this little micro-cassette
recorder. It sounded real good; that's how
we wrote. I think maybe one day I'll press
that stuff. So it doesn’t matter
what you write on, PortaStu-
dios, eight-tracks. If you
have a song that can cut it, it
doesn't matter.”

By the time the band—re-
nowned for its live following
and uncanny ability to manip-
ulate the L.A. press—signed
with Geffen, the twin-guitar
team of Slash and Izzy had
developed into a pernicious,
ferocious, aural assault squad,
more reminiscent of the early
Clash, Stooges or middle-
period Stones than anything
resembling heavy metal. The
lead-guitar duties, with rare
exceptions, naturally fell on
Slash, who had refined his
technique over years of bad
gigs and endless rehears-
als. Next to Axl Rose, whose
manic, incendiary vocals put
him light years ahead of his
hard-rock peers (this guy
means it!), it is Slash, consis-
tently outclassing his material

(that’s a compliment) with
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moved around as a child. “Family stuff,” he guitar, a Gibson LG5, I think. I'd play that desperate situation as necessary fodder for playing rhythm for a while,
snaps without elaborating, “I grew up in guitar to Ramones records forever. their compositions. because then I'll really be
Florida and moved with my mom to Lafayette. “Soon after that, I got my handson a “Some of the best stuff can be written out itching to come out and lay
I started pissing around with a drum set, met Gibson Black Beauty, which I had for years. of dire times,” Izzy states matter-of-factly. one on the crowd.

Before we went out on tour last year, I had to “Slash and I would throw riffs back and forth, I know most chord voic-

GLEN LA FERMAN

locking into a hand position
and using that as a base for
hammer-ons and pull-offs,
concluding with a vibrato-
arm dive-bomb or some
other attention-grabbing
gimmick, Slash appears to
view such displays of facility
as constricting.

“Alot of what I hear
just isn't very musical,” he
explains. “It’s not that [ don't
like playing fast, because
do. Especially if I've been

ings, double-stops, different
ways around, and I don’t
like to get stuck in a rut.
Because I don’t usually write
any complete songs—all

the changes—it gives me

a lot of room to see what's
going to work when I take
the song to Duff or the rest
of the band. I'm usually the
guy in the band who'’s going,
‘Wait, guys, let me work this
part out here in rehearsals.’
It takes me a long time to
come up with parts that I'm
happy with. When I write a
solo, I try to hear what I'm
going to play first—that
way I can usually weed out
the bad ideas pretty quick.

1 see a lot of these guys who are in one hand
position, and they’ll be going as fast as they
can. It's real impressive, but it doesn’t sound
very good.”

The solo to “Sweet Child O’ Mine” is a
perfect case in point. Rather than come out
swinging, Slash weaves the first half into a
provocative, almost Spanish acoustic-sound-
ing splash of neatly connected melodic ideas
before blasting into a frenzied wah-wah
conclusion. It's a blur of lines, a bloodsquib
that rises to the challenge of Axl’s tragic,
Romeo-and-Juliet-tinged lyrics, In short, a
mini-masterpiece.

“I know I had to come up with something
good.” Slash recalls, “because the chord
changes were fairly simple and straightfor-
ward. I probably use the pickup switch more

than anybody else I see, which is because 1
don't like to use effects, really, not even a
boost. So for the first part of that, I was on the
neck pickup, and then I clicked to the bridge
position for the crazier part. The second
part was an overdub, and you can hear the
transition, the moment where the first half is
ending and the second thought is coming in.
I don’t mind that—it’s a record. Live, I have
to approximate the second half without the
wah-wah, because I don't go onstage with any
effects at all—nothing—because I'd just wind
up kicking everything off the stage anyway.
So I just rip into it a little differently. I don'’t
think anybody notices, especially in the clubs.
“That’s the way we recorded the album,
with that thought in mind. We wanted the
necessary studio polish, but with the live, raw

feeling intact. It’s a tricky thing.”

Producer Mike Clink allowed the band
only two weeks to knock out the basic
rhythm tracks, all of which were recorded
with the band playing together in one room
with minimal baffling. Izzy preferred to play
on one of two tracks, favoring feel over any
discernable flaws.

“You can hear Izzy on the left speaker,”
Slash notes, “and I went for a stereo mix. I
did my rhythm tracks with the band, but all
of my overdubs and leads I did by myself in
the control room. A few of the solos I wrote
right there on the spot. It had its advantages,
of course, but the only drawback to recording
like that is that I like to use a lot of feedback—
live, I use it a lot—and because my amp was
out there in the room and I was in the control
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room, separated from it, [ couldn’t work that
out. I'd still like to record the next album in
that way, but I'd like to work the feedback
thing out too.”

Outboard “sweetening” was keptto a
minimum. “I don’t generally like sounds that
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1 can’t get myself,” Slash states firmly. “I like
the wah-wah because, to me, it's a natural,
workable sound effect that is very musical. It
got a bad rap because so many people abused
it. I like the tone that a wah-wah can produce,
the way you can make it scream and cry. It
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sings. I don’t like the sound of flangers,
though, because it isn't very human or
lifelike. It's an automatic effect that you
can’t control much. No matter what you
do, itll just repeat the same fluttering ef-
fect at whatever tempo you set it at.”

On “Anything Goes,” Slash makes
clever use of yet another attention-get-
ting novelty item: the talk box. By trading
phrases with guitar and talk box, he
creates a mini-operatic effect, a call-

and-response segment that is exhilarating,
certainly the song’s high point. “Again, people
associate the talk box with a lot of misuse, a
lot of indulgence. Go back and listen to what
Peter Frampton and Jeff Beck did with theirs.
I got mine from a guy who used to play in a
disco band!”

As accomplished as their first studio out-
ing is, Guns N’ Roses appear to be in their
element onstage, where they duplicate their
recorded sound with almost eetie precision.
There are trouble spots—tempos speed up
and slow down, sometimes breaking down
completely; Slash, in particular, suffers at
times from moments of over-enthusiastic au-
dience participation: The solo to “Out ta Get
Me” is resplendent with savage, atonal bends.
During a show at the Ritz in New York in
early 88, a crazed female fan reached up and
grabbed hold of Slash's guitar neck just as he
was starting the solo, creating a spontaneous
whammy effect. Oddly, it worked. “And it just
happened to be captured on film too, ‘cause
MTV was taping the whole thing!”

Although audiences seem to revel in such
moments of mayhem (and some fans seem all
too willing to help the band push the panic
button), the band generally gathers itself
well. There is a sense of perpetual motion to
the arrangements that is unbreakable. In the
manner of Aerosmith on its classic Seventies
releases (Toys in the Attic, Rocks), extended
power-chording is kept to a minimum (Slash
seems to eschew them altogether). Transi-
tional phrases—verse into chorus, chorus into
verse—are powered by Duff’s sturdy bass-
note runs, usually accompanied by Slash.

“Duff is a former guitarist,” Slash notes.
“That makes him real good with working out
those parts. He thinks like a guitarist and
won't just pump ot quarter notes. Like those
hidden bridges, the one in ‘Welcome to the
Jungle, that roving part—that’s his specialty.

“I don’t know if anything we write is
visionary or anything. We just don't like to
sound like other people. We're real conscious
of that. We don’t spend a lot of time worrying
about airplay or song length, but we seem to
be able to come up with accessible material
anyway. Because everyone has a say in the
songwriting and construction of the arrange-
ments, SONgs come out pretty interesting by
the time they’re completed. No one has a final
say, though the guy who wrote the bulk of
the song can voice his opinions a little more
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strongly than the rest of the guys.”

A Tascam eight-track recorder has been
gathering dust in Slash’s apartment for a short
while. In his spare moments, he's been con-
structing riffs and song ideas in preparation
for the follow-up to Appetite for Destruction. “I
know I should use the eight-track,” he giggles,
“or even my four-track. But the ghetto box I
have is so much faster to get your ideas down.
Real high-tech, right?”

To satiate fan interest while the band is

ensconced in the recording studio, Geffen has
released Live ?!*@ Like a Suicide, a live EP
issued on the band’s own Uzi/Suicide label be-
fore their major-label deal. Only 25,000 units
had originally been issued, making it quite the
collector’s item (it's been fetching upwards of
$100 on the black market). Featuring a rollick-
ing version of Aerosmith’s “Mama Kin” along
with four new acoustic tracks (unheard as of
this writing), the EP is firm evidence of a band
fully in control of its own vision and destiny.

“We're a lot of things,” Slash concludes.
“Yeah, we live out a lot of fantasies, I sup-
pose. But we're not the animals people make
us out to be. I drink a lot, I guess, but never
during a show. I'm not drunk onstage, much
to the contrary of certain reports. I couldn’t
be. Afterward, sure, the after-show festivities
are kind of hard to turn down. But we're a lot
more dedicated and smarter than a lot of the
press would indicate. We couldn’t have come
this far otherwise.” m
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