
THE NEW YORK SCENE

The New York Scene emerged in 1974, lasted through 1976, and was centered
around two small nightclubs, CBGB and OMFUG (the name of one of the
clubs; the initials stand for Country Bluegrass, Blues and Other Music for
Uplifting Gormandizers) on Bowery Street in lower Manhattan and Max’s
Kansas City in Greenwich Village (also in Manhattan).2 The bands most inte-
gral to establishing the scene included the Ramones, Television, Patti Smith,
and Blondie; later, Suicide, the Dictators, the Heartbreakers, Richard Hell
and the Voidoids, Talking Heads, and the Dead Boys, all attracted to the hype
around the clubs, bands, and New York, joined the scene. The epicenter for
the scene, however, was CBGBs and the Ramones that, together, serve as a
locus where several of punks’ early desires intersect.

Hilly Kristal opened CBGBs in March 1974, when very few venues in
New York City booked underground rock bands. Clinton Heylin defines
“underground” in the context of the New York Scene as a term referring to
“bands self-consciously aligned with noncommercial popular music trends.
More specifically, it refers to New York City bands supported by cult follow-
ings developed through live performances at local nightclubs rather than
recording contracts and mass media hype” (135). Writing for The Nation,
Mark Crispin Miller notes that, in 1974, the “Big Six” major record compa-
nies—Warner, CBS, PolyGram, RCA, MCA, and Capitol-EMI—controlled
81 percent of the U.S. market share (11). In short, when Kristal opened
CBGBs, commercial music could be equated with the Big Six; all other record
labels and unsigned bands were considered “underground” or noncommercial,
provided that they did not appear to be aping the aesthetic choices of com-
mercial acts in the hope of obtaining recording contracts.

In 1974, CBGBs became the only club in New York dedicated exclusively
to underground music,3 and Kristal charged patrons one dollar to see unsigned
bands play there. Read as an artifact, CBGBs attests to one of the most fun-
damental desires that constitutes not only punk’s first scene but all of punk:
the desire to resist the commercial realm, and especially commercial music—
the Big Six in 1974. This desire is synonymous with punks’ felt need to escape
from the realm of the economic. In 1964, Herbert Marcuse defined “economic
freedom” as “freedom from the economy—from being controlled by economic
forces and relationships; freedom from the daily struggle for existence, from
earning a living” (4). Although I do not read CBGBs as expressive of a desire
for anything as profound or sweeping as Marcuse’s “economic freedom,” the
club does represent early punks’ desire to establish a realm not wholly condi-
tioned by economics, a realm in which music and entertainment could con-
cern themselves with something other than making money. Under capitalism,
the club could not wholly succeed in this endeavor; Kristal did charge a dol-
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lar, but this token charge downplayed the role of economics in the realm of
punk, as did the underground aspect of the bands. The fact that the bands and
Kristal were not making much money, while the audience was not parting
with much of its money, allowed for the possibility that both audiences and
bands gathered at CBGBs for predominantly noneconomic reasons. The
audience did not come solely to purchase entertainment, and the musicians
did not come solely to earn a living.

However, CBGBs was a bar, and although Kristal did not charge cus-
tomers much to see bands they still had to purchase their alcohol. Participants
in the first three punk scenes—New York, London, and California—were
famous for their excessive drug and alcohol use, which contributed to the
deaths of many band and scene members. These well-publicized deaths, and
especially the drug-related deaths of Sid Vicious and his girlfriend, Nancy
Spungen, forged associations, for punks and non-punks, between punks and
drugs that continue to linger, even where they no longer actually exist (such as
in the Straight Edge Scenes).4

CBGBs was (and still is) a small nightclub. Tricia Henry notes that its
size “allowed freedom of movement of the audience [and] close proximity to
and interaction with the performers. . . . This was a far cry from what was by
then a traditionally distant physical relationship maintained between per-
formers and their audiences at rock concerts” (53). She adds that “band mem-
bers mingled with the audience before and after a set, and watched other
groups” (53). The club’s layout materially renders another of the desires that
constituted the New York Scene: the desire to erode the difference between
performer and audience member, to allow these roles to become interchange-
able so that any audience member could also be a performer and vice versa.
This desire finds its expression in the literal proximity between band member
and audience member in CBGBs: it is a small step from the floor to the stage.

Simon Frith describes early punk as, in part, “a challenge to the multina-
tionals’ control of mass music, an attempt to seize the technical and commer-
cial means of music production” (“Art Ideology,” 463). Frith’s Marxian claim
that punks seize the means of production correlates with Jacques Attali’s con-
cept of “composition” in Noise: The Political Economy of Music (1977). As Susan
McClary explains in her 1984 afterword to this book, “It is this demystified
yet humanly dignified activity [the creation of music] that Attali wishes to
remove from the rigid institutions of specialized musical training in order to
return it to all members of society. For in Attali’s eyes, it is only if the indi-
viduals in society choose to reappropriate the means of producing art them-
selves that the infinite regress of Repetition . . . can be escaped” (156). For
Attali, taking control over composition allows people to avoid Repetition and,
with it, the reproduction of the dominant mode of production. The desire of
the New York punks to be both audience members and performers suggests
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that they intuit what is at stake for them: if they cannot make music without
passing through the commercial mechanisms that will condone their music
making, then most of them will never make music at all, and each new musi-
cian or set of musicians will merely reproduce the already-existing mode of
music production that the Big Six oversees.

In the conclusion to Noise, having built toward them gradually, Attali
finally advances these conclusions on what “composition”/“composing,” or
seizing the means of music production, means or could mean:

We are all condemned to silence—unless we create our own relation with the
world and try to tie other people into the meaning we thus create. That is
what composing is. Doing solely for the sake of doing, without trying artifi-
cially to recreate the old codes in order to reinsert communication into them.
Inventing new codes, inventing the message at the same time as the lan-
guage. Playing for one’s own pleasure, which alone can create the conditions
for new communication. A concept such as this seems natural in the context
of music. But it reaches far beyond that: it relates to the emergence of the
free act, self-transcendence, pleasure in being instead of having. (134)

The New York Scene did not bring to fruition all of the results that Attali
imagines might grow out of composition, but it bore desires similar to Attali’s
and a partial enactment of his hopeful program. Beginning in 1974, punk tried
to seize the means of music production within the context of its historical con-
ditions of possibility: the New York Scene attempted to wrest the right to cre-
ate music from the Big Six and thereby democratize that right. Describing the
first punk scene, McClary comments that “[m]any of the original groups began
as garage bands formed by people not educated as musicians who intended to
defy noisily the slickly marketed ‘nonsense’ of commercial rock” (156).

Frith notes that, during the ’70s, as the music industry became consoli-
dated, the cost of producing rock albums rose until “the average ‘rock ’n’ roll
album’ cost between $70,000 and $100,000 in studio time, and any rock
‘sweetening’ (adding strings, for example) could add another $50,000 to the
bill; promotion budgets began at around $150,000 and rose rapidly” (Sound
Effects, 147). Although McClary claims that composition, as a force, attacks
the “rigid institutions” of “musical training” (156), punk seeks to free music
less from music schools and instructors than from the Big Six, the economic
institutions that control the performance, recording, production, distribution,
and promotion of rock music. In an interview in Legs McNeil and Gillian
McCain’s book, Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History of Punk, Joey
Ramone, the lead singer for the Ramones, invokes the economic desires that
underlie punk when he congratulates himself and his band for how quickly
and cheaply they recorded their first album (The Ramones):
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Money wasn’t tight yet—some albums were costing a half-million dollars to
make and taking two or three years to record, like Fleetwood Mac and stuff.
Doing an album in a week and bringing it in for sixty-four hundred dollars
was unheard of, especially since it was an album that really changed the world.
It kicked off punk rock and started the whole thing—as well as us. (229)

Despite Joey’s hyperbolic claims, the first Ramones album and the cost of its
production spoke to punk’s desire to gain and democratize access to the means
of production. Because the band’s music could be produced so inexpensively,
a small independent label such as Sire Records, run by Seymour Stein, could
afford to sign the band in 1976 and release its first album without needing to
sell millions of copies of it in order to recoup its investment in the band
(Heylin, 254). Commenting upon Stein’s reasons for fronting the money for
Ramones albums, Craig Leon, the producer of The Ramones, notes that “they
were very inexpensive records by industry standards, so why not?” (254). The
specific set of economic conditions within the music industry that Frith
describes explains why some of the New York scene’s punk rock and especially
the Ramones’ music could be played, recorded, and produced cheaply enough
to facilitate a shift within punk from music consumption to music produc-
tion.5 Punk bands and the independent labels that grew up around them did
not require the outlay of capital that the major labels did.

Many of punk’s commentators have also understood punk as an attempt
to open up the possibility of performance to people not formally trained in
music. Neil Nehring, writing on the English punk scene, makes a comment
that also applies to the New York Scene: “Performance . . . was a possibility
that virtually everyone involved contemplated, with the do-it-yourself aes-
thetic of the music; the barre chords on guitar, simple but versatile chord
forms, were a staple of punk” (315). (A barre chord is played by pressing one
finger flat against the fret board of the guitar and strumming the strings with
the other hand.) In terms of difficulty, most guitar chords are no easier to learn
than single notes; each chord or note requires a specific positioning of the fin-
gers. However, chords, which are produced when several notes are played
together, fill out a band’s sound in a way that individually played notes can-
not. In order to avoid the time and money needed to learn to play the guitar
well, technically speaking, guitarists in bands such as the Ramones learned to
play a few chords, thereby becoming capable of producing a full sound, and
they eliminated solos in order to sidestep the need to play lengthy “riffs”—
progressions of individual notes or combinations of chords and notes. What
makes the first Ramones album an “unheard of ” project, as Joey Ramone
describes it, is its literally unheard aspects—its lack of solos. Instead, the
Ramones popularized what has come to be known in punk—not pejora-
tively—as “three-chord punk.”
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The relative ease with which punk could be played contrasts with the
“progressive rock”6 that in 1975 nudged its way into the U.S. charts when Led
Zeppelin’s Physical Graffiti (Swan Song/Atlantic) was the eighth-best-selling
album of the year. Progressive rock bands such as Led Zeppelin required
musicians who could play solos, because the songs tended to be long and
inevitably contained lengthy guitar solos and, occasionally, solos for each
instrument in the band. Dee Dee Ramone, the Ramones’ bass player, recalls
that when the Ramones first formed, its members “didn’t know what to do
when we started playing. We’d try some Bay City Rollers [a pop, rather than
progressive, band] songs and we absolutely couldn’t do that. We didn’t know
how. So we just started writing our own stuff and put it together the best we
could” (McNeil and McCain, 183).

Although Nehring stresses the underlying assumption of Dee Dee’s com-
ment—that anyone could play punk—the sort of technical proficiency that
progressive rock signifies, with its lengthy songs (by rock standards) and solos,
was not actually necessary or prominent in much of the popular music of the
mid-’70s. Led Zeppelin was the only progressive rock band that had a best-
selling album between 1974 and 1976, and no progressive rock single made
the yearly top forty for those years (Theroux and Gilbert). In 1974, when the
Ramones began to play regularly at CBGBs, the top-grossing LPs in the
United States were John Denver’s Greatest Hits (RCA), Elton John’s Goodbye
Yellow Brick Road (MCA),7 and Paul McCartney and Wings’ Band on the Run
(Apple). The top-selling single was Barbra Streisand’s The Way We Were
(Columbia) (Theroux and Gilbert, 231).8 In 1975, two Elton John LPs
(Greatest Hits [MCA] and Captain Fantastic and the Brown Dirt Cowboy
[MCA]) occupied the first and third slots in the list of top ten albums, Earth,
Wind and Fire’s That’s the Way of the World (Columbia) was second, and the
top single of the year was Captain and Tennille’s Love Will Keep Us Together
(A&M). In 1976, the year that Sire released The Ramones, Peter Frampton’s
Frampton Comes Alive (A&M), Fleetwood Mac’s Fleetwood Mac (Warner
Brothers), and the Eagles’ Greatest Hits (Asylum) were the top-grossing LPs,
while Johnnie Taylor’s Disco Lady (Columbia) was the top single. All of these
top-selling albums and singles required immense outlays of capital from their
labels to cover performance, recording, production, distribution, and promo-
tion costs. However, none of the acts was a progressive rock release; they were
all pop, with the possible exception of Disco Lady. Looked at in terms of the
type of proficiency that rock could require, it seems clear that the barriers that
prevented a rock fan from becoming the next Elton John or Peter Frampton
were tied to economics more than to skill.

As I will explain in more detail in relation to the Sex Pistols, what passes
as skill in the music industry changes over time. Beginning with the New York
Scene, punks interrogated notions of skill in rock and pop and demonstrated
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that the owners of the means of production produced the ruling definitions of
skill (to paraphrase Marx). In other words, it was not Elton John’s greater skill
that differentiated him from punk but the fact that the music industry capi-
talized him to a greater extent than the Ramones.

Although the first two desires that I draw from CBGBs and the
Ramones, treated as artifacts, relate to economics—punks’ attempt to carve
out a social space that is not governed by money and their attempts to situate
themselves within that realm as active participants by seizing control of the
means of production, both from the Big Six and from progressive rock musi-
cians—I do not mean to suggest that economic concerns were the only obsta-
cles separating the New York punk scene from the Big Six or that all of the
scene’s desires were economic. The first scene’s aesthetic choices also signified
a social desire.

The New York punk scene bore the desire to create a realm of music pro-
duction not wholly governed by economics, and the scene thereby raises two
questions: if punks sense that the commercial sphere of music production
represses what I propose are certain non-individuated desires and felt needs,
then what are those desires? Can they be read in their desublimated forms in
punk cultural productions? I have derived the desire to erode the barrier
between audience and band member from the size of CBGBs and the inter-
actions between audience and band members that it encourages. A desire for
collectivity can also be read in CBGBs and the Ramones. As I mentioned
above, CBGBs is a small club whose size prevented punk bands from estab-
lishing the sheer distance from their fans that the best-selling pop and rock
bands of the mid-’70s could maintain in their “arena-rock” performances.
Because the major labels’ costs for producing rock music escalated through-
out the ’70s, their bands needed not only to tour but to tour the largest
venues that they could fill, so that the labels could recoup the huge invest-
ments that they had made in them. Popular bands such as Elton John and
John Denver could not afford to play shows in clubs the size of CBGBs. In
contrast to arena-rock, CBGBs expresses, in a material form, punks’ desire to
resist the physical distance between popular performers and their audiences,
which precludes collectivity.

The social desire for collectivity also took on aesthetic forms within
punk’s sound and style. From 1974 to 1976, punk reacted not only to the Big
Six but to the cult of the pop star (and glam and glitter rock star) that the con-
ditions that I have outlined above foster. First, since supposedly anyone can
perform punk, its audiences do not feel compelled to lionize its performers.
Additionally, the lack of solos in the music of the Ramones signifies a further
move toward group rather than individual production. A solo trains an audi-
ence’s attention upon a specific performer and grants her or him a type of
identity within the rock world by showcasing individuated skills. Without
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solos to guide its investment of interest in specific band members, the audi-
ence experiences a band as more of a collective, and band members seem more
approachable and less like the distant prodigies that mid-’70s pop superstars
had become. A lack of solos also allows an audience to experience music as a
set of voices (instrumental and human), each of which can be picked out by
the listener but all of which combine into a collective sound.

The clothing style of the Ramones also reflected a desire for communal-
ity. The Ramones played in matching T-shirts, leather jackets, jeans with holes
ripped in the knees, and cheap sneakers. Pete Frame, author of Rock Family
Trees (1980) (a two-volume study devoted to New York underground rock),
understands the clothing styles prevalent in CBGBs as “glitter-backlash . . .
jeans, T-shirts, leather jackets, ordinary” (27), and Hilly Kristal adds, in an
interview in 1986, that “CBGB bands and audiences weren’t style conscious
in the way the glitter groups or the English punks were later on. The only style
was torn T-shirts and torn jeans. They just came as they were—the way kids
in the East Village dressed then. . . . Even though CBGB is referred to as a
punk club, there was never much of that fashion here” (Henry, 58). Under-
stood as “glitter-backlash,” the Ramones positioned themselves against bands
such as the New York Dolls, who performed frequently at the Mercer Arts
Center in New York City until it closed in 1973. Rather than attempting to
outdress and shock their audiences—as the Dolls had when they dressed in
drag or in red, pseudo-Soviet uniforms—the Ramones emphasized their con-
nections to their audiences. Henry comments that the “New York Dolls con-
founded traditional images of gender distinction in their stage performance,”
but their “[g]ender blurring and outrageous attire were simply means by which
to shock the general public and show rock audiences something they had
never seen before” (40). In contrast, the Ramones’ clothing expressed an
impulse toward anonymity, suggesting that they had emerged from the audi-
ence themselves, an effect that in turn suggested not only that they main-
tained ties with that audience but that other audience members might emerge
as performers in their own right.

There is one final sense in which the Ramones’ style signified a desire
different from the high fashion or parody thereof embodied in the mystery,
pretensions, and aloofness of glitter and Glam Rock performers, such as Lou
Reed and David Bowie (Bowie’s song, “Fame,” was the third-best-selling sin-
gle of 1975 [Theroux and Gilbert, 231]). Unlike the Dolls, whom Henry
describes as following “the precedent set by David Bowie and Lou Reed in
blurring gender distinctions,” the Ramones rejected the ambiguously gen-
dered clothing of glam and glitter rock and the forms of collectivity that
might have emerged from that style. Instead, they opted for a more tradi-
tionally masculine and heterosexual style of clothing and its concomitant ver-
sion of collectivity.
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In the New York Scene, another desire ran alongside those that I have
enumerated above: the music industry’s desire, which was not sublimated, to
commercialize potentially lucrative phenomena. The Ramones exemplified
this occurrence in New York. According to Jon Savage, New York’s most
prominent zine, Punk, drew the seemingly varied trajectories of the scene
together, enacting a “successful translation of CBGBs into a package that
record executives like Seymour Stein [of Sire Records] could readily under-
stand” (139–40). Stein signed the Ramones to Sire in January 1976, and the
label released their first album, The Ramones, that February. The label quickly
began arranging for the Ramones to tour in support of their album. The first
tour began on July 4, 1976. Sire released the band’s second album, Ramones
Leave Home, in early 1977, and the supporting tour began in spring of the
same year. A third album, Rocket to Russia, was released in late 1977 and was
followed by a winter tour in 1978–79.

Although the Ramones did not entirely cease playing CBGBs between
’76 and ’79, their recording and touring schedule loosened their connection
with the New York Scene and its home base of CBGBs. Additionally, as early
as the autumn of 1975 the Patti Smith Group signed with Arista, while other
key bands in the CBGBs scene—including Blondie, Talking Heads, Televi-
sion, and Richard Hell and the Voidoids—were garnering record company
interest. All of these bands signed with labels within a year: in 1976 Blondie
signed with Private Stock, Talking Heads signed with Sire, and Richard Hell
and the Voidoids signed with Ork. Television signed with Elektra in 1977
(Savage, 552). The push toward commercialization moved to the fore, the
desires to resist commercialization, seize control over the means of produc-
tion, and collectivize were momentarily absorbed, and the New York Scene
dissolved by the end of ’76.

THE ENGLISH SCENE

The English Scene arose in London in 1976, continued until 1978, and
included several bands: the Sex Pistols, The Clash, The Damned, The Stran-
glers, X-Ray Spex, The Buzzcocks, The Vibrators, The Adverts, Generation
X, and Chelsea. Similar to the manner in which the Ramones and CBGBs
serve to exemplify artifactual evidence of the New York Scene’s desires, the
Sex Pistols and “punk style” will serve, here, as nodes where a set of specific
desires, some carried over from New York and some new to punk, intersect
and find cultural expression as commodities and social groupings.

Commentators on the New York Scene rarely link desire with punk, but
those mapping out the English Scene frequently do so. Greil Marcus’s work
on punk exemplifies this tendency.9 In Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the
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