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Axe wielding beach boy parodies, nymphomaniac
nuns and zombie sex slaves, it must be the new
Magnetic Fields - 39 minutes of harmony and ‘Dis-
tortion’.

Stephin Merritt, the ‘dangerously white' Magnetic
Fields front man, perhaps the grumpiest man in rock
and roll, is sick. He has whal Americans like to call
stomach flu. He takes epic pauses between each.
New. Sentence. New words are elicited slowly, be-
grudgingly - the low growls of an aging bear. Merritt
is not angry, but bored and irritated. Erving Goffman,
the great social psychologist, described how human
beings negotiate their interactions like actors on a
stage. Each of us holds numerous scripts, we follow
notes on how to behave without needing to be told.
Stephin Merritt is ignorant, or contermptuous, of such
mortal concerns. His pauses are ferocious, his inter-
ruptions unrelenting. Were it anyone else, | might
simply hang up. Instead | search and cajole, tickle
and suggest, because Stephin Merritt isn't like any-
body else. He is, perhaps, the greatest songwriter
alive. ;

The Magnetic Fields, merely one of Merritt's numi-
nous projects, are best known for an album released
almost a decade ago, the endless and bountiful ‘69
Love Songs’. "69 Love Songs would have sold just

as many records if it had been terrible. It's just a
great title. | probably shouldn't have spent so much
time writing the songs, | probably should have put
down just any old 69 songs | could think of."

Despite Merritt's protestations, 69 Love Songs was
an almost unreviewably epic, instant classic, lauded
by everyone from Pitchfork to 33 1/3. 69 Love Songs
is so good, so utterly and unambiguously original,
bawdy and irreverent, that it basks the rest of Mer-
ritt's work in the golden glow of mere association.

And those side projects aint bad neither. When not
writing the soundtrack to Lemony Snicket’s 'Series
of Unfortunate Evenis' as bubblegum goth outfit The
Gothic Archies', Merritt is hard at work writing cabaret
for Neil Hannon, Marc Almond, and Gary Numan in
the 6ths, composing electropop about vampires and
aliens with Chris Ewen as the Future Bible Heroes,
or collaborating on experimental updates of 13th
century Chinese opera.

In his 18 years in the music business, Merritt seems
to have collaborated with everyone he considers
worthy, producing in the process an output trivialised
by the term prolific. Despite this, ‘Distortion’ is some-
thing new; a fusion of his mastery of melody and
counter-melody, with the deliberate distortion of an




with Bob Dylan, allowing the plot to be lead by whatever
happens to rhyme with whatever word was just used. Dr.
Seuss foregrounds that and makes it funny. Whereas Bob
Dylan sometimes thought about that, and makes it funny,
and then keeps it going and we're expected to not find it
funny any more. But in Dr. Seuss land its always funny /
weird. He finds surrealism in the idea that you would make
something up, and he's always making something up right
in front of you, in really self parodying ways. Quite brilliant.”

After our interview, | thank Stephin Merritt, and set the
phone down. | pause a moment, then vent at the nearest
body, a publications editor working late, who's foolishly
wandered into the line of fire. I'm fuming, tired and disap-
pointed. I've never felt more foolish. | go home and listen
to ‘In the Aeroplane over the Sea’. There are other geniuses
after all. It doesn't last. Merritt's melodies have a timeless
draw, and his lyrics, droll as his dysthymic Deputy Dawg
baritone, keep me coming back.

Distortion is out now on Nonesuch. You can hear a great
deal of Merritt and the Magnetic Fields on MySpace.

www.myspace.comfthemagneticfields
www.myspace.com/stephinmerritt
www.myspace.com/gothicarchies
www.myspace.com/th6ths
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