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1 DON'T KEEP-UP LIKE [ USED
10. § just heard of this guy Copernicus a

me the 1985 Ip, Nothing Exists. “Here,
you like this weird sruff.” What's he
do? ' You know. That weird stuff you
write sbodt.”..- -

It's 2 peculianty of these word of
mouth acts that people usually don’t
know whst words to mouth. Tums out
the guy was a regular in the East Vil-
iage clubs of the eariy 80s and his two
records have gotwen raves in bunches of
small press and punk fanzines. But
even they generally begin with some
variztion of [ like it but I don't know
why and | don’t kmow how to describe
it. Which s usually the kiss of death,
but you should always leave yourself
open for the exceptions.

You could say that Gopcrmcus is
just another hippic beamik performance
poc. frouting a spacy rock band. Then
you have to add that his deep-throated
gprowis and bellows sometimes remind
you of [im Marrison, sometimes John
Cale, sometmes John Giorno, Beel-
beart or Barry White on bad acid. And
that he began his performing carcer in
1978 when be |umpcd up on -stage
where a couple of guys where playing
irish folk-rock, and grabbed a mike,
and started yelling poems into it, and
they jammed along, and‘it sounded
berter than what they’d been playing
myway.

And that the band gn:w mto this
loosc-knit orchestra of umpteen gui-
tars and several drummers and singers,
saxes, violins, keyboards and etc. Who
somctimes make tumbile-down cosmic
jazz like Sun Ra's Arkestra, and some-
times waft away on synths like all thosc

and sometimes churn z metallic post-
punk sludge of Jesus And Souxsic
Swam kill-me-quick dirges, and some-
times bop along to some pretty snazzy
NYC-type art rock.

And that Copernicus’ rulmme,god
I love this, is Joe Smallkowski.

If you're a sucker for these obscure
cult legends, Joc's your man. A big,

couple of months ago. A fricad loancd |
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As COﬁem!cus, Joe Sm;llkowskl
fives up to his name.

I shaggy bear of a-guy, he was one of
those world-wandering hippics of the
60s ~nd 70s, spent 2 number of years
bumming sround - Europe, served 2
hitch in the Navy, and sertled down in
New York abourt 10 yearsago. He hasa
trunkioad of unpublished noveis and
poems, and he’s constantly churning
out more, which isn’t hard when you
consider that most of what he does is
spontaricous—he makes it up on the
spot, spinning out the words and what-
cvet images conte 6 mind, urged on by
the baad, urging the band on. He says

he never repeats himself, and couldn't

if he tried.

He slso says “Copernicus™ is not
just his stage name but his alter ego,
because he and the original Copernicus
are both great Polish thinkers. As the
original shartered precanceptions by
remaving the earth from the center of
the solar systern, Smaltkowski has what
he considers a shattering philasophy of
his own. It's a cross berween nihilism
and the theory of relativity, with reality
only existing on the subatomic level
{*Atomic Nevermore™), where every-
thing changes from instant to instant,

so that what we perceive is just an

illusion.

While that’s fun stuff to know, none
of it reaily expiains the compelling,
hypnotic attraction of this-work. You
sort of need to hear the work, both
albums in fact, 10 get the effect. Coper-

nicus rules a surreal undersea kingdom
of flining images and coldly luminescent
ideas emerging from the murky sub-
conscious depths. You need to walk the
streets a while to feel like you know the
place.

Though not reicased until last year,
Nothing Exists contains material that
goes back as far as a live performance at
Max’s Kansas City in 1980. The restof
it was excerpted from several hours of
spontancous word-and-music jams in
the studio.

If a guy like this can be said to have
hit tuncs, they would have to be “Quasi-
modo,” "1 Know What [ Think™ and
“*Nagasaki,” all punkesque norsemakers
from that first album. Released as a
singie, ""Quasimodo™ got some college
radio play. The band cranks up an
angry, industrial punk storm of dis-
torted guitars and metallic drums that
sounds a litctle like The Residenss or
Pere Ubu and a lot like a busy factory
on the ocean flour. Copernicus, his
voice filiered to sound like a shoni-
wave transmssion from Plute, moans
and shouts big, barrel-chested praise of
the hunchback in English, German,
and [ think French and Polish. He slips

" in some of his philosophy, speaking of a
time when people finally realize that
reality 15 a dream “and death will be
dead, and lifc will be dead,” which

leads te some maniacal laughter in an

L]

electronic whirlwind and the wniun
phant cry: *“The barbasians cannot w
this way! The barbarans will ncv
oonquer this fucking Rome!™

What's it mean? Damncd if [ kao
but that's part of what makes it fu
You feel like you've walked into a da
cinema in the middle of 2 Duchan
film of Paradise Lost, with this b
schuzy poet playing Satan. If you we
going to make or break Copernic:
fans, “Quasimoda™ would be the te
case,

In a similar punk-metal vein, -
Know What I Think™ jangics ar
crashes dike an inside-out “Gloria
with Egypto-psychedelicorgantnlls
hardcore beat, and Copernicus ranti
and raving in a hurricane of echoes li¢
a drunken Polish Lear in the kingdo
of the damned. The aptly-name
“Nagasaki,” also clipped from a gig
Max's, is five minutes of rock ho!
caust, of feedback bombs, spacesh
bloops and bubbles, garbled shou
and rattles. It ends with Copernic
yelling a pretty good trope of his phit
sophy: “Death docs not exist! Bir
does not exist! Life does not exi:
Copernicus does not exist! Earth do
not exist! Max's Kansas City does n
exist!” The sudience responds wi
hoots and claps, andCopernicus, n
lovably ridiculous tum, sighs and grov
a1 them, “You think your poor applac
is going to change anything? You thi:
the clap of your poor lips on your po
chest is going to change the structure
the atom?”" I've always wanted 1o he
a rock idol say something like that

! his audience. Kind of a drunken inu

kctual's version of Jim Mormson's f
I guess. -
The rest of Nothing E xists is quict

" mostly Copernicus grumbling |

strange images while the bend o
structs envelopes of Euro-acid psycl
delia. The most cosmic is call
“Blood." Copemicus offers the thec
that “It's just ignorance that cres
our blood,” while the band makes hal

_ ween norses with 1 rambling viol

tinkling vibes, breathy synths and
couple of death’s head chick sing
going 0o-00 in big echoes. The strag!
est cut, “T Won't Hurt You,” isa s
soul bit with & Jot of decp roman
growling. Like Barry White tnipp
out with Popol Vub, it's Copernicus
Joc says, at his most “"gentle and o

| mal.”” Which makes it in some ways!|

weirdest cut here.

I think what gives Nalhmg Ex
such a dangerous, exhilarauing enc:
is the spomtancity. Listening to ¢

: album is likc hearing a2 complica

morass of industrial machinery lab
ing at top speed just before it flies int
million picces. Bur where so much
damage noisemaking is just noisc
teenage angst, Copernicus’ work has
internal, dreamlike logic and a poc
sensitivity that hold it together 2
mahe you want to listen beyond 1
initial rush. Hardly every pop c
sumer’s cup of tea, but preuy hard

ignorc,



