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YESTERDAY ONCE MORE: Sonic Youth, left, Cracker and the Cranberries payribute to the music of the late Karen Carpenter, below, and her brother Richard.

Trust Us, This Is Real

Fourteen alternative-rock groups have recorded versions of their favorite Carpenters songs.
Is this a joke? Not to them. The dark side of the Carpenters’ American Dream isn't joke material.

By Paul Grein

he Carpenters were called a lot

of things in the “T0a, but hip was

never one of them. The brother

and sister from Downey were

known almost as much for their
squeaky -clean image as for their polgn-
ant ballads

But a lot of certifiably hip acts have
heen singing Karen and Richard’s prais.
es lately

And now 14 alternative rotk acts—
from Sonic Youth to the Cranberriea—
have recorded an album in which they
wrform Carpenters hits in their own
atyles. “If | Were a Carpenter,” which Is
set ‘Jor release Tuesday on A&M Re-
cords, was conceived as a heartfelt yet
irreverent tribute.

Alternative’ acts liking the Carpen-
ters? The same Carpenters that the
Rolling Stone Record Guide long dis-
missed as “bubbly and bland™?

That iIncongruity is what intrigued
Matt Wallace, who has produced records
by such. acclaimed alternative asols as
Faith No More, the Replacementa and
Paul Westerberg.

“That was the interesting rub about’
this project, taking very commercial,
pop, melodic songs and marrying them
with bands that don't tend to do very
melodic songs,” said Wallace, who
served as executive producer on the
album with music journalist David Kon-
yoyan

Konjoyan notes that, despite the obvi-
ous musical differences, the Carpenters
have a lot in common with these alterna-
Uve acts,

“In their own time, the Carpenters
were probably as altermative as any
alternative band is today,” he maid.
“They were certainly taking their own
Path, Ttk Afytiody Who butks trends,

“anwbody who does their own thing
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despite what's going on around them,
earns respect for that.”

Larry Hamby—vice president of art-
ists and repertoire at A&M Records,
which rel d all the Carp " re.
cords—nagrees.

“1 think Karen was sort of emblematic
of an alternative type of soul.” he said.
“It's there in her story, her presence, her

; ‘was always this sad, melan-
‘enly Huality th Ker voicd Léven bh'the
’ e, ‘ot up - terhbo RONEY Lttt ‘she
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sang. And I think a lot of these alterna-
tive artists have picked up on that.”

(=]

Do these acts really like the Carpen-

ters—or is this some kind of a sendup?
That's the first question people invari-
ably ask when they hear about this
includes perform-
ances by Babes in Toyland, Shonen
Krife,'Cratker, 'Shetyl Chow ahlt’' John.-

“etté Nipoitant WAtH MAre Mbreland. - *

Richard and executives at
A&M acknowledge that they were con-
cerned that the album might be “tongue
In cheek” when Konjoyan and Wallace
first presented the (dea a year ago.

They needn't have worried, The art.
ists’ affection for the Carpenters seems
genuine. There may be some nostalgia at
play here, but the attraction isn't camp

The second question people usually

ask is more complex: How much of this
fascination is due 1o the tragedy sur-
rounding Karen Carpenter? The minger
was just 32 when she died in 1983 after
an eight-year battle with anorexia ner-
vosa.
Even Konjoyan rays, “1 don't think we
can extract the Carpenters’ lives from
their music and have it really mean the
same to all these bands, | mean, there isa
very tragic story behind their career,
and I think that's added a lot of depth to
what they're about.™

Alternative acta seem to be especially
intrigued by the disparity between the
Carpenters’ sugarcoated image and the
darker reality of their lives. Some even
wee the Carpenters’ story as & metaphor
for the dark wide of the American
Dreamthe und of

™ Y

Ly and family ties.

“They're so American—they have the
light and the dark.” sald Kim Gordon,
bassist and singer for Sonic Youth, a
leading underground band that performs
“Superstar” on the album.

“l just find the whole family aspect
fascinating,” she added. “It's like the
Beach Boys family. They're supposed to
be the ideal American families—the
success dream, and all that.”

But underneath problems and
conflicts, as in any fmy-omy magni-
fied by the pressures of stardom.

Sonic Youth co-leader Thurston
Moore added that those undertones of
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Earnest, gufleless affection

~ for these sonhgs provides a

thread through performantes

of Carpenters hitt by artists as

disparate as Sonic Youth,

Cracker, 4 Non Biondes and
Sheryl Crow.

Sonic Youth's postmodern
pop-culture irony is perfect for
“Superstar,” Redd Kross' un-
fronic love for “70s kitsch fills
“Yesterday Once More™ with
heart, and the Cranberries’ Do-
lores O'Riordan’s Irish pronun-
ciations renew the love-struck
innocence of "Close to You.”

And nearly all the tracks
revel in the Carpenters’ unde-
niable song-craft—save for
Babes In Toyland's flat "Calling

Occupan { Interplanetary
Craft,"” Mﬂlulu-
originated nimber thal was jist
a Carpenters novelty to begin

with.
Yet this all comes up just

|
* ok short of the concept’s promise “
VARIOUS ARTISTS ¥3  in that there aren't really any
W 3 revel about the or |
. m“‘s‘ml" performers. Only in Grant Lee

Just Begun” —with sweet
Beach Boys-ish vocals—does
an act push beyond its own
expected approach.

Still, there may be enough
feeling here to turn a new
generation on 1o a body of work
that has survived some of the

New albums are roted on a
scale of ome ‘star (poor), twé
stars (fair), three stars (good)
and four stars (excellent),

.
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Carpenters

Continwed from Poge 5
music—and are part of what makes
It »o glluring.

“There’s a certain sort of dark
mystery to the music that we
always found so potent,” he said.

John Bettis, who teamed with
Richard Carpenter 1o write such
hits as “Goodbye to Love™ and
“Yesterday Once More,” said that
what Moore and others hear in the
music was real.

“The dark side, the melancholia®, 3
was af real as they feel it was
They're responding to the emo-
Uonal truth, not the image. which
ts what | always wanted.”

hen Karen Carpenter died
on Feb. 4, 1983, many pop
fans hadn't given the Car-
perters much thought in years.
The duo's last album, in 1981, and
last TV special, in 1380, had both
bombed. 3
Karen's death drew heavy cov-
erage, In part because it was so
“imexpectdd and she was 8o young,
But an album of previously unre-
leased material released later that
year met with only modest success,

ed a brief tribute to Karen on his
American Music Awards

in January, 1984, it was like re.
membering someone from another
era.’ .

And with Karen dead and unable
10 add to her legacy, it seemed that
there was little chance of a popular
revival or critical reappraisal It
appeared that the Carpenters were
destined to be permanently under-
valued as simply an engaging
middle-of - the - road pop group like,
say, the Fifth Dimension or Bread.

That was frustrating for Carpen-
ters fans who thought all along
that Karen Carpenter desetves to
be considered among best fe-.
«male veoalists of the pop, .
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few years. did) give Barbra Streis-
and a run for her money.

Chrissie Hynde, the lead singer
of the Pretenders—and a longtime
favorite of critics—may have been
the first major rock artist to chal-
lenge the critical consensus that
the Carpenters were a pleasant but
insubstantial act.

In March, 1984, In the midst of a
Pretenders show at the Universal
Amphitheatre, Hynde dedicated a
number to Karen, saying she had
“one of the greatest voices of all
time "~

Qver the years, numerous other
artists—as varied as Michael Jack-
son. Ax] Rose, Luther Vandross
and k.d lang—have spoken fondly
of the Carpenters,

An important step in the reap-
praisal of the Carpenters came in
1987, when Todd Haynes, an
avant.garde New York filmmaker,
made the dark and unsettling “Su-
perstar: The Karen Carpenter Sto-
ry.” The critically lauded film
showed sympathy for Karen as a
person and respect for her as an

artist. ;

And the film didn"t just preach to
the converted: It gayed on the
underground art-house circuit,
where it made fans of the very sort

scoffed at the Carpenters.

Even Rolling Stone came around
eventually. In 1990, the magazine
ran a positive review of “Love-
Iines.” a collection of previously
unreleased Carpenters and solo

recordings.

‘Volces like Karen's never real-
ly go out of style," wrote critic Rob
Hoerburger. “ ‘Lovelines' reveals
just a few of the avenues that
would have been open to her. But
sadly . . . she died before she could
shed the goody-two-shoes image
that shrouded her immense tal
ent.” .

A rave in Rolling Stone? The
frony was not lost on one reader
who wrote in “1 found the review
< Pledee e Page 92
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- Carpenters

Conuandhw)mesl
for the latest and last Carpenters
album to be bittersweet. To have
the publication that thade it &
stigma o enjoy their music finally
extol its virtues proves that we
cannot appreciate what we have
until It s lost forever."”

The editors ran the letter under
an illustration of a three-star rat.
ing taped to Karen's headstone,

any of the acts on "If | Were

a Carpenter” have been Car.

penters fans since they were
kids.

o Christa Hillhouse, the bassist
of 4 Non Blondes, still has the
ticket stub from a 1972 Carpenters
concert that she attended when
she was 11

* The members of the acclaimed
Dutch band Bettle Serveert once
rented a car to drive to the Carpen-

e terfamily’s first home' in New

Haven, Conn.
“* » Thurston Modre, the Soni¢

Karen's voice when asked why she
i drawn to the Carpenters.

“There was this girl-next-door
image with this incredibly soulful,
at times sexy, voice,” Gordon °
. “Even though Karen didn't

the songs, she really made
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R AAN Records
MEARTFELT: The tribute album
was “done from the heart,” says
Richard Carpenter, with Karen.

[

Richard and Karen Carpenfer Per-~
forming Arts Center at their alma
mater, Cal State Long Beach.

nd what. does the man who

think of “If | Were a Carpenter™
“T'm impressed with the whole
project,” he said. "1 find the fact
that they wanted to put this project
together touching and a real testa-
ment to the Carpenters and Karen
In particular.”
Carpenter, who played plano and
sang background on Matthew

kly dispelled.
“T can hear that . . . it was all
done from the heart,” he said.




