I like to prepare for interviews with widely acknowledged musos/Indie deities just as a, you know, anticipatory measure. If I give off an air of ‘having a clue’ when chitchatting with musical aristocracy despite truly having none whatsoever, I find I can rest assured I’ve done my job and done it well. So bearing in mind that I find it challenging enough to banter with a tradesman when round at my house, I thought it prudent to do my homework for a veritable rock doyen. The groundwork for my discourse with Dinosaur Jr Frontman, Mr J Mascis initially involved my trawling of the World Wide Web for previous interactions with other overly sincere hacks. Given that Mascis has been in this game for some twenty plus years, there was a fair crop to harvest on my quest to acquaint myself with Mascis/quietly pilfer from superior journalists. As my quest wore on, so a pattern began to emerge with each click and hit. A story began to unfold in parallel with my ever-creasing brow. As more web pages loaded so my panic dilated. Each interview opened with the same piercing salvo of adjectives: laconic; reticent; fractious; difficult; awkward. Even sloth-like crept up once or twice. Here was a defamatory cocktail to taint an image if ever there was one. How would I interview somebody so unanimously recalcitrant? How do you approach somebody so notorious who was obstinate to the point of notoriety - watch lots of Paxman beforehand?��It’s all very well bandying about opinions but what kind of writer would I be to take the aspersions cast by others as gospel? Calumnies shelved, it is best to put Mascis in context for what he should be most revered for. Growing up in Amherst Massachusetts, Mascis developed a keen interest in Punk and Hardcore. In 1982 Mascis was leafing through the Oi bin in a local record store whereupon he bumped into Scott Helland. Helland was in the market for a drummer with affection for Discharge and Mascis seemed the ideal candidate. The audition was in Westfield, MA. where Mascis would first meet Lou Barlow, convincing him to let his friend Charlie Nakajima sing with the band they would go on to form, Deep Wound. Deep Wound would tour with hardcore denizens such as Jerry’s Kids but their term blurred out of view as quickly as one of their scalding songs. The experience seemed to cauterise Mascis whose valence with Barlow served as the origin of Dinosaur and eventually Dinosaur Jr. Dinosaur Jr. opened for the trenchant purveyors of Industrial-flecked Hardcore Big Black at their first ever gig. I asked Mascis about Punk and most specifically Hardcore and the bearing it has had on his life. The subsequent chasm of pause brought to mind Dermot O’ Leary’s trademark halt when announcing X Factor winners. Whilst offensively contrived, this is a mere comma compared to Mascis’ five mile grammatical ellipsis. Whether or not Mascis was trying to lend suspense to his answer I can’t be sure, but when he finally made a sound it was a baritone ‘Um’ that whirred around insensibly for a few seconds like an unattended lawnmower. This before the anticlimactic, ‘I guess it’s just good music that stood the test of time, man.’ I decided to leave a sizable gulf as I awaited elaboration, but I was marooned. Thoughts turned toward Parky and Meg Ryan.���Despite the curt reply it is obvious that Punk has played a major role in Mascis’ musical career, and these early ventures into its mien have indelibly etched themselves into his psyche. Indeed, Mascis has been known to wear a Deep Wound sweater to this day, though the notion of a sweater (one knitted by his mother, no less) isn’t particularly Punk. There again, what drew Mascis to Punk initially was nothing to do with the image, that superseded the music as what defined the movement, which perhaps goes some way towards explaining the sweater. Mascis spoke of his upbringing in Amherst, ‘Um…there were a lot of record stores around. A lot of college radio so you got to hear a lot of music…you got your own tastes from hearing so much stuff and not having any context,’ each clipped sentence prefaced with that buzzing ‘Um’ that seemed to sustain throughout, like static on the radio, ‘You’re not part of a scene or anything…I’d hear a record and just like it…it’s kinda interesting to not have the prejudice. You just hear the records and have no context of the people behind it.’��Gerard Cosley, creator of the Conflict fanzine, promoted Deep Wound originally and eventually signed Dinosaur Jr to his label, Homestead. Here, Mascis found himself on a roster alongside the likes of the aforementioned Big Black as well as Sonic Youth and The Membranes. The band attracted attention with their eclectic debut Dinosaur, combining Black Sabbath-style monolith-riffs with what Mascis himself termed ‘ear-bleeding country.’ The vociferous distortion paired with Mascis’ melodic lead parts alienated hardcore punk fans, but the ever-apathetic Mascis again rejected Punk’s contradictory uniformity. When I asked him about this he paused, coughed a bit and then paused again before offering, ‘I just make music that I would wanna listen to, so I’m just drawing from a lotta stuff and putting it together in a slightly different way.’ Dinosaur Jr would play an integral part in a movement of their own anyway: the Alternative scene that flourished with bands such as Pavement in the early nineties. This wasn’t without strife; in 1989 bassist Lou Barlow was booted out of the band and the original members would not reach détente for another sixteen years when they reformed in 2005. For a band so influential, surely expectations were tremendously high? Surely Mascis felt a vast amount of pressure to recapture the brilliance a time long since past? I think I could hear him shrugging, ‘Um.’ The ocean that swelled between grunts seemed to drown whatever words he was considering employing. ‘I guess the main pressure was to try to get along.’ Maybe not that stressful a time then. ‘The music kinda sorts itself out. We have a certain sound that still seems to be there. It’s kinda holding it together that’s the hard part.’��After a string of releases with the newly reformed Dinosaur Jr, Mascis now returns with a solo album, Several Shades of Why released via Sub Pop. Recorded at Bisquiteen Studios in his native Amherst, the album is a complete departure consisting primarily of acoustic tracks. An ‘Um’ drawn out longer than test cricket between arthritic octogenarians seemed to appropriately portend, ‘Megan from Sub Pop wanted me to do this. I guess I just needed prodding or something.’ I nodded appreciatively. ‘I liked the fact that I had some limitations to work with. I find that always helpful somehow.’ I remarked on the aggressive style of J’s playing and asked if this is the signal of him mellowing out. Ironically, he almost burst into life and laughed, albeit in a repressed manner, ‘I’ve always liked acoustic stuff but…um… I don’t like playing live as much. It’s nerve-wracking to just sit there by yourself with a guitar and not have the volume behind you. You’re responsible to entertain people on your own.’��Several Shades of Why is a surprisingly delicate affair, at times recalling the elegance of Nick Drake. Mascis is helped out by a number of friends, most notably Kurt Vile, Sophie Trudeau and Ben Bridwell of Band of Horses. Mascis has guested on innumerable recording sessions throughout his career and has worked with some of music’s biggest names. Who was his favourite? You’ll never guess. ‘Um…yeah. I got to play with Tony Bennett once. That was interesting because that’s somebody who my father liked and that kinda spanned some generations, or something.’ Tony Bennett! You must have some stories to share J! What hijinx did you and Tony Bennett get up to? You have got to tell me J, what was Tony Bennett like? ��‘He seemed fine.’��I can’t quite put my finger on J Mascis. His laconic drawl is all too obvious but the opprobrium accorded him for it via the interviews I’d read in preparation started to foreground sharply. Truthfully, I concluded my interview a little angry. J Mascis is devastatingly prolific yet this image of a slacker-savant, who couldn’t muster the energy to blink even if his favourite jelly bean shoes and dressing gown depended on it, shadows him everywhere. Is this Mascis’ own construct? Is it all schtick?  I decided to ask the man what his take was on his own perception. ‘I dunno. Some people say it’s ‘cos I talk slow. Some people get freaked out by it.’ I realised I potentially fell into that category. I could never imagine J Mascis becoming animated. I could however picture him slouched down in an armchair with saliva slowly running down his chin whilst his glazed eyes look straight through an archaic TV set playing old re-runs of Dallas. Does anything make him angry?  ��‘Yeah. A lot of things.’ �‘Interviews?’ I spit.�‘Could be.’ He deadpans.���Mascis is a slacker in the strictest sense of the word. He is laidback and apathetic, to the point where you wonder if he has an IV drip hooked to his eyes pumping lithium directly to his brain. I admit that it does confound me that somebody could so begrudgingly take on the job of rock star, which let’s face it, can’t be that bad. What can’t be casually shrugged off like a lot of my questions is the fact that Mascis has survived twenty five years in a Business which evolves by the minute. He has outlasted every trend and every cultural shift to continued success with the release of over twenty albums with over five different bands. What on Earth does he put this phenomenal achievement down to?��‘Um…Luck. I guess.’




















