The sound a guitar makes s vital fo all guitar pley-
g5, Bodh in terms of tone ard lexture, sound gives
the guitarist an identity and helps W0 convey specific
amotions, The proper guitar sound can simulate the
aggression of & pile driver or it can be as soft and Nil-
ing as lips on skin. That's an intrinsic part of the
beauty of the instrumeant.

Most of us have an image in our minds of what
certain guitar sounds represent. You can listen to
the guitars on 2 Ministry or Ning Inch Mails album
and hear the crunch of ballpeen hammers relents
lessly smashing into bone. You can hear bands like
Lush or Curve turn layer upon layer of guitar into
something vaguely fwpaotic and mesmerizing. Bands
like The Cull or Pearl Jam rip the rawness out of the
guitar and greate the emetions and urges that gave
rise to rock music in the first place. Mo matter whet
{he siyse of music, svery band hopes to conjure up
some fmagery through their own panticular and pecu-
liar guitar sounds.

Then there is Catherna Whaal, The sound of their
guitars seems to come from deep inside the glass
cylinder of 2 hypodesmic reedle, waiting to be jabbad
dewn it an open vein. They scream through your
body like jagred icicles and make you wonder how
such & rush could come outl of sid strings and pok

[shed wood, Catherine Wheel's gultar playing is noth
ing hort of addictive,

Breaking this chemical music down into s cont
ponent parts, one finds & throbbing, straightforward
bass line played by Deve Hawes, murderous drum-
ming from Neil Sims, and two gultars—one open,
pulsing, and sustaining frem rhythim guitarist and
voralist Rob Dickinson: the other pounding and nane-
ripping courtesy of lead guitarist Brian Futter.
Dickinson's vocale are haunting in & styie reminiscent
of goth rock or even old Pink Floyd, but he has no
trouble pushing tham 1o hard ook realms &3 the per-
fect foil to Catherine ‘Wheel's sinisler guitar playing,

It hard to put Catrerine Wheel's music into any
category. The band members’ influences—which
range from Jimi Hendris Lo Tooy lommi 1o Neil Young
to Talk Talk—don't give an accurate indication of the
muslc they have creatsd, Instead, bits and pieces of
thelr English past all have filtersd into Catherine
Wheal's two albums: Ferment and the justreleased
Chrome, According to lead guitarist Futter, *| startad
playing at 15 when | bought Quesn's Sheer Hear
Attact and heard the song 'Brightan Rock.” Frem then
on the tennis racket wasn't gocd enough anymore, so
| hassled my parents 10 get me an Olivett] sunburst.
Adter that, | leamed by sheer triatand-error.”

Dickinson chires In that *Brian was 20 fzst when
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| first met him that | used to go “round his house just o watch him play. And the first
band we were in did Deep Purple and Black Sabbath covers and eyven Aush covers, 50
the actual technigee was important then.”

Bul Gatherne Wheel's sound cwes no alleglance to fretting fury. | probably ke
more scale-wise when | was 18 than | do now,” says Futter, *A ot of our playing now is
experimental. MNothing as far as hythm or lead is worked out beforehand. Rob and |
just =it down and wark it out egether. not knowing what the other 15 going to play, The
first thing we like. we resord.”

The birth of their haurting sound came gbout more from the band's personalities
than from any specific influence o plece of equipment. Dickinson, In particular, chalks
It up toearly bouts of stage fright. “Ws desperately wanted to be in & band that wasn't
into technical stuff because there were so many loal groups that were quite good
technically. We fust wantad to write some really good songs that didn't rely on:having
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to play particularly well. Then when we
started doing shows 1 was really scared to
have to sing and play guitar up there at the
same lime. Brian and [ felt we could anly
get on stapge and do it ifwe were surround-
ed by this huge wall of sound, rather than
something that was intricate. We didn't
want o have 1o look at our guitars as we
were playing; we wanted to thrash away. |
think that the droning or wall of noise we
initially had was a resuli of me having to
find something 1 could be comfartable
with when I was singing and playing.”

Getting their sound in the studio is a
completely different story, and fear plays
no part of it, "For recording we mix and
match our equipment,” claims Futter.
“We use Penders, Marshalls,

Rickenbackers; about eight amps and
a bunch of traditional guitars. When
you're looking for a certain sound and
yvou come ta the fifth or final guitar that
yvou've got, you're really bound to get it
in the end. 1t's a lot easier than fiddling
around with amp conrrols and all that.”
Mot that this approach comes cheap,
“We even had a 1957 Les Paul Jr, for
Chiromethat we rented so many fimes we
could have bought it by the time we fin-
ished hecause it cost us like 1,200 quid,”
laughs Dickinson. “But it was such a hril-
Hant guitar.”

The eveluton of their guitar darkness
is rooted in the sonic experimentation
that the band does in the studio. “We
recorded all our early stuff in Brian's
bedroom en a Tascam B-track, which we
used, for our two indie EPs,” says
Dickinsen. “So we didn't really do too
much lavering until we worked with pro-
ducer Tim Frigse-Greene on our first
record, He was keen to use effects pedals
and a buge array of heads and combos o
experiment. That gave us the texiural
sound of the first record because some of
the songs have maybe four rhythm gui-
tars layvered together. Once you put more
than one thythm guitar on, the sheer fact
that vou're never going to plav it identi-
cally gives you that chorused, sort of
ethereal sound.”

This ethereal sound made 1K, and
115, radio staples out of cuts like “Black
Metallic” and "I 'Want to Touch You” rom
the lirst album. Chrome is a little less lay-
ered than its predecessor though, and
Dickinson savs that they intentionally
worked al giving Catherine Wheel a more
stripped-down and shimmering guitar
sound. "On the new record the idea was
to have more impact and not have all the
adges rounded off, We wanted it more
edpy and agpressive, and we tried to cap-
ture that, We didn't do demos, so there
was this sense of not knowing exacily
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what we were going to sound like or how
it was going to tuem out, [ wasn'Lactually
a dangerous way to record, although the
clock was ticking, but it does make you
perform yvour best under pressure.”

This statement is supported by Futter:
“It’s all abour performance. Live vou per-
form what you write, so you should do it
in the studio as well.” But he sees a mod-
ern, down side 1o the fine art of perform-
ing and even just jamming, "I've met
many guitarists who can’t jam with any-
body hecause they're so formal and the-
oreticized. They're soulless. Tt's a terrible
thing when a brilliant technical player
can't sit down with somebody and jam
on two chords, You need to be reason-
ahly adepr but yvou need to have soul o
your playing.”

“You almost imagine that these guvs
couldn't write a song because they spend
=0 much time learning to play fast or rip-
ping off another puitarist,” claims
Dickinson. "It seems so redundant, Mo
one can name a song which is consid-
ered 1o be a great, classic song by some-
body who is just a technician, They just
don't make them." He thinks about this
for a moment and then adds an example
of what he means. " Our producey did the
last couple of Talk Talk albums, where he
brought in different guitarisis to play
over rough backing tracks and do key
bits thar they'd like. And he said that
with some of them, he would ask 'Is
there any way you can hit that chord not
so cleanly? Can you make it sound not so
good?” because he wanted different
sounds. And they couldn't do it. They
couldn't take a step hack, because you
can't unlearn what you've learmned. We
like imperfect but viable,

“We even hate calling individual guitar
parts guitar solas. If there needs to be an
instrumental part it's the whole band
working together on a part which doesn’(
have any vocals—it's not like there's some
sort of soloing spor for the guitarist or
bass player”

Futter relates a story about how gui-
tarista tened o worship at the shrine of the
Guitarist as Show-off, “We ran into it in
the Guitar Center in Los Angeles, where
guys ger dressed up to go to the guitar
shop and put their hair up and every-
thing. We were looking around for Les
Pauls, trying guitars out plaving G to D or
something simple. On the other side of
the store there's this guy with all his Zoom
effects on; and he's whizzing up and
down the fretboard and his girlfriend is
standing there in her mini-skivt, He's just
plaving all over the place. Then, when he
stopped, everybody in the shop started
applauding and cheering. Thev're clap-

ping Tor this guy in a storel | couldn’t
believe it. 1 was just speechless, il was so
funny.”

As for their own playing, Dickinson is
pleased with the Catherine Wheel signa-
ture guitar sound. “We know we're good
and we don't have Lo worry about how
we're perceived anymore, which is some-
thing we did when we were a new band.
We were very much worried aboul fitting
in. But this record sounds like ws, and |
think that’s why we're so proud of it.”

A stylistic aspect of Catherine Wheel
which makes the music even more inter-
esting for guitarists is the band’s ocea-
sional use of timing detours that throw
the listener off balance: segues that come
in on the seventh beat instead of the
eighth, choruses thar begin on the third
beat and not the fourth, verses that are
sung from the middle of ane guitar verse
to the middle of the next, disregarding the
traditional beat-to-beat match-up. “Why
should you come in on eight when vou
can come in on a much more interesting
numbert?” asks Futter in all serinusness.
One song from Chrome, “Half Life," mixes
12¢8, 674, and 4/4 time signatures, which
Dickinson claims "really opens up the
song by exposing different dynamics that
you wouldn't have heard otherwise.”
Catherine Wheel use their strange meters
and timing structures to enhance the lig-
uid relentlessness of their songs which,
like that hypodermic needle, keep forcing
their way down under the skin the more
vou listen to them. Songs such as “Strange
Fruit," "Crank,” and “Kill thythm" all
grab haold of your conventional beliefs
abour the guitar and continuously violate
them like some nasty habit,

One last fact abour the band that qual-
ifies as an interesting Trivial Pursuit ques-
tion is that Dickinson is the cousin of
Bruce Dickinson, former lead sinper of
[ron Maiden. [t's pretoy rare that you find
relarives in the mainstream of the rock
business, so I pass iton as a point of inter-
g5t Use it at vour next cockeail part,

Now, about the name, Catherine
Wheel is not some nod to female folk
singers or pop stars with names like
Helen Reddy, Suzanne Vega, or Janis
Joplin. It is, instead, the European term
for a certain type ol firework. A Cathering
Wheel is a spinning firecracker that spits
ot sparks and flames as it whirls in a cir-
cular frenzy, like some maniacal botile
rocket. [t was named for 5t Catherine of
Alexandria, after the device used to tor
ture her, There's no torture involved in
the modern Catherine Wheel, but you
can count on hearing the fireworks ring
in your ears long after you've pulled the
needie out.e



