Photography: Fin Costello

It's Rush, Jim, but mot an we know
thesm. L-r: Geddy Lee, Alex Lifeson
and Neil Peart back in the mid-T0




After 20 years of success, in 1997 Rush wer'
derailed by a tragedy that almost spelled theend
of the band. Now they’re back on track. Buf for
how much longer? Classic Rock charts the strange
story of Rush. Smoke and mirrors: Piilip Wilding




EDDY LEE AND ALEX LIFESON ARE SITTING AT THE BACK OF
Geddy Lee’s kitchen, their faces lit up by the pale light coming from
a computer monitor. Both men are leaning forward on their stools,
peering intently at the screen, though all it affords themis a
distorted reflection of themselves: two large, goonish heads made
grotesque in the slight dome of glass.

——

“Rivendell' (1975) plays from the small speakers set out on the worktop before
them, they both nod and smile... ‘By-Tor And The Snow Dog' (1975) thumps
||_|_||-|—i;-|_£|.|,- prast, |!:'||-!,' both nod, lower ill_n pudting o in contented SUTPTiSe. ..
‘Distant Early Warning' (1984) has them cocking their heads like dogs waiting for
a biscuit. .. ‘Manhattan Project’ (1985) affords them brief, self-satisfied smiles.

They jot notes, reminisce to one another as each song plays. Then they get 1o
‘Finding My Way’, from their self-titled debut album of 1974, Both their mouths
drop open and then break into smiles. “Hey, buddy,” says Lifeson, punching his
friend and bandmate genially on the arm, "try reaching any of those notes ever
again.” They then both buckle slightly with laughter, and Lee reac hes forward 1o
turn down the volume on the speakers.

The last time Rush toured was for 1996' “Test For Echo’, Discounting the idea
of a support bard, they instead |:l||n'||.‘d for an evening with Rush: a three-hour
show split into two halves with a 15 minute break in the middle. Toying with set
iddeas in rehearsals in upper New York State back then, it suddenly occurred 1o
thiem — they're not sure who came up with the idea first— to do something that as
a band that they'd never done before: play thefr album ‘2112 live in f1s entirety,

“It reallv was: ‘Fuek it, Come on, let's doft.” Says Lee (Lifeson SAVE the same lt]![l_L'
almest verbatimy, nowe 48 though he looks abour 10 years younger, “We'd never
dime it all before, we've never had the time. We said let's do
something different. ler's bring back something
impartant o our history. so we arn‘ml to have agoat
3112, And when we started rehearsing it it was really
funny. | said: ‘Tain't singing these lyrics, and | certainly
can't sing this high.” So we detuned it for the our,
which made §t easier for me to sing. And something
happened after we started playing it; it was just so
rrruich fun. It was like the spirit in which the song was
written came back — that passion and that intensiry,”

The SRO management offices are on the edge of an
arca of Toronio known as Cabbagerown. It's cary May,
bt it's still cold down in the basement mecting room.
Ohi the walls hang various gold discs, a large unframed
black-and-white portrait of Rush - taken some time rowards
the end of the 80s, judging by the band's haircuts and Neil
Peart’s bandanna. Against one wall are the giant dice from
thie "Roll The Bones” stage set, and directly obove the low

plass table at which we're seated is the original artwork for
the cover of the ‘Power Windows” album — the gawky
teenager with a remote control held loosely in one hand,

In the office of Rush's manasgement
SRO, with the original artwork for
Power Windows'.

“Oh. doing *2112" live, that was great.” Says Lifeson, sporting a neat blonde
beard and his Order OF Canada lapel badge. He shifts awkwardly in his seat, the
squat chrome and black leather chakes we're on having us both craning forward
as il suffering chromic back pain, "On other tours we've left out a piece here, a
plece there, but doing a three-hour set we finally had the time. The fans loved
it it was a real special moment in the set, 1t was so much fun to play too, it was
a real stretch for us, When we did ‘Discovery’ [where the story’s protagonist
finds an acoustic guitar and leams to play ] every night, that became a little
spot where | could show off or just do what | wanted, and that was great, |
remember when we did the whele thing in rehearsal the first few times, we
were laughing and going: ‘Is this really going 1o work? This is 20 years ago,
come on, guys.” [Lughs]. But it started o slowly come wgether and on the tour
it became a very I'n;]'.l,,'[:rfui paint i1 the set — it closed the first half of the show.
We come off with everything smoking away, "We have assumed control” he
says, imitating the booming voice at the end of *2112, then laughs
uncontrodlably. “1t felr really pood.”

The success of transforming "2112' live has meant that when Rush begin
their latest tour in America in June; they intend 1o drop long-standing five

mutterial like ‘Closer To The Heart' and introduce songs
that they haven't played live in yéars — or in some cases
ever, They remain tight-lipped over whar might or might
not make the set (it's another three-hour-plus show), but
their enthusiastic surprise at reacquainting themselves
with their old albums promises that there will be more
than a few surprises.

“We've dropped a lot of stuff from the set that we've
been playing for years, and that was a tough decision, bui
this felt Hke a great opportunity,” says Lifeson. “We've
dropped "Closer’ = and we've done that forever. Doing
2112 opened us up to that a livde, for sure, When

Geddy and 1 sat down and went through our records
and tried to pick out songs, that was really strange,
because we haven't heard those records in vears. It was
surprising, because our memaory of what was on, say,

*Caress OF Steel’ [1975] was much different to how it

really was. 1 always thought thar they sounded a litrle

small and dinky, but they stood up pretty well,
“It comes down to good and bad songs, [ suppose.

We were surprised by how intact the songs were. My
l recollection was that they'd all be bitty, but there was

a good flow 1o most of the materfal, maybe more so
than in the last 10 or 15 years. An odd experience.”

“The only problem 1 have listening back o some of the old
stufl is that some of it is too repetitive for me and it doesn't hold my interest.” says
Lee. "1 threw the music on the computer and we were listening o these songs and
saying; ‘Do you feel like playing these songs again? you know. And, honestly, |
haven't Hstened to this much Rush material ever,

“It was funny, A lat of things stood up, weird songs sounded great 1o me — like
‘Rivendell’ {Fly By Night, of all the stupid things. | listened to that, and thought
what a sweet little song, it’s about five minutes too long and very repetitive, but it
sounded well-constructed and it really captures that linle melody. And there were
momenis of ‘Power Windows' [1985] 1 was very impressed with. | think that's an
underrated Rush record, "Roll The Bones [1991] doesn't sound wp 10 much
sonically — 1 wish 1 could record all those songs again — but 1 think the songs
themselves are really good. T was really shocked ar how odd 'Presto’ sounds,
There's a very mature attitude towards sonpwriting on there, which [ guess is the
frame of mind we were in.”

“Grace Under Pressure’ (1984) is a stormy time to mie. That's what that record
throws up when | hear it. I've always said that Rush records are time capsules of
our lives, but I didn't realise how true that was until Alex and | sat down, They




Abowe: in the 70s, all the world was
Rush's stage. Below: Meal Peart and
his incredible kitchen sink druma.,
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really reflect who we are and what we are like and what we were feeling. 5o you
listen to ‘Flv By Night', and | can't listen to some of those things, We listened to
Caress,..', and | loved certain songs like °| Think I'm Going Bald’. The
Mecromancer’ just doesn't stand the test of time for me, but parts of "The Fountain
OF Lamneth® did, \[I’.hl]l."l;l:\ 'l !l.‘|:1|.\p|]['r|."i' {1978 sotnded ama .'-‘.i|1_t tor me, too, |
remember that was a very, very difficult record 1o make, but it was worth it We
went into the studio in Wales and we had nothing written, we wrote it as we went
along and it was very ambitious stuff; long tunes, complicated time signatures,
and really tough to mix —a bit like "Vapor Trails' in that last respeet.”

LUSH RELEASED THEIR FIRST ALBUMIN 1974, SELF-TITLED,
and with portrait shots on the back of the sleeve that can best be
described as monstrous, Gene Simmons of Kiss, who the band
\.llppm‘.{'d on numerous occasbons, often referred 1o them
rather archly as Led Zeppelin Junior. And, honestly put, he was
right. Rush were all exasperared yowls and young man's
ol one and promised much

excructating gestures; the album, however, was a
And, in fits and starts, they fulfilled that promise. Fly By Night' was a commercial
and critical success, ‘Caress Of Steel” its near exact opposite

“0h veah, *Caress’ was a real dud, commercially,” says Lifeson now, with a smile
full of hindsight. “There was a real concern from everybody — management, you
know. We were hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt at that time, and that was
until 1979 that we finally cleared our

an awful lat of money then. It wasa't
debis, so manapement had made a big investment, and the record company was
wondering if we should be making records like our first record, all of that sl
And we said we're poing to make this record and if we go down in flames then at
least they're our fames [laughs].

“Fortunately, ‘2112 was just the right record for us at just the right time, and that

bought us our freedam. After that the record company never said a single word
about the way we did things. But we'd never have made 2112 without making
“‘Caress’. That was our test record for what we wanted to do, it really was.”

hear that it's true, Evocative, ambitious themes and armangements were
grand execution or the songwriting

You car
all prevalent throughout ‘Caress’, even il the
were lacking. As Lifeson so rightly states, with a concept album as their
commercial jumping off point they could quite arpuably go wherever they
wamied. Which they did. They became epic and zealous through ‘A Farewell To
Kings' and ‘Hemispheres', a surprise hit with ‘Permanent Waves' and the
multimillion-selling ‘Moving Pictures’, They became a band apace with the times
redefining their sound (sometimes to its detriment with an album like 19875
‘Sigrnals’) and tightening their grasp on dynamics and execution through the 80s
{highlighted by the excellent ‘Power Windows' and "Hold Your Fire® albums)
eventually slowing down as they came into the 90s with only three studio albums
proper: ‘Roll The Bones’, 1993 *Counterparts’ and 1996's “Test For Echo’,

As the band grew in stature throughout the 705, they developed a work ethic
that would debilitate or splinter most other bands, Inat least one interview Nell
Peart refers to their time in the 705 as a “dark tunnel”, wherein the band had
neither the wherewithal nor the presence of mind to break the cycle they found
themselves in. Though for Alex Lifeson, at least, the opportunity for development
and change was an exciting one.

1 look back on the 70s as

betrg incredibly exciting,” the guitarist says.
“Thankfully we were young enough 1o live through it. From 74 to 77 we were
doing 250 shows a vear and making two reconds. We went through one period
where we were absolutely broke for eight months, didn't ger paid a thing. [ was
living on money that me and my wife had received as wedding gifts; we had five
dollars lefe at the end of the week for cigarettes and going out. It wasn't a problem,
we went to the park with the kids more, walked places, and it taught us things that
we carry even today. So in that period we learnt a lot. We were working hard, long
drives, we took shifts but, fuck, wehad a great time, It wassomuch fun. B4
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“Da 1 look cool in these?™ Geddy
models the ‘geek rock” look that future
Ruxh fans like Moby and Michael Stipe
_‘ o woild later adopt. Sort of,


















