
How a pop icon 
turned open wounds 
into Good Vibrations

Brian Wilson laid down on the 
floor and shuffled his tiny 
frame closer to the speakers 

carelessly, not yet needing to wince 
or worry about pressing down on the 
bruises that would soon speckle his 
skin. His attention instead submitted 
to the song coming from the turntable 
next to him, a melody that would go 
on to inspire most of his own buoy-
antly joyous notes and his every perfor-
mance even to this very day — despite 
all the beatings along the way.

“My dad pushed me around when 
I was a kid,” the Beach Boy says of 
the first of many bullies that would 
torment him for years. It was a brutal 
elder who also happened to kick-start 
a young Wilson’s illustrious music 
career. “The good part was he taught 
me how to play the piano. Although he 
was not good to me, he taught me how 
to play the boogie-woogie.” 

“I look for the good in people all 
the time,” Wilson adds. “There’s 
always been people in my life who are 
very good, and then there’s people in 
my life who I don’t feel comfortable 
around. Some of my old buddies from 
[my hometown] Hawthorne, Calif., 
they only talk to me like, ‘Hey man, 
what are you doing in the studio?’”

But Wilson works hard to find the 
sweetness in others. His father may 
have literally pushed him to find har-
mony in every sense of the word, but 
it was Brian’s grandmother who truly 
opened his ears. During one visit she 
placed an LP of jazz star George Ger-
shwin’s biggest hits on the turntable, 
only to find the then three-year-old 
Wilson curling up next to it as to liter-
ally embrace its every sound. 

“My family has told me my grand-
mother put ‘Rhapsody In Blue,’ on and 

I just laid down by the turntable and 
listened,” Wilson says. It was an intui-
tive reaction, one he couldn’t analyze 
until decades later, when he began 
penning songs for America’s bestsell-
ing band of all time. “It was the chord 
pattern that [Gershwin] used, the way 
in the middle of the song he does the 
violin part, ya know, the pretty part? 
That blew my mind, because it’s like a 
little fast moving rhapsody, then all of 
a sudden it slows down to a beautiful 
middle, then steps back up again.”

A lull in tempo in Wilson’s own 
life, too, led to one of his most prolific 
periods, as he began circling back to 
perform a tribute to that earliest of 
influences. The legal battle with fellow 
Beach Boy Mike Love (essentially over 
the entitlement of their band’s image) 
was long since thrown out of court. It 
had been decades since Brian was infa-
mously ensnared in his bed sheets by 
cocaine abuse, a nervous breakdown 
and engorged obesity. The bruises 
left by his father had long since faded 
— but the feeling of first listening to 
“Rhapsody” hadn’t.

In the summer of 2009 the Gersh-
win estate enabled Wilson to record a 
tribute album, offering up a bounty 
of material, such as 100 of the master 
composer’s unfinished songs. Wilson 
would go on to polish and perform 
“The Like In I Love You” and “Nothing 
But Love”  before rounding out the 
rest of the album with faithful covers, 
releasing it in 2010 as Brian Wilson Rei-
magines Gershwin. 

The Gershwin tribute comes years 
after the acclaimed Smile, the trium-
phant release of the once-scrapped 
album that broke The Beach Boys up 
in the late ’60s. Love was one of the 

biggest opponents of Wilson’s writ-
ing at that time, but recently, he’s told 
reporters that he’s eager to reunite 
before the troupe’s 50th anniversary 
next year.

“I have absolutely no anxiety about 
playing with Brian again because he’s 
such a genius, and we complement 
each other quite well,” Love told me 
last year.. “I’m into lyrics, hooks and 
concepts, but he’s absolutely brilliant 
at structuring chords. And Brian is so 
very adaptable, in a millisecond if you 
suggest something he can immediately 
change gears. It would be very neat to 
sit at a piano again, just him and I.”

But for this interview and a sub-
sequent chat for Toronto’s The Grid, 
Wilson simply shrugged off any specu-
lation about an official reunion — even 
if it could help him reconnect with his 
youth, as the Gershwin project did. 

“I just saw Mike a couple of weeks 
ago and he was acting like he was 40,” 
Wilson says of his fellow Beach Boy, 
with whom he co-penned hits such as 
“California Girls.” “I’m not working 
with him now, but I’m working on a 
melody that maybe one day might be 
good for him [to sing] called ‘It’s In 
Your Eyes.’ But I don’t really know yet 
[about reuniting]. I do know the best 
thing about him is his beautiful sing-
ing, and his genius for lyrics.” 

Such sentiments have always 
inflated his highest-charting hits — 
whether they were simply fun or push-
ing pop toward the avant-garde. It was 
that sweetness, his revelry in naivety, 
that let the likes of hipster psycholo-
gist Eugene Landy dupe Wilson and 
manipulate his career. But that overt 
sweetness — compared to his brazen 
comments in a recent Village Voice 
interview —has also helped Wilson for-
give former bandmates and the father 
that beat him, leaving him as tender, 
raw and wide open to the world as any 
of the wounds he has ever suffered.

“Young people are more able to get 
into rock ’n’ roll than older people. So 

when I make rock and roll that makes 
them wanna dance, I love that fact,” 
he says of the innocence he has always 
tried to capture. “The young people 

are the ones that I admire. I mean, 
who wouldn’t want to feel young?”
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Sweet beats leave Wilson bruised

Brian Wilson’s pop was initially inspired by jazzman George Gershwin.
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Call it an exercise in self-indul-
gence, but for this week’s edi-

tion of Goings On, I’ll tell you exactly 
where I’ll be at Sled Island. Just in 
case you were aching to give me 
a vicious, sock-in-cueball beating. 
Can’t say I blame you.

Not that that’s the only musical 
diversion. Those without wristbands 
can scope the Dropkick Murphys 
on Thursday, June 23 or an insane 
doubleheader at the Jube, where 
Steve Earle and Brian Wilson 
perform on Friday and Saturday, 
respectively.

But let’s be honest: With more 
than 200 bands descending on 
Calgary, Sled Island is the de facto 
musical happening of the week — 
maybe even the year. Thursday, June 
23 begins as much of the week 
will — insanely hungover. Once the 
whiskey sweats subside, my evening 
starts at New Black, where I’ll catch 
the dual punk combo of Trigger 

Effect and Edmonton’s Slates, the 
perfect remedy for long-suffering 
Constantines fans. The Distillery’s 
next, where Alberta’s best live act, 
Gobble Gobble, performs its glitchy 
brand of party-pop. And because I 
hate myself, I’ll head down to Dick-
ens to see Barn Burner, where 
countless shotgunned beers will 
ensure that I won’t remember Bison 
B.C., which performs next. 

So, needless to say, my Friday 
self will be cursing my Thursday 
self. That’s too bad, as we’re get-
ting up early to see one of the best 
bills of the entire fest: Ketamines, 
the Gooeys, Topless Mongos and 
Times New Viking — which are 
legit songwriters behind the lo-fi 
grunge — perform at Broken City 
as part of Mammoth Cave’s expo. 
Then, it’s over to see the unfuckable 
combo of Buzzcocks — one of my 
all-time faves — and Sleep, who’ll 
have crowds getting cranked on 
White Chocolate, or Golden Bud-
dha or Hidden Widow (all made up 
dope strains). If I’m not dead yet, 

it’s over to the Palomino to see Red 
Fang, and, if its videos are any indi-
cation, crowds will be LARPing to 
top-notch stoner metal.

Saturday begins with breakfast 
at Local 510, set to the backdrop 
of Vancouver indie-pop charmers 
No Gold. A traipse down the street 
brings us to Tubby Dog, where Van 
city represents again, this time with 
the lo-fi roots of Dead Ghosts. And 
before the afternoon’s up, I’ll likely 
bike over to Undermountain, where 
crust-grind purveyors Wake will be 
making walls sweat. As afternoon 
turns to evening, one of my favourite 
current acts — Hunx and his Punx, 
for those keeping track — brings 
the ’60s power pop to Twisted Ele-
ment, while Parts and Labor play 
Palomino. The Legion is where the 
night ends, with the wasted country 
of Deer Tick and indie supergroup 
Wild Flag. And, at that point, I’ll just 
be over music.

And for Sunday, well, you just 
never know where I’ll end up.
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Dropkick Murphys

Celt-punk favourites bring 
their labour to Calgary
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