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Like a Silk Adorned Dungeon

“How do you feel?” the announcer on MGM’s radio ad for the third and self-titled Velvet Underground album asks rhetorically.  “You don’t really know how you feel…The Velvet Underground on MGM will tell you how you feel.”  One can imagine Lou Reed and company must have been pretty miffed when they heard that ad back when it originally aired back in 1969.  Aside from the commercial being flat out tacky and clearly marketed to the pseudo-intellectual “deep” and “heavy” hippie audience of the time, the claim that the album’s intent is to “tell you how to feel” seems contradictory to the nature of the album, and the essence of the very band itself.  Regarding the songs of The Velvet Underground, rhythm guitarist Sterling Morrison said in Ignacio Julia’s Feedback: The Legend Of The Velvet Underground that “maybe some people would learn from the songwriting that you could just describe what you think, what you feel, what you perceive, and maybe it could be interesting”, which is more cohesive with the mode of The Velvet Underground’s songs than the lighthouse for wayward souls promised in the MGM radio ad.  Of course in the liner notes to 1975’s “Metal Machine Music” Lou Reed simply describes his albums with the Velvets as “real letters from me to certain other people.” That statement can, however, be discounted by his interview in issue number one of Punk magazine in which he states “you can’t take those liner notes seriously”.  After examining the mater, it seems that the nature of The Velvet Underground is contradiction, their “message”, if indeed they had one, as much a paradox as their name itself. The nature of that contradiction and the logic behind their paradox was best expatiated upon and embraced on The Velvet Underground.  


To fully understand the paradoxical nature of The Velvet Underground, one must first understand the events pre-empting and surrounding the album’s recording. The Velvet Underground was the follow up to 1968’s masterpiece White Light/White Heat, an album decidedly focused on over-the-top distortion and levels of feedback and LOUDNESS which previously had only been alluded to in even the most “far out” circles of rock music.  It would only be fitting to the nature of the group, then, to follow White Light/White Heat up with the predominantly acoustic and borderline folksy Velvet Underground. “We did the third album deliberately as anti-production” Claims Morrison in Victor Bokris and Gerald Malanga’s Uptight: The Velvet Underground Story.  “It sounds like it was done in a closet.  It’s flat, and that’s the way we wanted it” (Bockris, Malanga 173).  Of course in his critical discography of The Velvet Underground, M.K. Kostek, founder of the Velvet Underground Appreciation Society reminds everyone that “it should be noted that factors contributing to the decision to record simply and quietly were [that] all of Sterling and Lou’s amp-blasting equipment had been stolen from the airport” (Kostek 259).  What’s more is that this was the first Velvet Underground album recorded after the departure of John Cale.  The liner notes to “Sun Blindness Music”, a collection of Cale’s pre-Velvets minimalist compositions, best describes Cale’s role in the original lineup of the group as “the master orchestrator [sic]”.  The absence of his natural ear for avant-garde arrangements would put even more of a focus on Reed’s oft dubbed “sensational”, or “shocking” lyrics; however, Lou was careful to avoid his role as “King of Decadence” and stayed away from his trademarked topics of heroin, transvestitism, homosexuality, etc.  What the listener is left with is a humble and discreet story of two people spending an evening together, and the subtle revelations that occur between them.


The songs on The Velvet Underground tell a story about an unnamed male and female character sharing a conversation and a few drinks in an after hours club.  The characters discuss their trials and tribulations in life, and reach a philosophical détente by the end of the story; however, the listener is unsure as to how long this spiritual catharsis will last, and whether the characters really learned anything at all.  

The philosophical meat of the lyrics can be found on the consecutive cuts “I’m Set Free” and “That’s the Story of My Life” where the characters describe the philosophy they discover and the effects of the said catharsis on the psyche.  The lyrics to “That’s the Story of My Life” state “That’s the story of my life/ That’s the difference between wrong and right/ What Billy said; both those words are dead”, which may sound like Reed employing a standard poetic device of his by giving seemingly extraneous names to characters in his songs (“Lisa Says”, etc.); however, in this case Billy is a reference to Billy Name, a Warhol Protégé and close friend of Lou’s whom designed the front cover of the album.  Billy was known to say that wrong and right are dead, and so “That’s the Story of My Life” is saying that even though wrong and right are dead, and absolute morality plays less and less of a role in the lives of the two characters (an allusion to an act of adultery committed between the two characters is made earlier in “Pale Blue Eyes”), and it could be said modern man in general, the difference between right and wrong, dead as they may be, is still what makes up the story of everyone’s life.  What’s more is that in “I’m Set Free”, the male character states that after discovering this philosophical axiom that he’s “set free to find a new illusion”, which implies that any philosophical idea, no matter what feelings of release it brings, is as temporary as life itself.

The album doesn’t answer much about feelings.  If anything the story belittles their very nature.  The album says that the story of anyone’s life is as important as the difference between two words that are dead and that every time we’re set free, there’s only another illusion waiting around the corner.  Statements like these only serve to raise more questions about the nature of our feelings, not the least of which is; why even feel at all?  Ignacio Julia best summarizes the lesson The Velvet Underground have to offer their listeners; “We are human beings, a deficient entity condemned to our freedom of choice, with no other escape than to partially disconnect from reality, to distance ourselves in order to survive” (Julia 176).  Keeping in line with the paradoxical theme expressed in the group’s very name, the Velvet Underground doesn’t merely celebrate disconnection itself as they do a disconnection which is gained through being deeply connected to the self.  In The Velvet Underground, though the characters seem to express a certain disconnection, it is not they who learn to be disconnected in the story, but the listener themselves.  The listener must not only deeply attach themselves to the album in order to understand the characters and their struggles, but, once understood, must then disconnect themselves from having any emotional attachment to those very characters who are doomed to never gain a sense of closure, or well being.  The reason for disconnection in this case is not to stop caring, but as a means to be able to both care, and be safe from the repercussions caring often brings.  Another contradiction, another paradox, another question raised; like a dungeon adorned with silk, The Velvet Underground, no answers given.
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