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gear acquisition syndrome, or GAS, 
is a real snag for work flow. Even if you’ve 
scratched the itch for new gear, there are 
now just as many ways to fetishize (and 
bankrupt yourself over) the old stuff. In 
speaking with many artists for this column, 
I’ve come to realize that some are more 
susceptible to GAS than others. GAS peo-
ple—many of them extremely productive, 
talented, and highly focused world-tour-
ing musicians—live in a permanent state 
of longing. They want to get closer to the 
sound they imagine in their head, and are 
willing to pick up any piece of tech (also 
called “kit”) to try and make it real. There is 
no cure for GAS.

That said, there is at least one way 
to slow down GAS: build your own gear.  
Places like Music from Outer Space, Group 
DIY, Seventh Circle Audio, CustomAPI, Drip 
Electronics, and New York’s Small Bear 
Electronics offer a number of ready-to-sol-
der kits and circuit boards for everything 
from synthesizers and stompboxes to 500 
series preamps and thoughtful remakes of 
vintage outboard gear like the LA-2A com-
pressor. These are not “just for fun” proj-
ects, but well-developed and often extreme-
ly sturdy builds for top-notch equipment. 

It takes time to build anything—the usual 
rule of thumb is three times longer than you 
think—and in the process you learn about 
the actual physical relationship between the 
components and the ways they affect the 
signal. Building even a simple distortion 
pedal is a great way to learn about the dif-
ferent kinds of distortion and overdrive, if 
only to guide future GAS-induced purchases. 
And because no two components are exactly 
alike, building your own piece means yours 
will sound like no one else’s. 

There’s a zen that sets in when you have 
the guts of a machine spread out on your 
kitchen table. Time seems to disappear, 
though maybe that’s just the fumes from 
the soldering iron talking. (Pro tip: always 
solder in a well-ventilated room.) Attempt-
ing an analog delay build on protoboard 
straight from a schematic, I developed a 
reverence for the fact that anything elec-
tronic and audio ever works at all. Which 
is to say, building your own gear is a kind 
of rock bottom—the most literal way to get 
lost in tech and forget about making actual 
music. But there’s something about hitting 
that gear rock bottom (“GRB”), and expe-
riencing the ultimate frustration that just 
makes you want to get back to work.   
 
 !NICK SYLVESTER
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one bright spring day in 1970, Crosby, Stills, Nash 
& Young tickets went on sale at the Fillmore East in 
New York’s East Village. Back then the Internet wasn’t 
an option for concertgoers, so fans did it the old-fash-
ioned way: they waited in line. By noon of the day tick-
ets went on sale for CSNY’s weeklong string of shows in 
early June, a crowd of thousands had gathered around 
the Fillmore on Second Avenue and 6th Street, sprawl-
ing around the venue in every direction and disrupting 
pedestrians and traffic alike. 

Evidence of this event is enshrined not only in fans’ 
memory but in photographs that hang in the venue’s 
current incarnation—an Emigrant Savings Bank. (The 
original entryway to the Fillmore is the current entrance 
to the bank, while the 2,600-capacity venue sits further 
back on the lot, and is currently an apartment building.)

The Fillmore East was only open from 1968 to 1971, 
but during that brief period legendary rock promoter 
Bill Graham booked everyone from the Grateful Dead, 
Allman Brothers, Frank Zappa, and John and Yoko to 
Jefferson Airplane, the Doors, and Led Zeppelin (who 
opened for the more popular Iron Butterfly). CSNY, Jimi 
Hendrix, Joe Cocker, and Miles Davis all recorded live 
albums there, with the Joshua Light Show’s psychedelic 
“liquid light” displays getting everyone in a trippy frame 
of mind. 

What’s not on display in these photos on the walls is 
just as important from a cultural perspective: there are 
no references to the Saint nightclub, which opened in 
the old Fillmore space in 1980. For eight years, the Saint 
functioned as a dance club with a largely gay clientele. 
It was opened by Bruce Mailman, a local entrepreneur 
who also owned the New St. Marks Baths, a nearby gay 
bathhouse. Both the Saint and the New St. Marks Baths 
were closed by the city as sites of “high risk” sexual ac-
tivity in the midst of the burgeoning AIDS crisis, so it’s 
not exactly a surprise that the history of the Saint is ab-
sent from the sterile confines of the bank’s lobby. At the 
same time, it’s hard not to feel like a piece of the story 
isn’t being told. !ADRIENNE DAY
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the world at large first witnessed Public 
Enemy when the Beastie Boys took them on 
their 1987 Licensed to Ill tour, introducing 
thousands of suburban kids (your author 
included) to the activist flip side of the 
Beasties’ rambunctious party rap. While the 
headliner’s stage act included writhing girls 
in cages, Public Enemy’s Chuck D, Flavor 
Flav, and DJ Terminator X came off dead 
serious, flanked by footmen in military 
garb and backed by a banner bearing the 
image of a silhouetted figure locked in the 
sights of a rifle’s crosshairs. PE’s entire 
presentation served as a wake-up call.

That disquieting graphic identity, paired 
with an Army-inspired stencil logotype, 
was designed by PE mastermind Chuck 
D. Born Carlton Douglas Ridenhour in 
Queens, he had earned his bachelor’s in 
graphic design from Adelphi College in 
1984 with the goal of working in the art 
department of a record company. He did 
not see himself becoming a successful 
recording artist—Rick Rubin hounded him 
relentlessly until he signed with Def Jam—

let alone an inductee into the Rock and 
Roll Hall of Fame. 

As Chuck D told the Red Bull Music 
Academy in Barcelona in 2008, “I always 
liked to see the rock ’n’ roll guys; they had 
logos, so why couldn’t it be the same in rap? 
I wanted to make the music legitimate, as 
much as other genres.” Chuck came up with 
the concept, cutting and pasting a mock-
up by hand. The model for the godfather 
hat–wearing figure has been mistaken for 
a state trooper, but it was in fact E-Love, 
LL Cool J’s producer and sidekick. “I 
cut E-Love’s picture from a magazine, 
blackened it in, pasted on crosshairs, and 
put it through a copying machine,” Chuck 
explains via email. That rough image was 
then refined and rendered for use by “clean-
up man” Eric Haze, who art directed the 
cover of their debut album, Yo! Bum Rush 
the Show. “When the time came to create 
his artwork, [Chuck] knew exactly what he 
wanted,” recalls Def Jam art director Cey 
Adams. “His idea was that the black man is 
a target in America.” !SUE APFELBAUM
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TOP 5…
SUMMER  

CYCLING SONGS

For a few weeks each year, the lingering spring 
chill and the muggy summer swamp are interrupted 

by a!meteorological!moment of absolute glo-
ry. It’s a time when fair-weather!cyclists dust 
off the cobwebs and hit the streets with!reck-

less!abandon. To celebrate, Ken Farmer, creative 
director of Nuit Blanche New York and curator of 
the Kairos exhibition at Red Bull Music Academy, 
suggests some of his favorite headphone classics 

for summer cycling.

PRESENTED BY

1
NINA SIMONE, 

“FEELING GOOD”"
Birds flying high you 

know how I feel/ 
Sun in the sky you 
know how I feel/

Breeze driftin’ on by 
you know how I feel.

Nina Simone is  
eternal.

2
NICOLAS JAAR, BBC 

ESSENTIAL MIX"
Long rides to Red 
Hook require long 

mixes. The young gun 
killed it on this 

one. Opening with!An-
gelo Badalamenti’s 

recollection of David 
Lynch’s musings on 

the Twin Peaks score, 
Jaar orchestrates a 
journey from Jonny  
Greenwood to Igor 
Wakhevitch to Mr. 

Marvin Gaye.

3
GRACE JONES, 
“LIBERTANGO”"

Batman probably lis-
tens to this track, 
off duty, biking 

around Greenwood Cem-
etery.!Batman would 
probably be scared of 
Grace Jones, for good 

reason.

4
GIORGIO MORODER, 
LIVE AT DEEP SPACE
Cathartic!bop from the 
electronic disco pi-
oneer. Moroder’s set 
was a highlight of 
the Academy. Catch it 
on RBMA Radio if you 
missed it.

5
TOM WAITS, “THE 
PIANO HAS BEEN 

DRINKING”
It seems that daytime 
drinking becomes an 
occupational mandate 
in the summer. Tom 
Waits makes it feel 
like it’s okay to 

sing/scream out loud.!
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The places, spaces, 
and monuments of 

NYC's musical past, 
present, and future.

PAST FEATURED LANDMARKS

1   MAX NEUHAUS’ 
“TIMES SQUARE”

2   THE THING 
SECONDHAND 
STORE

3  THE LOFT

4  MARCY HOTEL

5   ANDY WARHOL’S 
FACTORY

6   QUEENSBRIDGE 
HOUSES

7  RECORD MART

8   DEITCH 
PROJECTS

9   AREA"SHELTER"
VINYL

10 STUDIO B
11 MARKET HOTEL

12  DAPTONE 
RECORDS

13  THE VILLAGE 
GATE"LIFE"LE 
POISSON ROUGE

14  THE ANCHORAGE
15  ELECTRIC LADY 

STUDIOS

16  CROTONA PARK 
JAMS

17  FAT BEATS
18  MUDD CLUB
19  MANDOLIN 

BROTHERS

20  ADDISLEIGH 
PARK

16

WHAT: FILLMORE 
EAST!THE SAINT

WHERE: EAST VILLAGE
WHY: GROUNDBREAKING 

MUSIC VENUE; 
LEGENDARY GAY 

NIGHTCLUB
WHEN: 1968-1971; 

1980-1988
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