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The  
Hardest 
Working 
Men In
Heaaaavy-R  ock-Business

Melbourne’s stylistically 
promiscuous psychedelic 
rockers King Gizzard And 

The Lizard Wizard have 
released 15 albums in 

seven years and toured 
almost constantly 

throughout. Eve Barlow 
asks main man 

Stu Mackenzie how  
they do it. 

Photography: 
Victoria Smith

KING GIZZARD AND  
THE LIZARD WIZARD

You can hold a candle to them:  
King Gizzard And The Lizard Wizard 

(clockwise, from top left, Cook Craig, 
Ambrose Kenny-Smith, Michael 

Cavanagh, Eric Moore, Joey Walker,  
Stu Mackenzie and Lucas Skinner)  

light up LA, 13 August, 2019.
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                                                                      t’s the 
afternoon at The Greek Theater in LA and running around backstage 
are a pack of excitable Australians. There’s something collegiate, even 
adolescent about them. The Greek is a landmark venue. The halls are 
decorated with framed pictures of icons who have headlined. There’s 
a display case in which performers etch their own autograph after 
shows. They include Liam Gallagher, Billie Eilish, Ringo Starr and 
Harry Styles. The ludicrously named psych group King Gizzard And 
The Lizard Wizard will be the most recent – and lengthiest – name. 
They don’t travel light. There are seven of them for a start.

In the production office, their tour manager is fine-tuning the 
guestlist, which is filled with local LA friends for this first gig of their 
tour. Three days after this show a new LP comes out. It’s an absurdist 
thrash metal album and has a tongue-firmly-in-cheek title – Infest The 
Rats’ Nest. It’s their 15th, and their second of this year (Fishing For 
Fishies came out in April). They formed in Melbourne only nine years 
ago but have put so much into King Gizzard (or King Gizz, as they 
nickname themselves) that their wide-ranging, bizarre catalogue 
(record titles include Flying Microtonal Banana and Nonagon Infinity, 
and span jazz, prog and soul) reflects a band three times their age. 
Frontman Stu Mackenzie answers for it. He’s as prolific a writer as he is 
a player. Mackenzie is a guitar shredder, but will get behind the keys 
too, and has often brought a flute out mid-performance.

In person, Mackenzie is meeker than you’d expect. He’s more 
verbose on record than off. “How you going?” he greets, chirpily, an 
ensemble of mad scientist long wiry hair, grey pipe jeans, a ripped 
T-shirt and Doc Martens. He’s rail-thin with a boyish agelessness 

that’s only interrupted by the ring 
on his wedding finger. His fellow 
Lizard Wizards are gathered in an 
adjacent room, and resemble a 
University Challenge team, not a 
globally travelled rock troupe. As 
Mackenzie explains their history, 
TV theme tunes boom out from 
their dressing room. The Simpsons 
segues abruptly into Game Of 
Thrones. Mackenzie doesn’t  
bat an eyelid.

King Gizz arrived yesterday 
from Australia. They’re nervous. 
The Greek isn’t their usual haunt. 
It’s seated – not that this will 
restrict the headbangers among 
their fans. You wouldn’t think a 
band who have toured heavily 
since 2013 with zero breaks would 
have worries, but Mackenzie offers 
that they’ve just taken six months 
off. Unheard of. “It felt like taking 
stock,” he says. “We’ve been close to 
burning out in the past. We knew 
the warning signs this time.” They 
were? “You just get tired?” he asks, 
unsure of how to describe the 
effects of playing so many gigs  
you lose count. “Not like you  
want to sleep. You feel constantly 
exhausted. It’s important to 
appreciate how fortunate we are. 
In order to do that sometimes  
you have to stop.”

King Gizzard never stopped. 
Here is a band who in 2017 put out 
five albums. “I would strive not to 
do that again,” laughs Mackenzie. 
You question how that work ethic 

could be healthy. It’s fully neurotic. If Mackenzie got the sense it was 
running away with him, he was able to sit down during the first half of 
this year and ask where he wanted King Gizzard to go, if anywhere. “It 
was a spiritual break,” he says. “It’s important to be able to define who 
you are. To have time to think not just about tomorrow but about 
what you wanna be. You can’t do that if you’re insanely busy. It 
becomes like Maslow’s Hierarchy Of Needs. You only think about 
what’s in front of you.” He pauses. “I found myself.”

 K
ing Gizzard And The Lizard Wizard have 
been on a non-stop psychedelic crusade for 
almost 10 years. The time has evaporated  
to such an extent that Mackenzie can’t 
remember his age. “I turn 20… fuck!” he 
says, eventually recalling that he’ll be 29 
soon. The members of King Gizzard are all 
“country kids”. Mackenzie himself never 
stood still in his childhood. “The first few 
years of my life I lived in a VW. I was 
probably naked constantly. I had the 
freedom to do anything and not feel like I 
was gonna die.” He and his parents lived in 

tiny towns; populations of 200. “That created a picture in my head of 
what the world was like. It’s not real – the world is urban. I don’t think 
I understood that until I moved into Melbourne and lived in a shared 
house under my friend’s staircase. I lived in poverty for years.”

Wizards of Oz: (from top) Stu 
Mackenzie mentally prepares; 
backstage bacchanalia; the 
septet get set to dazzle LA.

“I didn’t live 
anywhere or pay 

rent for five years. 
All I lived off was 

gig money. I 
bought a car and 

a Stratocaster. 
That was all  

I needed.” 
Stu Mackenzie

KING GIZZARD AND  
THE LIZARD WIZARD

Band of the free, home 
of the brave: (above) 
the Gizzard guys stretch 
out; (below) Mackenzie 
in full wig-out mode, 
Greek Theater, LA, 2019.
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Mackenzie was a teenager in Melbourne when band life began  
and he took with him that ingrained liberty to do whatever he wanted. 
His ambition was to be an audio engineer. He never envisaged 
creating a band or touring the world. “I wanted to play music and  
I didn’t have the mental capacity to think about anything else.  
It was, ‘Let’s just think about how to play music today.’”

His fantasy was to work in a studio, to record bands. “Which 
sounds so hilarious in 2019,” he says. “I was living in the ’60s in  
my brain.” Mackenzie’s fascination with music knows no bounds. 
“I’ve played lots of instruments poorly,” he laughs. He was late to  
pick up a guitar (15 years old), his creative inclinations restricted  
to illustrating. “I thought, ‘I need to pick up a fucking instrument  
so I can hang out,’” he recalls. “Learning inspired me.” 

He’d listen to American ’60s garage rock; music that was  
amateur but beautiful. 

“It wasn’t important how good you were,” he says of the genre.  
“It was all about the energy. It showed me that you didn’t have to be 
skilled, you just had to bring a vibe.”

For years, this was Mackenzie’s approach. It was pragmatic, too.  
In Victoria, playing music was seen as a luxury, so his focus was on 
evading the guilt for trying to make a living from it. “Everyone would 
say, ‘You should have a job, mate.’ I needed to treat music like a job.  
It was survival. I didn’t live anywhere or pay rent for five years. All  
I lived off was gig money. I bought a car and a Stratocaster. That  
was all I needed.” At first, their line-up was fluid. “We played many 
shows before we called ourselves King Gizzard And The Lizard 
Wizard for some fucking reason.” They’d play shows with 12 people. 
Sometimes they’d be a three-piece. 

“There was a screening process without 
anyone realising. We’re also best friends. 
There’s an unsaid pact. If someone said,  
‘I don’t wanna do this any more’, we’d  
seriously reconsider the whole thing.”

As soon as King Gizzard started gaining 
traction, Mackenzie realised he could use the 
band as his audio engineering education. “For 
me, making records is living out my fantasy,” 
he says. “I love recording music. If I did that as 
a job I don’t think that King Gizzard would 
exist. Because I wanted to do that as a job  
and no one would let me, I had to make my  
own micro industry.” 

It couldn’t survive in Australia alone. 
Melbourne was a supportive environment, rich 
with venues and scenes. In recent years, Aussie 
success stories are abundant; from Tame 
Impala to Pond and Courtney Barnett. “Tame 
showed us that you could tour the world, 
playing trippy psychedelic rock music,” he says. 
“Courtney’s success has been ultra-inspiring. 
She’s made incredibly Australian music. [It 
proved that] we can just be fucking dickhead 
Australians and it’s cool. So it became apparent 
that we had to get the fuck outta there.”

 I
n December last year, after a 
run of local shows in Australia, 
King Gizzard decided to down 
tools. Before long they were in 
each other’s pockets, hanging 
out. “We made heaps of 
music,” says Mackenzie.  
“We were busy doing what we 
wanted to do when we wanted 
to do it, rather than being on 
schedule.” What they wanted 
to do was still be King Gizzard. 
Must have been a relief?  

“Oh wow, yeah,” he nods. “I felt lucky, like, 
‘This is great. Everything is fine. There’s no 
reason to stress.’”

Infest The Rats’ Nest is at first a little 
jarring. It sounds like Slayer or Motörhead. 
There have been smatterings of thrash in their 
previous material but this is the only occasion 
on which they’ve committed to a heavy metal 
LP. It sounds enraged. For a frontman  
who once told DIY magazine he thinks 
“intellectualising music is dumb,” there’s a 
change of tone. Infest The Rats’ Nest is about 
climate change. The plot takes in humans 
relocating to Venus, such is the level of 
destruction they’ve inflicted upon Earth. 
“Having a break made me think about having an impact on the world 
in a positive and negative sense. We fucking fly around the world 
constantly and drive around in a huge bus – 2019 is substantially 
darker than 2009. I’m trying to have a positive net impact.”

The writing process was a product of idle minds. “Not being on 
tour you gain perspective in life,” says Mackenzie. “But you lose 
perspective in what the fuck you’re doing in your own life.” It’s a 
paranoid record. “It’s pissed-off at the world, the system, people and 
our stupidity.” Planet B, the lead track, was the first they wrote – a 
clattering mess of marching drums, doom-laden guitars and thick 
bass. “It was a lightbulb moment,” says Mackenzie. “We have those 
with records. This was the heaviest, fastest, loudest song we’d ever 

made so we needed to make the heaviest,  
fastest, loudest record we’d ever made.”

That’s when Mackenzie’s in-studio learning 
bug kicks into gear. “It’s always felt natural,”  
he says of the band’s diversity. “It’s never  
been, ‘We need to make a record like this.’  
My favourite records all exist in a place in my 
mind. They have a little world attached to 
them.” Significantly, too, when Mackenzie is 
considering what to do next he has nobody to 
answer to. The band put out all their records on 
their label, Flightless, run by Moore since 2012. 
He doesn’t consider having to sell a metal 
album to any boss. “We do it all ourselves.  
We don’t have anyone to show.” 

Tonight they have thousands of people to 
show. The fans are a psychedelic mafia; all with 
hair to armpits and matching beards, a hippy 
mass of metal-heads. Many are members of the 
LA alt scene, including Mac DeMarco stood 
near the sound desk. King Gizzard begin with  
the twin drumming of Moore and Cavanagh 
(who sport matching orange boiler suits).  
A contained moshpit is reserved at the front  
of the Greek’s traditional seated basin for the 
most rampant acolytes. Inside it, everything’s  
a bit Neanderthal, growing more erratic as the 
band play their heaviest, fastest, loudest music 
to date against a backdrop of rainbow-coloured 
visuals, which fly across the screen like 
psychedelic Star Wars credits.

Throughout the set, Mackenzie sticks  
his tongue out, crawls about like a reptile, or 
shakes his guitar overhead. It’s a loose display 
that moves into ambient, tropical rock at 
points, delving into kosmische via a vocoder, 
aping the work of Unknown Mortal Orchestra 
or Tame Impala and yet far stranger, far more 
ramshackle. Mackenzie performs in the same 
clothes he wore earlier, the ends of his guitar 
strings so unruly they look like they might  
take his eyes out. Kenny-Smith stands on the 
stage’s end, switching between maraca-shaking 
and harmonica solos. “I’d prefer if people 
didn’t know what was gonna happen,” said 
Mackenzie backstage earlier, commenting on 
how they used time off to concentrate on 
getting the shows back to their more 
improvisational origins.

For a frontman who can’t exist without  
his ecosystem, his is an attitude of sincere 
gratitude. “It’s humbling to play somewhere like 
this,” he says backstage. “It’s humbling to tour 
with your friends, make music for people who 
are actually listening. The first tour we did in 

America we played to less than 10 people every night for two months. 
It’s been gradual and it’s insanely surprising that anyone comes.”

The future is unclear for Mackenzie. “I might fucking drop dead.  
I don’t know!” he says. It seems he’s done more work to ensure that 
won’t happen, having recently learned about life outside King 
Gizzard. “I didn’t use to be able to switch off,” he admits. The band 
has a studio in Melbourne. At night when Mackenzie leaves, all his 
instruments stay behind. Well, apart from his piano and that one 
guitar at home. “You have to live a normal life if you wanna write 
about normal stuff,” he says. “I say that but I just wrote a load of  
songs about colonising Venus.” He did. Then again, maybe we’re 
closer to colonising Venus than we know.  

KING GIZZARD AND  
THE LIZARD WIZARD

4. Best To Rock Out  
And Boogie To

Polygondwanaland 
(2017)
A seamless whole of 
a record that opens 
on a 10-minute 

instrumental and invites listeners on 
a playful trip beyond space and time.

5. Best To Jazz It Out With
Sketches Of Brunswick East (2017)

Its title inspired by 
Miles Davis’s 
Sketches Of Spain, 
this is King Gizzard 
exploring the 

changes in their city, Melbourne,  
over a jazzy, funk-laden collection.

1. Best To Dive In With First
Nonagon Infinity (2016)

Recorded as an 
infinite loop, the 
psychedelic rock of 
Nonagon Infinity is 
designed so if played 

on repeat, its end transitions perfectly 
into its beginning. Bold yet cohesive.

2. Best For Horizontal Flight
Flying Microtonal Banana (2017)

King Gizzard  
created microtonal 
instruments to work 
with on their ninth LP 
and recorded in 

quarter tone tuning, splicing garage 
rock and Middle Eastern music.

3. Best For The True  
Gizzard Head

Paper Mâché Dream 
Balloon (2015)
Their least electric 
album leans on folk 
and acoustic sounds, 

resulting in an album that shows  
off their ear for melodies and 
everything pastoral.

King Gizzard’s 
Wizard Handbook
With 15 LPs, here’s an introductory 

guide to the catalogue…

The view from down 
under: King Gizzard  
And The Lizard Wizard 
in a rare moment of  
non-music making.

“It’s important to be able to 
define who you are. You can’t do 

that if you’re insanely busy. It 
becomes like Maslow’s Hierarchy 
Of Needs. You only think about 
what’s in front of you. I found 

myself.” Stu Mackenzie

“We made simple songs with two or three chords, three or four 
words so that no one had to rehearse,” he continues. “You could turn 
up with a guitar, keyboard or drumkit and play. It was an improv jam 
band, but not like The Grateful Dead or a jazz band, just freedom 
noise.” Today the band are: Ambrose Kenny-Smith (keys), Cook Craig 
(guitar, bass), Joey Walker (guitar, bass), Lucas Skinner (bass, keys), 
Michael Cavanagh (drums) and Eric Moore (drums, manager and 
owner of their label Flightless). Mackenzie went to school with Craig. 
He met Skinner and Kenny-Smith through guitar. The others he met 
upon relocating to Melbourne at 18. “The seven we are now were the 
seven people who stuck around and never left,” smiles Mackenzie. 


