epiphanies

Christoph Cox learns the hustle with a Last Poet

et paid to listen to records,” | thought,

accepting a friend's offer to spend the

summer of 1986 running his record shop in
Providence, Rhode Island. As it turned out, 90 per cent
of the stock was off limits, encased in shrinkrap and not
to be opened. So the imperative to have music playing
at all times left only two options: bring in records and
tapes from home or draw from the bin labelled
‘Imports/Independents’, whose thick plastic slipcovers,
flimsily fastened with a piece of tape, could easily be re-
sealed without the customers noticing. Tired of my own
collection, | plunged into the imports and began to work
my way from Ato Z.

Within a few weeks | came across The Last
Poets' self-titled 1970 debut album,
and its follow up, This Is Madness,
both recent reissues on the
Celluloid label. Despite the
sparse set-up (congas and
voice), The Last Poets let
loose a torrent of
political invective,
drenched in irony and
full of drama, but razor
sharp and ruthless. The
Poets spared no one,
particularly not their
Black Power brethren,
who were harangued for
ideological self-satisfaction
and a slavish devotion to
drugs and sex. This Is Madness
more explicitly cultivated the
apocalyptic sensibility hinted at by
the group's name, featuring that
mixture of spiralling
disillusionment and ecstatic hope
characteristic of eschatological
politics. Full of references to
venereal disease, drug overdoses,;
napalm, genocide and the End of §me,
the record nonetheless imagined afvorld
after the “fiery holocaust” in which ‘aan
will understand man/and live in \
harmony and peaceland the sun willy
once again/nise up in the East”. ".

Months later, another friend taped me
the rarest and finest Last Poets record,
1974's At Last. Late one night, while driving
the stretch of highway between Providence and

New York with the opening track swirling around the
car’s interior, it genuinely seemed as if The End were
nigh, summoned by the voice of Jalaluddin Mansur
Nuriddin. Over jagged shards of piano, bass, and hi-
hat, a possessed Jalal heralded a psychedelic Black
Armageddon.

As with all such prophecies, the Day never arrived,
and one dawn followed the next. But my fascination
didn't wane. Tipped by a fellow student that my
university’s concert agency was running a surplus
that needed to be spent, | called Celluloid to invite
The Last Poets up to Providence. | was put in touch

with Jalal, whose desire for greater recognition
was only increased by my
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