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“When you’ve lived a dramatic life, you’ve got a lot 
to draw from,” Boy george says with a laugh. as the lead singer of 
grammy-winning band culture club, he’s sold more than 20 million 
albums powered by megahits like “Karma chameleon” and “do you 
really Want to hurt me.” But after dominating radio in the mid-’80s, 
the band’s red-hot streak cooled as the decade ended. once the 
darling of new wave, Boy george found himself replaced by what 
he called “formulaic and unoriginal” material. “i’d be invited to cut 
the cake at the radio 1 birthday party, but they wouldn’t play me 
on the radio,” he muses. “it was time to get off the roller coaster.” 

boy george
The colorful ’80s icon returns with a           
new perspective

you can tell a lot aBout an 
indie rock band by how they spend the 
monday following South by Southwest 
(SXSW). the young and crazy ones nurse 
hangovers and search “removing burrito 
stains” on google. the annual austin festival 
is about excess—lots of showcases fueled 
by lots of beer and mexican food—and it’s 
easy for “buzz groups” to get burned out.

fortunately, tokyo Police club are 
no longer hungry hype magnets, and after 
SXSW, keyboardist graham Wright doesn’t 
sound any the worse for wear. in fact, he 
describes their texas outing as “the world’s 
most luxuriously short SXSW trip,” he says. 
“We were busy, but we were strategically 
busy, whereas in the past we said yes to 
everything.”

formed in ontario, canada, in 2005, 
tokyo Police club was one of many indie 
bands that surfaced in the wake of the 

Strokes, and between 2008 and 2011, they 
released three albums, toured with Weezer 
and foster the People, and played all the 
major festivals.

going into their latest album, Forcefield, 
the foursome “wanted to improve everything 
in a big way,” says Wright. Putting business 
concerns aside and focusing on creativity, 
the club spent some three years crafting 
the record. Produced by singer and bassist 
david monks along with doug Boehm 
(girls, dr. dog), it’s nine songs of punchy 
optimism—a reminder of what happens when 
guys with guitars bash out three-minute 
tunes loaded with hooks. it’s a classic back-
to-basics record, but as Wright says, it didn’t 
start out that way. initially, there was talk of 
hiring a dJ or hip-hop producer to give the 
band an electronic edge.

“a lot of bands went that way in the 
past couple of years, and i don’t know if we 

were reacting to them, or if all of us were 
reacting to the same other inspirations,” 
Wright says. “But had we done that, the 
hypothetical result is something that’s a lot 
more in line with what’s trendy right now. i 
don’t think that’s a very good look. i don’t 
think that fits tokyo Police club that well.”

the turning point came when they cut 
“argentina,” the three-part album opener 
whose nearly nine-minute running length 
is deceptive. it’s straight-up rock, “a whole 
lot of pop music in one place,” as Wright 
says, and it paved the way for similarly hooky 
standouts “hot tonight” and “miserable.”

“the whole process of making this 
record was like being dragged from one 
excitement to the next,” Wright says. “the 
new excitement would supersede the old 
excitement, and we had to keep working to 
catch that excitement.” 

—Kenneth Partridge

graham Wright, david monks, Josh hook, greg alsop

Tokyo Police club   
A new creative focus raises the bar for the 
seasoned indie rockers
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Covers of songs by niCki Minaj 
and Chris brown found karmin an internet 
following and a record deal, and songs like 
“brokenhearted” brought chart success, but 
it has taken the duo three years to produce 
an album. for the couple behind karmin—
nick noonan and amy Heidemann, both 28—

that time was spent developing a personality 
outside social media.

“everything happened so fast,” says 
noonan. “We’d blown up on youTube, 
viral videos—everybody loved us. We had 
a hit song. Then life happens. you put out 
a couple of songs that aren’t hits. you go 

back to the grind. now we have to actually 
build a foundation.” 

Their full-length debut, Pulses, is the 
product of a year in the studio as the duo 
forged their identity. “During one of the 
first sessions we did the title track ‘Pulses.’ 
That shaped the rest of the album,” says 
noonan. “We wanted to make songs that 
translate into the live show and have more 
of a duo in them.”

“We had to get nick on there, singing 
more,” says Heidemann. “We definitely butt 
heads with the label, but we need to do our 
thing. you can’t just put us in a box of a katy 
Perry thing. We’re a duo, and it’s got to be 
different and unique.” 

What they consider unique is how the 
pair works together. “nick will wake up in 
the middle of the night with a melody,” says 
Heidemann. “The next day i’ll listen to it and 
do some editing. He’ll come back and fill in 
drums or change a chord progression. it’s 
usually drums first and then melody. Then 
we spend time on the lyrics.”

karmin teamed up with different 
songwriters and producers, including 
Claude kelly and emily Wright—who worked 
on their hit “brokenhearted”—but they don’t 
have specific criteria for their collaborators. 
“We thought, ‘it’s got to be somebody with 
hip-hop roots,’” says Heidemann. “With a 
few people we weren’t sure what was going 
to happen—like Martin johnson, the lead 
singer of boys Like girls. We thought we’d 
get a rock song and ended up with ‘acapella,’ 
which is left-of-center hip-hop-pop music.

“We don’t really know what we’re 
looking for,” she adds. “Probably the top 
priority is talent. We were lucky enough to 
work with everybody we respect on this 
one—except kanye West.” 

–Amanda Farah

Though he abandoned his pursuit of pop stardom, boy george 
continued to experience ups and downs associated with life in 
the spotlight. While traveling the world as a Dj, he endured well-
publicized battles with heroin and cocaine addiction and served time 
in prison in 2009 for assault and false imprisonment. 

now on the comeback trail, boy george, 52, has just released 
his first full-length album in 18 years, This Is What I Do. The long 
gap between releases gave him fresh perspective on his time in the 
limelight. “i’m comfortable now and have a very different relationship 
with myself,” he says. “back then there was a lot of emphasis on 
how i looked. i would forget about what i was.”

Consisting of a dozen original songs, This Is What I Do spans 
the musical map from glam rock to reggae. “Hybrids are more 
interesting,” he says. “My music has always been eclectic. i tend to 
go back to older things i love. it’s like my attitude toward clothes—i 

like the well-made and traditional.” While recording, he recalled his 
boyhood years listening to the radio. “There were lots of different 
styles and fewer rules,” he says. “you’d go from listening to the 
Carpenters to the sex Pistols. it was the soundtrack to my life.” 

in the studio, boy george enlisted the help of three longtime 
friends, musicians john Themis and kevan frost, and producer 
richie stevens. The laid-back atmosphere lent itself to collaboration 
and creativity. “it all began with the groove, and that set the mood,” 
he says. “The recording was more traditional and organic.” 

boy george speaks frankly about topics such as sexuality and 
religion through his music. “i’ve never had a fixed opinion. i always 
had a lot of questions,” he says. “as a gay man, my songs naturally 
have a different slant to them. i try to embrace those people and 
tell them to take ownership of who you are.” 

–Blake Boldt

karmin
after online fame and chart hits, the quirky duo 
finally releases an album
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