Feelings are a Bourgeois luxury... 

Well, that's what Nick Cave says. But how does he explain the violence, the love and the sadness that permeate his songs. And where does married life and fatherhood fit into the theory? Lindsay Baker finds out 
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Midlife niceness: Nick Cave


Growing up as a country boy in Australia, Nick Cave had enormous freedom: he and his friends would be out all day, down by the river, wandering the ranges. He was a choirboy, too, and attended Sunday school, attracted not so much by religious zeal as by the wild stories in the Bible. He started drinking alcohol heavily at the age of 12. "I certainly wasn't alone," he says now. "That was pretty average in Australia then." 

This morning it's tea he's drinking, looking quite at home in a chintzy London hotel, sitting on the sofa in a brown velvet suit and pale pink shirt, rather than the Bible black of the old days. He continues his story: he and his mates used to be taken out to the bush by the father of a friend along with a six-pack of beer and a couple of shotguns. "It would be a bit unfair to call him the town drunk but, y'know..." 

Anyway, this man would drop them off, tell them to shoot some animals, and then leave them in the bush for six hours. Cave's only complaint is that the rabbit-shooting wasn't much of a sport. All the rabbits were poisoned with myxomatosis, he explains, so he and his friends could "actually go up real close because they were blind. Or you could just clap your hands and watch them dash themselves to death on the bushes." There's a pause. "It was all good fun," he adds, smiling. 

Cave's work over the years has been characterised by violence of one kind or another. He says that those youthful shooting expeditions were somewhere at the back of his mind when he was writing his novel, And The Ass Saw The Angel, in the mid-1980s; it's a book full of the carcasses of birds and small creatures, and is heavily influenced by both the American southern gothic tradition and Old Testament imagery. He recently completed a screenplay, a "kangaroo western" called The Proposition, set in 19th-century Australia. "It's very violent, very sad and very funny in turns," he says. "I don't really deal in much else apart from those three things." 

Disconcertingly, the violence in his work has often been directed against women, prompting accusations of misogyny. With his second band, The Birthday Party, Cave sang lyrics such as "I stuck a six-inch gold blade into the head of a girl", and a song called I'm Gonna Kill That Woman. "Yeah," he says, "women are constantly being carved up and dismembered and blood sprayed around the room." 

So what's that about? 

"Well, it's melodrama. And I think at certain times, and within certain predicaments, I've had a boiling hatred towards some women and have taken great delight in sitting down and carving them up in songs. It just felt right. But men get an equally tough time. It's not a deep resentment that I've harboured all my life that women are a nest of vipers - just occasionally I've felt that." 

Does he feel like that about all womankind? "Yeah - excluding my mother." Had he been wounded in some way? "Yeah," he says again. He readily admits that, until he married the former model Susie Bick a few years ago, his personal life was "in complete chaos". Among others, there were relationships with the mothers of his two older sons, Luke and Jethro, and a brief romance with the singer-songwriter Polly Harvey - in 1996 the pair duetted on Henry Lee, a ballad about the Texan serial killer, but split soon after. Cave's next album with the Bad Seeds, The Boatman's Call in 1997, was largely inspired by the break-up with Harvey: it was confessional, but steered clear of the blood-curdling revenge stuff that might have been expected - there was a stillness and serenity about it. Songs such as Lime Tree Arbour and Into My Arms were fabulously melancholic and pared-down, though Cave has since been dismissive of the album - he was, he says, "making a big heroic melodrama out of a bog-standard rejection by a woman". 

The most mesmerising songs on the Bad Seeds' new album, Nocturama - the graceful Wonderful Life and the nostalgic There Is A Town - are tender affairs, full of sadness. The first song to be released as a single, Bring It On, has that raw energy we've come to expect from Cave, only the imagery is all about a faded kind of England: 

The geraniums on your window sill 

The carnations, dear, and the daffodil 

Well they're ordinary flowers 

But they long for the light of your touch 

And your trembling will. 

These days, Cave lives in Brighton. He says there's a lot he loves about "the disappearing England" - the walled beaches, the seaside promenades and the manicured lawns. "The way the English get nature and tame it. Australia's very different - the nature is all over the place, and out of control in a lot of ways." 

Nocturama has its dark moments, too, however - Dead Man In My Bed, for example, has a venomous humour, while the macabre Babe, I'm On Fire is a song about "all humanity in a combustible state", says Cave. The song has a huge cast of characters: 

The menstruating Jewess says it 

The nervous stewardess says it 

The hijacker, the backpacker 

The cunning safecracker says 

Babe, I'm on fire 

Babe, I'm on fire. 

It's an unsettling song, very deadpan, which Cave says he loved writing. "I had a lot of fun rhyming words like burka and worker." 

The album was recorded in Melbourne in a week - he and the band are "less patient" with the recording process than they used to be, he says: "We recorded it in a live way, with no overdubs or fixing up afterwards. I don't understand people who take years and years in the studio - I don't know what they would be doing in there." While he enjoys playing in Australia - Nocturama was recorded mid-tour - Cave says that he finds his homeland a difficult place to live, and he has no plans to return on a permanent basis. When the bombs went off in Bali last year, he felt "horrified, but removed, to be honest". He rang his mother, who still lives there. "She was very upset." 

His mum has always been "wonderful and loving" to all her four children. When Cave was a teenager, he got into all kinds of trouble - burglary, drinking, drugs - just "average teenager stuff", though it sounds more than that. His mum always took his side. "She'd say, 'Those bloody coppers, why don't they just leave you alone?' and I was, like, 'I dunno, Mum'." His father worried, and tried to have man-to-man chats with him, "but his heart wasn't really in it. I know exactly how he felt - on occasion I've had to talk to my son like that and I can barely keep a straight face," says Cave. "I don't have the potential to hold anger in that way." 

For all the emotional violence and melodrama of his work, the remark rings true. You can imagine Cave identifying more with the errant youngster than with the role of authoritarian parent. He is not an angry person to be around - not this morning, anyway; he even admits to being a bit nervous. "I hate reading what I've said," he says uneasily. 

His father was a schoolteacher and, in the first town they lived in, which was "tiny", he was considered to be "some fruitcake" because he read Shakespeare and loathed sport. But when the family moved to Wangaratta, near Melbourne, his father was much respected and made "citizen of the year" for his work in adult education. He was passionate about the theatre, and "just incredibly energetic". 

His father was also a writer. He had some short stories published, and various unfinished novels on the go. Nick used to be shown into his father's study to listen to him recite chunks of Shakespeare, or the murder scene from Crime And Punishment, or chapters of Lolita. Cave wanted his dad's approval, but when he started writing songs in his late teens, the punk rock years, his father wasn't impressed. "He wasn't particularly interested in what I was doing. In fact, he was quite competitive, I'd say." He pauses. "That's how I remember him." 

One evening in 1978, his mother went to bail her 19-year-old son out of the St Kilda police station, yet again; this time he was being held on a burglary charge. It was there that the news came through of a car crash: Cave's father had been killed. 

The way Cave describes it, this was when everything became set in stone for him: the trauma of the event stopped him in his tracks. "The things I love, the things I hate, the things that really affect me - I felt those things forming, right down to the type of music and literature I liked. I don't feel that they've progressed particularly since that time, and that was pretty much the time my father died, and I think that's not coincidental." He adds that it's true of many people, not just the bereaved, that the "template is stamped" at an early age, and that "our basic souls are complete". In his 2001 essay The Secret Life Of The Love Song, Cave described how "a great gaping hole was blasted out of my world" when his father died. "The way I learned to fill this hole, this void, was to write." And so writing became his lifeline. 

Cave lived in Berlin for much of the 1980s, where his life was chaotic, both on stage and off. He was by now addicted to heroin, and at one point resorted to dealing. He was evicted from his shared flat when it became a gathering place for addicts. During this time, he has said, it was writing his novel, And The Ass Saw The Angel, that kept him from self-destructing - it was a form of retreat. In 1988 he was arrested in London for possession of drugs. Then, after some years in São Paulo with his Brazilian girlfriend Viviane Carneiro and following the birth of their son Luke, he finally kicked the drugs habit. In the mid-1990s he moved to London and recorded his first major commercial success, the single Where The Wild Roses Grow, a haunting duet with Kylie Minogue that featured on the 1996 Murder Ballads album. 

A tale often told in celebrity autobiographies goes like this: addiction, the struggle to overcome it, survival, and finally emerging a changed and better person. But from what Cave says there has been no such process where he is concerned, no deliberate move towards recovery and re-invention. 

"No, I'm not like that at all," he says firmly. "I don't trust that 'hallelujah, seeing the light' attitude, especially from people who push it a lot. I always feel that there's something restricted and dark lurking in there and that they're afraid it's going to burst to the surface." He says it's stupid and cocky, particularly when it comes to drug addiction, to assume that everything's going to be all right. "I never feel that way. I don't have the confidence in myself to get up and say 'hallelujah', because you deal with the same things as you did back then. You deal with yourself." 

At the moment he doesn't take drugs, but says he doesn't know what the future holds. "Part of the so-called recovery process is that you're encouraged to deny your past, and think of your future as this glowing thing. I refuse to look at my past like that." His time as an addict was "a huge chunk of life" and "wonderful things happened there" - he had children, made records, wrote a novel. "It would be an insult to my children and my work and my life to look at it that way and deny that it was actually worth anything. It would be demeaning." 

Nor does Cave have much time for the notion that parenthood somehow redeems you and makes you a better person. "In fact, being a parent can make you a horrible person at times, because you're pushed to the limit constantly." His two older sons from past relationships are both 11: Jethro lives in Australia, and his father sees him only rarely; and Luke divides his time between his mother's London home and the Cave household. His two-and-a-half-year-old twins, Arthur and Earl, are with his wife "in the other room, systematically destroying the place", he says with a hint of pride. "They started at one end of the room and are quietly working their way through, shredding the wallpaper, throwing TVs out the window..." 

One of the things he likes about being a parent, he says, is that it's something you just do. "You just get up and you get on with it and you don't have any time to sit around and examine things that much. I'm not someone who's particularly in touch with the way they feel. I've heard it said that you should be a 'human being' not a 'human doing', but I'm a human doing, very much so." 

He has an office near his house where he works all day, every day, because he doesn't like to put his family through the creative process. "It's undignified." The feelings - angry, sad, loving - go into the work, it seems, leaving him able to live his life as calmly as possible. He says he doesn't understand or "connect" to the songs even when he's writing them, only afterwards, when he's singing them on stage. "The process of writing is so fraught and panicky for me, and presenting them to the group in the studio is terrifying." But if he's not writing songs he doesn't "function properly", he finds, "and certainly my wife finds". Not that he's "utterly dysfunctional" or anything, he adds quickly; he just doesn't cope in the same way if he doesn't have the regular work thing. The creative urge is something he has to "tend to" if it isn't to become overwhelming. "It has to come out some way, and it can come out in quite destructive ways as well as creative ways". 

He's also a "hopeless romantic", he readily admits - a "nostalgic" person who yearns for an age when things were "probably equally messed up but seemed different". He loves a sad song, and once wrote that for a love song to work it must have inside it an "ache". So how, I wonder, does that work if you're married and in love? Well, marriage isn't without its painful moments, he points out. He met Bick while wandering around the Natural History Museum and it was love at first sight. "I just love her to bits," he says. It was an "enormous relief" for him to get married, he says, and the couple have taken a great delight in "rejecting the rest of the world, locking down the windows and living in the airless confines of a marriage". And also it was a "getting organised thing" for him, enabling him to be more single-minded about his work. 

Still, there have been times when he's wanted to give up music altogether. He finds writing fiction or screenplays easier than songs. "It's about dreaming - you've got this thing going on in your head, and you can just sit back and close your eyes and take the story a bit further. I have a feeling what I should be doing in life is just writing. I somehow blundered into the music industry, and it has its rewards and I love music, but I suspect I'm probably in the wrong profession." 

The older you get, he says, the harder it is to be in the rock business. "Well, it certainly gets harder to do it with dignity." But so long as he finds himself "getting away with it", it's unlikely that he'll call it a day. Even so, it's for his songs, rather than his books, screenplays or acting (he had a cameo in Wim Wenders' 1987 film Wings Of Desire, and a starring role in Ghosts Of The Civil Dead a year later), that people love him - and besides, as he says himself, writing lyrics is his way of lifting himself out of the mediocre. "We all have some talent that has the potential to do that. I'm just addicted to the sense of power I feel when I'm doing something right; it's a certain feeling I get, like a chemical feeling. I feel truly elevated, and I respond to that feeling and work towards it as much as I can." 

Cave's perspective may have shifted over the years, but there have always been a few things he has believed in - his own creativity, for one, and the power of true love, and God. His God is benign, and protects him, he says, though that wasn't always the case - Cave's experience used to be of a more vengeful God. He used to be obsessed with the Old Testament; now, however, he is more drawn to the New Testament and a few years ago wrote a foreword to a new edition of The Gospel According To Mark. "The story of Christ is amazing," he says. 

So is he bringing up his sons to be believers? "It's up to them; it's not something you can foist on to someone else. And very often God is the first thing to go, to disbelieve in, before the tooth fairy or Santa Claus." 

For all the violent lyrics and talk of animal-torturing and woman-hating, it's clear that Nick Cave is not such a bad seed. In fact, he seems a reflective, even a sweet man, though I wouldn't want to tell him so. To write such tender love songs, he must have fought his demons pretty hard. (He's still fighting them: "There's always pain around. That's one thing you can guarantee in life - there will always be a surplus of pain.") 

Would he say he's happy now? He doesn't know, he says. He just gets up, goes to the office, no matter how he feels, he looks after his family, no matter how he feels - feelings don't come into it. You can just picture him walking along the promenade of a morning - not altogether discontented, not altogether content. "I have quite a robotic way of living my life and it seems to work well for me. Most of the time feelings just seem to get in the way. They're a luxury for the idle, a bourgeois concept," he laughs. "Feelings are overrated." 

&· Nocturama is out on Monday on Mute Records. 
