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‘Firstimakea
party. Thenl
terrorise people’

Dorian Lynskey meets
the Ukrainian who's bringing
Gypsy punk to the west

nless you're Russian,
or wish you were
Russian, there’s no

in New York’s
Brighton Beach. It sits
at Brooklyn’s southernmost tip, just
next to Coney Island, and brands
itself “Little Russia by the sea”. On the
main drag, beneath the grime and
clatter of the L-train, half the shop
signs are in Cyrillic and the restau-
rants specialise in borscht and blinis.

In a Russian record store, Eugene
Hutz, the Ukrainian-born New
Yorker who helms self-proclaimed
“Gvosv punk” band Gogol Bordello

reason to find yourself

you ain't got moustache, you ain't got
self-respect. It’s as simple as that.”

We stroll down to the beach,
lashed by the Atlantic wind, and find
atableat a Russian restaurant on the
boardwalk. Over borscht and vodka,
Hutz elaborates on Gogol Bordello’s
genesis. The line-up stands at eight,
including Russians, Israelis, a Chi-
nese Scot and a solitary American,
although other members have come
and gone. “We never had anybody
leave for musical reasons,” says Hutz.
“It’s usually just schizophrenia or
alcoholism.”

Gogol Bordello - formed when
Hutz moved to New York fram
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buried treasure - the more obscure
and extreme the better - for his DJing
residency at Manhattan’s Bulgarian
Bar tonight. “I don't just terrorise
people,” he says, clutching CDs of
Romanian techno and Moldavian
Gypsy drum'n’bass. “First I make a
party. Then I terrorise people.”

Habitués of the Bulgarian Bar will
have to go unterrorised for the next
few weeks, because Hutz is about to
embark on his first promotional tour
as a Hollywood actor. When director
Liev Schreiber was preparing to
adapt Jonathan Safran Foer's award-
winning novel, Everything is llumi-
nated, he met Hutz to discuss the
soundtrack. Schreiber also asked if
he was interested in acting and
promptly cast him as the thesaurus-
mangling Ukrainian student Alex,
co-starring with Elijah Wood.

You can see why Schreiber took a
punt on Hutz. Alex’s culture-clash
argot is audible whenever Hutz
decides in his chewy Slavic accent
that something is “fucking awesome™
(you get the impression the first
English word he learned was
“fucking”) or when he talks about
exploring underground music scenes
in the countries he visits: “T try to get
in their ass, so to say.”

His physical presence is riveting,
too: bulging, cobalt-blue eyes atop
cheekbones that could slice bread.
Unfortunately, the role demanded he
lose his signature moustache, a fab-
ulous, curling creation of the kind
favoured by 18th-century hussars.
Whenever Hutz is thinking hard
about something he starts absent-
mindedly grooming it. “Everybody in
my family has a moustache,” he
explains. “My grandfather said, ‘If

Ukraine’s most famous writer, Niko-
lai Gogol - create a riot of disparate
sounds, from traditional Gypsy
music to punk and dub, whipped up
into a cathartic frenzy. They tend to
have an extreme effect on audience
members, from the woman in Zagreb
who pinned Hutz to the floor and
began grinding against his face, to
the Russian gangster who smacked
him in the face with his own micro-
phone stand during the first song. “In
a way it was the quickest $3,000 I
ever made because five minutes and
I was done,” he cackles.

However exotic Gogol Bordello’s
music sounds, it could only have been
made in America by “a bunch of
immigrants”. As a teenage punk in
Ukraine, traditional music was
desperately unfashionable; Hutz
dreamed of one day integrating the
two. “It’s all about tribal connections,”
he elaborates. “The first time [ saw
Iggy Pop on video I knew that was
that. I noticed some ethnic music to
be quite psychotic and shamanic, and
I couldn’t help but see the similarity.
Rock'n’roll is dying, basically, in the
west. It does not deliver the energy
it was supposed to. Instead I'm
creating my alternative, and that is
Gogol Bordello.

So he takes a dim view of Ameri-
can pop culture? “I knew that pop
culture was garbage,” he says with
a shrug. “I wasn't that naive. [ was
more disappointed in the American
underground - that’s the problem. I
found New York already in shambles
in terms of what it had to offer”

Hutz has no shortage of bugbears,
among them world music (“we're
here to bury world music as a mar-
keting concept”), certain fashionable

New York bands (“it’s just modelling
with guitars”), most of the city’s bur-
geoning Gypsy-punk scene (“they're
not Gypsy and neither are they
punk”) and American rock in general
(“they talk about freedom and preach
the rebel mind but in reality they
bash out the same boogie-woogie”),
but the one thing guaranteed to make
his blood boil is a critic who accuses
him of overplaying his background.

“Overplaying it?” he thunders at
the very thought. “I underplay it!
could tell you things that would make
your hair stand on end. I'd never live
in Ukraine again. That’s my night-
mare. Seriously. I see it in my dreams
-Oh my God, I'm back in Ukraine!”

Hutz grew up in Kiev when it was
still part of the Soviet Union. His
father was Russian and his mother
Roma, but until he was 15, his Gypsy
heritage was a family secret. “I'm a
half-breed so it’s not like I'm dark-
skinned to give me away. What gave
me away was I always did my own
thing and I always won. I would
always wonder why I was not like
anybody else at my school”

Even as a child, though, he knew

‘We never had anyone
leave the band for
musical reasons. It's
usually schizophrenia

or alcoholism’

his family was different. His uncle
was a circus acrobat and he remem-
bers his grandfather coming home
drunk, pinning his war medals to his
bare chest and bellydancing. “When
you're five or six that leaves impres-
sions,” says Hutz, rolling his eyes.
“That’s the ultimate. I don’t think
even Iggy Pop has done that.”
Recently, Hutz has been pondering
history and heritage - indeed, those
are the key themes of Everything is
[lluminated - and he’s decided that
almost everything he does comes
back to being Roma. When the
nuclear reactor at Chernobyl exploded
in 1985, he was evacuated to the
Carpathian mountains in western
Ukraine, where he met his mother’s
family and finally discovered his
Roma roots. He recently toured Hun-
gary, Romania and Siberia, making a
documentary on Roma musicians.
“I'm the ultimate eastern Euro-
pean mutt,” he says. “There’s no such
thing as real Gypsy music. Roma
musicians survive by appropriating
regional standards where they live,
by extremising them and making
them alot better. Adapting without
compromising your character, that's
what speaks to me. You'll hear a lot of
that in our music. Sometimes people
will say, ‘You're doing so good in New
York. How come you're so prepared
for it?” And I'm like, I'm not prepared
for it. 'm prepared for anything”
Hutz’s family left Ukraine in 1989,
during communism’s last gasp, and
spent three years shunting between
European countries waiting for per-

mission to enter the US. He thinks
this difficult period gave him the con-
fidence to trust his own ideas and a
withering disregard for anyone who
doesn’t do likewise. “Like James
Brown says, you've got to be able to
fall back on your self. Don't blame
anybody else for your own shit.” He
used to try to keep politics out of
his music, but it crept in regardless.
“I would dedicate my whole life to
just partying —and I do, haha! -but
there are other things that cause my
sleeping disorder. I can’t disconnect
myself from that.”

Later that evening, Hutz is cutting
frantically between CDs at the
Bulgarian Bar, a cramped first-floor
room on the edge of Chinatown. A
sign above the bar reads: “Get naked
- free shot. Get fucked - free bottle.”
On the tiny dancefloor, sweat-glossy
New Yorkers hurl themselves around
to Hutz’s pellmell selection of dance-
hall, diwali, booty bass, punk, Gypsy
music and, oh yes, Romanian techno.
Depending on the beat, they thrash,
pogo, grind or dance with knees bent
like cossacks. One girl, almost hys-
terical with excitement, appears to be
attempting the Charleston. At 1am
jetlag gets the better of me and 1
reluctantly bid Hutz farewell. Eyes
swivelling, polka-dot shirt unbut-
toned to his waist, moustache still
somehow immaculate, he looks
incredulous. “Why are you leaving?”
he roars over the crashing beats. “The
night is just beginning!”

Gypsy Punks Underdog World Strike is out now
on Side One Dummy.
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didn’t even ask if they want
me to clean their window or
not.” And what if they tried
to stop him? “If they tried to
stop me, I would say...” At
this point Hiitz utters some-
thing in TItalian. Only the
word “Madonna” is clearly
audible, so he helpfully ex-
plains that he has offered to
expel his dinner into the
reproductive organs of an Ital-
ian motorist’s mother. Nice.
If you were already thinking
twice about inviting Hiitz to
your dinner party, the sight
of him an hour later on stage
with his band does little to
change matters. As blazing
Brechtian violins and demon-
ic accordions sprint to catch
up with the frenetic punk clat-
ter of 60 Revolutions, Hiitz's
topless sweaty frame gradual-
ly disappears as the moshpit
swallows him up. We know
he's still - there though,
because somewhere amid
the throng, that voice —
part Joe Strummer, part
Papa Lazarou — rails
against the “karaoke dic-
tatorship” of 21st-cen-
tury alt-rock as he

wants to know the guy with
the meat when there’s a holi-
day coming up,” Hiitz says.
“So, that’s how we ended up
with tapes of certain albums.
My dad was the only man in
Russia who traded meat for
Funkadelic tapes that be-
longed to African exchange
students.” -
With nine people confined to
a small apartment, he shared
a bed with his parents. In
practice, as they awoke he
went to bed. He missed
school and listened to the
radio; they turned a blind eye.
It was on the radio that news
about the nuclear reactor in
nearby Chernobyl first per-
meated Hiitz’s world. “You
certainly didn’t hear about it
on Soviet radio,” he recalls.
“At first when the reports
broke through we just
thought we were hearing
propaganda.
Because you
would ?
.3/
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Briefly, Hiitz relinquishes his
air of worldly diffidence to
convey the subsequent life-
changing effect of what he
saw: riotous wedding baccha-
nals, “levels of madness that
are higher than a metal con-
cert” and a diverse ethnic
mix: “Hungarians, Romani-
ans, Lithuanians Russians
and Gypsies — all playing
music together.”

Seemingly, it was here, up in

In America he
cleaned toilets
and delivered
flowers to
funeral parlours

the Roma Gypsy heartlands
of west Ukraine, that Hiitz
had his Big Idea: a musical
place between the Birthday
Party bootlegs of his adoles-
cence and the Gypsy music of
his maternal Romany family.
But it dotﬁn:n't quite exph;l%
why in past couple

years he has risen from being
a singer in a riotous
ethno-punk outfit to a hero to
a worldwide generation of
new itinerants. Along with
Manu Chao and Rachid Taha,
it's Gogol Bordello’s music
that seems to have made it on
to the iPods of nomadic anti-
globalists, young asylum-seek-
ers and backpackers seeking
to lay down roots in the West.
It doesn’t take a genius to
work out what those people
see in him. Hiitz’s ability to
flourish'in adverse situations
is something from which he
derives immense pride. He




