Career suicide? Tomata du Plenty in Rene Daalder’s film Popuiation One.
Photo Credit: Rene Daalder

TOMMY GEAR: The Screamers greatest downfall was that we were
easily bored.

K.K. BARRETT: Following a nine-month hiatus the Screamers
returned to the Whisky in May '79 for six sold-out shows over
three nights. We augmented the regular lineup, which now
included Paul Roessler on keyboards, with two violinists and a
backup singer named Sheila Edwards, sometimes known as Sheila
Drusela.

RENE DAALDER: Sheila Edwards was an amazing wailing punk
diva right o the L.A. streets.

PAUL ROESSLER: We’'d hooked up with Rene Daalder, a very
tasteless and talentless guy who could raise money and talk them
into doing stu but was unable to create anything that had any
Impact or was at least decent art. Rene played the members of the



band against each other, and he nally just isolated Tomata from
everybody, making Tomata the star of a terrible movie, Population
One. I've seen it. It’s retarded.

TOMATA DU PLENTY: It's a story about the last person left on the
planet after a nuclear holocaust.

RENE DAALDER: Tommy and Tomata were thinking about where
to take their act next. They didn’t feel much like performing in
the future. |1 had this strong conviction that music videos were
going to be big in the near future, and | was still thinking a lot
about the Pistols/Russ Meyer misadventure, wondering how a
marriage between the drama of punk rock and Im could work. |
had gotten ever deeper involved with the punk scene, which
among other things seemed highly cinematic. The Screamers had
already solved one of the main problems of rock-and-roll movies,
which invariably corrupt the raw energy of the musical talent by
the inevitable stylization a ctional Im imposes on them. The
Screamers had already taken care of that stylization themselves.

PAUL ROESSLER: | was the new guy, and they were fairly secretive
with me. The Screamers’ image and mystique was something they
had really carefully cultivated. Tommy and Tomata had been in
all these theater troupes, doing avant-garde and gay theater. | was
just a kid, a trained musician who’d had my head twisted by
hanging around Darby Crash and the early Germs scene at Uni
High.

RENE DAALDER: We decided to build a studio to make music
videos to replace the opening acts at club performances. We also
planned to record music for the soundtrack to a low-budget
musical movie. But for something like that to work, everybody
has to be respectful of each other’s creativity. The Screamers were
organized a little di erent. For one, Tommy was accustomed to
being a rather authoritarian and autocratic taskmaster. The
Screamers were ultimately a much more important concept to him
than they were to Tomata, who—even though we didn’t realize it
at the time—had become kind of exhausted of the whole
experience. All the screaming had been taxing his voice to the



point that it became increasingly di cult to put out the
inordinate amount of energy it took to project the raw energy
everyone expected from his stage persona. Apart from having no
real control over his voice, it was even more di cult at times to
put out that energy because, as opposed to say Johnny Rotten’s
conviction, the Screamers really was an art project for him. He
certainly didn’t carry an ounce of the same aggression he
expressed onstage.

K.K. BARRETT: We were trying to make music videos. If we’d just
stayed with the music, | think we would have been right on
course, but getting stars in our eyes sunk the boat.

PAUL ROESSLER: They thought they’'d never really be able to
capture the experience of the Screamers just with recordings.
They wanted to do Im and video years before MTV. They hooked
up with Rene Daalder, but in the process it broke up the group,
after he tried to turn it into something that was no longer a rock
band.

RENE DAALDER: We were assembling a sort of repertory company
that would become the cast for the movie Mensch, which would
take place in a Cabinet of Dr. Caligari-like German expressionist
setting. Musically it was going to be a reinterpretation of the
original Screamers material. The cast would be the Screamers,
Penelope Houston of the Avengers, and many other stalwarts of
the punk scene, as well as Beck’s grandfather, Fluxus artist Al
Hansen. As we were waiting for everything to come together |
directed a bunch of videos art-directed with great economic
resourcefulness by K.K. We didn’'t have the nancing for the
movie, so we were reduced to shooting scenes on and o . It
seemed high time to do some live shows again after a nine-month
hiatus.

GEZA X: Rene Daalder utterly destroyed the Screamers. Butchered
'em. That’s a fact. Rene came in and lled their head with these
notions. They already had a lot of problems with grandiosity, and
how that band maintained equilibrium was a very delicate
equation to begin with, where Tommy played leather bitch to



Tomata’s puppet, and the two of them had worked really hard at
creating this image. | was just their employee, their sound guy
and roadie. | admired Tommy and Tomata for working so hard
and becoming so successful, but Tommy was the ruler with an
iron st, and when he did, things worked. That was the implicit
agreement between Tommy and Tomata—they had this deal
going, that was the way the band would work. When Rene came
along, he gradually eroded Tommy’s control and rst got Tomata
into his orbit, and then Tommy also came under his spell based on
his premise that they were gonna make rock videos, before there
were rock videos... he was gonna get them a “video record” deal,
but you have to understand we’re talking nearly two years before
MTV.

RENE DAALDER: I raised the money to build Rhapsody Studios on
Mel-rose, a soundstage facility which included a state-of-the-art
recording studio, from the father of Joe Kaufman, who was one of
the producers on John Carpenter’s Assault on Precinct 13. My
friend Carel Struycken, who'’s since become famous as a character
actor, built the studio with his own hands. It was a unique
opportunity for everyone. Everybody could use the studio for
whatever they wanted, but nobody ever booked a recording
session. Top Jimmy and the Rhythm Pigs, the Blasters, Chris D.’s
Flesh Eaters, and others recorded there, but not the Screamers,
unless | proposed a video-or Im-related context. It was not clear
exactly where this lack of initiative came from, but it certainly
was not for lack of encouragement on our part. We had built the
Screamers their own multimedia studio, but they didn’t seem
much inclined to take advantage of it to do something together.

TRUDIE ARGUELLES: When the Screamers got together with Rene,
they thought, “Maybe we’ll be movie stars as well.” And during
the production of this Population One Im, things started to break
down between them. Tomata was the star, Tommy was doing the
music, and K.K. was doing the art direction. Soon they realized
this guy wanted things done his way, and then he wanted this,



and then he wanted that, and suddenly it wasn’'t the Screamers
anymore.

RENE DAALDER: One of the reasons the Screamers didn’t do
anything together was the fact that Tommy and Tomata hardly
talked to each other anymore and had had a falling-out, the exact
nature of which none of us ever gured out. Even though Tommy
was trying to come up with new material, without his muse
Tomata, very little came out of him.

TOMATA DU PLENTY: | haven’'t seen Tommy in over twenty years.
And | don’t foresee seeing him in the next twenty. It’s just not a
part of my life anymore.

K.K. BARRETT: Tommy left in the middle of Iming the Population
One movie. Who knows what happens—when bands have a lot of
creative energy in the beginning, then when the focus is on them
and they’re trying to crank something out, it may not be as good.
At one point, there was only two of us left, me and Tomata. We
did a show at the Roxy called the Palace of Variety... we were
trying to use canned video, canned music, and a script. It was the
worst thing we ever did—bad all around. The music was poor, the
performance was poor, it was a complete technical failure.
Nothing was in sync.

RENE DAALDER: The Palace of Variety was a combination of old
material and recent songs, some of them featuring Sheila as
Tomata’s female counterpart. Instead of an opening act there was
a video show with highlights of the stu we had done at
Rhapsody. We played the Whisky and the Roxy, and Hurrah’s in
New York. Some evenings were spectacular, on others things
didn’t quite ignite. A few weeks before the rst performance
Tomata worried that he wouldn’t have the energy to go through
with the shows. His occasional lapses into exhaustion had
de nitely become more obvious by this time. Later on, he told me
and my wife, Bianca, that he was HIV positive.

GEZA X: When Rene became involved, the artistic vision of the
band got derailed. Rene brought in an acoustic piano and all this



high-falutin monkey bullshit. He had them playing to loops, run
o of a tape recorder—an extremely interesting idea, granted,
kind of an early industrial techno twist to that—but it really
wasn’t the Screamers anymore. The Screamers’ magic when they
rocked out with those Tinkertoy synths slowly turned into this
low-budget multimedia nonextravaganza which wasn’t really that
good, and the band started withering behind it. Rene became
drunk on power, and |I remember getting into bloodcurdling
arguments with him behind the mixing board at the Roxy. He'd
come up to the console during shows and break my
concentration... he’d push faders up and down at random while |
was mixing for the house... and he really didn’t have a clue about
audio—he had no idea what the hell he was doing—yet he’d insist
on doing crazed, irrational things like that all the time. | saw the
band going under, and | sometimes looked at myself as the only
bu er zone to keeping some of it the way it was... I'll lament for
the rest of my life that | never got to record the de nitive
Screamers album during their prime. | have some tapes, but
they’re almost unlistenable.

K.K. BARRETT: There was no plot to Population One. It was a lot of
proselytizing, very dull, and in between there were music videos
tying it together.

PAUL ROESSLER: Rene was from Holland and he was trying to do
some great statement about “what is America.” That typical
European art school perspective on the American experience.
They’re still trying to do it, as if Melville and Twain didn’t already
get it.

K.K. BARRETT: We wanted to do something new and we stuck our
necks out; otherwise we were just another band. We were
enamored with the potential of rock fame and Im stardom at the
same time, but Trudie knew right away it wasn’t spontaneous, it
was corrupt, it was gold digging.

TOMATA DU PLENTY: | could tell you all the stupid things we
didn’t do. Devo o ered us a tour, and for some stupid reason we
turned it down! Robert Fripp asked me to sing on his album, and |



had to turn that down... oh please! | mean, these are just things...
| was not in my right mind... but | was working damn hard, so it’s
not that | have regrets. People say, “Well, you should have done a
record.” | don’t have regrets about it. Maybe a record will come
out. | don’t own the music. Tommy Gear wrote the music. It's up
to him.
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