Total Music Magazine

Interview with Kasim Sulton

Total Music: Who do you think were Utopia’s contemporaries 

Kasim Sulton: Remembering the time period, late 70's and early 80's I'd have to say most of our contemporaries, artists and bands that were playing in similar genres were Boston, Wings, The Cars, Cheap Trick and a handful of others who could turn three to four minutes of music and lyrics into a catchy tune.  For whatever reasons, promotion, management, record labels, advertising or radio play, Utopia didn't get the kind of attention that could have brought us into the mainstream. It wasn't for lack of trying either. We toured behind every album, appeared at in-store record signings, did live radio shows and the like but we were always a day late and a dollar short. 
Total Music: What do you feel is the most fully realised Utopia album? 
Kasim Sulton: Without a doubt, it would be Adventures In Utopia.  We had finished two records before that with the version of the band that included me. We sat down during the pre-production meetings for the record and talked about how we could make a record that our fans would embrace, radio would play and we could live with.  We looked at the current list of Billboards Hot 100 Singles, focused on the top 10 and proceeded to write songs that were similar to our style.
I'm sure there were those that were dismissed out of hand but if you listen to some of the songs on that record they are very close to what was considered a 'hit' at the time.  A perfect example would be Boston’s More Than A Feeling and the Utopia song The Very Last Time.  There is an obvious connection between the two without risking a law suit. It worked too because Adventures… included Utopia's only top 20 hit, Set Me Free.

Total Music:  What do you think is the album that serves the Utopia legend least well?
Kasim Sulton: Adventures in Utopia sold more records than any previous Utopia album. In my opinion, we were poised to capitalize on that record by making another one in a similar vein. When we gathered to start recording the follow up to Adventures, Todd informed the band that we would be doing a 'parody' album of Beatle songs. Basically, his idea was to take ten or twelve Beatle songs from their earlier records, re-write them and record them in much the same way records were done at that time. Meaning, besides vocals and solos, everything would be done as a band playing together live in the studio with the minimum amount of overdubs. It might not have seemed like the best idea at the time but the fact is, as much as we were a band, it was still Todd's band and his ideas usually trumped anyone else’s. Choosing to argue the case for what in essence was going backwards and recording a record more like the previous one, wasn't going to work. The attitude was, ‘Why do something we've already done?  We need to do something different for this record.’  That’s how we came up with the idea of doing an album of Beatles sounding songs.
We were lambasted in the press for this record. The general feeling by reviewers and non fans was, how dare we do something as blatantly obvious as to rip-off a band who meant so much too so many. It also didn't help that just before the record was to be released, John Lennon was assassinated and the last thing anyone wanted to hear was an album of Beatle sound alike songs.

Total Music: Do you think the other guys would agree with your choice?
Kasim Sulton: Well, they might, or they might not. I know that nothing we ever did was sub par or less than our best. But the question was - what did I think.  I know that we were in a good space during that period. We knew we weren't going to be selling quadruple platinum records and we were ok with it. Although, having said that, we would have gladly accepted mass global appeal. It would have given us something to laugh about.
Total Music: Tell us more about the thinking behind Deface The Music? (and why are there no tracks from this on the DVD)?
Kasim Sulton: Everyone in the band, especially myself and Todd are big fans of The Beatles. Their effect and contribution in shaping a generation is undeniable. But the idea of doing an entire album which in essence parodied their earlier work wasn't an idea that everyone in the band embraced so much as went along with.  We did an entire tour behind that record where we dressed in Beatle suits and even went so far as to arrive for a New York City show in our stage costumes, guitars strapped on and walked directly on to the stage through the audience straight from the limousine.  We felt that once that tour was over, we had pretty much exhausted those songs so we hardly ever played them again. 
Total Music: You used to regularly swap instruments live, what was the thinking behind this?  Did it always work?
Kasim Sulton: Everyone in the band was multi-instrumental so we thought, ‘why not take some liberty on stage and switch up every now and then’, I think it was part, ‘let’s give the audience something different during the show’ and partly ‘we're so confident we can pull this off, damn the torpedoes… let’s have fun!’  I personally always looked forward to those portions of the shows because I loved playing lead guitar. As far as it working or not, no one ever asked for their money back at the end of the show because Todd played drums on one song or Willie played bass. It was part of our charm.
Total Music: What do you recall most from the tour this DVD documents?
Kasim Sulton: The band had finished a record that had more songs than usual on it. So many in fact, that we had to issue a 'three sided' album. By this I'm referring to the second disk having the same sequence of songs on both sides.  We didn't have enough material for a true double album and we had too many songs we wanted to include for a standard single album.
Our aim was to do what we thought we did best, 3-4 minute power pop tunes. We were very comfortable with each other at that time. We liked being together. We laughed a lot and constantly made fun of the world, the music business and one another. We had been together as a band for about 6 and half years and weren't concerned with much beyond making our records, touring and playing as much as we could.  We knew that we were a really good band who executed our songs extremely well on any given night, so we were just enjoying what we were doing. 
The fact that we might have been documenting a particular performance on any given night was just part of the game. If I'm not mistaken, one of the shows we did on that tour was the first ever live broadcast of a concert on a cable TV station. USA Cable Networks did a special show with us from Los Angeles. The best part of that show was Todd coming out, jumping in the air and immediately falling on his ass in front of a few hundred thousand viewers.
Total Music: You have clearly retained a good working relationship with TR, but was the end of Utopia a difficult period?
Kasim Sulton: Whenever I'm asked this question my reply is the same. There was just more 'supply' than there was 'demand'. We were still willing to make records but with each successive one, we continually sold less.  For whatever reason, we didn't have much luck with the labels we were on; either key people who believed in us left the company during our contract or, in the case of the Utopia Network album, the entire record company folded right after the release.  We were constantly told how good our records were but when it came time to pony up the marketing or advertising and publicity money, we were always short changed.
We were getting frustrated with making record after record, tour after tour with basically the same results. Individual band members were voicing their concern that we do things differently. No matter how much someone 'suggested' changing our formula(s) in the end, if TR didn't agree it was pretty much a dead subject. He has a way with a pout that makes life miserable.  So, yes, it was difficult. The last record, POV was anything but a love fest for us in the studio. In a sense, the band had run its course and it was time to move on. I was sorry that it ended the way it did but I'm not sure that any 10 year relationship ends with smiles and laughs. 
Total Music: Any plans for the original line-up to ever play live again?
Kasim Sulton: I can't say we will never play live again. 2006 will mark the 30 year anniversary of the line up that included me in the band. I would love nothing more than to get together for a reunion tour, play a few major cities and document it for the fans but ... that’s me. There are three other people that would have to agree to do it and only Todd and I have remained actively touring since 1985. Roger and Willie both have lives and jobs that, while still in the music industry, don't keep them on the road five to six months out of a year.
I will say that I'm pulling for us to do something to celebrate our time together, whether it happens or not is a guess at best. 

Total Music: Have you ever worked with Roger Powell or Willie Wilcox on non-Todd projects?
Kasim Sulton: Other than Meat Loaf's first record, Bat Out Of Hell,  Roger and I haven't worked together on anything other than Utopia and Todd related productions.  Willie and I have done numerous projects together over the years, writing together and recording every so often for other artists.
Total Music: What are your best memories from working with people like Joan Jett and Meatloaf?
Kasim Sulton: I spent three years as a member of Joan’s band The Blackhearts. From 1986 to 1989 I toured and recorded with her. She's a great performer, hard worker and no one does the kind of music she plays better. It's basic Rock music and while I appreciate and respect it, it's not really my cup of tea. I enjoyed my time in her band but after a while I got slightly frustrated playing three chord songs night after night.
Meat Loaf is a different story. I recorded the first record with him in 1976 and had no idea that it would become such a classic album. After singing background vocals on ‘Bat Out Of Hell II’ with Todd, I was asked by Meat Loaf if I'd be interested in joining his band for a tour promoting the record. That was in 1993. I started as the utility musician' in the band, playing keyboards, guitar and singing. I've since moved over to being the bass player and Musical Director. It's been 11 years since I started performing with him, the longest I've ever been in any one band. Traveling around the world a number of times, playing multiple dates at Wembley Arena, recording and producing some records with him. It's been a great time for me and I'm a very lucky man to continue to be working with him.  I was even given the opportunity to open for Meat Loaf on the last few tours as a solo acoustic artist. Not too many people can say their boss is gracious enough to allow a band member to go out prior to their show and do his or her solo material for thirty minutes before the main act.  It was something that helped me tremendously in increasing my visibility as a solo artist.
Total Music: We all have good and bad days but as a performer you are expected to be “on” every night, what would you say were your best, and worst, live show memories?
Kasim Sulton: Best show?  Hmmm, that’s a tough one.  Most times what I feel was a great show; someone will come up to me and say, "I've seen you better.”  The opposite is also true for me.  What I might consider a less than perfect performance will be commented on as a great show.
I do remember one particularly bad show with Utopia.  We were in Massachusetts playing in a club called The Shaboo. The place was packed and about 30 minutes before we were to go on, the power went out. An hour went by, then an hour and a half, then two, then three hours before they finally got the problem fixed. Needless to say the crowd was not thrilled at having to stand there for three hours while the club tried to get the power back. People were yelling for their money back and the band was hunkered down backstage listening to an ever increasing chant of profanities from disgruntled ticket holders.
When we finally did take the stage, Todd and I had consumed a fair amount of alcohol waiting to go on. We had passed the point of a social drink before the show into the land of 'let’s just get drunk'. Between the two of us, we managed to finish a bottle of Harvey's Bristol Cream sherry before and during the show. I distinctly remember barely being able to stand, forgetting words, chords and entire songs. How we didn't get lynched while trying to play that night is beyond me. But as drunk as I was, I remember having a wonderful time playing the worst show of my career.
Total Music: What non-Utopia personal project would you point people towards as best summing up Kasim Sulton the musician?
Kasim: After my first solo record in 1981, I had all but given up on trying to have some career outside of playing in other peoples bands. I continued to write songs but it wasn't until 1999 that I told myself it was time for me to do another record. I released my second solo CD in 2002 titled Quid Pro Quo on Spheresound Records.  Because this record has my most recent material on it, I'd say it best represents me.”
Total Music: You use the internet to sell and promote your music; did you pick up on the possibilities of the internet early on?
Kasim:  I really had no choice. Other than playing live shows and selling my CD's there, it's the only way someone like me can reach a large audience.  I had a website before the record was released and it was invaluable in alerting people to what I was up to.  Major labels are not only hard to deal with when you’re not selling a few hundred thousand records, and even that isn’t enough to guarantee their attention to what is essentially an artist’s livelihood.
For those of us that have a small but loyal following, love what we do, have something to offer and are committed to our craft, the Internet offers us a way to advertise, promote and sell our music to people who might otherwise not even know about it.
I started making my presence known on the Internet in 1999. There are now no fewer than half a dozen sites devoted to my career, I can boast a mailing list of a few thousand people and over a million hits on my official site alone.  This would not have been possible 10 years ago. I wouldn't be half as far along with my solo career were it not for the Net.
- End of interview - 
