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Introduction 

In this report I will detail my work in the re-interpretation 

assignment, where I was asked to take an artist’s work and re-

interpret it to a different style or genre. 

 

The work I chose was a song by The Clash called The Guns of Brixton 

from their 1979 album London Calling. The Clash was a leading 

band in the punk rock music genre of that time and highly 

influential to the punk scene as a whole.  

 

The song itself has a strong reggae influence, which is reflective of 

the culture around the Brixton area in the south part of London. The 

band fused punk rock and reggae together and the outcome was this 

very original sounding tune. 

 

The lyrical theme of the song mirrors feelings of discontent from the 

public toward heavy-handed authorities, the recession and other 

problems around the Brixton area at the time. 

 

I decided to make a singer-songwriter version of the song, 

reminiscent to the folk musicians and singer-songwriters of the late 

1960s and early 1970s. 
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From One Genre to Another 

Singer-Songwriter Music 
 
The singer-songwriter genre has existed in music for centuries, 

dating as far back as the Bardic poets of the 17th and 18th 

centuries, where their poems would often be performed as chants or 

songs, sometimes performed alongside an instrument such as a harp 

or a flute. 

 

In the modern age, the singer-songwriter 

genre made a great resurgence around the 

1960s and early 1970s, both in the United 

States and the United Kingdom, with strong 

connections to early 20th century folk and 

country music. This movement was spurred 

on by pioneering artists such as Bob Dylan, 

Johnny Cash, Nick Drake, Joni Mitchell, 

James Taylor and  Jim Croce, to name but a few. The lyrics to their 

music were usually in storytelling form, often driven by political 

themes along the lines of the Vietnam War and oppression against 

the working class. 

 

Bob Dylan was a great 

inspiration to the singer‐

songwriter genre 
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The stories they sang of were usually told from an introspective point 

of view, personal tales and own experiences, rather than from an 

observer’s standpoint. That was quite uncommon at the time, for 

mainstream music at least. This inspired songwriters to be bolder 

and more rebellious in their lyrics, taking advantage of the fact that 

music is not only another form of innocent entertainment, but can 

also be a fantastic platform to get your point across. The mainstream 

musical landscape could now be used as a forum to vent rebellious 

frustrations, to spread a message to the masses and could even be 

used as a propaganda tool. 

 

But where the singer-songwriters of the ‘60s and early ‘70s were 

usually fairly modest in their artistic expression and protest against 

“the machine”, the punk rock scene would take it all to a whole new 

level. 

 

Punk Rock Music 
 

The punk rock music genre started as 

an underground movement, developed 

in the mid 1970s by a faction of people 

whose main objective was to distance 

themselves from the overindulgence of 

mainstream ‘70s rock. This group of 
“Punks” didn’t exactly fit in with 

sociological standards 
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people felt that rock had become too “showy” and excessive. Uncut 

magazine quoted Tommy Ramone, of The Ramones, in 2007, saying: 

“In its initial form, a lot of [1960s] stuff was innovative and exciting. 

Unfortunately, what happened is that people who could not hold a 

candle to the likes of [Jimi] Hendrix started noodling away. Soon you 

had endless solos that went nowhere. By 1973, I knew that what was 

needed was some pure, stripped down, no bullshit rock 'n' roll.” 

(Ramone 2007) 

 

Punk rock emerged from the 

underground in late 1976 and had 

become a worldwide phenomenon by 

1977, most noticeably in New York and 

all across the United Kingdom. The 

music and lyrics had a very rebellious 

theme, often very political and of an “anti-establishment” nature. The 

so called “punks” began expressing their anti-authoritarian ideas, 

embracing political ideals like anarchism and refusing to bow down 

to sociological standards. They dressed, talked and behaved 

differently and stood out in the crowd, rejecting what they believed to 

be an oppressive system of society. 

 

Tommy Ramone, the only surviving 

member of punk rock legends 

The Ramones 
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This attitude was very apparent in a lot of punk rock music, with 

artists like The Ramones, The Sex Pistols and The Clash all leading 

the way in defining a musical genre and the “punk” mindset, making 

a huge impact on the cultural landscape at the time. The level of 

rebellion which followed the punk movement was more intense and 

had more of a “shake-your-fist-to-the-air” feel about it than their 

predecessors in the ‘60s and ‘70s had demonstrated. The punks 

appeared to have a ruder overtone and more of a wild side to them 

than the singer-songwriters who inspired them. This was however 

not always the case, but rather at times a misleading preconception 

from outsiders due to the rough and rugged appearance of the 

“punks”. 

 
 

The Song: The Guns of Brixton 

Original Version 
 

The Guns of Brixton is written by Paul 

Simonon, the bass player for The Clash, 

and was originally released on the band’s 

London Calling album in 1979. Simmonon 

grew up in Brixton, South London and 

wrote the song as homage to his roots. 

 

London Calling was The 

Clash’s 3rd studio album 
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The lyrics of the song preach of rebellion against law enforcement 

and authority. Set in one of London’s most notorious 

neighbourhoods, Brixton, the lyrics suggests that residents are 

correct in their resistance to police control and other oppressions. 

The opening verse goes: 

 

“When they kick down your front door, 
 
How you gonna come? 
 
With your hands on your head, 
 
Or the trigger of your gun?” 

 

The song argues that local authorities will never fully suppress 

community resistance, as demonstrated in the chorus: 

“You can crush us. 
 
You can bruise us. 
 
But you’ll have to answer to, 
 
Oh - the guns of Brixton.” 

 

The song predates the race riots which took place in Brixton in the 

early 1980s, but the lyrics seem to have foreseen that some sort of 

community uproar was looming on the horizon. 
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Re-Arranging 
 
I wanted to find a punk rock song that would easily translate over to 

the singer-songwriter genre. For this, I needed a song that had a 

certain melody and chord structure, fitting to the palette of what I 

had in mind. I wanted a song with a flowing melody and a diverse 

chord structure, rather than the rather monotonous structure a lot 

of punk rock songs tend to have. So it took me a while to settle on 

which song I wanted to re-interpret. 

 

I also wanted the lyrics of the song I chose to reflect something from 

the political or sociological landscape of the time when it was written, 

which the lyrics of The Guns of Brixton certainly do. The Clash was 

good at that; they were a very outspoken band, candid and forthright 

in their lyrical message. 

 

I also felt The Guns of Brixton was an ideal song for its lyrical topic as 

well as its melody and chord structure. The song is built around 

minor keys, which in my opinion adds a dramatic feel to the song, 

and I found it to be very fitting to the lyrical content. 

 

All I had to do was arrange it for the acoustic guitar and change the 

lyrical refrain a little bit, adding a few harmonies and subtle changes 
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to the intonations and rhythm structure of the main melody, while at 

the same time keeping true to the original. 

 

Recording & Mixing 
 

I recorded the song on 8 May 2009, in 

the SSL studio at SAE Institute 

Amsterdam. Hjörvar Rögnvaldsson and 

Bjarki Jóhannsson assisted with the 

engineering. I played the acoustic guitar 

and bass guitar myself and also 

performed all the vocals on the track. Hjörvar Rögnvaldsson played 

the drums. 

 

I used a Neumann U87 microphone for the acoustic guitar and 

vocals, and also used it as a “room mic” when recording the drums. 

On the drum kit I also used an AKG D-112 for the kick, an AKG C-

414 on the snare (“side micing”), and a pair of Sony C-48s as 

“underheards”. The bass guitar was recorded directly through the 

pre-amps on the SSL desk. 

 

Mixing was done the following day, on 9 May 2009, in Studio 4 at the 

SAE Institute Amsterdam. All mixing was done “in-the-box” through 

Pro Tools, using plug-ins from McDSP, Ozone and DigiDesign. 

Me recording the bass guitar for 

the track in the SSL studio 
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Conclusion 

All in all I am satisfied and happy with my end product for this 

assignment. Finding something that would translate easily from 

punk over to a singer-songwriter type of song proved to be a little 

challenging, but I think I achieved my goal. I was aiming for a 

melodramatic, acoustic version of an old punk song, something in 

the vein of Johnny Cash or Bob Dylan, and I believe that I 

accomplished what I set out to do, thus this re-interpretation 

assignment proved to be interesting, challenging and enjoyable. 
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Original version of The Clash’s The Guns of Brixton can be found at: 
http://www.andrihugo.com/sae/mp3/The_Clash_-_The_Guns_of_Brixton.mp3 
 
Cover version of the song discussed in this report can be found at: 
http://www.andrihugo.com/sae/mp3/Andri_Hugo_-_The_Guns_of_Brixton.mp3 


