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It’s Monday morning in Hong Kong 
and Sunday night in New York. Josh 
Garza, drummer with  The Secret 
Machines, and I are on a long distance 
phone call. We’re supposed to be 
talking about the band’s upcoming 
gig in Hong Kong, but instead we’re 
both distracted by what’s happening 
in California – the 82nd Academy 
Awards, broadcasting live on our 
respective televisions.

“Man, I hope Avatar doesn’t win 
Best Picture,” says Garza. “The Oscars 
have become a popularity contest lately 
and it shouldn’t be that way. Either The 
Hurt Locker or Inglourious Basterds 
should win.” 

Garza’s attitude towards film 
echoes his views on music. He says 
the main goal of  The Secret Machines, 
the New York-based trio known for 
their brooding beats, soaring piano 
and expansive riffs, is that they’re not 
striving to be the most popular act on 
the planet, but rather the best. “Being 
the best doesn’t mean selling the most 
albums or getting the best reviews 
or having the most fans,” he says. Of  
course, this statement may be a defence 
mechanism for Garza, whose band had 
to deal with some less-than-stellar sales 
of  their first two albums (Now Here Is 
Nowhere and Ten Silver Drops, released 
in 2004 and 2006, respectively) and a 
disagreement with Warner Music that 

led to the band leaving the label and 
putting out their self-titled third album 
themselves in late 2008.

“Warners didn’t believe in us,” he 
recalls. “They said they would still fund 
our third album, but they wouldn’t 
really market it and they wanted 
creative control.” Their eponymous 
third record, filled with layers of  
guitars and interludes of  Garza’s 
infamously loud drums, garnered 
mixed reviews. Not that it mattered as 
the band continued to tour the world 
playing their loud and energetic shows. 

 “I’ve accepted that people either 
love us or hate us,” Garza says. One 
thing everyone can agree on though, 
is that The Secret Machines are loud. 
Especially the drums. Garza, who’s 
been compared to Jon Bonham of  
Led Zeppelin many times, plays with 
a larger-than-usual kit and has been 
pounding on this setup since he was a 
teenager growing up in Texas. 

Ten years into their careers, The 
Secret Machines have built quite a 
reputation for their live shows, which 
tend to feature extended versions of  
their already long songs, as if  it’s one 
big epic, endless jam session. “We hope 
to immerse our audience so they feel 
they’re part of  the music,” says Garza. 

The band will also be making their 
first trip to Hong Kong, and for a group 
who’ve made clear their distaste for 
driving, they should love Hong Kong’s 
efficient public transport system. 

“I really don’t like driving,” Garza 
says. “When we were looking to record 
our first album and wanted to move 
to a big city, we chose New York over 
Los Angeles because New York has a 
proper public transport system.” 

That move to New York was nearly 
a decade ago, and much has changed 
since then. “The market is definitely 
tougher now,” says Garza. “The US 
economy just isn’t good … it’s been 

brutal, not just for rock’n’roll, but the 
whole arts scene in general.” Unlike 
some artists, Garza is  appreciative of  
the internet, which the band used to 
partly distribute their last album. “It’s 
at least allowing us to get our music 
out there,” he says. “I think most artists 
have realised this. It’s the labels who 
still think the net is bad for music, and 
that’s why their business is hurting.” 

With dwindling music sales 
worldwide, live shows have become the 
bread and butter of  bands. Fortunately 
for The Secret Machines – and us – 
they’re very good at that. And that’s all 
that matters to Garza, who would have 
been delighted to see The Hurt Locker 
go on to win Best Picture shortly after 
he hung up. 

The Secret Machines play Grappa’s 
Cellar on Wednesday 17.  
Tickets: Grappas Cellar (2521 2322) 
and White Noise (2591 0499).
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New York-based indie 
rockers The Secret 
Machines have polarised 
critics, and they wouldn’t 
have it any other way,  
writes Ben Sin
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The Secret Machines

Dreamy Arctic chamber pop
Grappa’s Cellar, Thursday 25 & 
Backstage, Friday 26
 
If  we were marketers, we’d be calling 
Iceland’s Olafur Arnalds a ‘360 digital 
musician’. Thankfully, though, we’re 
not marketers, which not only means 
we’re not wankers trying to sell you 
shit you don’t need, but by rights we 
can also avoid useless terms like ‘360’ 
when all we really mean to say is that 
this kid has a decent grasp on the 
internets. All of  them.

Here is a man, just 23, who uploads 
his own homemade music videos 
to YouTube, who maintains a lively 
presence on both Facebook and 
MySpace, who dabbles in podcasts, 
and who uses Twitter to not only tell 
us what he’s up to, but also to interact 
with fans and distribute music. He has 
more than 3,400 followers on Twitter 

and last year used 
the microblogging 
channel to send 
out an inventive 
EP called Found 
Songs. For that 
work, he produced 
a track a day for 
seven days, tweeting 
out the links for 
free download as 
soon as he had finished 
each song. The musical 
result of  that was merely 
satisfactory – the hipster 
critics at Pitchfork 
gave it a warm-ish 
6.3 out of  
10 and 

described it as “a 
simplified, melodically 
forthright take on 
chamber music” – but 
the stunt picked him 
up precious points for 
future bio writing.

Zeitgeist-mastering 
digitalia aside, Arnalds 
has also proven to be 
a musician worthy 

of  large international 
stages. His deft infusion 

of  minimal electronica into 
an evolved, modern pop 

take on classical chamber 
music has won him plaudits 

(for 2007 debut album 
Eulogy for Evolution), 

extra-curricular work 
(he provided the 

Wayne McGregor-commissioned score 
for contemporary dance piece Dyad 
1909), and career-making support slots 
(for Aphex Twin and, for their summer 
2008 European tour, fellow Icelanders 
Sigur Ros). He’s also been known to 
throw out the odd ironic cover, tipping 
his hat at Justin Timberlake, Miley 
Cyrus, and even Ace of  Bass, baby.

Arnalds plays Hong Kong at the 
behest of  The Peoples’ Party, and he 
marks quite a change in pace for that 
crowd. Recent People’s Party acts to 
drop by include OK Go, Glassjaw, 
British Sea Power and the Handsome 
Furs. Arnalds’ go-slow orchestral 
dreamscapes will be decidedly less 
frenetic. Hamish McKenzie

Tickets: White Noise Records  
(2591 0499).

Olafur Arnalds

These machines love technology Can’t wait to get their moustaches onto the MTR

Not much sun in Iceland And Erlend Øye thinks he’s white...


