
Alice Cooper: Prophet of Doom
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Kevin C. Neece

 “Am I dreaming or suffering from wishful thinking that after all this decadence there will emerge from this dynamic personality a servant of God?”

--Ether Moroni Furnier,

Alice Cooper’s Father


His name is Alice Cooper, and though once this moniker belonged only to a band for which he was the lead singer, eventually he adopted the name as his own and went on as a solo act. From there, he transcended from rocker to shocker to American icon. But behind that now legendary, gender bending name lies another name – another story. 


It’s the story of Vincent Furnier, raised the son of a preacher, and the radical turns his life would take – the most amazing of which was a turn back to faith. This is the story of how Vincent Furnier, now become Alice Cooper, became a follower of Jesus and how that journey is reflected in his music. 


The name Alice Cooper has become synonymous with shock rock, extreme onstage antics, and a total disregard for the rules. The original costumed freak of classic rock, Alice is most often connected in contemporary music with anarchistic industrial-metal showman Marilyn Manson. Another woman’s name for a man, another display of horrific images set to loud music, another obsession with makeup. It seems like the same thing all over again, and although Alice can’t deny that he led the way for Manson, he is quick to call attention to marked differences in their direction and focus.

In the early days, Alice was, without the nastiness, I was the Marilyn Manson of that day. Or now you could say, 'Marilyn Manson is the Alice Cooper of his day.' The difference was that Alice Cooper had a sense of humor. I mean, the things that I did, they were never political. They were never religious. They were never anything. Mine was all pure schlock horror, comedy, and rock and roll. It was pretty harmless compared to what's going on now.

If Cooper seems to have a bit of an identity crisis here, speaking of himself in third person, it is understandable. Alice Cooper may be his legal name, but it has also come to represent a persona that is, in many ways, very different from his own. Alice Cooper is the name of a person as much as it is of a character, as much as it is of a show. He explains, “I'm Fred McMurray offstage and Bela Lugosi onstage.”

As much as Alice describes his work as harmless and himself as Fred McMurray, his offstage life was, for many years, more harmful than his onstage antics and much more frightening than any Lugosi picture. It was fueled by a terrible addiction. He describes it this way.

Just the pressure of being Alice was literally killing me. I was drinking and I was so addicted to alcohol. You know, I would drink a bottle of whiskey, like a couple of bottles…every day. And you can’t live doing that. I can’t blame it on Alice or rock & roll or anything. It’s just the fact that I let myself become addicted to alcohol. … For a while there I really dreaded it. I dreaded putting the makeup on because I just didn’t feel good. I was sick.

But it was not the man in the makeup that was causing him harm. Indeed, between his two personas, it was the offstage Alice, the man who was once known as Vincent, who was doing more damage than his supposedly more twisted alter ego.

Alice never did anything that was destructive to me. If you made a comparison of Vince and Alice and Dr. Frankenstein and the monster, the Dr. Frankenstein character, my Vince thing, was doing all the destruction. Alice never drank onstage. When Alice was alive, [when] the character was onstage for and hour and 20 minutes, hour and a half, he never drank once. He never drank a drop. He didn’t have time. He was busy doing the show. … The only time I didn’t drink during the day was when I played my character. So he was the one that was actually doing the right thing. The other character was the one who spent all the rest of the day…blaming the monster for everything.


But in the early ‘90s, things began to change for Alice. He had kicked his drinking habit, but not out of force of will or through a rehabilitation program. He just stopped cold. In an event that he refers to as a miraculous healing, he let go of alcohol without the faintest desire to pick it up again. This came in no small part from his return to active faith. Never having rejected the ideas of God and the Devil, Heaven and Hell, that he had grown up with, he nonetheless came to the realization that he was only still alive by God’s hand and this led him to a change of lifestyle and a renewed embrace of Christian faith. 


He and his wife Cheryl had become interested in tapes by pastor and teacher R.C. Sproul, as they had been recommended to Cheryl by her father. It was through Sproul’s teaching that the two became involved in a local Baptist church in their home town of Phoenix, Arizona.
 His burgeoning faith was bubbling to the surface as early as his song “Hey Stoopid” from his album of the same name, in which he advises against the self-destructive, drug-addicted life associated with rock & roll. The video featured Alice stopping two teens from having sex and the song speaks against suicide with the lines, “Now I know you've been seeing red/Don't put a pistol to your head/Sometimes your answer's heaven sent/Your way is so damn permanent.”


But it was 1994’s The Last Temptation that spelled out in no uncertain terms that Alice Cooper had indeed changed and told how that change had come about. Through the story of a young man bored with his life and tempted by a circus ringmaster to join his show, Cooper analogized his own journey toward ultimate victory over darkness. The parallel was made an even clearer narrative in an accompanying three-issue comic book written by Cooper and Neil Gaiman, legendary creator of the Sandman series.


In the song “Nothing’s Free,” the ringmaster’s words echo the offer of Satan, “Control your fate, why hesitate/Seal the deal, close the sale/Take my hammer, drive the nail/Sign upon the bloody line/A drop of yours, a drop of mine/Nothing’s free/Eternally.” The lyrics almost playfully toy with the line between the sales pitch being made and the consequences inevitably attached. 


In the end, the victory is won through prayer and faith. A decision is made and the ringmaster turns out very clearly to be a representation of the Devil as the song “Cleansed by Fire” demonstrates a spiritual victory. 

What about truth/What about life/What about glory/What about Christ/What about peace/What about love/What about faith in God above…It’s over, you have no power/You’re lost/And I’m found/And I’m heaven bound/Go back where you belong/To where you fell/Go to Hell.


After The Last Temptation, 1997 saw the release of A Fistful of Alice, a live show recorded at Sammy Hagar’s Cabo Wabo Cantina in Cabo San Lucas, Mexico. The album featured not only his greatest hits and the song “Lost in America” from the Temptation album, but also guest appearances by Slash (formerly of Guns ‘n’ Roses) and Rob Zombie. Their involvement, along with the rabid audience’s noisy approval was recorded evidence that Alice Cooper still rocked. The closing studio track “Is Anyone Home?” reads like a heartfelt prayer and paints a picture of the desire for salvation. “I’m so lonely I can almost taste it/In a perfect world, I’d just be wasted/Send me an angel, wrap me in her wings/Hello, hello, hello/Is anyone home?”

For three years, the world heard nothing from Alice Cooper as he focused on family and the future of his freak show. Finally, in 2000, he re-emerged with a new album called Brutal Planet and a new sound, showing not only that he was still a believer, but that he was unafraid of the dark, sick things he had built a career on. In fact, this would be one of his bleakest, most disturbing albums to date. In a nightmarish vision of the future narrated by his other half, Cooper lays bare the most twisted regions of the human capacity for sin. He explains.

This is Alice’s view, not my view. I’m the optimistic one. Alice’s view is very pessimistic. Alice sees things going to Hell. “Brutal Planet” is 50 years from now, a world without God. It’s a horrific place. My stage show is gonna make it entertaining, and Alice the character is gonna make it entertaining, but the main message is, “this is a place where we don’t wanna be. There’s no redeeming value to this place at all.”


Indeed, though the album’s Brutal Planet may at times seem it could be another world, it is clearly defined in the title song as, “right where Adam fell,” “where we chose to sin” and “where our death begins.” Alice refers to places on Brutal Planet where prophets were stoned, idols were built and “we fed the lions Christian flesh and Christian blood,” also pointing out the place, “where we hung him upon an ugly cross.”


The album continues with a litany of the worst mankind has to offer, from the “Wicked Young Man,” whose hatred drives him to kill with “a pocket full of bullets and a blueprint of the school” to “Eat Some More,” a disgusting account of the putrid waste of nationwide gluttony. “Pick Up the Bones,” based on a real event, is told from the perspective of a young man “collecting pieces of my family in an old pillow case” after a brutal attack on his home town. “Cold Machines” describes the lives of workers in some sort of nuclear waste facility, drained of identity and meaning and devoid of love. 


This all may seem pretty ugly for a Christian to be dealing with. Surely the subject matter of songs from a person who claims Jesus as his saviour should paint a more hopeful vision of life. Alice doesn’t think so.

I think that my message is more of a warning. I don't mind being the prophet of doom. I think that that's more fitted for what Alice is. I feel that, if God is going to use Alice Cooper, it's going to be more on a level of a warning. It's not going to be on a level of, “Isn't everything great? Isn't everything good? Aren't we all wonderful?” Alice is going to be more like, “Be careful! Satan is not a myth. Don't sit around pretending like Satan is just a joke.” Because I have a lot of friends that do believe that. I think my job is to warn about Satan.


As musician Billy Crockett has noted, "Truth in art can be rendered by telling something honestly hopeful, or by telling something that’s bleak that leaves the shape of what’s clearly missing,"
 That second option is most certainly the road that Alice Cooper has decided to take. The reality of Hell is a clear theme in his follow-up to Brutal Planet, 2001’s Dragontown. 


With its further expressions of human depravity, Dragontown could almost be referred to as the underworld of Brutal Planet as the songs venture, both metaphorically and literally, into Hell. The song “Deeper” speaks of a broken elevator that goes through the floor and doesn’t want to stop. “We’re in a deadly spin,” the song says, “hating the spin we’re in/Our helpless panic grows/Down and down and down we go.” This elevator leads to Dragontown, where characters from Brutal Planet are meeting their doom, such as the aforementioned wicked young man, “cooking slowly in a frying pan.”


From the male chauvinism of “Fantasy Man” and the piles of body parts in “Somewhere in the Jungle” to “Sister Sara,” the promiscuous nun and the man who says, “I Just Wanna be God,” everyone in Dragontown is doomed. “Sex, Death and Money,” the song of the same name says are, “why we all are gonna fry.”

But lest my gentle reader believe that Cooper’s only message is that bad behaviour sends people to Hell, consider the thematically central song, “It’s Much Too Late.” In it, a man lists a series of things he’s done right in life and sinful behaviours he has avoided, only to find himself about to burn for Eternity. He says,

The road to Hell is littered/With nice guys with good intentions/But once you’re there, you’re there/It’s much too late/I can cry and scream, “it’s just not fair/to leave me here like you don’t care/There must be some mistake up there in Heaven”/Now it’s much too late/My time has passed away/All my plans and dreams have all ended/It’s too late to try to change my fate/And I don’t know the God I’ve offended/It’s too late.


As Cooper explains, “You don't work your way into Heaven and you don't work your way out of Hell. The work's already been done by Christ to get to Heaven, and by not accepting, that's what gets you into Hell.”
 


While issues of Heaven and Hell are never far out of reach for Alice, in recent years he has taken his music back closer to its roots, shying away from effects and “Nu Metal” sounds in favor of straightforward garage rock. By the time he released The Eyes of Alice Cooper in 2003, he had even begun to gather a more consistent band around himself, one that had a hand in the writing of the album and even landed a group photo on the back cover. His lyrics still have bark and bite, but he leans a little less heavily on overtly spiritual issues and religious language these days. From the extremes of previous albums, Eyes took Alice back to infusing more humor into his work and relating more to everyday life, or as everyday as he ever gets.


His unique lyrical tactic of actually writing in the voice of someone he disagrees with or who is just plain evil puts an interesting spin on all of his work. He seems to mock certain points of view by adopting the role of characters who voice them in his songs and allowing the characters themselves to show their own flaws. The Eyes of Alice Cooper features a good bit of this style of writing, with songs like “What Do You Want From Me?” in which a man laments that he has given his girlfriend “everything,” but she still seems unsatisfied. Of course, his idea of everything is burning his porn, giving up his other girlfriends (“even the dirty ones”) and taking his lover out to Target for her birthday. A typical Cooperesque jab at overblown machismo, this song “says without saying it” that there is more to a relationship than frivolous, half-hearted pseudo-sacrifice. The “shape of what’s clearly missing” in this song is the shape of love. 


Other songs, such as “Detroit City” reflect real events. In fact, this is one of the more autobiographical songs in Cooper’s recent catalogue. Shunning the hyper-reality of his usual satire, “Detroit City” recalls Alice’s roots and represents his return to more essential rock sounds. Humor is definitely at play here in such songs as “The Song That Didn’t Rhyme” and he makes no bones about doing songs that are just good rock. He freely admits, “I do mostly the secular rock,” but adds, “I think . . . My pastor feels the same way. I am not necessarily praise rock. I'm not Christian praise music. I think that I go to a different place. And I think that Christianity needs to go much more into the secular arts. I think that we need to be heard not just by Christians.”


Alice doesn’t write for Christians, nor does he try to claim the moral high ground as so many who are in the Christian music industry are forced to do. He’s comfortable, even at home confessing his sins. This rings true when, in “Spirits Rebellious” he sings, “I can’t do right when all I wanna do is wrong/My conscience sounds alarms like a Chinese gong/I know about the punishment, I know about the law/My sins cut deeper than the teeth on a saw.” On the opposite end of the spectrum, in “Man of the Year,” he writes from the vantage point of a man whose life seems perfect but who finds himself “lonely, depressed and in despair.” Even after he commits suicide, though, it’s hard to tell if he is truly boastful of himself or if he feels exactly the opposite of what he is saying, as in most of the song. He says, “It was the perfect funeral/I lay in perfect state/And later I will meet the Lord/I’ll bet He just can’t wait/To meet the man of the year.”


By the release of Dirty Diamonds in 2005, the Coop has fully embraced his classic style. In terms of musical characteristics, songs from this album often may just as well have come off of his earlier works like School’s Out or Billion Dollar Babies. Though his goal is often to have a good time and tell a funny story, Alice also does his share of warning. But he does it in a way that sneaks in the backdoor of even his own onstage persona. As much as Alice is a character who differs from the real man’s point of view, the truth keeps slipping in and questions keep being raised, even in the most farcical of songs. 


“The Ballad of Jesse Jane” is a mock-country tune that tells the story of a cross-dressing truck driver who is put in prison in a small town. The chorus asks, “Jesse Jane/Are you insane?/Or are you just an average guy/Who dresses like a butterfly?” At first the song seems simply humorous. But it poses an interesting question. What’s wrong with this guy? So he wore a dress when he ordered a Happy Meal at his local McDonald’s. Does that make him crazy? Is this act really so bad, so immoral that he should be locked up for it? Then, just about the time the listener is engaging this question of cultural faux pas and moral law, we discover that when he was laughed at in the restaurant, Jesse pulled a pistol from his Wonderbra and killed everyone in the room. Ah, perhaps he is a little tweaked. 


But the song makes an interesting point. There are things that people, especially Christians, get very upset about. Then there are things that are really wrong. In a very subtle way, Alice is perhaps asking us to consider exactly what is really worth getting bent out of shape about. Coming from a guy with a lady’s name who wears makeup and has been known to don his share of dresses, the question makes sense.


On Diamonds, Cooper has a lot more fun, but still manages to work in shades of deeper meaning. In “Steal That Car,” he expresses the simple impulse and shabby excuses of someone who is a frequent car thief. “Perfect” is an ode to a woman who thinks she can be a star until she tries to sing in front of people. This could be a song Cooper is really writing about his wife with the lines, “She’s not perfect/She’s all mine/She can’t sing or dance/She ain’t got a chance/But baby I don’t mind/She’s perfect.” No one is perfect, but we can be loved for who we are. It may be a theme common in episodes of Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood, but it just came from “No More Mr. Nice Guy” himself. As Alice said regarding a previous work,

Now, for Alice Cooper to be saying that, it obviously makes people that were Alice Cooper fans before kind of take a step backwards and say, “Wait a minute! This is the same Alice Cooper that was selling sex, death, and money!” And I'm like, “Exactly, but I'm not him anymore. Now Alice . . . there's a change of heart. There's a change of what I believe.”


That may be true, but his way of expressing his beliefs has remained largely unchanged. Alice Cooper can’t just write a song that says, “Hey, kids! The Devil is bad!” No. He has to have the Devil smashed up on the grill of his car, as in the song “Run Down the Devil” on Dirty Diamonds. 

I want to take him to the Mercury Grill/I hope he’s ready for the big blast/He’ll be my ultimate road kill/I’ll kick his future up his past/I’ll send him back to Hell alright/The world can sleep in peace tonight/Run down the Devil/Run the Devil down


However whimsically he does it, Alice returns here to the theme of The Last Temptation: the reality of Satan and aggressive spiritual warfare. It doesn’t get much simpler than that. He may be tempted and he may be torn but, like another makeup-wearing rock group, he’s not gonna take it anymore.


So maybe Alice Cooper isn’t always the prophet of doom (though one would be hard pressed to find someone more deserving of the title) but his ability to carry on his legendary music career while compromising neither his Christian faith nor his uniquely twisted artistic vision is likely unparalleled. Many Christians may shun or despise him for his refusal to join the Christian subculture or his dogged pursuit of the dark, the satirical and the truly sick. But his ability to look into the dark places, to contemplate death and destruction and, at the end of the day, to stare it down with those mascara-laden eyes and tell it where to go is something very few in today’s Christian world would be able to do. In a world that grows darker as time progresses, that ability is becoming increasingly vital to Christian life.

Perhaps Alice Cooper really is something of a prophet, not just warning of doom for the rest of the world, but setting a unique and potent example for the Church as well. One way or another, it is clear that he is doing his best to make his father’s vision of a son who is serving God less of a dream and more of a reality.
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