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Victor Vazquez ’06 of Das Racist performs during 

the SXSW 2011 Music Festival in Austin, Texas.

THE SCHOOL THAT

 ROCKS
In Wesleyan’s rich and ever-expanding pantheon of 
alumni pop acts, MGMT and Das Racist  
stand front and center. By ERic GERshon ’98

LIVE SXSW BAND PHOTOS BY JAKE NUSSBAUM ’10

W hen Teddy Gage 
’05 saw Wesleyan 
classmate Andrew 
VanWyngarden’s 

face staring back at him in 2008 from an ad 
on the side of a New York City bus, he de-
cided it was time to dig out the videos. Gage 
had been an English major at Wesleyan, but 
he took a lot of film classes and shot a lot of 
video around campus. “I pretty much filmed 
everything that I thought was interesting,” 
he said over the summer from Brooklyn, 
where he lives.

Much of Gage’s Wesleyan footage de-
picts live music performances. In one snip-
pet, filmed in April 2003, VanWyngarden 
and Ben Goldwasser, both ’05, play guitar 
and keyboard in the WestCo courtyard, as-
sisted by a laptop. VanWyngarden, shaggy 
and wearing yellow pants, plays an orange 
guitar. Goldwasser sports a bandana, which 
will later become a VanWyngarden trade-
mark. The sun casts afternoon shadows on 
the wall behind them as they play a cover 
of “This Must Be the Place” by Talking 
Heads. The camera’s microphone picks up 
with marvelous clarity the laughter, cheers, 
squeals and mirthful buzz of a mass of 
largely unseen spectators. The camera 
work is uneven, but also close to the ac-
tion, giving the viewer a satisfying sense of 
being present—in this case, for the emer-
gence of a rock ’n’ roll phenomenon.

“They would pack every venue they 
went to,” Gage said of VanWyngarden and 
Goldwasser, whose campus band, The 
Management, is now known worldwide 
as MGMT and celebrated especially for its 
massive hit “Kids,” a high-energy electronic 
fantasia they wrote in a WestCo dorm room 
on VanWyngarden’s birthday in 2002.

As a minor index of MGMT’s post-Wes-
leyan popularity, Gage’s five-minute “This 
Must Be the Place” clip had more than 1.9 
million views as of early August. Three 
years after the video’s posting, it continues 
to generate comments—more than 3,000 so 
far, a predictable mix of praise and reproof. THE HIGHWAYMEN
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“I would do anything to be there in that 
crowd,” says one poster. “I cover a MGMT 
song every time I get on stage,” says an-
other, apparently a musician. “It feels that 
good.” (A fan video for “Kids” has had nearly 
40 million views.)

It’s no stretch to call MGMT big: A deal 
with Columbia Records; appearances on 
Letterman, Saturday Night Live, and the cov-
er of Spin; international tours; praise from 
Rolling Stone as one of “40 Reasons to Get 
Excited About Music;” an invitation from a 
Beatle to open for his current act; and two 
recent Grammy nominations, including 
one for “Best New Artist.”

“Big is opening for Paul McCartney at 
Fenway Park at his request,” says Matt 
Ashare ’87, a former music critic and editor 
for The Boston Phoenix.

For decades Wesleyan has enjoyed a repu-
tation for its graduates’ outsized influence in 
Hollywood and the arts generally. Lately, the 
spotlight frequently falls on alumni in pop 
music, thanks especially to VanWyngarden 
and Goldwasser, who met as WestCo fresh-
men—but not to them alone.

A pair of their contemporaries, Himanshu 
Suri ’07 and Victor Vazquez ’06, who per-
form as the rap group Das Racist, are also 
drawing crowds coast-to-coast and overseas. 
They first came to wide attention in 2009 for 
their rap “Combination Pizza Hut and Taco 
Bell,” an Internet sensation, and are sched-
uled to release their first album, Relax, in 
September. Along the way, they’ve offered 
a steady stream of provocative commentary 
seemingly irresistible to pop culture writers 
drawn by their sense of humor and liberal 
arts pedigree. Last year The New York Times 
Magazine gave its full-page interview of Suri 
’07 and Vazquez ’06 a cheeky three-word 
title: “Straight Outta Wesleyan.”

Press accounts of Das Racist, MGMT and 
up-and-coming acts in their collegiate orbit 
often mention the school, giving rise to some 
perhaps hyperbolic but welcome assess-
ments of Wesleyan’s role in the current pop 
scene. The Village Voice tried to explain it in a 
2009 story called “The Wesleyan Mafia: How 
a Connecticut liberal arts school became the 
epicenter of surrealist Brooklyn pop.”

Vazquez has a theory to explain the phe-
nomenon: “I think people still find college-
educated rappers novel.”

Says Suri: “I think it’s all MGMT’s fault.”
That may be, and MGMT’s VanWyngarden 

can live with it: “I like that Wesleyan kind of 
gets credit for spawning good music,” he 
says.

Ashare, who spent more than 17 years at 
The Phoenix, said the bands’ Wesleyan con-
nection gives writers a story that’s about 
more than the music alone. “Every feature 
writer needs a hook to hang a story on. 
And in this case, I think MGMT and Das 
Racist play nicely into the general impres-
sion that a lot of people in the know have of 
Wesleyan, in terms of being not just a great 
academic institution, but also a place that at-
tracts smart, creative people.”

Music scholars have long known Wesleyan 
as a pioneer of ethnomusicology, or the study 
of non-Western musical traditions, such as 
Javanese gamelan, and as an incubator for 
avant-garde music. John Cage, the experi-
mental musician, was a fellow at Wesleyan’s 
Center for Advanced Study in 1960–61 and 
1969–70, two lengthy episodes in his de-
cades-long association with the university 
and its faculty. Ravi Shankar, the legendary 
Indian sitarist (and father of pop sensation 
Norah Jones) played at Wesleyan on one his 
first U.S. tours, also in the early ’60s. The 
overlapping rise of MGMT and Das Racist 
has trained attention on the innovations of 
alumni performers and on Wesleyan itself as 

a wellspring of hip, smart, fun pop.
Wesleyan alumni made their first marks 

in pop music decades ago. In 1961, as un-
dergraduates, The Highwaymen—Robert 
Burnett, Stephen Butts, Chandler Daniels, 
David Fisher and Stephen Trott, all ’62—
reached the #1 spot on the Billboard charts 
with their song “Michael (Row the Boat 
Ashore).” John Perry Barlow ’69 collaborat-
ed with Bob Weir of The Grateful Dead to 
produce lyrics for many of the band’s songs, 
including  “Estimated Prophet,” “I Need A 
Miracle,” “Hell in a Bucket,” and “Mexicali 
Blues.” Dar Williams ’89 has been a major 
figure in folk for nearly two decades. And 
Amanda Palmer ’98 of The Dresden Dolls 
essentially invented a new genre of theatri-
cal rock performance typically described as 
“Brechtian punk cabaret.”

The rise of a new crop of Wesleyan-
affiliated acts hasn’t gone unnoticed by their 
predecessors. The Mobius Band (Peter Sax, 
Ben Sterling, and Noam Schatz, all ’00) 
nodded self-deprecatingly to the success of 
certain famous newcomers in a recent Web 
post: “We formed a band the fall semester 
of our freshman year at Wesleyan... This 
was back in the late ’90s, friends—back be-
fore every band you’ve heard of went there.”

Some of the new bands even keep in 
touch. MGMT’s Goldwasser says he and 
VanWyngarden see Suri and Vazquez of 
Das Racist “pretty frequently” when neither 
act is on the road: “We still have a lot of the 
same friends in New York. It’s pretty hard 

MGMT’s Andrew VanWyngarden ’05 and Ben Goldwasser ’05 formed the band at Wesleyan as The 

Management. They wrote “Kids,” one of their best known songs, in a WestCo dorm room.  

Right: Santigold (Santi White ’97) performs during Wesleyan’s 2010 Reunion/Commencement Weekend.
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to leave the house here without running 
into someone from Wesleyan.”

As MGMT and Das Racist deepen their 
stamp on pop culture, several other bands 
with Wesleyan ties are making a serious 
run at life onstage, or living it already. 
Cantora Records, which in 2005 issued 
MGMT’s first EP—with “Kids” and “Time 
to Pretend” on it—has signed at least two 
other Wesleyan-affiliated acts, Bear Hands 
(with Ted Feldman ’09 and Dylan Rau ’07) 
and Francis and the Lights (Francis Farewell 
Starlite ’06). Santi White ’97—best known 
as Santigold—has toured, collaborated 
or performed with Coldplay, Bjork, MIA, 
Jay-Z, and others, and is expected to release 
her next album this fall. Simon O’Connor 
’05 (a mainstay of Amazing Baby) and Will 
Berman ’04 (part of MGMT’s live band) 
are now both part of Ill Fits, and Bottle Up 
and Go (Keenan Mitchell and Fareed Sajan, 
both ’09) is on the rise.

“It’s not just MGMT,” said Jesse Israel, 
Cantora’s co-founder.

Diverse in their sounds and styles—de-
scribed variously as “experimental pop” 
“electro-funk,” “electro-rap,” “indie rap,” 
“Brechtian punk cabaret,” “punk disco,” 
“’80s Pop throwback,” and “a mix between 
Prince and Phil Collins”—Wesleyan’s alum-
ni bands are hard to pigeonhole. “They have 
about as much in common as the ‘Typical 
Wesleyan Student,” says Palmer, perhaps 
best known for her Dresden Dolls song 
“Coin-operated Boy.”

Still, says Ashare, “You might be able to say 
that there’s a Wesleyan attitude in the sense 
that Amanda Palmer/Dresden Dolls, MGMT 
and Das Racist are all smart, unconventional, 
left-of-center artists who have found a certain 
degree of mainstream success.”

Rich in irony, playful self-mockery and 
intelligent fun, that attitude pervades their 
music, lyrics, and public comments. Of her 
new record, now in progress, Palmer jokes: 
“It’s going to sound like a combination 
of MGMT, Das Racist, Dar Williams and 
Santigold. You’re going to LOVE it.”

Some of Wesleyan’s professional pop 
stars were music majors (Goldwasser and 
VanWyngarden) but, in true liberal arts 
fashion, many built their academic experi-
ence around other subjects. Palmer majored 
in German, Suri in economics, Williams in 
theater and religion. VanWyngarden seri-
ously considered majors in astronomy, en-
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vironmental science and studio art before 
settling on music. Whether or not they 
came to Wesleyan looking for musical in-
spiration, a lot of these future pop stars 
found it—in fellow students, in professors, 
in the classroom.

“Even by the end of freshman year I was 
in a few bands,” says VanWyngarden, who 
recalls a Neely Bruce course in Bach’s Well-
Tempered Clavier as an eye-opening experi-
ence. “Nothing too serious. I was in this 
mostly ’80s hair-metal ballad cover band 
called Born to Kill—some of the most fun 
I’ve ever had playing in those shows. There’d 
be, like, 10 of us on stage. It was the most 
fun ever. My sophomore year I was going to 
Eclectic and playing music in the basement 
a lot with friends. From the first week it was 
very clear that music was very important to 
a large part of the student body.”

Palmer says she still feels she owes 
“heaps of thanks to [Professor of Music 
Emeritus] Alvin Lucier for single-handedly 
introducing me to the wonders of John 
Cage, Terry Riley, Laurie Anderson, and 
Steve Reich through Experimental Music 
101. And [Professor of Music Emeritus] 
Jon Barlow, who taught the introduction to 
western music course, deserves some seri-
ous props—just for standing there and in-
fecting the students with his passion about 
Mahler. I didn’t know someone could care 
about classical music so fiercely.”

Then there was life outside the classroom. 
Wesleyan offered what Goldwasser called 
“a fairly loose social structure” in which it 
was easy for students to stage informal pub-
lic performances—inside WestCo, outside 
WestCo, at Eclectic, on Foss Hill. “So many 
of the social activities come from people or-
ganizing things themselves,” he says. “It al-
lowed us to do what we were doing without 
caring too much about the organizational 
side of things, or dealing with the bureau-
cracy.” Just as important for MGMT’s early 
development, he says, was “the open-mind-
edness” of fellow students. “No matter what 
you did,” he says, “somebody was probably 
going to appreciate what you were doing.”

By all accounts, there was no shortage of 
appreciation for The Management, the pro-
to-MGMT. “I don’t think you could’ve gone 
to Wesleyan in those years without hearing 
‘Kids’ played at every house party,” Suri of 
Das Racist told The Times earlier this year. 
As best Goldwasser and VanWyngarden 

On stage at the 2011 SXSW music festival, Ted Feldman ’09 of Bear Hands performs.

can remember, The Management played its 
first live show at the WestCo Café in ’01 or 
’02, performing the theme song from the 
1984 film Ghostbusters for about 20 minutes. 
Recordings of “Kids” eventually began cir-
culating at other colleges, inspiring a pair of 
NYU students, Israel and Will Griggs, to of-
fer to promote and manage them.

In September 2005, a few months after 
VanWyngarden and Goldwasser gradu-
ated, Israel and Griggs, then still at NYU, 
issued the “Time to Pretend” EP with a 
half-dozen songs. “It’s these six songs that 
really powered our company,” says Israel. 
“This album cost $400 to make and it’s 
sold hundreds of thousands of digital sin-
gles.” MGMT later signed with Columbia 
Records, a division of Sony, and Columbia 
issued the band’s first full-length album, 
Oracular Spectacular in 2007, with new 
versions of “Kids” and “Time to Pretend.” 
MGMT’s second album, Congratulations, 
came out last year, and the band is now at 
work on another.

“I’m just excited to write music with 
Ben again,” VanWyngarden said in August 
from Los Angeles, as MGMT began a short 
California tour. “We’re not the kind of band or 
duo where it’s writing all the time. It’s a pretty 
distinct sort of world from touring for us.”

At colleges everywhere, each new class 
generates new bands. As Adam Gunther ’11 
of Los Angeles prepared to attend Wesleyan, 
he thought he might take a rest from music. 
But he found he couldn’t stop once he got to 
campus. “I came here and everyone played 
music all the time,” Gunther said in an 
interview last May, just before commence-
ment. “It was unavoidable. You couldn’t not 
play music with all that going on.”

Gunther joined Flora and Fauna, a 
“dance/power-pop” act that includes three 
other Wesleyan alumni—Matt Bernstein 
’11, Gabe Gordon ’11 and Charlie Ellis ’13—
plus Casey Baird. This year the group won 
Eclectic’s annual “Battle of the Bands,” a 
shot of encouragement before moving on to 
a bigger stage. “We’re all moving back to L.A. 
to keep playing,” said Gunther.

It might not be long before you see their 
faces on the side of a bus.

Or hear that MGMT has reemerged on 
campus.

 VanWyngarden pictures it this way: “An 
old-school Management show. In a house. 
Karaoke-style.”

Do you have an opinion about this topic? Please write us at letters@wesleyan.edu.

It’s mid-March and I’m standing in the 
front row of The Phoenix, a swanky 
dance club on Colorado Street in down-
town Austin. The house is packed and 

we’re all waiting for Das Racist, the New 
York-based rap group starring Himanshu 
Suri ’07 and Victor Vazquez ’06, to take the 
stage. Plush red couches are pushed against 
the wall. The chandeliers are dimmed. 
Everyone’s gaze is fixed forward. “Bring on 
DR!” someone shouts. This is a band people 
have been buzzing about.

Buzz is the sound of individuals’ collective 
excitement. It’s the hum of anticipation, of 
the psychic energy that entertainers stir in 
fans. It’s the sound of activity. One listener 
hears a song or sees a show and tells a friend, 
and that friend posts it to a blog or Facebook 
and 50 more people see it. Then 50 more. 
You might call the South By Southwest 
music festival, where I’ve been wandering 
around for a week—and where I’m about to 
see Das Racist—the beehive.

South By Southwest is not your typical 
music festival. At 25 years old, it’s older than 
most. It’s grown to include film and interac-
tive media components. And with hundreds 

of bands playing at scores of venues all over 
the city, it’s more freewheeling—a curated 
musical free-for-all with no headliners and 
little overt hierarchy among the performers. 
At any given moment bands are playing in 
bars and bike shops, coffee shops and street 
corners, at the convention center, on the roof-
tops, by the riverfront, everywhere. Hopping 
from show to show can feel like surfing the 
Internet for new music, only it’s more in-
tense, because it’s all in person. SXSW is 
the festival of the “next big thing,” a chance 
for fans, journalists, record execs, and mu-
sicians to experience an endless stream of 
bands trying to break through.

While some big-time, mainstream acts 
play here every year, it’s really a festival 
of up-and-comers. MGMT, the biggest 
Wesleyan-affiliated pop act of the moment, 
played here years before they were nomi-
nated for Grammys. (Founded on cam-
pus by Andrew VanWyngarden and Ben 
Goldwasser, both ’05, Grammy-nominated 
MGMT is best known for “Kids,” “Time to 
Pretend” and a few other stuck-in-your-head 
melodies and ingenious music videos.) This 
year, besides Das Racist, at least four other 
bands with strong Wesleyan ties are on the 
bill—Bear Hands (with Dylan Rau ’07 and 
Ted Feldman ’09), Pat Wolf ’07, The Yes Way 
(with Nick Burleigh ’06 and Mike Drucker 
’05), and Francis and the Lights (Francis 
Farewell Starlite ’06).

I’m here working on an assignment for 
Oregon Public Broadcasting, and at this 
moment, none are closer to the lens of 
my camera than Suri and Vazquez of Das 
Racist. To the delight of this hyper crowd 
at The Phoenix, they’re finally on stage and 
cranking up the volume of their liberal arts-
inflected hip-hop. Like a whirlwind on stage, 
they and their hype-man, Ashok Kondobolu, 
race around the stage high-fiving, ad-libbing 
punch lines and dancing like it’s their job to 
have fun. Which it is. As the set reaches a 
climax, Suri (aka Heems or Hima) sprays 
the crowd with champagne while Vazquez 
(aka Kool A.D.) takes a stage-dive into out-
stretched hands ready to receive him.

When Das Racist triumphantly exits 
The Phoenix at 12:45 a.m., I’m thinking of 
MGMT and the way both acts have made the 
most of wit, the press, hilarious music videos, 
and memorable live shows to attract more lis-
teners. Then I remember that Das Racist is 
supposed to play another show at 1 a.m. at 

Emo’s Lounge on 6th St.—15 minutes from 
now and about a 15-minute walk. Delays back 
at The Phoenix eliminated hope of any rest 
for the band and I wonder if they’ll perform 
with the same intensity. I end up in line with 
another crowd of kids all hoping to get in to 
see Das Racist, which has attracted notice 
from not just the music and alternative press, 
but The New Yorker and The New York Times 
Magazine. By the time I get in, the group is in 
full swing. They haven’t lost a step.

For a band, buzz comes first and fore-
most from the music, and if there’s a lot of 
buzz these days about bands with Wesleyan 
ties, it’s mainly because of their sound. 
Ted Feldman ’09, the lead guitarist of Bear 
Hands, reminds me of this during an af-
ternoon lull at SXSW, when he and I sit 
down to share tacos and our thoughts on 
life after college and, of course, to talk about 
bands. As I went into my spiel about Das 
Racist and buzz, Ted looked me in the eye 
and said, “Let’s not forget that Das Racist is  
really, really good.”

Bear Hands has charted a different course 
from Das Racist, which first rose to acclaim 
as an Internet sensation, especially with 
their rap “Combination Pizza Hut and Taco 
Bell.” (Das Racist once wrote an essay for 
The Village Voice called “Thanks, Internet!”)

“We’ve toured a ton,” says Feldman. 
“The Internet has certainly helped us, but 
our foundation has been on the road.” The 
traveling habit began at Wesleyan, which 
Feldman found to be “a really encouraging 
atmosphere.” Still, during his senior year 
he spent as much time in New York as in 

Middletown, often working on his senior 
music thesis on the Metro-North train line. 
“Life is not easier after college, but play-
ing in a band definitely is,” he says, “espe-
cially when you’re living in Brooklyn, where 
there’s such a high density of people in-
volved in music.”

Being part of the post-MGMT Wesleyan 
music scene has benefits, he says: “We all 
get attention because of MGMT, and a con-
text for people to put us in.” And complica-
tions, too: “We are also constantly compared 
to them, and obviously you want to stand out 
on your own.” This may be especially true 
for Bear Hands, whose punchy indie-rock 
has more in common with MGMT’s sound 
than, say, Das Racist’s quirky hip-hop.

Still, Feldman says, “With a precedent 
[like MGMT] there’s always hope.”

What plays an even bigger role in the suc-
cess of these bands than buzz or hope seems 
to be hard work, energy, dedication, musi-
cianship, showmanship, and all the other 
things that really should matter. “Das Racist 
was playing like five shows a day here,” 
Feldman says at SXSW. “But you have to play 
a ton of shows to stay ‘in competition’ so to 
speak, to stay in people’s minds. And also, it’s 
fun. It’s in Texas. The weather is nice. People 
are having a great time.”

Besides, the music is what it’s all about.
“Music is my first priority,” says Feldman. 

“Everything else is to survive in order to do 
that.”

Jake Nussbaum ’10 is a writer and musician 
based in Portland, Ore.

In Texas, 
some 
Bands 
Know 
Foss HIll 
on sIgHT
a recent wesleyan alumnus 
scouts some of the bands 
with wesleyan ties playing at 
the 2011 south by southwest 
music festival and meets up 
with Ted Feldman ’09 of Bear 
Hands for tacos and talk.

By Jake NussBaum ’10


