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W
hen the Red Hot Chili Peppers moved into a

haunted Hollywood mansion in the spring of

1991 to make the album that would become

known as “Blood Sugar Sex Magik,” the

band, and pop music, was at a crossroads.

A young singer named Mariah Carey was ruling the album

charts with her self-titled debut. Progressive metal band

Queensryche was competing in the top 10 with the soundtrack

for “New Jack City,” R.E.M.'s “Out of Time” and L.A. singing trio

Wilson Phillips’ breakthrough album.

Twelve miles away at Sound City Studios, Nirvana, newly

signed to Geffen Records, was tracking “Smells Like Teen Spir-

it” and the rest of the songs that became “Nevermind.”

Soundgarden, recently inked to A&M, was holed up in Holly-

wood and elsewhere recording “Badmotorfinger.” In Seattle,

Pearl Jam was working on its debut album, “Ten.” 

The Red Hot Chili Peppers, formed in 1983 by Fairfax High

School classmates Anthony Kiedis, Flea, Hillel Slovak and

Jack Irons, had already released four albums by then. While

1989’s “Mothers Milk” had been a modest success, the band’s

music — punk-indebted Muscle Beach funk-rock — lagged be-

hind their well-cultivated image. Their shirtless dude de-

meanor was typified in the artwork for 1988’s “The Abbey

Road EP,” which saw the group riffing on the Beatles album

cover — crossing a street, naked but for socks covering their

privates.

A half-decade of nonstop touring and libertine excess had

already taken its toll: Slovak fatally 

FLEA, left, Chad Smith, John Frusciante and Anthony Kiedis gathered in a Laurel Canyon house to record in 1991. 
Chris Cuffaro
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MOMENT
Chili Peppers relive the making of a breakthrough album

BY RANDALL ROBERTS AND MIKAEL WOOD

[See Peppers, E3]

Despite over-indexing in
movie ticket purchasing and
representing nearly a fifth of
the U.S. population, Latinos
remain underrepresented as
employees in nearly every
major industry related to
media and entertainment,
according to preliminary re-
sults of a federal study re-
leased Tuesday.

U.S. Latinos appeared to
be overrepresented in one
media sector alone, as serv-
ice workers, the data found.
Directors, editors and execu-
tives with decision-making
power were the least repre-
sentative for Hispanics
working in Hollywood, the
news media and publishing.
The study, conducted by the
U.S. Government Account-
ability Office, is the first of its
kind that focuses on the em-
ployment of Latinos in me-
dia. 

Overall, Latinos in the
United States made up
about 12% of the workforce in
media- and entertainment-
related jobs, compared with
the Hispanic population
overall of about 18% in 2019,
according to the GAO.

The study’s early findings
were well anticipated in His-
panic watchdog and media
circles. In recent years,
Washington politicians and
Hollywood heavyweights
have adamantly pressed in-
dustry leaders to fix the rep-
resentation deficit for the na-
tion’s fastest growing and
now largest minority sub-
group.

On Tuesday, Rep.
Joaquín Castro (D-San An-
tonio), who’s taken on the is-
sue as a political cause, an-
nounced the figures during a
speech at the National Press
Club in Washington, D.C.
Castro and fellow members
of the Congressional His-
panic Caucus had requested 

Latinos
largely
absent
across
media 
Federal study shows
underrepresentation
in the entertainment
and news industries. 

By Daniel Hernandez
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Project Red.
For months, that’s the

code name Britney Spears
fans have used to refer to a
secretive documentary on
the pop star believed to be in
the works at Netflix. The ru-
mor began after the per-
former began making vague
Instagram references using
the phrase, often posting
red-themed images of col-
ored clothing or flowers.
Red, of course, happens to
be the color of the Netflix
logo — hence the fan con-
spiracy theory.

This week, the theory
became an actuality: Netflix
confirmed “Britney vs
Spears” will premiere Tues-
day. And though Spears did
not, in fact, collaborate with
filmmaker Erin Lee Carr, the
movie’s release date will co-
incide with a pivotal mo-
ment in her life. The next
hearing in her conservator-
ship case is scheduled for
Wednesday — a court date
that could determine
whether the performer’s fa-
ther, Jamie Spears, is re-
moved as her legal guardian.

“Britney vs Spears” is not
the first nonfiction film to in-
vestigate Spears’ circum-
stances. In February, a New
York Times-produced doc,
“Framing Britney Spears,”
premiered on FX and Hulu.

Taking a critical look at
the media’s treatment of 

Secret’s out on
the ‘Spears’ film 
Director of Netflix
documentary digs into
conservatorship of
the global pop star.

[See Spears, E6]

By Amy Kaufman

Here’s what was lost by
moving the Ojai Music Festi-
val from the second weekend
in June to the third in Sep-
tember: The damn Delta var-
iant stole a potential pink
moment that might have lent
a uniquely Ojai ending to the
festival. The late-afternoon
Sunday finale, always the
most attended concert of the
festival, ended just after 7,
and the sun already had set. 

But here’s what was
gained: everything else that
has made the Ojai festival be-
loved for a full three-quarters 

MUSIC REVIEW 

Emerging talent enlivens Ojai

MUSIC DIRECTOR John Adams stands to acknowledge Attacca Quartet in Ojai.

Al Seib Los Angeles Times

The festival returns in
exciting fashion with
Rhiannon Giddens
and Gabriella Smith. 

MARK SWED

MUSIC CRITIC

[See Ojai, E2]
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overdosed on heroin in 1988.
Crushed by the loss of his
friend, Irons quit not long af-
ter. Flea and Kiedis forged
ahead, ultimately hiring
drummer Chad Smith and a
young Red Hot Chili Pep-
pers super fan, guitarist
John Frusciante, to fill those
roles. 

“Mother’s Milk,” the first
album to feature Frusciante
and Smith, would be the
band’s swan song for EMI
Records. As MTV added the
band’s cover of Stevie Won-
der’s “Higher Ground” into
rotation, executives from
Geffen, Epic and Warner
Bros. wooed them. Warner’s
legendary chairman, Mo Os-
tin, eventually won the bid-
ding war.

The Chili Peppers also
committed to working with
producer Rick Rubin, who
was well on his way to be-
coming the Zen-like king of
rock and rap through work
with Run-D.M.C., Slayer and
the Beastie Boys. Instead of
a typical recording studio,
Rubin and the band opted to
rent a house in Laurel Can-
yon. There, isolated for two
months starting in April1991,
the band, crew, and a series
of invited and uninvited
guests helped create one of
the quintessential L.A. rock
albums.

“Blood Sugar Sex Magik,”
featuring “Under the
Bridge,” “Breaking the Girl”
and “Give It Away,” was re-
leased on Sept. 24, 1991, the
same day as Nirvana’s
“Nevermind.” It would be-
come the Chili Peppers’ criti-
cal and commercial break-
through, eventually selling
more than 7 million copies.
“Before ‘Blood Sugar,’ ” says
Kiedis, “we were relatively
unknown.” After, he contin-
ues, “I remember walking
down my street in the Hills
and cars driving by and hear-
ing our songs coming out of
the radio.”

Thirty years later, the
band and its team sat down
to tell the unlikely story of its
creation.

Flea, bassist: Losing
Hillel was devastating, but
we knew that we wanted to
keep playing music. When
we found John and then
Chad, we found this unit.
John was only 18, and he
loved the Chili Peppers. 

John Frusciante, guitar-
ist: It felt like we lived in a
magic world where every-
thing came out of us really
fluidly. We felt connected all
the time.

Anthony Kiedis, vocal-
ist: John and Flea have this
magical relationship, espe-
cially when they’re playing
their guitars together. They
just fit.

By the time they’d fin-
ished promoting “Mother’s
Milk” in 1990, the band’s
contract with EMI was up.
“Mother’s Milk” had gone
gold, radio was playing the
Peppers’ cover of “Higher
Ground” and the record
industry was awash in
compact disc profits. The
timing was perfect to be free
agents. 

Flea: Our lawyer was
saying, “You’re in a position
to get a really good record
deal right now.” It always
seemed like a thing that
happened to other people.
We just put on our wacky
clothes and made our crazy
music.

Steven Baker, former
Warner Bros. VP of product
management: When the
band became available, I
went with Mo and Lenny
[Waronker, Warner Bros.
president] to see them. We
took a plane up to Kaiser
Convention Center in Oak-
land. The band was amaz-
ing. The audience was in-
sane.

Flea: All of a sudden it
was actually happening. We
were being offered more
money than I’d ever imag-
ined.

At first, the band commit-
ted to Epic Records, which
offered a larger advance.
Ostin wasn’t finished,
though. 

Smith: He called each
one of us at home. Mo Ostin!
Who calls the f— drummer? 

Flea: I get this call from
Mo, who is one of the most
respected record company
guys in the world, telling me,
“Hey, I understand you’re
going with another record
company, but I just want to
say that I really enjoyed
meeting you guys. You’re
good kids, and I think you’re
going to have a great career.”
It really touched my heart. 

Smith: Warners had Jimi
Hendrix, Prince, Madonna,
Neil Young — a real artists
label.

Flea: Mo was like, “How-
ever you want to make this

record, take all the time,
spend what you need, have
the freedom, be creative. Let
your freak flag fly.”

Freak flag hoisted, the
band needed a producer
and hired Rubin. 

Lindy Goetz, former
Red Hot Chili Peppers
manager: If I remember
correctly, we tried to get
Rick for the second album,
but he didn’t want to do it.

Rick Rubin, producer: I
remember feeling that the
original members, before
Chad and John were in the
band, didn’t trust each
other. It wasn’t anything
said. It was the energy in the
room and the way they
looked at each other. The
band I met for “Blood Sugar
Sex Magik” was entirely
different. They were filled
with love and confidence.

Kiedis: I’m a person of
extremes, and for most of
the ’80s — until maybe ’88 or
so — I had gone down this
rabbit hole of narcotics
abuse. I was self-medicating,
until I realized that the thing
that I was treating myself

with happened to be killing
me.

The Peppers were mov-
ing away from the party life
and got to work.

Flea: Five days a week we
were in this rehearsal studio
called the Alley in North
Hollywood, playing every
day, writing and jamming
like crazy. 

Frusciante: I stopped
going out to clubs and trying
to be a man about town. I
started painting and draw-
ing and making weird four-
track recordings.

Kiedis: Most of the lyrics
were written either at my
house — at the time, I lived
in Beachwood Canyon — or
at the rehearsal studio.

Flea: Every day I would
come home from the re-
hearsal studio and go, “That
was a bitchin’ thing we came
up with.” It would just be a
bridge or an intro or a little
part, but every day it felt like
that. 

Frusciante: Rick would
come to rehearsal and just
observe. A lot of the time he
wouldn’t even say anything;
he’d just sit on the couch.
We’d jam for an hour, and
he’d fall asleep.

Flea: Rick saw things in a
way that we never did. 

Rubin: The band had
written their best songs to
date. I knew we could record
them honestly with the aim
of capturing their energy. No
more and no less.

Their disappointing
studio experiences led
Rubin and the band to seek
somewhere in L.A. that
might serve as a combina-
tion boarding house and
recording studio. They
found it at 2451 Laurel Can-
yon Blvd., in a home for-
merly occupied by actor
Errol Flynn.

Rubin: I thought the
band might be inspired by
recording outside of the
traditional studio.

Brendan O’Brien, engi-
neer: We originally found a
really cool place up on Mul-
holland, but there were too
many neighbors. We would
have to stop at 8 or 9 o’clock
every night. That wouldn’t
work.

Flea: I remember, philo-
sophically, it being really
exciting, the idea of not
being in a recording studio
and having to deal with their
rules if I wanted to walk
down naked in the morning
smoking a joint and playing
a funky bass line. 

Gavin Bowden, director
of the 1991 promotional
film"Funky Monks” (and
Flea’s brother-in-law): This
wasn’t Downton Abbey. It
was just a big house built in
the early 20s, maybe a bit
before that. 

Flea: It was the nicest
house I’d ever stepped foot
in in my life — well, except
when we went to David
Geffen’s or Mo Ostin’s.

Goetz: We wound up
bringing all the equipment
in — the board, the mics,
whatever it took. Brought in
a cook, a masseuse and so
on.

Smith: We had this
kooky ex-Playboy model
chef that cooked for us. We’d
have these dinners at night,
and some of Rick’s friends
would come by — always
laughter and fun all around. 

Flea: Just play music.
That had always been the
dream. And this was the
most music-playing situa-
tion. Untethered to respon-
sibility of the real world. It
was more than I ever could
have imagined and probably
the peak of that feeling I’ve
ever had in my life.

Kiedis: We very rarely
left.

Smith: We all picked out
rooms to live in. I picked out
one where the bathroom
was always really cold. Like,
weirdly cold. 

Frusciante: The other
rooms were bigger, but I
liked the maid’s quarters. 

Flea: I had this little
room up towards the very
top of the house. There was
a mattress on the floor, a
little bedside table, and that
was it. I was in my temple
space.

Rubin: It was our own
world. We worked, ate, hiked
and played a lot of pingpong.

Goetz: It was very mag-
ical, and apparently they
thought it was haunted.

Bowden: The security
guard thought he had ex-
perienced some sort of
supernatural experience. 

Flea: I was always imag-
ining that I was hearing
things at night when I was
going to sleep. I remember
John saying that he had
distinctly heard this woman.
There was a story going
around that there was a
female ghost.

Smith: Two guys who
were like the Siskel and
Ebert of the spiritual world
came to see if the house was
haunted. One guy had like a
coat hanger and [makes
wooing ghost sound]. I’m
thinking this is some hokey
f— bull—.

Flea: We did the Ouija
board, and the thing was
moving around like crazy.

Smith: These Siskel and
Ebert guys came into my
room and they went into the
bathroom and both of them
were like, “Something really
bad has happened in here.”
And even though I thought
they were hokey, that was all
I needed to hear. I was like,
“I’m out of here.” From then
on, I slept at home. The
other guys were like, “Chad

is scared of the ghosts.”
Partly it was that, but more I
needed a break. No offense
to the other guys. I’ll spend
all day recording, but I don’t
need to be hanging out all
night.

The quartet set a strict
schedule for recording.
Rubin spent his days honing
the songs with the band
members, who were eager to
absorb the feedback. Stylisti-
cally, they were ready to
temper the rap-funk, slap-
bass sound that had earned
them their first fans.

Frusciante: I was simpli-
fying what I was doing, and
then Flea got excited about
that and started simplifying
what he was doing.

Flea: It had to do with
the kind of stuff that John
was writing and having a
complete belief in him and
wanting to serve what he
was doing. That didn’t al-
ways require a wild bass
line.

Rubin: The band started
with a format defining the
Chili Pepper sound. That
served them well. By the

time of “Blood Sugar,” they
were ready to expand the
palate.

They were also young
men enjoying the experi-
ences that come with popu-
larity — among them, a
groupie who would pleasure
the three Peppers living in
the mansion, as Kiedis
chronicled in his 2004 mem-
oir “Scar Tissue.”

Kiedis: Sex was an on-
going learning experience. I
wasn’t necessarily com-
pletely healthy with my
sexual behavior. I was never
abusive or terribly selfish,
but I didn’t understand
clearly the responsibility of
being extra thoughtful
about the sex life. I was
learning on the job. I still am. 

Flea: I was single, and I
was trying to get laid, and I
was trying to make a good
record.

Kiedis: The Red Hot
Chili Peppers were always
proud of love and human
sexuality, and we wanted to
celebrate that from the very
beginning without being in
any way analytical or trying
to be correct or incorrect. We
just wanted to show that
there’s a beautiful relation-
ship to human sexual energy
and music and dancing and
having fun and feeling free
and being a kid.

The lyrics to “I Could
Have Lied” were inspired by
Kiedis’ crush on singer
Sinead O’Connor, whose
1990 album “I Do Not Want
What I Haven’t Got” had
propelled her to interna-
tional fame. 

Kiedis : I knew that she
would hear it because I left
her a cassette of that song
on her doorstep. That rela-
tionship was in its infancy —
it was more of a friendship —
and I think in my mind I was
like, “Oh, this is about to get
hot and heavy.” In her mind,
obviously, it was not. She
ended up leaving town with-
out so much as a goodbye. 

I love playing that song
now. It makes me feel hurt in
a good way.

A standout during the
sessions was “Breaking the
Girl,” a song about a break-

up that resulted in one of the
album’s most memorable
moments.

Flea: John had been
studying some Duke Elling-
ton chords, and he was like,
“The first four or five chords
of this Ellington song go
really well together.” I think
the first four chords ended
up being either the verse or
chorus of “Breaking the
Girl.”

Frusciante: “Breaking
the Girl” was one of the first
songs that I wrote before we
even started rehearsing for
the record, and everybody
was very excited right off the
bat. 

Kiedis: I was in a rela-
tionship that had gone sour.
Horribly, horribly sour. For
whatever reason, maybe
because of my own inherent
mental illness, I’ve often
been attracted to women
who also have a very strong
and beautiful mental dys-
function. [“Breaking the
Girl”] was a moment where I
realized I’m jumping into
these relationships and
taking everything I want,
but the end result is there’s

going to be pain — in that
case, more for her than for
me.

Though it marked a
stylistic shift, the enthusi-
asm for “Under the Bridge,”
a contemplative song about
loneliness in Los Angeles,
was immediate.

Kiedis: Rick was over at
my house in Beachwood
Canyon and he’s like, “Tell
me some of the ideas you
have,” and I showed him
some half-written stuff and
some completely written
stuff. And he’s like, “Cool,
cool. Anything else? What’s
this on the back of this very
last page?” And I was like,
“Ah, that’s nothing. I was
feeling a little out of sorts in
early sobriety,” and he’s like,
“Well, how does this go?” I’m
sure I sang it completely out
of tune. And he was like, “I
love that. Let’s go to work on
this.” 

Rubin: I came across the
poem in one of Anthony’s
notebooks and asked what it
was. He said it wasn’t for the
Chili Peppers. I asked why,
and he said that’s not what
they do. That started the
conversation about remov-
ing any limitations and
becoming more experimen-
tal with what the band was
capable of. 

Kiedis: It’s a very quiet,
intimate song. And oddly
enough, as poorly as I
must’ve sang it on that day,
Chad and Flea were like,
“Oh, hell yes. We love this.
This is our new song.”

Baker: Records like
“Under the Bridge” and
“Give It Away” had their
own life. It wasn’t just pan-
dering to what people were
used to hearing. Not only
were they successful on
MTV, but they showed a side
of the band that it hadn’t
exhibited previous to those
videos.

Released the same day as
A Tribe Called Quest’s"The
Low End Theory” and Nir-
vana’s “Nevermind,” “Blood
Sugar Sex Magik” debuted
at No. 14 on the Billboard
album chart. The album
hovered in the top 50 for six
months and peaked at No. 3
on May 16, 1992. Dutch tattoo

artist Hendrikus “Henk”
Schiffmacher watched in
wonder from his shop in
Amsterdam. His hand
played a major role in the
cover of “Blood Sugar Sex
Magik”: He drew the swirl-
ing tongues exiting each
member’s mouth.

Schiffmacher: We knew
each other from the very
beginning of the Chili Pep-
pers. Somebody said that
you have to see this band
from the U.S. called the Red
Hot Chili Peppers. I didn’t
expect that to be a group of
children, you know?

Flea: We really loved Man
Ray. So we asked [director]
Gus Van Sant to take pic-
tures and to get them solar-
ized. The rest of the album
design was really Anthony
and Henk. 

Schiffmacher: I went to
the States later. Tower
Records was still there, this
beautiful store on Sunset.
The store had a huge bill-
board of the album outside.
Oh, my God, I got a boner
from that thing.

After the album’s release,
the band hit the road for an
extensive fall tour, includ-
ing shows with opener
Smashing Pumpkins. It
closed the year with a string
of West Coast dates with a
pair of supporting acts who
were just starting to break:
Pearl Jam and Nirvana.

Kiedis: I got a pre-release
cassette of “Nevermind,”
and I remember driving all
over the city listening to that
record as loud as I could and
telling anyone who’d lis-
ten,"You gotta hear this
band.”

Flea: Between the time
we asked Nirvana to play the
shows and when the shows
came around, their lives had
completely changed. They
didn’t want to do [the tour].
I remember feeling bad
about that. I think they were
overwhelmed.

They weren’t the only
ones. Frusciante wasn’t
coping well with the job of
being a working member of
the Chili Peppers. 

Frusciante: I had a very
strong feeling that I should
quit the band before I even
moved out of the house. I
knew that if I tried to go into
that world of touring again, I
was going to lose all that
creative space that I built
while we were writing and
recording. Yet I lacked the
courage to give this thing up.

Smith: It was in Japan
that John quit [May 7, 1992].
Literally like hours before a
show he called our manager
and was like, “I can’t do this
anymore. I’ve got to go home
right now.” 

Goetz: The tour manager
called me at the hotel and
said, “You’ve got to get here.
John won’t go on.” I drove
over there and said, “You’ve
got to go on. We’re here.” So
he went on. When the show
was over, we put him on the
plane back home. 

Kiedis: That’s an abso-
lutely reasonable response
to becoming famous. Not
everyone has to go, “Woo-
hoo, I’m famous now. I can
do whatever I want.” Some
people are going to go, “Oh,
no. This hurts. It doesn’t feel
good. It’s awkward, it’s un-
comfortable and yucky.”

Frusciante nearly died
from his addictions, and as
he struggled, the band re-
placed him with former
Jane’s Addiction guitarist
Dave Navarro. Infected with
abscesses and rotting teeth,
Frusciante hit rock bottom.
Meanwhile, the Red Hot
Chili Peppers were on the
verge of implosion. Navarro
wasn’t a good fit.

As a last-ditch effort,
they offered Frusciante, who
had sought treatment, his
old job back. He accepted
and the result was 1999’s
“Californication.” Though
he left the Peppers in 2009 to
work on his electronic mu-
sic, in 2019 the band an-
nounced that, once again,
Frusciante was back — and
involved in the making of its
forthcoming Rubin-pro-
duced album. It will be the
band’s 12th full-length. 

Frusciante: When I
joined the band for “Cali-
fornication,” those guys
were the only people in the
world who believed in me. I
had very few friends, and
most of them just felt sorry
for me. They didn’t think
that I could ever amount to
anything. Flea and Anthony
knew what I had inside me,
as they did when I first
joined the band.

Flea: Being in a band can
be really hard. Those re-
lationships, those dynamics,
are hard. We all have egos.
We’re all fragile. But we
created a magic world for
ourselves.

Hanging with the Chili Peppers
[Peppers, from E1]

ANTHONY KIEDIS, left, and Flea of the Chili Peppers perform with Post Malone at the 2019 Grammys. 
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