

  [image: Image Missing]




  [image: Image Missing]




   




   




  [image: Image Missing]




  First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Brewer’s, an imprint of Chambers Publishing Limited.




  An Hachette UK company.




  Copyright © Jan Dalley and David Cheal 2018




  The right of Jan Dalley and David Cheal to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved.




  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library




  ISBN 9781473668263




  www.hodder.co.uk




  INTRODUCTION




  What is a song? Music and words tell a story, convey an emotion, conjure up images. Songs have been doing this for centuries, although the popular song as we know it today in the West, with its verses and choruses and often romantic lyrics, is directly descended from the lovelorn ballads that were toured around Europe by medieval troubadours, who were in turn influenced by the music of Islamic Spain.




  But songs are more than verses and choruses and melodies. A song is a mystery. It has a unique ability to summon up memories, to bind people together, to make us tingle with pleasure. It can move us, and it can make us move. Neurologists have found that listening to a song, with music and lyrics and rhythm, affects many different parts of the brain, fizzing out into all four of its lobes and connecting them to create an experience that is like no other. It’s like going on a journey – but sometimes the world seems to stop. It can summon up the past; yet songs are always moving forward. There is nothing else like it – a synthesis of words and music whose impact is both cerebral and physical.




  And something else happens, in addition to all of this, when a song is taken on and adapted by a new ‘voice’. A song that has become strongly associated with a particular singer or group – often, these days, the people who wrote it – takes on new resonances; sometimes we as listeners are shocked. Sometimes, it doesn’t seem right. Sometimes, though, it works – it sings, and the song takes on a new life.




  Which brings us to the contents of this book. Like its predecessor, The Life of a Song Volume 2 is a compilation of columns that have appeared in FT Weekend. Each chapter tells the story of a well-known song, unearthing its archaeology, its biography, its descendants. The songs here range in style from pure pop to primal rock’n’roll, from crunching blues-rock to swirling psychedelia. Some date back to the nineteenth century, such as ‘O Sole Mio’, which began life as a Neapolitan ballad and became a hit in the hands of Elvis Presley as ‘It’s Now or Never’. This is also one of three songs in these pages that have become popular on the football terraces of Britain, and elsewhere – the others being The White Stripes’ ‘Seven Nation Army’, whose riff became globally adopted as a wordless chant, and ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, which started out as a hymnal number in the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical Carousel.




  Some songs have transcended genres: ‘Time After Time’, a hit for thrift-store icon Cyndi Lauper in 1983, became a staple in the repertoire of Miles Davis. Some, such as ‘Greensleeves’, have mysterious histories; though it’s widely believed to have been written by Henry VIII, this is almost certainly a myth. Some were revised by their songwriters before recording: if The Kinks’ ‘Waterloo Sunset’ had been released under its original title, ‘Liverpool Sunset’, would it have had the same impact? There are gleaming factoid-nuggets such as these scattered throughout the 50 stories that make up this book. It’s a book to dip into, offering bite-sized essays that inform and entertain, and will send readers scurrying back to listen to these songs in all their beauty and mystery.




  CONTRIBUTORS




  Peter Aspden




  Peter Aspden is a former arts editor and writer for the Financial Times. He was brought up in Washington DC where he bought his first plastic Beatles wig to sing ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ in front of the mirror. He studied Philosophy, Politics and Economics at St Edmund Hall, Oxford, where he thought that Californian soft rock would change the world. He has written about sport, books, travel and the arts for a wide variety of publications. He is currently thinking about writing a book, but has been sidetracked trying to work out the guitar chords of ‘God Only Knows’.




  Helen Barrett




  Helen Barrett is based in London and is the FT’s work and careers editor, where she writes about leadership, management, entrepreneurship and business education. She spends far too much time reading and thinking about – and listening to – pop music.




  Helen Brown




  Helen Brown is an arts journalist whose articles have appeared in the Financial Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Independent, the Guardian online, the New Statesman and The Spectator. Highlights of her interviewing career have included a lesson in playing the guitar with acrylic nails from Dolly Parton, birdwatching with Amy Winehouse and scouring corner shops for fine wines with Grace Jones. She lives in Essex with her two small children and too much vinyl.




  David Cheal




  David Cheal has been reviewing music since the early 1980s, and was a pop critic for the Daily Telegraph for 20 years. He now works on the Financial Times arts pages, where he writes and commissions the weekly ‘Life of a Song’ column and also contributes reviews and features. When he was growing up, he wanted to be Jack Bruce but never got round to learning how to play the bass.




  Richard Clayton




  After a decade and more of mainly music freelancing for the The Sunday Times and the Financial Times, Richard Clayton swapped tinnitus for timetables to retrain as an English teacher. He remembers interviewing Amy Winehouse over bacon and eggs, and small talk about cycling with Jakob Dylan. Proud to have been an early adopter of Wild Beasts, Kendrick Lamar and Father John Misty, he still hopes to write during the summer holidays.




  Jon Dennis




  Jon Dennis has written, podcasted and made videos for the Financial Times, the Guardian, the Mail on Sunday, NME and Word. In his previous incarnation as a musician in the 1980s and ’90s, his band supported Radiohead. Jon is an insatiable collector of vinyl records, and if anyone has a spare first pressing of David Bowie’s debut album on the Deram label, please let him know. Jon is currently writing a bestselling book and developing a hit podcast about music.




  Dan Einav




  Dan Einav is an arts writer whose work has appeared in the Financial Times, Little White Lies, Monocle and the i newspaper. He went to a school in Cambridge which may or may not have partially inspired Pink Floyd’s ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ and now lives in London just down the road from a pub where a young Jimi Hendrix used to perform. Despite still vaguely entertaining hopes of headlining Glastonbury, he is only the third-best guitarist in his household.




  Harriet Fitch Little




  Harriet Fitch Little is an arts writer and interviewer for the Financial Times, and the deputy editor of Kinfolk magazine. Her niche obsession with Lebanese funk and south-east Asian psychedelic rock is the result of years spent on the desks of various obscure foreign newspapers.




  Alison Gunn




  After studying performing arts at Middlesex Polytechnic, Alison Gunn trod the boards for 15 years, appearing in touring shows such as Chicago and Sweet Charity, and at the Edinburgh Festival with comedy groups Newsrevue and The Flatlettes. She moved into journalism and has worked as a subeditor and writer on numerous magazines and newspapers, including The Sunday Times, the FT’s How to Spend It, ES Magazine and the Financial Times arts pages. She lives in south-east London with her husband, son and family cat, and enjoys going to the ballet, playing saxophone with a local big band and learning Russian.




  Michael Hann




  Michael Hann is a freelance writer, formerly music editor of the Guardian and editor of FourFourTwo. He bores on about Bruce Springsteen and The Hold Steady at any opportunity, and once – inadvertently – spat a mouthful of half-chewed doner kebab on to the arm of the drummer of Secret Machines.




  Mike Hobart




  Mike Hobart is the Financial Times jazz critic. He was a full-time musician for many years and still plays tenor sax. He now leads his own jazz quintet, whose CD Evidential was released in 2016 through anotherworldmusic.




  David Honigmann




  Building on his misspent youth browsing in Sterns Records, pursuing an interest founded on his parents’ copy of ‘Missa Luba’, David Honigmann is now world music critic for the Financial Times. He was also a contributor to the Rough Guide Book of Playlists, and is the co-author of a range of children’s books. He has only missed one WOMAD this century.




  Ludovic Hunter-Tilney




  Ludovic Hunter-Tilney is the Financial Times pop critic and has also written for the Guardian, The Sunday Times and the New Statesman. In 2014 he won the London Press Club’s arts reviewer of the year award. He lives in London.




  Ian McCann




  Ian McCann is a freelance journalist and the former editor of Record Collector magazine. He has written for NME, Q and the Independent, and worked as a reporter on BBC Radio 1. An obsessive accumulator of vinyl, he is a big fan of soul, jazz and reggae, and owns a hi-fi system so loud that it’s like the nuclear deterrent: let’s hope it will never be used.




  Sue Norris




  Sue Norris is a former associate editor of the FT Weekend magazine and is now a freelance writer and editor. Sue grew up on American soul and funk, and once thought nothing of spending a day’s wages on an American import from Contempo Records in London’s Hanway Street. She still spends rather too much time watching old episodes of Soul Train.




  Jude Rogers




  Jude Rogers has been a journalist, arts critic, reviewer, interviewer and comment writer for nearly 15 years for the Guardian, The Observer, The Sunday Times, the Independent, the Daily Telegraph, Radio Times, the New Statesman, Marie Claire, Cosmopolitan, Red, In-Style and The Pool – and has been delighted to start writing for the Financial Times. She has made documentaries for Radio 4, and has judged many music prizes, including the Mercury for six years.




  Paul Sexton




  Music writer and broadcaster Paul Sexton contributes to the Financial Times, The Sunday Times, Billboard, Music Week and Universal Music’s global website uDiscovermusic. He presents and produces documentaries and other programmes for BBC Radio 2 and shows for such airlines as Virgin Atlantic, Emirates and KLM. He started writing for the now-lamented weekly music press while still at school, for Record Mirror. Forty years later, as he continues to wait to be told to get a proper job, his wide-ranging tastes also see him contributing to such magazines as Country Music and Prog.




  Fiona Sturges




  Fiona Sturges is a writer and journalist who specializes in music and popular culture. For 20 years she worked as an interviewer and reviewer for the Independent. She is now an arts columnist for the Financial Times and the Guardian, and lectures in Popular Music Journalism at Southampton Solent University.




  1




  I’M A BELIEVER




  In 1965 an advertisement appeared in US publications Daily Variety and the Hollywood Reporter: ‘Madness!! Auditions. Folk & Roll Musicians–Singers for acting roles in new TV series. Running Parts for 4 insane boys, age 17–21.’




  From these auditions emerged The Monkees, four young men whose records would, for a while, outsell the combined might of The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. In an age of singer–songwriters, artistic credibility and emotional authenticity, The Monkees were unashamedly plastic, the original manufactured boy band.




  Their first single, ‘Last Train to Clarksville’, written by Tommy Boyce and Bobby Hart, reached Number 1 in the US. Its follow-up, ‘I’m a Believer’, was the work of a young New York songwriter-for-hire, Neil Diamond, who had initially tried to place it with country singer Eddie Arnold, as well as recording it himself. With its nifty guitar intro, catchy keyboard riff (all played by session musicians) and upbeat chorus, the song was an instant hit for The Monkees in 1966; Diamond also had some success the following year with his own version of the song, whose appeal lies in its irresistibly innocent, romantic, epiphanic chorus. The Monkees, meanwhile, fought back against the corporate machine and eventually got to play and write their own material, culminating in a strange but sporadically entertaining 1969 concept album called The Monkees Present.
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  Fast-forward to the early 1970s. Robert Wyatt, an English musician, was making a name as drummer with a proggy, jazzy outfit called Soft Machine. Then, in 1973, at a party in London, Wyatt fell out of a fourth-floor window and was paralysed from the waist down. Drumming, clearly, was now too physically challenging, so he announced his return to the music scene the following year as a singer, with his totally unexpected rendition of ‘I’m a Believer’. Wyatt’s 1974 appearance on the BBC’s Top of the Pops is one of the show’s great unforgettable ‘moments’. The programme’s producers had tried to persuade him out of his wheelchair and into a regular chair; he refused, and there he sat, rocking gently from side to side, his frail voice and his London accent bringing new meaning and emotional depth to the song’s lyric: here was a man, the song said, who believed in life. (His band on Top of the Pops, incidentally, included Pink Floyd’s Nick Mason on drums and Andy Summers, later of The Police, on acoustic guitar.)




  Wyatt’s version was a triumph, and showed that it was not always essential to have written a song for it to be authentic, personal and emotional. But to anyone under the age of 30, ‘I’m a Believer’ is associated not with Wyatt, Diamond, or The Monkees, but with an animated ogre. The film Shrek (2001), the first in a franchise, introduced a new generation to the song; the film’s fairytale wedding finale between Shrek and Princess Fiona features a pumped-up, steroidal version sung by California rock band Smash Mouth, with contributions from Eddie Murphy.




  Finally, in 2008, the song came full circle as Neil Diamond recorded a stripped-down acoustic version for his Dreams album. His rendition on the BBC’s Jools Holland show is exquisite, Diamond’s gravelly delivery ripe with the wisdom of experience. Contestants on TV talent shows these days are often told by the judges (usually Louis Walsh) that they have ‘owned’ a song. ‘You took that song and made it your own,’ is the mantra. Diamond, of course, having written the song, already ‘owned’ it, but here he repossessed it.




  David Cheal
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  WUTHERING HEIGHTS




  Some songs feel so distinctive when they arrive that they spend their afterlives being celebrated in peculiar ways. Take Kate Bush’s ‘Wuthering Heights’. As his TV alter ego Alan Partridge, Steve Coogan sang it at 1999’s Comic Relief. For the same charity telethon in 2011, Noel Fielding aped Bush’s famously theatrical dance moves, and wore a red dress like the one she wore in a promotional video for the single. Then things went crazy: 390 Kate Bushes, similarly clad in flowing scarlet, recreated the video in Brighton’s Stanmer Park in 2013. By 2016, The Most Wuthering Heights Day Ever was doing the same in 18 cities, including Sydney, Tel Aviv and Amsterdam.




  But however outlandish Bush’s debut single seemed, ‘Wuthering Heights’ was not a song without precedent. Jefferson Airplane’s Grace Slick was singing in an upfront, wild style about a nineteenth-century literary classic back in 1967 (‘White Rabbit’ riffed off Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and became a countercultural classic, as well as a US Top 10 hit). Five years before ‘Wuthering Heights’, David Bowie was making deeply unusual, piano-led songs for the pop market, and indeed, the young Bush was a fan. ‘He was one of my great heroes when I was growing up,’ she told The Fader magazine in 2016. ‘A brave artist, so unusual.’
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  Bush was incredibly young – signed to EMI at only 16 – and looked like a 1970s magazine cover star, but she wasn’t static and silent. In ‘Wuthering Heights’, she wails and whoops in a high pitch, her melodies swooping and diving like a bird going in for its prey. Her song’s subject matter – Emily Brontë’s only novel – was also intellectual, and this teenager talked about it intellectually. ‘When I first read Wuthering Heights I thought the story was so strong,’ Bush told Record Mirror in February 1978. ‘It was a real challenge to précis the whole mood of a book … and this young girl in an era when the female role was so inferior, coming out with this passionate, heavy stuff.’




  Bush was captivated by Cathy Earnshaw, Heathcliff’s foster sister and great lost love, whose ghost visits the story’s narrator, Mr Lockwood, in the novel’s third chapter. Bush said that her commitment to the character was helped by the fact that she was born Catherine, not Kate; her family called her Cathy when she was a child. ‘I found myself able to relate to her,’ she said. ‘It’s so important to put yourself in the role of the person in a song … when I sing that song, I am Cathy.’




  Bush’s commitment to ‘Wuthering Heights’ went into her career planning, too. She fought EMI to make it her debut single (they preferred the straighter, poppier ‘James and the Cold Gun’). Its release was also postponed from November 1977 because Bush hated the picture they had chosen for its cover. This delay was fortuitous: Wings’ ‘Mull of Kintyre’ had just begun its nine-week reign at Number 1, becoming the first British single to sell more than 2 million copies. ‘Wuthering Heights’ reached Number 1 on 5 March 1978, becoming the first UK chart-topper to be written and performed by a female artist.




  So connected to Bush’s image is ‘Wuthering Heights’ that successful cover versions of the song have been few. Pat Benatar recorded a guitar-heavy cover for her 1980 album Crimes of Passion, while Swedish electronic pop band Röyksopp have included a version in their live sets since 2011. In the same year, Bush’s original took on a new life when a slowed-down 36-minute version became an internet viral hit.




  Then came the video re-enactments, kicked off by UK performance art group Shambush! at the 2013 Brighton Fringe Festival. Men and women took part, videos circulated online, and similar events were set up all over the world.




  Such events across Australia also became fundraisers for domestic violence charities: in Canberra and Melbourne, thousands of dollars were raised for frontline response services. And to think all this joy and generosity came from one distinctive song, written by a teenager singing and dancing to her own formidable tune. We let her in.




  Jude Rogers
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  LET IT GO




  In March 2017 a charity running singing workshops at prisons across the UK announced that the most popular song among inmates was ‘Let it Go’, the big number from Disney’s 2013 animated blockbuster, Frozen. Despite the superficial incongruity of old lags carolling along to a song more commonly associated with preschoolers dressed as animated princesses, anyone alive to the profound emotional truths of the film would not be surprised to find it resonating with prisoners struggling to own the guilt and shame of the past and yearning to move on.




  For the few souls who have still not seen Frozen, ‘Let it Go’ is delivered by the character of Elsa (the blonde one) on the day she is crowned Queen of Arendelle. As a child, little Elsa developed magical powers to create ice and snow, with which she accidentally hurt her sister, Anna. So her parents locked her up in their castle, teaching her to control and conceal her dangerous gift. But an emotional upset at her coronation exposes her ‘witchcraft’ and turns her subjects against her. She flees Arendelle – the force of her fear and anger leaving eternal winter in her wake – and delivers ‘Let it Go’ as she strides into the mountains where she finally unleashes her powers to build a dazzling ice palace, create a sexy new outfit and shut herself away from a world she kisses off with a defiant shrug of a line: ‘The cold never bothered me anyway.’
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