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Some years ago I considered buying a stereo system. Much of my working life had been spent in record companies and I had also occasionally released music on small labels that had been started in order to promote artists that I considered unique, with little concern for commercial interest. I had consequently acquired a fairly large record collection that had also been expanded by forays into selling and trading vinyl. My records were played on fairly basic but adequate hi-fi that consisted of component parts from disparate, usually German or Japanese, manufacturers.


I was aware that various makes of amplifiers, turntables, pre-amps and power supplies had idiosyncratic characteristics and attributes and that in Britain stereo, built by what had often started as small family companies, was highly regarded. The discourse that surrounds hi-fi and the importance that is placed on such matters as the year of manufacture of a certain amp, or whether valves made of fragile glass were more responsive to a frequency than solid-state transistors, had discouraged me from researching further.


Similarly, I had also attempted to evade that rather strained obsession with the grading and provenance of vinyl on which many record collectors set so much store. I certainly struggled to see the necessity of such obsessions and was happy merely to own a release in reasonable condition on vinyl, as that was the format I had committed to during adolescence. Despite the unscrupulousness with which record companies had introduced the CD into the market, a market the format subsequently dominated for many years, I was always able to resist buying them. At my most supercilious I considered my refusal to contaminate my record collection with the unconvincing and digitally compressed binary audio of the compact disc a moral victory.


Although I was aware that my hi-fi system was workmanlike at best, terms such as ‘pre-amp’, ‘power amp’, ‘power supply’ and ‘cut switch’ continually struck me as having little to do with the pleasure of listening to music. I felt that they suggested a triumph of function over content that belonged to the type of person who prioritised the tactile aspects of buttons and the thickness of speaker cable over the beauty and wonder of recorded sound. For many years I had also felt weary of the overbearing preoccupation with technical detail and pristine condition that seemed to be obsessions mutually shared by record collectors and hi-fi enthusiasts.


Eventually I conceded that if I was prepared to gloat over owning several thousand records, another person was justified in pointing out that, by listening to my vinyl on battered, second-rate equipment, I had never truly heard it. All too aware that my prejudices often hinder me, I began investing in a stereo system that would do justice to my acquisitions.


There was another reason for this purchase. As I spent time among my records I was drawn closer to their physical presence; on occasion I felt them looming on their shelves with a latent sense of purpose. I was at times almost able to imagine them watching over me, as if by having been held, inspected and played they were somehow rendered sentient. For the first time in my life I instigated a rather arbitrary filing system and arranged the records accordingly. I had previously allowed my records to organise themselves, mainly because I felt that taken as a random and unordered whole they became more than the sum of their parts. As I began the process of filing I was reminded of how much pleasure records gave as objects, and that holding a few albums or 12" singles under one’s arm produced feelings of anticipation and excitement.


I was also once again becoming dextrous at handling vinyl. I could turn a record over and replace it on the deck in one fluid motion and was newly adept at perching an unsleeved record between my third finger and extended thumb in readiness to place it on the turntable. These actions and emotions brought me closer to an environment that I had once inhabited with an unconscious regularity as innate as breathing, but one that might now be lost to me: Revolver Records, a shop in Bristol.


During its lifetime, by the most straightforward definition, Revolver was an independent record shop, one with a reputation for stocking and specialising in iconoclastic and esoteric records rather than more quotidian Top 40 music. It had many other qualities. Its lack of shop front and its long approach corridor, one that was of sufficient length to feel somewhat intimidating, ensured Revolver had a particular atmosphere. The shop’s institutional expertise lay in certain strands of music, such as reggae, dub, free jazz and psychedelia. As well as managing its reputation, Revolver curated and stocked an anti-canon, a permanent selection of records that it considered to be essential purchases, one that had been assuredly created through years of developing and then responding to its customers’ tastes.


For these customers Revolver ceased to be merely a shop and became the locus of their musical consciousness.


The shop lacked any formal store front and was entered through an anonymous and peeling doorway which abutted the Triangle, a one-way thoroughfare at the junction of Park Street and Queen’s Road, two of Bristol’s most prestigious streets in the city’s bath-stone-suburb, Clifton. Although the shop was at street level, the average passer-by was completely unaware of Revolver.


Anyone working in the shop was less interested in selling the weekly deliveries of new releases than in delving through the racks of rare and obscure records that were hidden in a back room away from the public’s view. This dusty annexe to the shop’s main activities contained a lifetime’s worth of music that could only be absorbed by listening to one record at a time.


As an undergraduate I visited Revolver almost every day before I finally managed to secure a job there, for around three or so years, during the mid-1990s.


Once the door to Revolver was opened in the morning, the alarm had been turned off and the lights turned on, any other interpretation of everyday life was hard to imagine. Instead time was told by the length it took for a needle to reach the end of the run-out groove, or was dissipated altogether. Days would drift by and we would find ourselves still there behind the counter long into the night, unable to leave, the shop lights off, our listening illuminated by the blue lights of the stereo.


The reasons I had for wanting to dwell once again mentally and emotionally in Revolver were confused and varied. None of us is immune to nostalgia, particularly when the senses are at their most vulnerable. To hear a forgotten or rarely listened-to piece of music and be reminded of the person one once was is to be out of one’s depth. The pleasure of listening to records during such moments is as brittle as the dark, hardened fibrosis that covers scar tissue, but by spending hours among my records once more, ordering them, cataloguing them, placing them in new plastic sleeves and above all by playing them, I felt as though I was in some abstract way inhabiting once more the shop’s tatterdemalion atmosphere.


Certain body movements, such as the particular angle at which one crooks one’s head to read the spine of an album, reminded me of being in Revolver. As I hooked my new turntable’s tone arm out of its cradle on to my forefinger and let the stylus drop on to a record, I felt I had resumed a habit that might again become second nature and I realised that my memories of Revolver had undergone a process of reification.


The physical aspects of listening to a record, such as the sensation of a bass line reverberating in one’s chest, or the barely discernible twitch of the fabric housed in the right angles of a speaker cabinet, felt as significant to my understanding and enjoyment of music as the history or biography of those who had created it. This was due entirely to Revolver, the dimensions of its rooms, the character of the people who had populated it and its location in their hearts.


We regard nature and the environment as though they are a constant source designed for our rehabilitation and amelioration. There is a sense that in the open air we are revived and becalmed. Revolver, an airless and enclosed space, had always seemed to me to be a phenomenon as singular and uncultivated as anything found in the natural world. In my recollection the shop was a landscape with its own customs, language and ritual. Now extinct, at least in the confluence of my memory and imagination the shop remained dormant and I felt an overwhelming desire to explore again its space. Although they lay deep in my subconscious, the routes back to Revolver revealed themselves with every record I placed on the turntable.


In terms of its contribution to music in Bristol, Revolver had a rich history. The shop had nurtured and informed many of the city’s musicians, including those who had gone on to have recording careers. It also helped aspiring groups and artists release and distribute their own work. Revolver similarly provided an individual customer service to its regular clientele by locating and ordering hard-to-find releases from all points of the globe, but in my mind its greatest legacy was its resolute spirit and ardour. To purchase a record at its counter was to become involved in a limitless series of negotiations, diatribes, monologues and disputes, most of which, though by no means all, were held in an atmosphere of joy and high anticipation. These exchanges were held between a staff and customers who regarded the depth of their love of music as immeasurable and sacrosanct, to such an extent that the atmosphere in Revolver regularly felt hysterical.


The shop’s ambience could at times feel hostile and intimidating, and as a high-street retailer, with the sense of universal access which that term implies, it was hardly faultless. I have heard of only three, possibly four, former female employees, although ‘employee’ or ‘staff’ suggests a formality and rigour in the shop’s affairs that were never present. In around 1982 the Bristol listings magazine Venue ran a feature on Revolver that included a picture of those present behind the counter on the day their photographer had visited. As well as its then proprietors, Lloyd Harris and Mike Chadwick, there are two women in the photograph whom, despite several phone calls and conversations, I have been unable to identify. They are wearing the type of clothes and hairstyles one might associate with the culture wars of the era and have a confidence in their smiles that is beguiling.


Revolver was an environment often dominated by men, but it rarely tolerated the affectations and false modesty that allow pedestrian male identities to flourish. Light-hearted or superficial banter was vehemently discouraged; the shop was far too neurotic a place for such settled patterns of behaviour.


The mood of Revolver suggested a number of possible previous lives: the headquarters of a leading publication in the underground press, a backwoods stilling shed or the anteroom of a hastily assembled council chambers that had been prepared in readiness for the onset of the revolution. There were instances when the shop often felt like all of the above simultaneously, but the overpowering atmosphere was of a heady freedom prompted by the realisation that one was surrounded by thousands of records.


At the far end of the room was the shop counter, which stood at elbow height and seemed purpose-built for loitering. The counter could only be accessed from a side door in the corridor, which gave the staff, who sat or stood behind it, an air of absolute indifference. Behind the counter were piles of old magazines, rows of cassettes, abandoned displays of stylus cartridges and never-ending mounds of junk and paperwork. This debris reached to the furthest corners and recesses of the back room, but above all, there were innumerable rows of records.


Over time, as the conventions and mechanisms for remaining solvent in the music trade were routinely rejected, the shop felt increasingly as though it was a location for an unspecified form of resistance. Revolver lacked a credit- or debit-card facility and only accepted cash or cheques. It similarly declined to be included in the national chart-return system, thus rendering all of its sales ineligible for the Top 40, or any other chart for that matter. Of more significance was the fact that the lack of chart recognition ensured that on their arrival in the shop, the barcodes that record companies insisted on placing on their releases became impotent. If Revolver traded on its own precarious terms, then the music it bought and sold would do the same. In its refusal to embrace the structures and protocol of retail, Revolver began to resemble a front line, a border between the low commerce of selling records and the continuous shifts in the musical and psychological imagination.


To linger at the counter at Revolver was to occupy a dream state, where any particular album or song played on the shop’s stereo sounded characteristic of this peculiar, virtually windowless place.




*





A scant hour or so survives of the footage filmed at various recording sessions at Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry’s Black Ark Studio, located towards the rear of his property in Cardiff Crescent in Kingston, Jamaica.


During a sequence shot in 1977 for a documentary titled Roots, Rock, Reggae, Perry can be seen in the Black Ark’s compact control booth directing a recording session. His demeanour is animated as he organises the musicians by shouting and gesturing through the window that overlooks the studio’s live room.


Members of the Heptones and Junior Murvin are seen standing in front of rows of microphones as they run through the harmonies of a chorus together. This is edited with footage of the Black Ark house band, the Upsetters, playing around a melody line with a similar blend of high spirits and serenity. Perry appears fit, shaking his head and clapping, cutting the air in time to the song’s rhythms and periodically punching and turning the controls of a Mu Tron Phasor. This rudimentary piece of equipment was used in counterpart with a Roland Space Echo tape delay to create the aural equivalent of dust that Perry appeared to fleck across every Black Ark recording. Two or three minutes into the film, when the producer is in mercurial flow and smiling as he shifts between the mixing desk, the control window and the phaser unit, the documentary’s narrator starts describing his subject.


‘Scratch’s real name is Lee Perry,’ he begins. ‘He records all the greats, including Bob Marley. Even Paul McCartney is coming here from England because Scratch has a sound and a riddim of his own. He calls it “rockers”. When Scratch begins a session, first he balances drum and bass for the basic rhythm. Ghetto music, always drum and bass.’


At the time the programme was made there were several contemporary producers and musicians in Jamaica who, if they had felt the inclination, might dispute the narrator’s attribution of the word ‘rockers’ to Perry. It seems unlikely, however, as the derivation and usage of the reggae lexicon was of little consequence to those who played the music, particularly when considered in comparison to the numinous and physical effects it had on the listener and those involved in its creation. The drummers Leroy ‘Horsemouth’ Wallace and Sly Dunbar are usually credited with inventing the rockers rhythm in the Channel One Studio at Maxfield Avenue, an area of West Kingston more suited to the term ‘ghetto music’ than were Perry’s premises in the upmarket suburb of Washington Gardens.


At Channel One, deep in the tenement yards, Horsemouth and Dunbar accentuated the first beat of every bar and introduced extra clap sounds and rim shots on the snare drum. On first hearing, these fills and snare taps could be mistaken for outboard effects such as delay or reverb added during the track’s mixdown, but rather than interfering with the structural flow the extra emphases placed in every bar had the effect of sharpening and intensifying the rhythm.


To attempt an exact definition of the rockers rhythm is to misinterpret the reasons for its creation; the rhythm was less a specific drum pattern than an overall sense of motion. Rockers is often preceded by the adjective ‘militant’ as, together with the army fatigues worn by many reggae musicians in the 1970s, the rhythm suggested an intensely felt sense of impetus and purpose.


Whatever its interpretation, the rockers rhythm was the foundation of the roots music that formed the basis of reggae from around 1972 to 1978, a music and culture that expressed the realities of life for those suffering under the unforgiving sunlight and the political and social turmoil of Jamaica at the time.


On the B side of singles from the period, the lyrical messages of roots: the calls for unity, prayers for transcendence and rejection of the injustices of tenement life were replaced by the ‘version’. The version was an instrumental dub that often featured mere fragments of the melody and vocal lines, and concentrated on creating a hollowed-out and abstract reinterpretation of the original. The residual space that had been left by stripping the song back to its bare rhythmic bones was overlaid with effects that magnified and amplified its dimensions. Suggestive half-heard tones and frequencies created by manipulating the instruments with echo and delay appeared in the track as though they had been introduced by an eerie and indeterminate logic. The sound of the version and the ghostly presence of dub within it was a sonic representation of ‘Dread’, the psychological manifestation of life’s hardships given flight and devotional counselling by the power of the producer’s imagination.


The phrase ‘record producer’ might be synonymous with a studio engineer who has an overinflated sense of their role in the making of an album, or of someone who considers their position within the recording industry to have a certain significance. At the mixing desks of Kingston the producer was simultaneously an auteur, a small businessman and an evangelist who harnessed a spiritual and creative energy by synthesising his technical dexterity with a conviction that could be mistaken for opportunism. Dub in particular was a music that required the producer to re-imagine the raw material of an instrumental backing track as a potential sacrament.


The dub album Original Rockers was a collection of singles released on the producer Augustus Pablo’s Rockers International label in 1979. In accordance with the conventions of the island’s music business, Pablo ran his label from a yard and distributed its output through the record shops of Jamaica. Once they became available to the public the recordings were left to fare in the indistinct and unquantifiable hinterland of the country’s copyright laws. The singles compiled on Original Rockers had been recorded between 1972 and 1975, and about half the tracks had been created at Channel One; the seven-year period from the inception of the recordings to their eventual appearance as a compilation covers the pinnacle of roots music.


Roots, in a similar manner to rockers, passed beyond the idiomatic and became a word with no fixed definition, but one that was felt and understood by anyone who used it in conversation.


The origins of the word ‘rockers’ and the idiosyncrasies of its usage was a conversation that I heard unfold on several occasions over hours spent at the Revolver counter. The importance of a single’s version to the evolution of dub was also explained to me in fine detail. These hours would be punctuated by a close listening of the records under discussion, a communal activity that was regularly followed by moments of detached quiet. The reflective, silent pauses felt as though they were a necessary procedure that had to be experienced before conversation could resume.


Throughout its existence Revolver sold tremendous quantities of dub and reggae records. Roots singles that were compiled into albums became a crucial element of the shop’s canon, while during its heyday the shop sold as many formats of reggae that its supply and distribution chains could provide. For years long after its release Original Rockers was an album that would usually sell within days, if not hours, of being placed in the shop’s racks. I can think of no other record so emblematic of the telepathy and familiarity that existed between Revolver and its customers.


Other conversations at the counter could be as heartfelt and comprehensive as those concerning the origin of rockers. In 1966, during the sessions for Revolver, a Leslie speaker housed in a Hammond organ was used as an effect to distort John Lennon’s vocals for the song ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’. The Leslie speaker had been designed with rotating components that modulated any signal sent through its drivers and as these moving Rotor parts were applied to a voice, the sound became submerged and supernatural. Within a few months of the album’s release this studio trick was quickly emulated and the wavering Leslie speaker effect became a signifier of a particular strain of British psychedelia.


The shop often played fairly obscure late 1960s records, although it was difficult to hear or purchase them in the original. Songs such as ‘My Clown’ and ‘Dandelion Seeds’ by July or ‘We Are the Moles’ by the Moles, a record once falsely attributed to the Beatles in a psychedelic PR stunt, were only ever available as badly mastered CDs or on bootleg vinyl of uncertain origin and legality. These releases were placed in a rack near the counter that included compilations with such titles as Electric Sugar Cube Flashbacks featuring similarly obscure recordings by Family and Wimple Winch. The rack had been created specifically for this genre, one for which Revolver had invented a name: ‘Town Crier Psych’. The debut Family single ‘Scene Through the Eye of a Lens’ included on Sugar Cube Flashbacks features every instrument processed through a Leslie speaker. The song’s title would have been an equally appropriate name for this section of records. Whereas ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ used the rotating Leslie speaker to simulate the uncontrollable rush experienced at the onset of an LSD trip, ‘Scene Through the Eye of a Lens’ adjusted its tempo to reproduce the minuscule distortions and refractions that embody its seemingly endless duration.


Many of the shop’s customers had developed arcane tastes having spent lifetimes accruing information from fanzines, out of print music books considered to be hallowed texts, or from the sleeve notes of deleted compilations that had been written with fanaticism. Our clientele knew that by entering Revolver their visit ensured the shop was transformed from a liminal space into a threshold, a portal where the shop counter was not merely a location for purchases but a point of departure for the sharing of an obsessional love of music and a wonder at its ability to transfigure the everyday.




*





In time, over the course of several months, whenever I allowed my hand to wander across the shelves of my record collection I was making spiritual contact with Revolver. As I selected an album to listen to and positioned the vinyl on the deck I felt the slightest of quickenings in my heart. Once the record rotated on the turntable, its dark gloss circles caught the light and I gazed as it refracted its shafts into endlessly repeating curves. Transfixed by its circular motion I had to force myself to break my stare.


These instances of reverie became frequent. A tear along the seam of an album cover now held a historical significance. Handwriting on records, usually in biro and bearing the name of a previous owner that had never previously been noticed, had become a newly discovered set of instructions. I felt as if I was being directed back to Revolver, towards its dust-covered shelves, its muted carpets and walls, towards its lack of daylight and its insulation from the world outside, an insulation that had been provided by an eternal stock of vinyl.


Revolver never bought, sold or played music in any accepted sense. Rather, the shop and its customers experienced music as if they were practising rituals. I had renewed my familiarity with these rituals to a point where I was able to participate in a form of time travel, to a journey’s end where the emotional effect of music was as overwhelming and illuminating as the moon at its nearest and fullest, as if revealing an eternal, solitary truth.

















2





One morning I walked into the back room of Revolver and immediately tripped over a bicycle, my fall broken by a pile of discarded record boxes and cracked PVC covers. The bike was usually stored against a shelf of vinyl hidden in a recess. It belonged to Roger, Revolver’s proprietor, who had moved the bike from its customary place in order to improvise a temporary signwriting studio. Around his feet were old coffee pots full of stubs of pastel-coloured and white chalk. In his hand was a blue J-cloth he had just dampened in the sink which he was now slowly running across the surface of a sturdy five-foot-high A-board.


In the breathless manner with which he had built the display boxes, counter and shelves and wired and fastened every fitting in the shop, Roger had constructed and painted the A-board with a confidence that combined childhood enthusiasm with dexterity. I had first encountered then befriended Roger, as one of the many customers whose primary reason for visiting the shop was to hold prolonged conversations at the counter. These exchanges began as slightly competitive discussions about obscure records before growing into a form of theatrical, absurdist exchange on which the shop’s reputation thrived.


Roger was one of the most remarkable people I have ever met. His supple and well-built frame was evidence of his love of cycling and of moonlighting from the shop as a handyman and builder, an interest that ensured he spent regular periods of time away from Revolver, fitting roofs or hanging doors within the informal Bristol economy to which the shop, via the exchange of records for other miscellaneous goods and services, often contributed. Unlike many record-shop proprietors, Roger was in rude health and took care over his appearance. He had a thick head of dark silver-flecked hair that, along with his aura of briskness and his tendency to be boisterous and ready to engage anyone who visited the shop, meant his age was difficult to determine. I never established how old Roger was, but when I started working in the shop I assumed he was in his forties.


Roger had taken over Revolver from the shop’s founders, who had left to concentrate on running a record distribution company of the same name. He had arrived in Bristol from Cheltenham, where he had known and played in a band with the musicians who became Pigbag. At times his manner could appear evangelical, almost crazed, to the point where customers felt intimidated and vowed never to return. His willingness to give his opinion about enquiries for records he considered second-rate occasionally had consequences. I once saw a visitor distribute the contents of a divider bin across the shop floor and shout, ‘Take this lot to the tip then!’ in response to Roger’s assertion that the record the visitor was searching for was more likely to be found in a skip than in Revolver. A few months later a colleague informed me that such retaliations were not without precedent.


In a city as lackadaisical as Bristol, a natural extrovert such as Roger was occasionally considered volatile or opinionated; but his opinions were invariably worth hearing. His knowledge of every genre and style of music, especially jazz, was unparalleled and had begun at an early age. He told me stories of wandering into Marine Ices in Chalk Farm in need of sugar after nights spent in the Roundhouse as a stoned teenager; later he ran a record stall in Portobello Road where Brian Eno had been a regular customer, for albums by Fela Kuti in particular.


As Revolver had no store front Roger had made the A-board to help summon interest. It was positioned every morning alongside the shop’s entrance where the careful design used in its decoration was at the mercy of Bristol’s weather patterns. On the near side of the board was written that week’s releases and details of any new stock and consignments that might be of interest to our customers. The reverse side was taken up with what had become known as the Revolver alphabet, an A to Z of bands and artists that represented the ethos and taste of the shop but whose releases, given our cash flow, were far from guaranteed to be in stock. The contents of this inventory were usually discussed by committee, one whose decisions were disregarded by whoever had decided to write up the board and who instead substituted the agreed list of names with one derived from their prejudices and imagination. A typical board might start with ‘Ayers’ and ‘Buckley’, which gave the impression of the morning register at a provincial boys school.


The alphabet gradually grew detached from such orthodoxies and began to bear the hallmarks of a more conceptual approach. Roger might create an imaginary band name or, as he occasionally did, satirise some of the shop’s clientele. As a customer I had once walked passed the board and was compelled to stop and attempt to decipher a word placed in between ‘Momus’ for M and ‘Ornette’ for O (in keeping with its vernacular, jazz musicians were referred to by their first name). Along nearly the entire length of a line in the alphabet was written ‘Neoohhhvarhhhniahhl’. Inside the shop I had waited for a quiet moment before asking Roger the meaning of this linguistic composition. ‘Nirvana,’ he replied, evidently surprised at my confusion. ‘Spoken in a thick Bristolian accent.’


Although the names written on the board were notionally interchangeable, the repeated inclusion of a few artists was assured. This was no more so the case than with Can.


When I began working at the shop, Can were revered, but the band’s music retained an air of mystery and secrecy, one that was shared among acolytes but had little resonance other than being an influence. In part this was due to the difficulty of finding their releases. Although the Can catalogue had been reissued on CD, the band had yet to receive any critical reassessment or undergo the careful remastering that accompanies canonical status. Instead their albums were available in rather piecemeal editions with thin facsimile sleeves that lacked the resonance of the originals.


The sound quality of the CDs was equally insubstantial, as if the sound engineer had digitally remastered a low-resolution cassette from a vinyl copy of each album rather than returning to the original master tapes.


The albums Can released in the 1970s had been housed in thick, cardboard gatefold sleeves with dramatic, gnostic artwork and which had long been prized by record collectors. Although I prided myself on enjoying older records far more than anything written about in the contemporary music press or in the charts, I was unfamiliar with Can’s recordings. I had first heard their name as I witnessed Roger selling ‘Fools Gold’, a 12" by the Stone Roses, to an undergraduate. As he completed the transaction he debated with a regular customer to what extent the Stone Roses had committed larceny by plagiarising Can for their latest release and whether the German band might be in a position to sue.


‘Straight rip-off,’ said Roger, but, ‘This lot …’ he nodded towards the student who had just completed what was likely to be his final Revolver purchase, ‘straight over their heads.’


In a corner behind the counter, hidden from sight, was piled a large assortment of bootleg CDs and other recordings whose provenance was never fully explained.


Two separate copies of live Can performances from their mid-decade eminence were included in this hoard of illicitly produced music. Their titles, as was common with bootlegs, demonstrated a fan’s stoned fanaticism. The first CD was titled Unopened, in a rather laboured play on words on the official 1976 Can compilation, Opener. The second bootleg was named Horror Trip in the Paperhouse for the song ‘Paperhouse’ on Tago Mago, an album, one of several, that were frequently described in Revolver as ‘the greatest record ever made’.


Towards the end of an uneventful day I loaded Horror Trip in the Paperhouse into the CD player. The recording was of a largely improvised free concert the band gave in the Sporthalle, Cologne, in 1972. An hour later I realised there had been no visitors to the shop and outside the light had grown dark. I had been oblivious to my surroundings for the duration of Horror Trip in the Paperhouse.


Until advances in digital recording, concert bootlegs were taped on to cassette either by a member of the audience via a microphone and recorder concealed within a coat pocket, or directly from the signal at the mixing board positioned in the middle of the concert hall. Once these recordings were duplicated, the sound quality depreciated and gained the subaqueous echoing quality that could be heard on Horror Trip in the Paperhouse and that suited the music of Can. The performance essentially consisted of a single, long jam that occasionally fell into a structure recognisable as one of their songs.


Can’s bass player Holger Czukay had been a student of Stockhausen, as had the keyboard player Irmin Schmidt, and Jaki Liebezeit, the band’s drummer, had once played in the Manfred Schoof quintet, one of West Germany’s few and respected free-jazz ensembles. Czukay and Liebezeit synthesised the economy of James Brown’s rhythm section with the theories and transcendental qualities of minimalism. On Horror Trip in the Paperhouse there was a devotional intensity to Can’s music that was overwhelming and had consumed me as I sat listening in the empty shop.


In the back room of Revolver was a set of floor-to-ceiling shelves, each four feet in length and overfilled with records arranged in loose alphabetic order. The artist names corresponded with those written on the Revolver A-board. This hidden wall of vinyl was irreplaceable and kept from the public and discussed by the staff only in secretive murmurs.


I had looked along its shelves in vain to locate albums by Can that I presumed would be filed under the letter ‘C’ but had been perplexed by the lack of their records.


One evening I locked the front door at closing time then scoured the length of each shelf, finely reading the millimetre-thick spines of every album. Eventually I located a complete set of Can records arranged in an inexact chronological order. The collection started with an original United Artists copy of their debut album Monster Movie when the band had been known as The Can and concluded with the eponymous record the band released in 1978 before commencing a decade-long hiatus. Rather than filed under ‘C’ for Can the records were located in the ‘K’ section, for Krautrock.


I began to play Can during slow periods in the shop. One afternoon I heard the customary sound of the back door shutting and the slow click-clack of his spokes coming to a halt that signified the arrival of Roger. However dispirited he might feel by the end of the day, from a disagreement with a customer or a distributor telephoning to demand payment of an invoice, Roger always turned the corner towards the counter smiling and sparkling, flushed from his cycle ride.


As he approached the stereo his face changed suddenly.


‘Can’t have Can on in the shop!’ he exclaimed as the glow from his journey quickly subsided.


I was aware that Can were a band he revered with an atypical starriness and with whom he had started a relationship as a student in Swansea, where he had promoted a concert by the band at the university. I was confused by his reasoning and asked for clarification.


‘I get too involved!’ he replied, clearly agitated.


As Roger entered the stereo was playing ‘Yoo Doo Right’, the sixteen-minute song that takes up the entire side two of Monster Movie, he withdrew to the back room slowly shaking his head. I had never seen Roger in such a serious state and was uncertain whether he was angry. His head-shaking grew more extravagant and I slowly realised that what I had mistaken for a gesture of reproach was in fact the beginning of Roger’s physical capitulation to the intractable groove of ‘Yoo Doo Right’.


There is a passage during the song in which the drums and bass fall silent and only the voice of Damo Suzuki and a single drumstick can be heard. Eventually the instruments resume and the guitarist Michael Karoli summons an overdriven guitar riff that transforms an already powerful song into a turbulent surge of ecstasy.


At this point in the song Roger had returned to the counter and was now standing supplicant in front of the stereo. His left hand was outstretched in the air carving out signs like a Sufi; his right hand fluttered above the volume control and made occasional micro-adjustments to the sound level. Every plucked bass note and accentuated drum beat compelled Roger to contort his body in time.


His eyes were firmly shut as his head oscillated and shook as if possessed, and I felt a sense of relief that, even though we were without customers, his back was turned.


When the fourteen minutes of ‘Yoo Doo Right’ drew to a close in a haze of speaking in tongues Roger’s possession subsided.


‘Can’t have Can on in the shop,’ Roger muttered, slowly walking once more towards the back room. ‘Can’t have it on in here.’


The Revolver infatuation with Can anticipated a rediscovery of German music instigated by the publication of the book Krautrocksampler: One Head’s Guide to the Great Kosmische Musik – 1968 Onwards by Julian Cope. The Krautrocksampler paperback shared the production values of German editions of mystical pulp texts such as Carlos Castaneda’s The Teachings of Don Juan or Erich von Däniken’s Chariots of The Gods? with which many Revolver customers were familiar. The cover photograph of Krautrocksampler, a reproduction of the sleeve of Yeti by Amon Düül that showed the band’s stone-faced organist wearing a dress and grasping a scythe in the manner of an initiate, enhanced the sense of street-level doctrine.


As an artist who had wilfully derailed his career only to take charge of it by self-releasing records, publishing books and turning himself into a one-man ‘ambassador for looseness’, Cope was a folk hero in the shop and among our customers. Head Heritage, the name Cope gave his imprint for Krautrocksampler, was a phrase that applied equally to their record collections and curatorial acquisitiveness.


In Krautrocksampler Cope wrote with the ardour of an obsessive fan and the authority of a newly appointed professor who has been granted a worryingly free hand. In keeping with his principles of self-reliance and DIY, Cope had made the book available through what in the early 1990s amounted to a series of underground distribution channels consisting of independent record shops and mail order services. Revolver obtained as many copies of Krautrocksampler as possible until its print run came to an end.


Apart from Kraftwerk, whose catalogue was owned and managed by EMI, and the rather threadbare CDs we stocked by Can, the majority of the music Cope examined in Krautrocksampler was difficult to obtain. Customers increasingly approached the counter with requests for records by Harmonia, Neu! and Cosmic Jokers that were either long deleted or only available on semi-legal and expensive Japanese imports.


In the ‘K’ section, filed alongside the Can records on the back room wall, were original copies of Harmonia, Neu!, Cluster, Ash Ra Tempel, La Düsseldorf, Popul Vuh and Cosmic Jokers. Several of these albums had been released on the German Brain label, whose logo was a hand-drawn profile over which was superimposed the name ‘Brain’ written in mountains and clouds. In Krautrocksampler! Cope had included images of many of these album covers and now, here under the single bare bulb at the rear of the shop, they were here to be held, studied and contemplated like saintly artefacts.


We began taping our Kosmische musik archive for customers who were asked for a pound surcharge on top of the cost of the TDK SA 90 cassette, and increasing numbers of our regular clientele would leave the shop with a tape of Deluxe by Harmonia or Cluster’s Zuckersite in their record bag along with their weekly purchases. For a six-month period Revolver flourished in this souk-like atmosphere of potlatch and off-the-books cultural exchange. There was energy about Roger I had not previously encountered, that derived, I assumed, from being reminded of running the market stall in Portobello Road.


It was accepted and expected that Revolver had a quota of eccentric regulars. To loiter at its counter served as a form of displacement activity for the extended membership of Bristol’s artistic and loafing community, whose capacity for spending its spare time scouring record racks was often its most tangible achievement. Although it was an establishment willing to unhesitatingly judge someone by their music purchases, Revolver was incapable of discriminating against the manner in which its customers went about their lives. A customer who had neglected to bathe for a week was given as warm a reception as anyone wearing aftershave or cologne, and both were treated with the same rough-hewn equanimity.


Visitors might arrive at the counter drunk or, as occasionally happened, dressed in clothes that exuded the sickly sweet tang of heroin. In either case their arrival was often followed by a brisk enquiry as to our level of interest in purchasing whichever part of a record collection they might have secreted under their arm.


The only group of customers capable of producing a discernible unease in me, whose approach to the counter forced me to check that my escape route through the back door remained unimpeded, were those who came in search of releases by, or conversation regarding the artist whose one name regularly designated the final letter on the blackboard’s alphabet, Frank Zappa.


Revolver stocked the Frank Zappa titles available on vinyl and devoted a section to him in the racks. On the back-room shelves were more records, including long-deleted original copies of Hot Rats and Weasels Ripped My Flesh. To show these rarities to the Zappa cognoscenti was to invite, even license, an hour-long dialogue about Frank Zappa’s guitar technique, composition and, most problematically, his ability as a satirist. These conversations lasted for up to an hour during which the self-restraint of whoever stood behind the counter was tested as if undergoing a cognitive evaluation.


One of the Zappa supporters most trenchantly held beliefs was that Captain Beefheart, a friend of Zappa’s since childhood, should be considered an apprentice to the more shrewd composer and that Beefheart’s work be regarded in this light. Their argument ran that as Zappa had funded and produced Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica and released the double album on his Straight label, it was Zappa’s sharp-witted approach to the music industry and generosity that had given Beefheart’s career, then a mire of contractual anomalies and managerial problems, a badly needed structure. Furthermore, in 1975 Zappa invited Beefheart to tour with him for a year, guaranteeing him an income and a sense of direction while further attempts were made to reconcile his convoluted legal affairs. In Revolver Frank Zappa enthusiasts delivered treatises of this kind while continually grasping a corner of the counter, often with both hands, and strenuously avoiding any form of eye contact. I became so familiar with this hypothesis that, other than a cursory listen to Trout Mask Replica, I was deterred from listening to Captain Beefheart for well over a decade.


Immediately prior to recording Trout Mask Replica Beefheart and the members of his Magic Band lived communally at 4295 Ensenada Drive, Woodland Hills, a wooden house in a city suburb in the San Fernando Valley, Los Angeles.


There, over an eight-month period they wrote and rehearsed the music that became the twenty-eight-song double album.


The building they used is known locally as a Girard Tract, one of around 120 cabins originally built in Woodland Hills by Victor Girard Klienberger, the city’s founder and first speculative developer.


Girard’s business affairs recalled the Old West. As building work began he erected an entire high street, a series of wooden store-front facades whose contents were empty, to attract investors to the 3,000-acre site and give the impression of a lively free-spending community. Girard also founded an equally fallacious country club and local newspaper, and planted his eponymous city (renamed Woodland Hills in 1941 once Girard had filed for bankruptcy) with over a thousand trees. Once the curious investors committed to a purchase Girard illegally sold one-acre lots as the saplings of pepper, cyprus, pine and eucalyptus took root in the arid landscape.


By the autumn of 1968, when Beefheart and the Magic Band moved in to Ensenada Drive, Woodland Hills had been assimilated into the suburban expanse of the Valley, but Girard’s trees had given the area a distinct atmosphere and identity. The Magic Band’s house was set back from the road and secluded by a pair of towering eucalyptus. A mile north of the Magic Band’s house lay the rural hideaways and dirt roads of Topanga, where Neil Young rehearsed with a new band, Crazy Horse. Ten miles further to the west was the self-consciously bohemian and affluent enclave of Laurel Canyon, along whose understated roads Californian singer songwriters were rehearsing a new form of royalty.
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