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            Preface

         

         I was a bit unsure when I was originally asked to do a book of my collected lyrics. I’ve never put myself forward as an anguished wordsmith. Where I come from you don’t walk around telling everyone you’re a poet when you’re growing up. I never even set out to be a lyricist originally. We just wanted to start a band, and I had to start writing lyrics by default because I became the frontman of Happy Mondays, and none of the others showed any real interest in the words.

         So I never for a minute saw myself as one of those tortured artists, pouring his heart out. I was a postie before the band took off, and that was torture, trust me … getting up at 4 a.m. and having to walk miles on your round and getting attacked by dogs. Once you’ve done that, you can hardly say being in a band, going on tour and seeing the world is torture.

         Whatever pressure I did feel as a frontman, I used heroin to cope with it. That was my coping mechanism for a long time. So I didn’t need to wear my heart on my sleeve like fucking Morrissey. That worked for him and good on him, but I’m not Morrissey and never will be, and never wanted to be. Not for a minute. I wanted to find my voice as Shaun Ryder.

         I’ve never really read anyone else’s lyrics for inspiration. I would listen out for lyrics in songs, but you know how it is, no matter how much you think you’ve heard the words correctly, when you see them written down you realise you’ve been singing the wrong fucking words for twenty-five years. I do have a bit of attention deficit disorder as well, so I have to try really hard to concentrate and focus if I’m listening to lyrics. Otherwise I’ll find myself drifting off and following the bass line instead.

         Very few of my songs are about one single thing. Most of them are a collection of different incidents or scenes. I write in pictures. I will get a scene in my head and I’m just painting the picture of that story. It’s almost like I’ve got a mad cartoon running through my head and the lyrics are oddball captions describing what is happening in each frame that’s in my head.

         When the Mondays started, we knew there was nobody out there in the music business like us. There was no one coming from the same place as us, who lived the same lifestyle as us, or who looked like us. I remember a couple of industry people coming up from London in the mid-’80s saying stuff like, ‘You need to get an image. Look at Boy George, he’s got an image’, and we’d be like, ‘This is us, this is our image.’ But they totally didn’t get it. I mean, imagine telling Bez he should be dressing like Boy George, for fuck’s sake. We knew we didn’t want the music to sounds like anyone else, and I also wanted to find my own voice. I wanted to sound like Shaun William Ryder.

         The music industry and the media are always trying to resurrect old scenes, like mods are coming back, or something like that. So when something that is really new comes along it takes them a good few years to catch up. Not only did we know there wasn’t anyone like us in the industry, we also knew that there were a lot of people out there, on the estates, in the pubs, in the clubs and down the Arndale centres or at the match, that would get us. We knew we didn’t sound like anyone else, and we made sure of that. We wanted to be original, but we didn’t want to be some left-field band only playing to a handful of blokes on a Thursday night in some shit venue, or a student band that never gets covered outside the NME. We wanted to be big and we wanted people to hear our music. We wanted to be on Top of the Pops.

         If I was interviewed back in the day, depending on what mood I was in, I might say a song was about something more specific, about this or that, when it wasn’t really. Sometimes the songs were a little more abstract or surreal, just words that sounded good and created an image in my brain when I was stringing them together. Half the time I was more concerned with how the words sounded than with what they actually meant. I actually used to change the words quite a lot, when we were writing songs and first rehearsing them and playing them. I would sing slightly different lyrics each night and what ended up on record was only the version that I sang that day.

         With Happy Mondays, the way we wrote songs changed over the years. At first, a lot of the songs would come out of jamming in rehearsals and studios. Quite often the band would get into a loop, possibly because they were off their tits, or sometimes because they knew how to start a song and get into a groove, but then couldn’t finish it, and I would just freestyle over the top, and a song would emerge from the best bits of that process. Later, with the acid house influence and with different remixers and producers like Paul Oakenfold, we started working more around beats in the studio. Then on the last Mondays album, the whole process collapsed, and I struggled to write anything to the music they were coming up with, which really showed.

         After the Mondays finished and I started Black Grape, the writing process changed again, as I was bouncing off Kermit and it was really refreshing to have someone else to trade with lyrically, and I think you can tell that when you listen to the tunes now. Listen to the first Black Grape album and I sound completely re-energised, compared to the last Mondays album, on which you can tell I’m lacking enthusiasm and inspiration.

         I didn’t listen to a lot of these songs for twenty years after we recorded them, as I was always one for looking forward, rather than backward. But a few years ago I was sent a remastered copy of Bummed and I sat down and listened to it and I thought, ‘That’s fucking great!’ … and as we’ve toured them over the last few years, as Happy Mondays and Black Grape, I’ve actually begun to appreciate them a lot more.

         I still wouldn’t call myself a poet though.

         
             

         

         Shaun William Ryder


      

   


   
      
         

            Editor’s Note

         

         
            One day he was admiring his reflection, in his favourite mirror

            When he realised all too clearly, what a freakin’ old beasty man he was

         

         Factory boss Tony Wilson famously once claimed that Shaun Ryder’s lyrics were up there with W. B. Yeats’s, although Wilson was never short of bullish Mancunian bravado, shy of talking up his various charges, or insisting rock ’n’ roll or acid house was deserving of at least the same level of deference afforded to so-called high culture, if not more so.

         Shaun Ryder and Happy Mondays always did sound unique, with their innate ability to soak up disparate influences from the ’60s to the ’90s, from Salford to Chicago, from Ibiza to Wigan Pier, but remould it into something completely their own. And they still sound like nobody else, which is an all-too-rare achievement. When the Mondays crashed and burned, many wrote Ryder off as a burnt-out drug addict and a lost cause, but against the odds he proved them all wrong with one of the most remarkable comebacks in recent music history, creating a new band, Black Grape, who stood out as a beacon of refreshing originality in a world dominated by the retro dad-rock of Britpop. The fact that Shaun William Ryder was the only constant in both groups speaks volumes. He may not have played a note on any instrument, but he was a maverick magpie, a madcap lyricist and instinctive alchemist who was the catalyst for some incredible, groundbreaking records.

         When the bulk of these songs were written and released, Shaun Ryder was caught in the eye of the storm, submerged in the subterranean world of a city that was on the cusp of a renaissance, awash with new drugs and a music scene which felt revolutionary, surrounded by a cast of scallies, chancers, dreamers, drug dealers and users, ne’er-do-wells and street gangsters. And that was just his band and entourage. Day-to-day life was far more fantastical and intoxicating than anything he could concoct, so he wrote about what he saw around him, painting jagged cartoon pictures and kaleidoscopic vignettes of a world of intoxicated individuals that was itself utterly intoxicating – a world of twenty-four-hour party people, dirty drug deals, graphic sex, petty crime and violence, which swung between euphoric highs and mind-numbing lows. He had an innate astuteness to capture what was going on around him, and could sum up the essence of a character in an offbeat line that would resonate with many people in a way which meant the songs hit home. That he managed to do this through the haze of a heavy drug use is all the more remarkable.

         His lyrics are inhabited by a mixed cast of the usual suspects, including the band and their hangers on, groupies and girlfriends, along with thinly veiled caricatures of himself that are more often self-deprecating than self-aggrandising. Tina Weymouth of Talking Heads (who produced the last Mondays album) once said of Shaun and the band: ‘I grew up in New York in the seventies, and I’ve seen a lot of people who live life on the edge, but I’ve never before seen a group of people who had no idea where the edge is.’

         Shaun’s lyrics were eclectic, marrying oddball characters with chants from the dancefloor, friends’ nicknames and in-joke catchphrases with popular culture, film and literary references, all retold through his own prism. They are a trapdoor to a surreal, violent, joyous, profane underworld where normal rules don’t apply, with the best and worst drugs and all-night bacchanalian parties, but always with a warning of an undercurrent of violence and the comedown that follows any euphoric high. A world of drug dealers and drug takers, bent coppers and postmen on the make, loose women and even looser men, hallucinations and sexually transmitted diseases, living on the breadline waiting days for the dole check, needles and tin foil, Rizlas and hot knives, the good, the bad and the ugly of every drug experience – from the deep anaesthetising comfort blanket of heroin to the exhilarating euphoric rush of ecstasy, the manic rush of speed to the madness of tramazi parties. Even in the halcyon days, Shaun’s lyrics were never totally euphoric; they remained littered with real-life tales of deaths and drug causalities, bridges burned and lessons unlearned. Throughout this psychedelic ethnography he was never afraid to be self-deprecating, declaring, ‘I don’t have a decent bone in me, what you see is what you get.’

         What’s remarkable, a quarter of a century on, is how Shaun Ryder’s lyrics, like the music, still have an utterly unique voice. He ordered a line, and you formed a queue. He used to speak the truth, but now he’s clever.

         
             

         

         Luke Bainbridge
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               Kuff Dam

            

            
               
                  If you’ve got to be told by someone then it’s got to be me

                  And that’s not made from cheese and it doesn’t get you free

                  So now you’re wising up to know you need a job

                  Don’t bite, don’t bite, don’t bite out in here

                  It’s been nice wasting time, it’s not worth your while

               

               
                  Blow on, go on, blow on, go up and spill it all out

                  And if we have to be shown by someone then it won’t be you

                  You see that Jesus is a cunt, and never helped you with a thing that you do, or you done

                  It won’t be long, it won’t be long, to get rid of your furry tongue

                  It’s going in, out, it’s going in, out

               

               
                  Blow on, go on, blow on, go on, and stroke a left side

                  Go on, blow on, go on, blow on, and stroke a right side

                  You’re biting into the root, you’re smoking pot to the wall

                  Blow on, go on, blow on, go on and take it full blown

                  Kuff Dam, Dam Kuff

                  Kuff Dam, Dam Kuff

               

               We were signed to Factory so early on in our career that we were thrown into the recording studio before we were really ready. Some of our early recordings shouldn’t have made it on to vinyl really. ‘Kuff Dam’ and ‘Tart Tart’ were the first tracks we managed to record in the studio that I felt truly captured the sense and the potential of the Mondays. It was definitely the first time that I felt I was beginning to find my voice, and beginning to sound like me, rather than trying to be something else. 

               
          The title ‘Kuff Dam’ was taken from a porno movie called Mad Fuck, but spelt backwards. It’s me starting to find my voice and rhythm, realising that is more important than trying to tell a complete story in a song.
        

               
                  You see that Jesus is a cunt, and never helped you with a thing that you do, or you done

               

               
          I wouldn’t dream of using a lyric like that now, but I simply didn’t care back then. Even though I came from a really strong Catholic background, my mam has never said anything about any of the lyrics. Even if she picked up on them, she would just shrug and let it wash over her.
        

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Tart Tart

            

            
               
                  When If came out of the lock-up

                  He said I’m looking for something better

                  And he made his shock announcement

                  And backed off, backed down, backed off

               

               
                  And then he got up off the floor

                  He said I’m wealthy enough, not to do this no more

                  And he made it all known

                  With his hands held up, palm out

               

               
                  And she said don’t know if I should

                  ’Cause I worry too much about the tests on the blood

                  And at first it was a ‘yes’, and then a ‘no’, then a ‘yes’

               

               
                  And maggot sleeps on his desk

                  He wears a sleeping bag as his vest

                  And he’s getting too bothered

                  About the spots on his chest, chest, chest

               

               
                  Now TT, she laid it on

                  And a few days later she’s gone

                  So it’s back to the womb

                  To get drowned, drowned, drowned, drowned warm

               

               ‘Tart Tart’ was named after a woman that me and Bez knew called Dinah, from Chorlton, who we affectionately nicknamed ‘Tart Tart’. She was quite a bit older than us, well into her thirties when we met her, when we were just in our early twenties. She’d been around the block and had been a bit of a groupie in the late ’60s, but was still around and dealing speed in the ’80s when we met her. She would always be there when we played the Boardwalk in the early days.

               
                  Now TT, she laid it on

                  And a few days later she’s gone

               

               Tart Tart took a bit of a shine to me and Bez, and was very good to us, letting us crash at her flat when we needed to and laying speed on tick for us. Then one day a roadie we knew called Martin Smith, who also used to score whizz off her, popped round to her flat and there was no answer. He suspected something was up, so broke in and found her body. Poor Tart Tart had just had a brain haemorrhage and died. 

               
                  So it’s back to the womb

                  To get drowned, drowned, drowned, drowned warm

               

               This is a reference to heroin, and that warm feeling of escapism it gives you, that is like returning to the womb. 

               
                  And she said don’t know if I should

                  ’Cause I worry too much about the tests on the blood

                  And at first it was a ‘yes’, and then a ‘no’, then a ‘yes’

               

               The rest of the lyrics aren’t about Tart Tart. This was written around that time in the early to mid-’80s that AIDS was all over the news, but most people were still pretty ill-informed about it, and so some people were really paranoid about it. 

               
                  And he’s getting too bothered

                  About the spots on his chest, chest, chest

               

               
          This is about our Paul, he was one of those who was always paranoid about catching AIDS, he’d come in to rehearsal and go ‘Look at these spots on my chest, fucking hell, what do you think it is?’
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