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            Foreword by Jarvis Cocker

         

         This story starts in a hospital.

         In 1985, I fell from a third-storey window while trying to impress a girl by walking around the outside of a building. I fractured my right wrist, right ankle & pelvis, which led to a long stay in the Royal Hallamshire Hospital in Sheffield. One of my visitors rather insensitively asked whether I’d been performing a ‘Homage to Robert Wyatt’.

         Of course, I’d heard the name Robert Wyatt before, but I wasn’t that familiar with his music (or his life story) at this point. I’d seen him on Top of the Pops performing the Monkees’ song ‘I’m a Believer’, & his version of Elvis Costello’s ‘Shipbuilding’ was the No. 2 record in John Peel’s Festive Fifty for 1982. I knew he performed from a wheelchair but had no idea of the circumstances that had led to that.

         His name came up again a few times when I got out of hospital & performed several concerts while wheelchair-bound, but, luckily for me, by spring 1986 I had pretty much fully recovered – & therefore the name Robert Wyatt disappeared from the vocabulary of those around me.

         But I had been alerted. My radar had been activated, & every time I heard John Peel mention his name on the radio (which was quite often), I made sure to pay attention. It was always worth it. I think I taped a few songs on my trusty radio cassette player, but for some reason I never bought an album. (In my defence, I was on the dole at the time …)

         This kind of casual affair carried on for years, until two events occurred in relatively quick succession that convinced me that now was the time to really investigate what this guy was all about.

         The first came after I released a song called ‘(Cunts Are Still) Running the World’ in 2006, & someone pointed out the lyrical similarities to Robert’s song ‘The Age of Self’ (from the album Old Rottenhat, released in 1985 – see page 40 to judge for yourself). I’d never knowingly heard the song before, but I couldn’t deny that they shared a common insight – that the working class was now the consuming class – & that Robert had managed to reach that conclusion twenty years ahead of me.

         Not long after that, I was DJing in Cologne, in Germany. It was about 3 a.m., & I was getting messages to wind things up. I’d become very fond of Robert’s version of the Chic song ‘At Last I Am Free’ & I thought that could be a gentle way to end the evening. I was wrong. As soon as the song began, the club promoter ran over to the DJ’s booth, grabbed the microphone & led the whole place in an impassioned singalong. It turned out it was his favourite song ever. A magic moment.

         I’m not really a believer in synchronicity or fate or whatever you want to call it, but I do believe that if the same name keeps cropping up time & time again, then you’d be a fool to ignore it & not investigate more thoroughly.

         That impromptu singalong in Germany was the tipping point for me. The penny finally dropped & I plunged headlong into Robert’s music & shared many of my discoveries with the audience of my BBC Radio 6 Music show Jarvis Cocker’s Sunday Service, which ran from 2010 to 2017. It was a joyous experience. ‘Pigs … (In There)’ (page 43) got a particularly enthusiastic reaction from the listeners – which was kind of strange, seeing as many of the audience told me that they listened to the show while preparing their Sunday roast …

         This collection both facilitates that experience of discovery I had & vastly expands upon it. For, as the title Side by Side implies, it turns out that this has not been a solo voyage of discovery on Robert’s part but a two-handed effort between him & his partner of almost fifty years, Alfie Benge.

         & make no mistake, I am not saying that Alfie has simply been Robert’s ‘muse’ all this time (though the likes of ‘Sea Song’ & ‘Alife’ are beautiful love songs directly inspired by her); it is more the case that Alfie has been writing lyrics (& providing the artwork) on albums credited to ‘Robert Wyatt’ pretty much since the beginning of his ‘solo’ career. I can’t really think of another example of a couple living & working so closely together over such an extended period (except, perhaps, the albums that French singer Brigitte Fontaine & Areski Belkacem made together during the 1970s).

         The other revelation is the lyrics themselves. I’ve mentioned ‘The Age of Self’ & ‘Pigs … (In There)’ but, on the whole, I think the unique nature of Robert’s music (at once complex, yet comprising very few musical elements) & the purity & fragility of his singing voice can often lead to the lyrics themselves being overshadowed. Presented between these covers, that imbalance is well & truly redressed.

         These are fantastic lyrics: funny (‘winter of our discotheque’ from ‘Blues in Bob Minor’ – wish I’d thought of that one), touching (‘Your madness fits in nicely / With my own / Your lunacy fits neatly with my own / My very own / We’re not alone’ from ‘Sea Song’), painfully accurate (‘And we get so out of touch / Words take the place of meaning’ from ‘Gharbzadegi’).

         & they are prescient – perhaps disturbingly so. At a time when it feels like left-wing ideas & socialist policies are being erased from public debate, these lyrics bring those principles centre stage. Robert provides the polemic: ‘The Age of Self’, ‘Dondestan’, ‘Born Again Cretin’, ‘NIO (New Information Order)’ – in his songs you will hear mention of figures such as Roger Casement, Sala Hal-Din Yusuf Ibn Ayyub, Martin Jacques & Mordechai Vanunu. It’s like a who’s who of the crimes of capitalism.

         Alfie’s contributions suggest a solution to this ‘crime wave’. Her diary entries document the small moments of beauty that make the struggle worthwhile, as do songs such as ‘Sunday in Madrid’ & ‘Old Europe’. ‘Out of the Doldrums’ (written for Mônica Vasconcelos) contains the lines ‘When music beats gravity / All life’s a symphony / It’s anchors aweigh’. Which is as good a description of the transformative power of music as I’ve ever heard. & the story behind the song ‘Just as You Are’ is a testament to the extremely hard, but worthwhile, work that has to be put in to keep any relationship going over the years. This is socialism as a life choice rather than a mere creed.

         Taken together Alfie & Robert’s lyrics combine to create a humanist world view that is at once global & particular. Take it from me: that’s no mean feat.

         
            *

         

         In the aftermath of falling from the window back in 1985, another question I got asked a lot was, ‘Were you trying to fly?’ I don’t know whether Robert got any similar enquiries after his accident, but the thing is, he has learned to fly, despite being rendered virtually immobile. The work in this book is a testament to that. It’s a hymn to the limitless scope of the human imagination & how it can shrug off any physical frailties. & in the work that he & Alfie have produced together (Side by Side, as the collection’s title informs us), we have evidence of how two spirits can soar to new heights if they work in tandem. Learn to co-operate rather than compete. That’s easy enough to write on the page, but not many people manage to achieve it in real life.

         To quote the chorus from ‘Amber & the Amberines’:

         
             

         

         Everyone needs to feel at home

         Nobody wins who fights alone

         
             

         

         Prepare for lift-off …

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction by Robert Wyatt

         

         ‘… So, back to work.’

         
             

         

         The inorganic logic of chronology doesn’t always apply to the alcodelic dreamscapes of my songs, but I can certainly say that the first few pieces in this collection originate from the late 1960s/early ’70s, when my priority was drumming in Soft Machine and Matching Mole.

         Alfie’s first appearance on our records was as the character Gloria Gloom. She and her friends Julie (alias Flora Figit) and David Gale provided colour to Matching Mole’s second LP, Little Red Record, adding improvised banter while I knocked some words together for a Bill MacCormick tune, resulting in the song ‘Gloria Gloom’. On that record, I also wrote a few words for Dave MacCrae’s ‘Starting in the Middle of the Day’ and Phil Miller’s ‘God Song’. So that was the clear beginning of our working partnership, and we embarked on a life together, in work and in play.

         My first post-drumming record was Rock Bottom, in 1974. The first song on it was for Alfie, but she didn’t know it! Most of the material here appears on Rock Bottom, Live at Drury Lane (1974), on which Phil Miller’s tune ‘Calyx’ was included, Ruth Is Stranger than Richard (1975), Nothing Can Stop Us (1982), Old Rottenhat (1985), Shleep (1997), Dondestan (Revisited) (1998), Cuckooland (2003) and Comicopera (2007). ‘Ants’ is scratched on the blank side of Comicopera’s vinyl release.

         Other songs with my words are harder to date, except ‘Urep/Peru’, ‘Igor Mortis’ and ‘Another Great Victory’, which were written for Belgian Jo Bogaert’s record, helpfully entitled Millennium. ‘The Verb’, the original ‘Pataphysical Introduction’ and ‘Hulloder’ are from Solar Flares Burn for You and ’68 – also a helpful title as it was the year it was recorded and the age I was when it was finally released. ‘Rearranging the Twentieth Century’ is on Gilad Atzmon and the Orient House Ensemble’s 2004 album Musik/Re-Arranging the 20th Century. Finally, a handful of other wordlumps here are unrecorded: ‘Forced to Choose’, ‘The Day of Decision’, ‘Three to Get Ready’, ‘Tamsin Pays the Penalty’, ‘Over a Meal’, ‘Un roman sportif’ and ‘The Road’.

         But at the heart of everything I’ve done since the mid-1970s is Alfie. We live and work side by side.

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction by Alfie Benge

         

         I begin my part of the collection with writing from Spain, where we escaped twice, in 1982–3 and 1986–7, for the winter and spring. It’s where my new role as a lyricist began, though I wasn’t aware of it at the time.

         I kept a diary, which I wrote in a bar at dusk, when the town came to life as the siesta ended and the shutters and shops opened. A lively energy seemed to arrive out of thin air, as the streets glowed with lights and the inhabitants emerged from wherever they had been.

         We would have a drink in a particular bar, which I’m now convinced was on a creative ley line. Old chaps in carpet slippers played dominoes in one corner, as the fruit machine lit up another, pumping out a fairground version of the theme from The Third Man. As I wrote my diary, a poem would seem to land in my head. Always, halfway through brandy number two.

         On our return to England I gathered the verses together in a folder and put them in a drawer, as a souvenir of our time. A few years later, Robert, trying to compose, was stuck for words, and unknown to me wrote tunes to four of them. This was a surprise, because he always swore he could never write music to words. The chords were the most important things; the words would always be secondary. I’d often wished I could contribute words … but never mentioned it. So it all happened quite naturally.

         Later, Robert gave me music to write words for, which I loved doing – a really comfortable job. I could do it lying down, with my eyes shut, just trying to picture the story the music is telling … the place where the story is happening. And putting words into the mouth of someone whose mind and concerns I knew inside out made it so much easier than trying to do the same for a stranger. I really loved the challenges and pleasures of my new part-time job.
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               Ants

            

            
               
                  ‘Just look down there,’ said Denny

                  ‘That seemingly endless convoy

                  trailing along the dried-up valley below

                  look for all the world like ants’

               

               
                  ‘They ARE ants,’ said his companion Minnie

                  ‘And so are we’

               

               
                  And it was true

               

               
                  They were both ants

                  perched on the edge

                  of a clod of earth no more than six inches high

               

               
                  ‘Oh,’ sighed Denny –

                  ‘I forgot’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Pataphysical Introduction

            

            
               
                  Good evening – or morning

                  And now we have a choice selection

                  Of rivmic melodies from

                  The Official Orchestra of the College of Pataphysics

               

               
                  But first is our great pleasure –

                  And indeed we hope yours –

                  To present in its entire and manifold entiretity

                  Ladies and gentlemen

                  The British Alphabet!

               

               
                  ABCDEFG Aitch IJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXY Zed

                  Zed YXWVUTSRQPONMLKJI Aitch GFEDCBA

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               When Access Was a Noun

            

            
               
                  I met him on the pavement by the empty dustbins

                  His mouth was full of sweets off the back of a lorry

                  I said, ‘Give me five.’ He said, ‘Say please’

                  But then he reached for his handbag (‘That’s unusual,’ I thought)

                  Located half a dozen, extracting one for himself, and handed them over

                  ‘Nice sweets,’ I said, after a moment or two

               

               
                  ‘Yes. I bought them from a shop where

                  They also sell packets of crisps and tinned tomatoes

                  Packets of crisps, and tinned tomatoes

                  Crisps in packets, tomatoes in tins

                  They advertise parties in the window

                  You gain access to the goods via the door

                  No ersters, didn’t sell ersters, but

                  Hot chips were cooking in the back, in the kitchen

                  Fish were frying in the frying pan’

               

               
                  And access was still a noun

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Signed Curtain

            

            
               
                  This is the first verse

                  This is the first verse

                  This is the first, first …

                  And

               

               
                  This is the chorus

                  Or perhaps it’s the bridge

                  Or just another part

                  Of the song

                  That I’m singing
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