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            Introduction

         

         (i)

         Writing songs – or lyrics for songs – has been a habit, a pastime and an instinct for me since I was about nine years old, before I could play any musical instrument. I grew up in the era of the Beatles and their contemporaries, and loved pop music and the endless stream of thrilling new songs which accompanied my childhood and adolescence. This was also the era of the super-musicals like My Fair Lady, The Sound of Music and Oliver! and when I was still at primary school, a girl friend and I decided to write our own musical entitled The Girl Who Pulled Tails about a child who was cruel to cats and got into trouble for it. We performed it one afternoon in her back garden to an audience of about three children, and it was for this that I wrote my first song, just making it up in my head:

         
            
               Has anyone seen my cat

               the one with the long tail?

            

         

         That’s all I can remember of it and the rest of the ‘score’ is lost in the mists of time. The songs were unaccompanied, but my friend luckily had plenty of confidence as a performer, although that was not enough to hold the attention of the tiny but restless audience.

         When I was twelve years old, I asked for a guitar for Christmas and taught myself to play it from a couple of books: Play in a Day by Bert Weedon, which launched so many British guitarists, and Hold Down a Chord by John Pearse, which accompanied his BBC TV series. From both of them I learned chords and from the latter a little finger-picking – John Pearse was a devotee of the American blues musician Big Bill Broonzy. I also went to a couple of guitar classes, but found them boring as I felt that I was already up to speed with what was being taught and could play, among other songs, ‘The Boxer’ by Simon and Garfunkel and ‘Don’t Think Twice, It’s Alright’ by Bob Dylan. At some point I acquired a book of Lennon/McCartney songs which I worked my way through, and sitting on our piano was a book of songs from Mary Poppins which it seemed churlish to ignore.

         I then taught myself to play the piano by working out the keyboard fingerings of the guitar chords printed above the lyrics on sheet music. Also, more or less instinctively, I started writing my own songs: learning other people’s songs seemed like hard work compared with making up your own. Chords and chord changes fascinated me (they still do), and whenever I learned a new chord – E minor 7th for instance – I would write a song based around it. Initially, because I was playing an acoustic guitar, and also with the influence of Hold Down a Chord, my songs sounded rather folky. I still have an old school exercise book with the chord changes and lyrics of songs written down in them. The lyrics are conventionally romantic, although there’s the odd attempt at sarcastic humour. Newcastle, where I grew up, was home to a distinguished, socialist-inspired, amateur theatre company called the People’s Theatre. When I was eleven, I joined their youth theatre, which met on Saturday mornings. Over the years it became the centre of my social life and I ended up writing songs for a few productions. From the start, I was interested in music in a theatrical context. When I heard the album Noël Coward in New York, belonging to the mother of a friend, I became fascinated by his blend of wit and sentimentality.

         My best friend in the youth theatre also played guitar, and he and I decided to form a folk group with two girl friends; we called it Dust after a line (‘Dust of the rivers does murmur and weep’) in a song by the Incredible String Band, that unique part-psychedelic-folk, part-fringe-theatre group whose spell we were under. In 1971 we recorded five songs for BBC Radio Newcastle, and four of them were written by me, including what I regard as my first ‘proper’ song. Written when I was fifteen, the title came from a friend at school who had made a surrealist painting in art class, which he called ‘Can you hear the dawn break?’. The music was based around that chord of E minor 7th.

         
            
               Baby, can you hear the dawn break?

               Can you see the sun shake?

               You’ve come and I’m gone

               Can you hear it break?

            

            
               Baby, can you hear the moon wane?

               Can you ever feel the same way

               as you did last night?

               Can you hear it wane?

            

            
               Baby, can you hear my heart beat?

               Can you see the stars weep?

               They’re up in heaven and so are you

               Can you hear it beat?

               Can you hear it break?

            

         

         I became bored with folk music, and Dust broke up. In the era of Marc Bolan and David Bowie, I was writing songs with more of a pop or rock feel, trying to play power chords on my acoustic guitar, and formed another short-lived group with two girls who sang and a boy who played bongos (like Mickey Finn in T. Rex). This ended when I left Newcastle to study history at the Polytechnic of North London, and I wasn’t to be in any other group until I met Chris Lowe.

         In 1973 I was auditioned by a couple of music publishing companies in London who expressed interest in some singer-songwriter piano ballads I had written, and I also auditioned for Elton John’s Rocket Records, sitting in his A&R man’s office singing and playing my guitar and his piano. These were interesting experiences, which led nowhere, but I appreciated the brief interest shown in me and my songs. My singer-songwriter piano style was introverted, poetic and a little self-pitying. For example, ‘Telephone blues’, written when I was seventeen:

         
            
               Telephone blues over …

               Telephone blues over …

               You took my soul

               and you turned it to gold

               with your alchemist’s stone

               but you left it cold

            

         

         Directly after finishing my history degree in 1975, I got a job as London production editor of Marvel Comics. I went on to work for two publishers of illustrated non-fiction books, but in the evenings I continued to write songs as a hobby, developing a fashionably ‘new wave’ style as the seventies drew to an end. My record collection included David Bowie, the Sex Pistols, Patrik Fitzgerald, The Ramones, The Clash and Elvis Costello, but also Joni Mitchell and the Beatles’ albums I couldn’t afford as a child, as well as a lot of budget classical music albums. I also worked my way through the Chelsea Public Library record collection, borrowing classical, jazz and rock albums and also the records made by the then Poet Laureate, John Betjeman, speaking his poems over music written by Jim Parker. Although there was still a fair amount of lovelorn pining in them, my lyrics became harder and more satirical, with ‘new wave’ titles like ‘She’s so eclectic’:

         
            
               She’s read everything

               by Jean-Paul Sartre and his girlfriend

               She’s got such catholic taste

               she read all Harold Robbins last weekend

               And when she wakes up in the morning

               she’s never lost for things to do

               Studying her newspapers

               choosing her clothes

               buying discs at Rough Trade

               and the latest French Vogue 

               Because oh, oh, oh, oh, oh-oh-oh

               she’s so eclectic

               And I’m so, oh, oh, oh, oh-oh-oh

               fed up with it

            

         

         My only audience was a few friends whom I’d serenade in my Chelsea studio flat and they seemed to prefer my ‘witty’ songs to the heartfelt, unrequited love songs (was I gay?) or the lyrically obscure ones. Early in 1981, financed by some redundancy money, I went to a studio in Brixton and recorded four songs which I naively sent to record companies from whom I received no replies. Nonetheless I felt I was improving as a songwriter and, in this period, wrote a few songs which were later adapted and released by the Pet Shop Boys (or Dusty Springfield – ‘Nothing has been proved’). By 1981, I liked electronic music, the new sound of pop – Kraftwerk, The Human League and Soft Cell – and I bought a cheap synthesiser, a Korg MS10. In the same year I met Chris Lowe, with whom I have written songs ever since.

         As a singer-songwriter, it had never occurred to me to write dance songs; my style simply changed with fashion, and my influences went from the Incredible String Band and Marc Bolan to David Bowie to new wave to synth-pop; the arrival of the Korg and Chris Lowe opened me up to dance music. Chris knew what he liked and what he hated: there wasn’t a lot of middle ground (still isn’t). I played him my tape of demos and I think he was more impressed by the fact that I’d gone into a studio to make a demo than he was by the songs. He started to noodle around on my synth and I started to strum along on my guitar. Pete Shelley of the Buzzcocks had recently released a single called ‘Homosapien’ produced by Martin Rushent, the producer of The Human League’s Dare album, and it combined acoustic guitar and synths in a way I thought we could imitate. This didn’t turn out to be a very productive idea, but we persevered. Chris told me my lyrics were too introverted and should be more ‘sexy’ – his favourite new records when we met were ‘Body Talk’ by Imagination and ‘Bedsitter’ by Soft Cell. I started to write about hanging round in the West End of London, which we spent a fair amount of time doing.

         Our first ‘proper’ song was, however, neither electronic-sounding nor ‘sexy’. Chris went home to Blackpool for the weekend and, when he returned, nonchalantly handed me a cassette of a piano piece he’d written. It was dramatic – you could imagine Edith Piaf singing over it – and I quickly had an idea for it. My best friend from Newcastle had become very tetchy about the amount of time I was spending with this Chris Lowe person and so I turned Chris’s instrumental into a theatrically bitter song called ‘Jealousy’. We didn’t know it at the time, but this was the first song we wrote that would later be recorded and released.

         
            
               At dead of night when strangers roam

               the streets in search of anyone who’ll take them home

               I lie alone, the clock strikes three

               and anyone who wanted to could contact me

               At dead of night ’til break of day

               endless thoughts and questions keep me awake

               It’s much too late

               Where’ve you been?

               Who’ve you seen?

               You didn’t phone when you said you would

               Do you lie?

               Do you try

               to keep in touch? You know you could

               I’ve tried to see your point of view

               but could not hear or see

               for jealousy

            

         

         In 1982 I was employed by Smash Hits magazine as news editor and also to edit the Smash Hits Yearbook. I entered the thrilling world of free records and interviewing pop stars, experiencing the world of pop music from the perspective of PR and journalism. During the days I would write about music and in the evenings and at weekends I would write songs with Chris.

         Music was now a full-time occupation for me and has been ever since. People often assume that working for such a successful pop music magazine must have had a huge influence creatively on me, but the influences were mainly practical: I read a lot of hit song lyrics because I used to check them before they were printed in the magazine; I was exposed to music I might otherwise not have heard because of the tsunami of records that landed on my desk each day; and the music business seemed real and no longer so distant and glamorous. In addition, my earlier experience as a book editor meant that I was accustomed to editing text to make it clearer and more focused, and I could apply this to song lyrics and the songwriting process as a whole.

         Our songwriting had progressed to a stage where we decided to make a demo and I paid for a short session at a demo studio in Camden Town I saw advertised in the Melody Maker. We recorded three songs in as many hours: the aforementioned ‘Jealousy’, a catchy if silly electro-pop song called ‘Bubadubadubadum’ and a bouncy instrumental over which I spoke a rather camp verse called ‘Oh dear’:

         
            
               I was walking down the high street in the middle of the night

               Someone caught my eye and I nearly died of fright

               Crossed the road to whisper something secret in my ear

               and now I know I’ll never be the same again, oh dear!

            

         

         An engineer and musician, Ray Roberts, owned the studio and recorded and mixed the tracks for us. When he’d finished he told us he was quite impressed by our songs. From then on he let us use his studio to write in on the basis that he would have a share of our music publishing if we achieved any success. It was nice to receive some sort of affirmation from a professional musician. For the next couple of years, we went into his studio once or twice a week, establishing a routine where we would write at least one song, record it, and then go out for dinner and on to a pub or club. During these years we wrote prolifically, strongly influenced by the electronic dance music we heard at clubs like Heaven or the Camden Palace, and frequently inspired by the music of the New York dance producer Bobby Orlando: Chris had heard his record ‘Passion’ by The Flirts at a club, and at Smash Hits I realised that we were being sent many other obscure records by this prolific producer/songwriter.

         London was the pop capital of the world at this point and there were dozens of music venues and clubs, as well as the bars and clubs of the gay scene which pumped out dance music. The emerging hip-hop music from New York also fascinated us: Grandmaster Flash, Afrika Bambaataa, Planet Patrol. British groups like New Order and Freeez travelled to New York to collaborate with Arthur Baker, the producer of Bambaataa. And there was also Eurodisco, deriving from Giorgio Moroder and Kraftwerk, but now the sound of the gay scene. It was dominated by Patrick Cowley, the gay electrodance producer of Sylvester, and Bobby Orlando, who, although resolutely heterosexual, wrote and produced gay dance hits for the drag legend and actor Divine. This was the music that inspired us.

         In the Camden demo studio Chris would play a couple of keyboards and program a primitive Dr Rhythm drum machine while I played an upright piano and fiddled with the recording desk, turning up the reverb. We developed a style that mixed the 4/4 beat of Eurodisco with beautiful chord changes and bouncy bass lines, over which I sang lyrics which tried simultaneously to be poetic (my instinct) but also ‘sexy’ (as requested by Chris), and maybe provocative but also wistful, although a satirical edge was allowed; and sometimes the 4/4 beat was dumped and a tragic ballad of heartfelt longing emerged.

         And so the Tennant/Lowe songwriting team was born. We wrote dozens of songs in this period, including ‘It’s a sin’, ‘Rent’, ‘Opportunities (Let’s make lots of money)’, ‘Later tonight’, ‘I want a lover’ and ‘Love comes quickly’. Then, on a trip to New York for Smash Hits, I met our musical hero, Bobby Orlando, and played him some demos; a month later we were in Unique Studios in New York making our first record, produced by him. It couldn’t get any better. (Well it could and it did, although we’re very grateful to him for giving us a start, but that is a story for a different book.)

         (ii)

         Where does the idea for a song lyric come from? In compiling the lyrics for this book, I realise I have various strategies and sources of inspiration. Sometimes a melody or a piece of new music just suggests a lyric when we’re writing in the studio. Often an idea drops into my head while I’m walking down the street, based on something I’ve just seen or heard or thought. I used to keep a notebook in which to jot down ideas and in recent years my mobile phone has replaced this. I realised a long time ago that if you don’t write it down immediately, it’s very easy to forget an idea that earlier you were confidently singing to yourself. (The ‘Voice memo’ function on the mobile phone is also perfect for furtively singing a new musical idea into.) Part of my brain seems to be continually filtering my thoughts and speech for song ideas. I did once say to a lover, ‘You only tell me you love me when you’re drunk’, a rather sad complaint, but the songwriting part of my brain immediately stored it and I wrote it down soon after. Sometimes, if you’re lucky, a phrase arrives in your head attached to a melody.

         Common phrases of everyday speech have always been a rich source of inspiration for songwriters, including me. ‘I made my excuses and left’, ‘How can you expect to be taken seriously?’, ‘I wouldn’t normally do this kind of thing’, ‘Left to my own devices’, ‘Do I have to?’ – all very typical British phrases with a certain properness about them which can acquire pathos or humour in a musical setting: 

         
            
               I feel like taking all my clothes off

               dancing to The Rite of Spring

               and I wouldn’t normally do this kind of thing

            

         

         The circumstances of one’s upbringing are obviously an enormous influence on how one thinks, speaks and writes. I was brought up as a Catholic, and attended Catholic schools from the age of four to eighteen. I was an altar boy for several years and from the age of eight could recite the mass in Latin. This Catholic experience seems to have left me with a feeling for theatrical ritual and a subconscious store of religious liturgy and music. As a result, religious ideas or references have cropped up in the lyrics I write, most notably in the song ‘It’s a sin’, which recalls going to confession to be cleansed of sin:

         
            
               Father forgive me

               I tried not to do it

               Turned over a new leaf

               then tore right through it

            

         

         Inevitably one’s own personal and emotional life is a big subject. Indeed, it sometimes seems that for many young songwriters today it is the only subject to write about. We satirised this in a song, ‘Ego music’ (‘Ego music / It’s all about me’), but nonetheless I often write about me, even if I try to disguise ‘me’ a little. The process of falling in love can be an ecstatic but sometimes very painful experience; writing a song about it is therapeutic, working through what happened and why. I did feel one day that ‘Love is a catastrophe’ and, sung over Chris’s music, it became one of our bleakest songs. The lyric is an exact description of me in my surroundings. I dwelt philosophically on the process of falling in love in ‘You choose’, attempting to rationalise a painful experience:

         
            
               You try

               you lose 

               you don’t fall in love by chance

               you choose

            

         

         While setting it to music, Chris pointed out that this rationale was the exact opposite of ‘Love comes quickly’ from the early eighties:

         
            
               Love comes quickly

               Whatever you do

               you can’t stop falling

            

         

         Somehow I seem to believe both.

         I have lived through the AIDS crisis and seen several friends die. The first lyric that I wrote dealing with this, ‘It couldn’t happen here’, reported a complacent conversation a few years earlier with my best friend from Newcastle about early reports of AIDS in the USA and how he had read that it might not have the same deadly impact in the UK.

         
            
               I may be wrong

               I thought we said

               it couldn’t happen here

            

         

         By the time I wrote this, my friend was suffering from the disease and two years later he died. I wrote an autobiographical lyric about our friendship: the title, ‘Being boring’, was a quote from a Japanese review, but it led me back to the memory of a party and my friend who had organised it, and how our lives had separately evolved and his had ended so early.

         Death haunts many of our songs. ‘Your funny uncle’, ‘The survivors’ and ‘Requiem in denim and leopardskin’ were all inspired by the funerals of friends. ‘Leaving’ reflects on the recent deaths of my parents in a song apparently about the end of a love affair.

         
            
               Our love is dead

               but the dead are still alive 

               in memory and thought

               and the context they provide

            

         

         A basic principle of my lyric-writing and our songwriting is that we should try to bring ideas and concepts from outside pop into our songs. I have never thought that ‘Love is a bourgeois construct’, but I liked the idea of bringing academic/Marxist language into a pop song, and then constructed a lyric which tells a story and gave me the excuse to use words like Schadenfreude. This song was inspired by a scene in David Lodge’s novel Nice Work and, while selecting the lyrics for this book, I was surprised by how many books have inspired me. Sometimes I’ve just borrowed book titles – Can You Forgive Her? by Anthony Trollope; ‘Young Offender’ from The Young Offender by D. J. West, a Pelican paperback I saw in a second-hand bookshop – but quite often the narrative details for a lyric are taken from a book. I read a lot of history and have found many ideas for songs in it. I think the first was ‘Nothing has been proved’, which was written after reading The Trial of Stephen Ward by Ludovic Kennedy and highlights the personal tragedy within the infamous Profumo affair. The next was probably ‘In the night’, about a French youth cult, which I read about in David Pryce-Jones’s Paris in the Third Reich. There are several other examples collected here and explained in the commentaries below their lyrics. Quite frequently novels have inspired me. I have already mentioned David Lodge’s Nice Work, but another fictional inspiration that springs to mind is the hero of Frederick Rolfe’s Hadrian VII – a similar character narrates ‘Delusions of grandeur’.

         I have always been fascinated by the history and culture of Russia and the Soviet Union – the beauty and the cruelty, the ideologies and the reality – and this sometimes finds an expression in my lyrics and our songs (much to Chris’s exasperation). For instance, in this collection, ‘Silver age’, ‘My October symphony’ and ‘The dead can dance’; and in ‘London’ two young Russians come looking for work. Political issues crop up frequently. The eighties in the UK were dominated by Thatcherism, and one of our early songs satirised it memorably:

         
            
               I’ve got the brains

               You’ve got the looks

               Let’s make lots of money

            

         

         There are two songs here about Tony Blair – ‘I’m with Stupid’ and ‘Legacy’ – and others with a political theme, including ‘Integral’, inspired by the excuses given for the introduction of ID cards into the UK by an increasingly authoritarian New Labour government:

         
            
               If you’ve done nothing wrong

               you’ve got nothing to fear

               If you’ve something to hide

               you shouldn’t even be here

            

         

         I also like to combine the political and the personal so that a public issue can have a private resonance, as in ‘Twentieth century’, which now reads like a plea to stay in Europe, but could also express hope in a troubled personal relationship:

         
            
               Sometimes the solution

               is worse than the problem

               Let’s stay together

            

         

         Writing in character, imagining the world from someone else’s point of view, is very liberating, and a way of telling stories. I occasionally try to write from the point of view of a woman (I cannot judge whether I have succeeded), for instance in the song ‘Rent’. I quite often assume the persona of a heterosexual man (for instance, in ‘Only the wind’). In ‘Delusions of grandeur’, I’m a megalomaniac fantasist; in ‘Electricity’, a drag queen; in ‘Legacy’, a New Labour politician; in ‘Odd man out’, a queer hairdresser in London in 1961; in ‘Shameless’, an early-nineties wannabe celebrity; in ‘The dictator decides’, a miserable autocrat; in ‘My October symphony’, a Soviet composer during glasnost; in ‘The theatre’, a rough sleeper in London; in ‘Single’, a Europhile businessman in Spain; in ‘Your early stuff’, a London taxi-driver who has one of the Pet Shop Boys in the back of his cab …

         A satirical critique of the music industry (and our place in it) has run through our songs since we released ‘How can you expect to be taken seriously?’ in 1990. Other examples included here are ‘Ego music’, ‘How I learned to hate rock ’n’ roll’, ‘Miserablism’ and ‘Yesterday, when I was mad’.

         
            
               … and someone said: ‘It’s fabulous you’re still around today

               You’ve both made such a little go a very long way’

            

         

         Living in London since 1972, I have taken continual inspiration from its streets and inhabitants.

         
            
               In a West End town a dead end world

               the East End boys and West End girls

            

         

         The city creates both the pressure and the means to escape from it. I love London, but in the eighties, in ‘King’s Cross’, it’s presented as a desperate place, and three decades later in ‘Twenty-something’, it’s ‘a decadent city at a time of greed’.

         Happily, you can always go out dancing. I don’t always shy away from clichés of hearts being broken or dancing with danger; few songwriters do. Are such clichés lazy or do they echo songs from the past and provide a link to the long continuum of popular music, which is itself an expression of the constant need for love and hope and freedom and fun and sex and dancing and remembering and sometimes forgetting? To quote from a song of ours about dancing, ‘Vocal’, which I haven’t included in this book …

         
            
               Everything about tonight feels right and so young

               and anything I’d want to say out loud will be sung 

               It’s in the music

               It’s in the song

               and the feeling of the warmth around us all

               is so strong

            

         

         In choosing what to put in this book and what to leave out, I have selected the lyrics that read best on the page but, in truth, this is not the natural habitat of a song lyric. Any songwriter collecting his or her lyrics in a book will defensively point out that these were written to be sung with music, not read as poetry. Every lyric-writer also has a guilty secret: the sound of the words is sometimes more important than the sense of them. We’re writing songs to be sung. I hope you enjoy reading them.

         
             

         

         Neil Tennant, London, February 2018
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               A certain Je ne sais quoi

            

            
               
                  I feel like sending you a love letter

                  Let’s face it, nobody does it better

                  You’re a promising prospect

                  from what I’ve seen

                  If you wanna take me out on a detour

                  I’m not feeling too demure

                  I like the cut of your jib

                  If you know what I mean

               

               
                  There’s something about that look in your eyes

                  There’s something about the way that you smile

                  You’ve really got a certain, mmm, je ne sais quoi

               

               
                  In Berlin you’re dancing to techno

                  before you catch the first flight to Moscow

                  You know your way around an espace d’affaires

                  On the coast you’re such a creation

                  and though New York’s just an obligation

                  I’ve every confidence you’ll amuse yourself there

               

               
                  There’s something about that look in your eyes

                  There’s something about the way that you smile

                  You’ve really got a certain, mmm, je ne sais quoi

                  There’s something about the way that you think

                  There’s something about the wine that you drink

                  You’ve really got a certain, mmm, je ne sais quoi

               

               
                  It’s all perception

                  How people see you

                  And when they see you

                  they want to be you

               

               
                  In Tehran they’ve known you for years

                  in spite of clerical fears 

                  they think you understand their point of view

                  In the old days it would have been Rome

                  but now Beijing’s a second home

                  It started in the eighties, just Bertolucci and you

               

               
                  There’s something about that look in your eyes

                  There’s something about the way that you smile

                  You’ve really got a certain, mmm, je ne sais quoi

                  There’s something about the words you employ

                  There’s something about the clothes you enjoy

                  You’ve really got a certain, mmm, je ne sais quoi

               

               
                  When people see you

                  they want to be you

               

               2007. A portrait of a sexy, sophisticated businessman and cool bon viveur who knows everything and everywhere before everyone else does. In the last verse I’ve imagined him hanging round the Beijing locations for Bernado Bertolucci’s 1987 epic, The Last Emperor. This song was written for Kylie Minogue (and so from the perspective of a woman) although we ended up keeping it for ourselves.
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