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‘Rosemary had the detached false-and-exalted feeling of being on a set and guessed that everyone else present had that feeling too.’


F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tender is the Night, 1934
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Introduction





The subject of this book is a particular constellation of determinedly creative individuals, some of whom, between the first half of the 1960s and the opening years of the 1970s, would become friends, and nearly all of whom – across the same period – would at least become acquainted. How this cast assembled, their interests, activities and relationship to one another, is also the story of one of their most spectacular manifestations.


In 1953, the artist Richard Hamilton was appointed to the post of ‘teacher of basic design’, at what was then known, confusingly, as the King Edward VII School of Art, within King’s College, University of Durham at Newcastle upon Tyne. His arrival would mark the beginning of an era, inaugurating a chain of events and a gathering of participants that would include, almost twenty years and many fortuitous encounters later, the creation by Bryan Ferry – a former student of Fine Art at Newcastle, between 1964 and 1968 – of the group Roxy Music.


Roxy Music would be one of the most original and successful British groups to emerge in the early 1970s, citing an eclectic range of influences from modern music, popular culture and fine art. From their earliest public recognition, the group would also stand for an assertion of exclusivity – a conjuring of la vie deluxe, inculcated by a bravura use of style. Achieving fame within the pop mainstream almost immediately, Roxy Music became, as Bryan Ferry would observe in 1975, ‘above all … a state of mind’.


The line connecting Richard Hamilton’s appointment to Newcastle (he would leave the university in 1966, acclaimed as an artist, intellectual and founding guru of Pop art) and Ferry’s realisation of his own pop vision, is drawn between a complex but distinct configuration of points. What emerges from its tracery are various semi-casual cenacles, comprising networks of art-student friendships forged across the span of the 1960s. The tenets of these friendships spliced artistic enquiry with bedsit bohemianism, and a devotion to the shrines of pop music and personal style. One consequence of such a lifestyle – however buoyed up by more traditional undergraduate pursuits – would be an inclination to balance the creative possibilities opened up by an education in fine art against the conscious honing of a pose: the sharp inheritance of pop cool meeting the wily strategies of Duchampian aesthetics.


The cast of this account, therefore, comprises a set who chose to inhabit the point where fine art and the avant-garde met the vivacity of pop and fashion as an almost elemental force within modern society and culture, and who were eager to work with the potential of both. Dissolving the boundaries between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art forms, how might ideas within the visual arts, cinema, electronics, fashion, the musical avant-garde, science, performance art or philosophy be fused with the intense, erotic energy – the capacity for myth making – of pop? And how might one dress, and socialise, with the same attention to personal style that a Hollywood set designer of the 1930s would devote to the detailing of a big musical number?


In one crucial sense, Roxy Music would be a modern triumph of the applied arts, and on the journey to its realisation, Smokey Robinson and Marcel Duchamp (for example) or the Velvet Underground, John Cage and Gene Kelly, could and would acquire equal importance – all, in their different ways, forcefully and glamorously modern.


As a meticulously considered and presented montage of cultural forms, Bryan Ferry’s concept of Roxy Music would be in every sense a work of Pop art. But how to describe such exploratory rearrangements of creative intention, and their consequences? Before beginning, mark the solemn words of ‘Nigel Norris’ – a fictitious freelance writer for Rolling Stone, setting out his stall in Howard Schuman’s television drama of 1976, Rock Follies, episode three, ‘The Road’: Norris: ‘I think one should apply the same critical standards to rock music as to any other art form.’


Such an idea (met on screen by the exclamation, ‘You did say you write about music, didn’t you? That sounded more like the Times Literary Supplement!’) would be central to the conception of Roxy Music.


With the release of their debut album in June 1972, titled simply Roxy Music, Ferry presented his carte de visite to the world. The record was arch, thrilling, elegant, unique, clever and richly romantic. Like a manifesto written in the language of heavily stylised, nuanced and atmospheric pop and rock music (the songs made use of both genres, in their broadest sense, and at times simultaneously), the album was made all the more alluring by its presentation.


The principal musicians, cosmetically beautified, looked sinister, louche, imperial, remote, maniacal and leeringly self-preening. By contrast, the auburn-haired beauty queen whose image lay across the record’s ice-blue gatefold sleeve appeared beseeching, yielding, yearning – at once seductive and seduced. She seemed to have been ravished – or to be achingly desirous of being ravished – by the very music that her glamour was being asked to represent.


Roxy Music, as such, proposed a masterclass in charisma. To those responsive to its infectious charms, the album suggested a hitherto hidden and instantly desirable demi-monde – a place of declamatory style and sophistication, part cabaret, part carnival, simultaneously futuristic and archaic, but swaggeringly self-assured in its balancing of contradictions. The greater formula of this effect, nearly twenty-five years later, was summarised by the artist and ideologue Brian Eno (credited on Roxy Music as ‘Eno: Synthesiser & Tapes’); in correspondence to the author he wrote: ‘I thought, and still think, that pop music isn’t primarily about making music in any traditional sense of the word. It’s about creating new, imaginary worlds and inviting people to try them out.’


And herein lies the greater theme of this present volume; for it is the prehistory and founding constitution of the ‘new, imaginary world’ summoned up by Roxy Music with which this book is most concerned; with the processes that comprised its moment of becoming, and the participants involved in and witnessing its creation.


Once established as a major pop act (in effect, by the late summer of 1972), Roxy Music – as a ‘state of mind’, in Ferry’s words – would come to represent the portal through which one might glimpse, or even reach, the empyreal world brought to mind by their intense romanticism: a place where the bewitching half light of the Parisian violet hour, or the shocking elegance of Jay Gatsby’s ‘gorgeous pink rag of a suit’, might be brought to life in a song.


That Bryan Ferry was the author of Roxy Music – as an idea, and as a specific musical and imagistic concept – all the principal musicians agree. (Although it is more than likely, interestingly, that between them they all had differing ideas of what, exactly, they were trying to achieve.) Likewise, Ferry himself is equally clear that on the journey to realising his vision, he encountered or sought out a succession of individuals who made vital contributions to the overall creative process, and without whom the project would never have proceeded.


These collaborating artists in turn possessed their own relationship to one another, and to a further network of friends, observers and acquaintances. Nearly all would recognise that exuberant vie deluxe – a pop, fashion and fine art society, fixated on glamour, newness, wit, stylistic and creative virtuosity – that Roxy Music so invitingly proposed, and would perhaps consider themselves to be amongst its initial inhabitants.


Making their operational headquarters, as the 1960s gave way to the 1970s, amidst the red-brick mansion blocks, black-railinged squares, stucco-fronted houses and broad grey streets around Chelsea, Kensington, Notting Hill and Olympia – with orbital settlements in Battersea, Camberwell and New Cross – a further characteristic of this young, artistic milieu would be their consciously heightened engagement with the concept of modern style: in the acquisition of ‘cool’, as the term then used between these contemporaries to acknowledge the perfected signature of stylistic self-assurance. Individually and collectively, many of the figures within this book became semi-seriously concerned with the dimensions of their own exclusivity; and as connoisseurs of an intoxicating sense of pose – in one sense aloof, separatist – played games with not only the reinvention of themselves, but the entire notion of class.


In this, these artist bohemians of the late 1960s would emerge in the earliest years of the 1970s as both their own art movement and their own high society – fulfilling to the letter the edict of Charles Beaudelaire, a century before, that:




Dandyism appears above all in periods of transition, when democracy is not yet all-powerful, and aristocracy is only just beginning to totter and fall. In the disorder of these times, certain men who are socially, politically and financially ill at ease, but are all rich in native energy, may conceive the idea of establishing a new kind of aristocracy, all the more difficult to shatter as it will be based on the most precious, the most enduring faculties, and on the divine gifts that work and money are unable to bestow. Dandyism is the last spark of heroism amid decadence …





Achieving swift fame as the house band, therefore, of ‘a new kind of aristocracy’, revered and emulated for their dramatic energy no less than their poise, Roxy Music’s founding stance – part studied hauteur, part rock and roll panache – would make articulate their constitution of balanced but opposing qualities: of the suave flippancy of popist fashion and the intensity of dedicated musicianship; of intellectual sophistication and the sheer exuberance of pop and rock music; of nostalgia and the avant-garde; of heterosexual eroticism and ambiguous sexual identity; of artifice and authenticity; of fast and slow; of warm sensuality and a cold, machine-like perfection.


It is this last fusion of opposites, of sleek mechanisation and sensuous romanticism (of sexual glamour and technology), which most links the founding temper of Roxy Music to the genealogy of Pop art, as pioneered by Richard Hamilton; and which will prove to be the common denominator of their vehement modernity. For while it is equally important to recognise the punishingly hard work and uncomplicated ambition demanded by such a fast-track career in pop and rock music, the newness and originality of Roxy Music was the consequence in one vital sense of this collision or dialogue (or both) between an array of seemingly opposed ideas.


Speaking with the author in 1997, Andrew Mackay (credited on Roxy Music with ‘Oboe & Saxophone’), described the group as follows: ‘If Roxy Music had been like cooking, it would be the dish in Marinetti’s Futurist Cookbook called, I think, “Car Crash”: “ … an hemisphere of puréed dates and an hemisphere of puréed anchovies, which are then stuck together in a ball and served in a pool of raspberry juice …’’ I mean, it’s virtually inedible – but it can be done.’


The circumstances under which such a recipe might even be conceived are thus the concern of the following pages, as are those eager and able to prepare, and willing to consume, such a dish.






















Part 1


Newcastle 1953–1968 
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One







Bryan Ferry, born 26 September 1945 to Frederick, a mine worker and former farmhand, and Mary Ann, a factory worker, in Washington, County Durham. He has an older sister, Ann, and a younger, Enid. Bryan attends the Glebe Infants School in Washington, and in September 1957 goes to Washington Grammar School.





First, a temple in the Greek style. The sense is one of abandonment. On a cold, steep hill of wind-toughened grass, eighteen sandstone pillars (Doric, broad to the verge of squat), blackened with age, weather and soot, support the entablatures and twin pediments – there is no roof – of a mid-Victorian copy, half sized, of the Theseum of Athens.


Approached on foot, its immensity drawing nearer, the heroic ideal of the place falls away. Grandeur gives way to mere enormity, statement to silence, substance to emptiness. Sometimes known as the Penshaw Monument, this solid memorial to John George Lambton MP, first earl of Durham, landowner and mine owner, was designed, like stage scenery, to be appreciated from a distance.


Dominating the summit of Penshaw Hill near Houghton le Spring, slightly to the south and west of Newcastle upon Tyne, the foreboding pillars of Lambton’s memorial are visible and impressive for miles around – visible from west Durham and north Tyneside, and from as far south as the Stang Forest in Teesdale. The gravitas of classical architecture, its language of straight lines, makes eloquent its superiority; the pillars and pediments add the tone of their imperial style, like the chime of a sombre bell.


Incongruous within the sparse surrounding countryside, aloof, remote, the Penshaw Monument surveys from one side what once were mines. Stand within it and study the view: you will see a flat landscape stretching away towards the North Sea; to the west, there are the hills of Durham; and further north, towards the River Tyne, the suburbs of Washington – once a village, now a small town.


And so the imperial looks down on the post-industrial; and in the late 1940s and early 1950s, looking back up, was Bryan Ferry, then a boy. Absorbing the rhetoric of this chilly hommage to classical architecture (designed by the brothers Green of Newcastle, and built in 1844), a child of England’s austerity years looked up to the Empire style, entranced.


Ferry to play:




   *





Bryan Ferry: ‘When my parents were first married they lived in a farmhouse; and there was a hill nearby called Penshaw Hill. On top of the hill was a local landmark – a Greek monument built for the first earl of Durham. This was where my father was brought up; and his family had farmed on the sides of the hill. Years later, when I showed this place to Antony Price, he said, “Now I know why you’re so interested in visual things: it’s because of that monument.”


‘And it seemed to me like a symbol – representing art, and another life, away from the coalfields and the hard north-eastern environment; it seemed to represent something from another civilisation, that was much finer …’




   *





We first glimpse Ferry as a child; somewhat reserved, of promising imagination, conscious of a finer world, but taking his place in the raw and shabby landscape of the Peace: the grid of local streets between farmland and coalmines; fog on the allotments, a few shops and cinemas – the Washington Carlton, Regal and Ritz. It is a region which despite its proximity to Newcastle and the sea can seem desolate and remote; a landscape that would enter industrial decline even as Bryan was growing up, to be unkindly described in the 1960s as ‘the Rust Belt’, stilled beneath an immensity of sky.


At the beginning of the 1950s, some rows of new properties were built in Washington, one of which the Ferrys would subsequently occupy (on Gainsborough Avenue: a broad road of low, semi-detached houses, some gabled, ascending a gentle hill, suburban, almost, in aspect, with grass verges on the street corners). Ferry was aware of both inhabiting and being a product of a space between opposing qualities: between the industrial and the pastoral; community and isolation; the modern and the traditional. And aware moreover of being the son of parents who embodied these differences: a shy, retiring father (although a good boxer, on occasion), who loved animals and the countryside, and a vivacious, strikingly attractive mother, more urban, who had worked in a factory and enjoyed conversation and company.


At the infants’ school, Ferry showed some evidence of having imaginative gifts – an access to his inner world. He was drawn by temperament to the arts – writing and drawing; he enjoyed football. Aged eleven, he went to the local grammar school. His boyhood and early adolescence would then unfold to be dominated by a particular interest in jazz music, cinema, and, after some initial hesitation, early rock and roll releases in their original American form, rather than British beat boom interpretations.


In his early love of film and popular music, Ferry was specifically drawn to the transformative magic commanded by glamour, and to the agency of glamour in personal style. He would also recognise the talismanic energy, itself a vital aspect of glamour, of musical instruments themselves.*


Ferry was discerning, by way of his favourite things, the ways in which glamour comprised a rare concentration of character and activity: fluid, exuberant, deft, indelible within the memory once seen, addictive, joyous – above all conveyed with no apparent effort. The coolly aristocratic qualities of the Greek style, transposed to the iconography of modern mass age. Meanwhile, if we could look into the depths of Bryan Ferry’s eyes – when he was, say, fourteen years old – what might they have seen?




   *





Bryan Ferry: ‘My childhood took place in Washington, which at the time was a small pit village in County Durham. It stands about five miles from Sunderland, and five miles from Newcastle, and a few miles from Durham as well – so it’s in the triangle between those three cities. It was a typical pit village, in as much as there was a small pocket of quite heavy industry surrounded by very rich farmland; and then there’d be another village which had its own pit, and maybe a factory – and then more farmland. So it was quite strange, with the combination of being close to the countryside yet in this very tough working environment as well.


‘My parents were from both places in a sense. My father was born on a farm about two miles away from where my mother lived, and he used to come and see her on one of his carthorses – they courted every night for about ten years. I remember her saying she was embarrassed, when he came along on this farm horse; he was wearing a bowler hat and spats – something from another age, really. Whereas I guess she was more used to motorbikes, and she worked in a factory.


‘She had had a very hard life, my mother – they both had. But I got the impression that my dad had enjoyed being in a country environment. Even though they were only two miles from each other, they had had completely different childhoods. Both were from very big families – they both had seven or eight brothers and sisters; and both were very poor in their own way.


‘My dad’s stories were about chopping the ice in the mornings so they could wash in a big wooden tub outside the cottage; and of getting up at five o’clock to milk the cows before going to school. He didn’t really like school, and was always running away – chased by the teachers. All sorts of stories … They created their own entertainment; they played football with a ball made out of a pig’s bladder …


‘In the 1930s, when the great depression came, the farm that my father worked on went broke – there was no money. Not that they’d ever had any, but they couldn’t exist really. So he went and worked in Washington, in the town – just a mile or so from where he was born, but down the pit, looking after the horses. That was all he really knew – looking after the ponies that lived underground. So for him it was quite hard. Someone who loved the outdoors to be working underground. I always felt very sorry for him. He did that until he retired – until the pit closed down. All through my childhood he was there …


‘And so it was a very strange, Thomas Hardy-type existence that my father had had; while she, my mother, was from the town. I guess they were attracted by their opposites. My mother was very vivacious, and full of life – very sociable; she liked to talk and to meet people. Whereas he was very quiet, very thoughtful, and didn’t really care about what was going on in the world much. He just smoked his pipe – and he liked racing pigeons. He kept hens, and had a vegetable garden; he used to win prizes for his vegetables; and he used to win prizes for his ploughing – with a team of horses. That was his thing; he was a ploughman really …’




With regard to his early education and formative influences, Ferry would be constantly studying and absorbing the world as he found it, as well as filtering those impressions through both his own imaginative world and the worlds of music and cinema. What emerges is the picture of a boy entirely focused on the processes of perception and a kind of analytical refinement – coupled with the fondness of his generation for the burgeoning new delights of popular culture.





Bryan Ferry: ‘I think the first person who found that I had any talent was Miss Swaddle. That was before, even, I went to grammar school. She took a real shine to me. She was the teacher in my final year at infants’ school, and I wrote a couple of essays which astounded her, I think. I remember her taking me to one side – it was quite hard for her to concentrate on anybody, because there were fifty people in her class. I think that I was top of the class. She said, “Where did you get this from?” – and it was just a story, but quite tragic, or heartfelt; I think it was quite moving. And so she thought that I had real talent as a writer. I didn’t really feel that again until sixth form, at some point, studying art and thinking: I can be an artist myself. I had a depth of feeling; it was a case of where to channel it …


‘When I was a boy, I had a paper round, and so I used to read Melody Maker before I put it through someone’s letterbox. I dragged my uncle Bryan off to see the Chris Barber Band at Newcastle City Hall; and then, when I got a little braver, I started to go into town on the bus to see concerts on my own. I would be dressed in a white trench coat – at the age of twelve. I would probably have seen the adverts for Strand cigarettes; I was very interested in style.


‘My sisters and I would sit in the cinema and watch any old rubbish. I started going to the pictures early on – even when I was at junior school. My dad had an allotment where he grew his vegetables, and that was right next door to the cinema – the Carlton. It was a local fleapit really; but it was my Cinema Paradiso from a very early age, because my mother used to make tea for the projectionist – cakes and scones and sandwiches. So he got these free teas, and we got free tickets. There were wooden benches that you sat on … I saw Gone With the Wind there and all sorts.


‘Of course, when you got old enough to have a girlfriend, or to go on a date, the only thing you did was take her to the pictures – that was your date. But that was in the High Street of Washington, where there were two cinemas – which were bigger, and had proper velveteen seats rather than benches. One was called the Regal, and the other the Ritz. None of them are there now. I liked science fiction films …


‘When I went to university I would go to the cinema club, which is where I became aware of cinema classics and film-as-art – all that kind of thing. Up until then it was film-as-entertainment. That was all you did – you didn’t have television. We got one in 1955 when Newcastle were in the Cup, but so did everyone in Newcastle. We were very poor, you see – so I think it’s fair to say that Roxy Music, from my point of view, would be the reverse of this background.’




   *





And of his early interest in music:




   *





Bryan Ferry: ‘It’s always sad when I go back to Newcastle and see that certain places don’t exist any more. But it’s great that one shop – which was very important for me also – is still there, in a wonderful old arcade, with extravagant tiled floors, rather like the Bond Street arcades. It’s a shop called Windows, which is a family music shop and the only place you really go to buy records. The windows are full of clarinets, saxophones, electric guitars – a proper music shop, which sold everything. But just to see a trumpet in the window – a real instrument, to look at it and study it!


‘I started being a jazz fan at the age of ten or eleven; and I bought my first records at Windows. You’d go in, and they had about six booths where you could listen to records. You’d go to the counter and ask for a particular release, and could you hear it please … Then off you’d go to booth number four or whatever, which would be a little cubicle lined inside with pin-board. You didn’t have headphones, there was just a little speaker, and you’d stand there listening to your record. You’d listen to it right to the end before you bought it …


‘Those first records were all 78 rpms – I’ve still got them. I bought the 78 by the Tony Kinsey Quintet, whom I must have heard on the radio.* But then there was one, a classic record actually, by Humphrey Lyttelton, called “Bad Penny Blues” (1956), which was produced by that person who went mad and killed himself – Joe Meek. He mainly produced pop records, but I subsequently discovered, years later, that he produced “Bad Penny Blues” – and it did have a weird sound, all of its own. Strange.’




   *





‘Bad Penny Blues’ is a record of exemplary stylishness – as slick as it is unusual, its atmosphere memorable. Heard fifty years after its initial release, its vitality as fresh as ever, like many iconic records, it has a quality which jars, an oddness almost, within the context of its times.


As recorded in 1956 at IBC for Parlophone Records by Lyttelton (ex Eton College and Camberwell Art School), and sound engineered by Joe Meek, the structure of ‘Bad Penny Blues’ is carried on a chassis of big, rolling piano chords; dipping in and out of emphasis, paced by drums and bass, the rhythm allows Lyttelton’s trumpet to slink about with teasing panache, sliding in mood from playful to sinister to suggestive; there are sudden dead drops into briefly re-emphasised piano playing, accelerations of tone and tempo as the bass and drums maintain their unwavering candour. In a little over three minutes, the style has touched the swirling hems of skiffle, boogie-woogie, trad jazz, ragtime – at times, almost, rockabilly – yet retained its own singularity. Hence, a UK hit for Lyttelton in July 1956; hence, for Ferry, an early study in the physics of musical style. (The piano introduction to ‘Bad Penny Blues’ would be reprised in 1968 by the Beatles, on the introduction to ‘Lady Madonna’.)


By chance or insight, Ferry’s recognition and liking for the ‘weird sound’ on ‘Bad Penny Blues’ also touches upon the qualities of creative incongruity that will later enhance the early output of Roxy Music. From an early age, Ferry assembled a palette of influences, which would then be worked with in much the same way that a painter works with colour. His selected shades all tend to be distinguished by their intensity; but the phosphorescent presence of Joe Meek – a self-tormented homosexual and future drug addict, who would take his own life in 1967 – provided a touch of formative and telling strangeness to Ferry’s colour chart of tonal moods and styles. Meek’s best known creations – John Leyton’s ‘Johnny Remember Me’, ‘Wild Wind’, ‘Son This is She’ and ‘Lonely City’, all produced between 1961 and 1962, and recorded in Meek’s tiny flat in the Holloway Road, north London – have an air of racing, eerie melodrama; ‘Telstar’, meanwhile, the transatlantic chart-topper recorded with the Tornados in 1962, sounds like a Pop art hymn to the glamour of the space age. All of these qualities – the Meekian other-worldliness – will find their way, as hues or nuance, into the creation of Roxy Music.


One of Roxy Music’s first and most important supporters, the critic Richard Williams, working as a features writer on the staff of Melody Maker in the early 1970s, would make a point of identifying the subtle but undeniable touch of Joe Meek’s influence on the second track of the first Roxy Music album, the sensually titled ‘Ladytron’. In his review of Roxy Music published on 24 June 1972, Williams wrote: ‘Best of all is “Ladytron”: it begins as a little lovesong, with flickering castanets, but soon shifts into a “Johnny Remember Me” groove, all echoing hoofbeats.’ A week later, in a short interview for Melody Maker with Bryan Ferry, Williams noted again, ‘the Joe Meek-style production touches on “Ladytron”’.*


Meek’s pop futurism was descriptive of the enthusiastic awe with which space exploration and rocketry were regarded in the late 1950s and early 1960s – occupying an enchanted place in the popular imagination where the eerie fables of science fiction combined with a specifically modern kind of glamour. It is an eloquent coincidence, therefore, that in the same year that ‘Bad Penny Blues’ became the first jazz record to chart in the UK Top Twenty, thus catching the attention of the ten-year-old Bryan Ferry, the exhibition ‘This is Tomorrow’ opened at the Whitechapel Art Gallery, London – itself an address, in part, to the effects of technology and mass media upon the present and the future.


The exhibition (of some thirty-six artists and architects, divided into twelve three-person teams) would, of course, feature a spectacular contribution from Ferry’s future tutor at Newcastle University, Richard Hamilton, who worked in a group with the architect John Voelcker and the artist and critical theorist John McHale (who would subsequently move to America to become a futurologist). A dramatic visual aspect of the Hamilton team’s contribution was the image of Robby the Robot, from that year’s film The Forbidden Planet, carrying off in its mechanical arms a swooning, mini-dressed blonde starlet – an early example, in this context, of Pop art’s fusion of eroticism and machinery, romanticism and mass media. Thus the heady aura of the space age – its reality appearing in many ways as exotic as its fantasy – could be seen as a significant factor within both the popular imagination and the cultural climate of Britain in the mid-1950s.


Ferry’s earliest, barely adolescent interest in music, however, was most heavily inclined towards black American jazz and folk blues.*




*  





Bryan Ferry: ‘My greatest treasure was an EP that I bought, which was the first record that wasn’t a single and wasn’t a 78. I remember thinking it looked rather flimsy and small, but it cost more than a usual record. It was four tracks – the Charlie Parker Quintet with Miles Davis doing four songs. And I listened to that again and again and again, and learned every note of it – memorised all of the solos.


‘The first person I actually heard on the radio was Lead Belly. That’s the first memory I have of hearing something. There was the skiffle boom, so that sort of music – early folk blues from America – started getting on to the radio. Lonnie Donegan was a big star, doing “Rock Island Line” [in April 1956] which was actually a Lead Belly song. So I remember hearing a few Lead Belly things on the radio and thinking “What’s that?” – it caught my imagination …’




   *





For Ferry, the music of Lead Belly (aka Huddie Ledbetter, 1888–1949) would remain a career long enthusiasm. Songs such as ‘Goodnight Irene’ and ‘Midnight Special’ have been described as ‘so central to [American] popular consciousness, that most Americans are unaware of where they came from’; and there is an entrancing, profoundly elemental quality to recordings of Lead Belly, which seems to be drawn from some deep crease in the psyche. The songs recorded in New York during the 1940s by Moses Asch and Frederic Ramsey Junior for the Folkways label (founded as much as an ethnographic resource, to document songs, sounds, spoken word and music from around the world) have an edge and an intensity which makes them sound simultaneously ancient and modern. The more they are heard (the famous ‘Shout On’, for example, or ‘Governor Pat Neff’) the more their seeming simplicity, verve and temper begin to take hold, at once infectiously melodic and touched with strangeness.


Photographs of Lead Belly from the same period show a handsome, white-haired black man, impeccably turned out in a sharply pressed double-breasted suit, white shirt, silk tie and highly polished shoes. One can see how for Ferry, in addition to the emotional and musical vigour of the music, there would be an attraction to Lead Belly that was derived from his almost mystical presence as an archetype – a founding figure in modern popular music, a black dandy, a precursor to Bob Dylan. Above all, a very ‘cool’ figure – of which there were rather few, it could be added, amongst the undeniably cheerful ranks of the British beat boom stars of the middle to late 1950s.




*  





Bryan Ferry: ‘You’d quite often get the same song coming out twice. An American record would be quickly covered by an English artist. I remember “Singing the Blues” was recorded by Guy Mitchell in America [also in 1956], and then Tommy Steele did the English version. So whenever there was a good song from America, there’d be a cover version fighting it up the charts. Usually the American ones were more interesting in a way, or had more of a sexual potency about them. It wasn’t really until the Beatles that you started to feel the English had something – up until then they had always seemed a bit inferior – quite a lot inferior. The Shadows were interesting; some of their records had a uniqueness about them; and I thought the first Cliff Richard record, “Move It” [1958], was very good – had a really good sound …’




   *





All of this, within sight of the Lambton memorial, imperious on the summit of Penshaw Hill.






* A generational characteristic, perhaps, of the times; the actor Malcolm McDowell, as a young man in Liverpool in the late 1950s and early 1960s, once told me of looking down into the windows of a music shop from the top deck of a bus en route to Lime Street Station, and seeing twin rows of shining, new electric guitars; ‘they gave you hope, somehow’.







* Kinsey was a founder member, in the early 1950s, of the Dankworth Seven. With his own group he would later hold an eight-year residency at the Flamingo Club in Soho, London – a jazz venue that would achieve even greater fame by the mid-1960s through the leading Mod acts who played there, and its consequent importance on the map of Mod London.







* As a somewhat Gothic aside, some Meek enthusiasts like to suggest that the subsequent failure of the actual AT&T satellite Telstar – due apparently to radiation damage from a nuclear test – was more than coincidentally related to Joe Meek’s quickening decline into troubled, occultist, drug-addicted collapse (and in this he resembles somewhat Jack Parsons, the Faust-like, pioneer rocket scientist, California based, who became increasingly entrapped within the black arts).







* Speaking with the author, Ferry summarised his principal musical influences and inspirations as follows: ‘It’s very difficult really – like what are your favourite colours. I’d have to say Charlie Parker, because he was the one I got really very passionate about, and I thought was very exciting. They’d probably all be American. There would have to be a blues artist, so I’d probably say Lead Belly. Then it starts getting difficult. Maybe Otis Redding, because he represented a whole school of music that I liked – Stax, Memphis, R&B, which I thought was very melodic and very soulful. I don’t really listen to those records as such, but I do like to hear them when they come on. So that’s three. Maybe Billie Holiday, that’s four. And if there’s going to be a white band I wouldn’t really choose the Beatles or the Stones, although they were both really good. I’d probably say the Velvet Underground, because they represented a kind of art interest that I had. So that might be your five.’

























Two







Once at Washington Grammar School, Ferry is a talented, diligent, if at times – by his own account – somewhat lazy student. He is inclined towards the arts, and in the sixth form will play Malvolio in the school production of Twelfth Night. He manages nine decent O levels before entering the sixth form on the Arts side. More important, he discovers between the ages of eleven and sixteen, in the following order: rock and roll, team cycling and tailoring, and makes early studies of certain styles. But first, Ferry recommences his recollections with a memory from the early spring of 1957 – of ‘Bill Haley’s Rock and Roll Show’, Teddy boys, and ‘Jazz at the Philharmonic’.





Bryan Ferry: ‘I didn’t think I had any gift for music – it didn’t even occur to me. It just grew, this interest, and shifted from one thing to another as you discovered different kinds of music. You would develop certain musical snobberies and dislikes for some music which you didn’t think was cool. Then you’d overcome those and maybe get into that music. I remember my sister was very much into Little Richard, Fats Domino and Elvis – all the early rock people. At first I was a bit resistant to that – and then I got the hang of it and started liking it. I must have got over it very quickly actually, because in 1957, when I was still eleven, I won tickets to the front row of the Bill Haley tour – which was the first rock and roll tour of Britain.


‘It was the first time that that music had come to Europe, and it made the front pages of all the newspapers: “Teddy boys wreck cinema” – that sort of thing – and there were people dancing in the aisles … It was a whole new youth culture that nobody had ever seen before, and there I was on the front row when it came to the north-east – to the Sunderland Empire.


‘I think I must have taken my sister, Ann, or she took me. I had won a competition on Radio Luxembourg, where you had to place, in order, Bill Haley’s favourite six songs. I remember “See You Later Alligator”, I thought, was the best – and it was; that’s all I can remember. But it was fantastic – really exciting – and so I started going to concerts after that, mainly jazz.


‘Bill Haley seemed loud, raucous – very dangerous. Even though now, when you see photographs of the Bill Haley band in their tartan jackets, and Haley with his kiss curl, they look like old men – in the way that those deep southern American people did, with their redneck hairstyles and short back-and-sides. But the sax player played upside down, that sort of thing. It was really electric guitar that did it – that was the thing, that was the birth of the electric guitar. It was something to see.*


‘I missed a lot of great things, but I did see the Platters, whom I thought were wonderful, and the Modern Jazz Quartet; various big bands – Count Basie. There were these tours called “Jazz at the Philarmonic”  that used to come round Europe – Dizzie Gillespie, Ella Fitzgerald, those sort of people. And they would be part of the packages of jazz stars who would tour – I thought it was magical, really I did. They were all grown-up things, and I was there as a young teenager, often on my own. I must have cut quite a curious figure, wearing my trench coat. But my parents let me go – a half-hour bus ride to town and back …’




    *





As with his identification of Joe Meek and early black American folk blues, Bryan Ferry’s vivid recollections of Bill Haley and His Comets add a further colour to his palette of influences and inspirations. The music of Bill Haley was a potent new fusion of existing styles – hillbilly swing, white country and western and black rhythm and blues. The signature of this new sound was first read in Haley’s release from 1953, ‘Crazy, Man, Crazy’, which was the founding example of commercially successful white rock and roll, hitting the US charts that year.


Haley and his Comets were then catapulted into unlikely international superstardom, subsequent to the choice of MGM to use Haley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’ in a Glenn Ford film about rebellious high school students, The Blackboard Jungle. Although the record had initially sunk without a bubble, by the time the film was released in 1955 (the same year that Mary Quant opened her first ‘Bazaar’ boutique in the Kings Road, London), Haley had enjoyed no fewer than three US Top Twenty singles, thus making him a huge star and prompting the international release of The Blackboard Jungle, and almost immediately afterwards, the (reasonably excruciating) rock and roll musical Rock Around the Clock. So began the importation to Europe of the so-called rock and roll revolution, to arrive a little under eighteen months later right before the very eyes of Bryan Ferry at the Sunderland Empire.


The ‘Rock and Roll Show’, as witnessed by Bryan and his sister, would have added a memorable theatrical dimension to the already intoxicating musical excitement of this new phenomenon. While many young people were somewhat dismayed to discover that the impious buddha of teen rebellion, Haley himself, was a decidedly portly married gentleman in early middle age (thus encouraging, once seen, the imminent cult of the young, beautiful and single Elvis) there was a circus-like showmanship to the live performance of the music, with the auxiliary drama being added by the fashion amongst not just Teddy boys, but teenagers in general, to contribute their jiving war dance, seat slashing and general ballyhoo – the likes of which (as confirmed to the press the same year by the chief constable of Manchester), ‘had never been seen before in our streets’. *


It is difficult to imagine, now, the unheard-of impact that early rock and roll would have had on not just the United Kingdom, but particularly on the industrial northern cities of England which were still, in many places, in the rain-swollen ruins of their war damage – in appearance looking closer to the nineteenth century than the twentieth. Photographs taken of the mayhem caused in British theatres and cinemas by both the new rock and roll films and the ‘Rock and Roll Show’ of 1957 itself, however, are as interesting for the drab, class-bound appearance of the overly excited audiences and fuming management (the latter all brass-framed spectacles and dusty dinner suits, the former oppressed by their belted raincoats, thick woollen socks and mufflers) as they are for the scenes of astonishing devastation that they depict.


Here and there in such pictures, one catches a glimpse of some boy’s greasy hair which has been carefully and defiantly shaped into an approximation of a quiff; and somehow these abbreviated attempts at sartorial rebellion, often worn with sullen, damply shapeless, sturdily unglamorous clothes, have more resonance, as signs of the kicking and spitting newness of the scarcely born pop age, than the extravagant splendour of fully assembled and ready-to-knife-you Teddy boys.


Much has now been written and documented about this pivotal phase in British cultural history, which occurred towards the end of the 1950s: the massive increase in teenage spending power, the consequently rapid rise of youth as a new, financially and therefore culturally powerful social group; and the rallying cries of the various kinds of music which would start to bring together all the strands we now recognise as comprising the beginnings of pop and rock musical culture – new sexuality, new technologies, new confrontationalism, new informalities, new media, new stimulants, new fashions, new music. (Mass production, mass media, acceleration and sex thus being the four founding conditions of this new pop age, and becoming to the Pop art of the period what nature was to the Lakeland poets.)


The colour and clamour of early white American rock and roll, its energy and electric vibrancy, the band’s stage clothes often reminiscent of music hall and vaudeville (pushing the notion of style to the very brink of absurdity), will all reappear in their mutated, concentrated form in Ferry’s early pop vision. Similarly, the idea of music being performed as a total event – its sensory power compressed to capacity; the image, sound and demeanour of the musicians achieving an eruptive, above all startling, display of bravura effect.


For all of his artistic inclinations, however, Ferry was far from being a frail or retiring adolescent. Rather, he was equally interested in physicality (hence football) – and also physicality as might take its place as a further element of the periodic table of personal and creative style which he was assembling for himself. Ferry was thus concerned throughout his late childhood and early teenage years with the identification of those activities, individuals or ideas which might best assist with his reinvention of himself as more open to elevated, energised experience. He was researching glamour, intuitively.


The forcefulness of a certain vigour, intensifying the signature of one’s identity, was a vital observation in Ferry’s earliest study of style – a study conducted from beyond his considerable (and enduring) shyness. Quentin Crisp’s pronouncement in How to Have a Life-Style (first published in March 1975) retrospectively summarises the stance: ‘Style is the way in which a man can, by taking thought, add to his stature. It is the only way. Style is never natural; its nature is that it must be acquired. The finishing touches of style are best self-taught but the basic exercises that lead to style can be learned from others. If a tutor of any subject does not also teach style, he must at least teach the need for it.’


Ferry’s initial extracurricular tutors in style – before attending university – would therefore include musicians and Teddy boys, also racing cyclists, and the old guard of salesmen at the gentlemen’s outfitters, Jacksons, in Newcastle. Racing cyclists, first.




   *





Bryan Ferry: ‘When I was about fourteen, one of the things I got into was cycling – racing cycling. I was very much into that as a style thing – it was quite important for me. It was a very cool sport; it had a uniform. You wore these brightly coloured cycling shirts, and you read the Tour de France cycling magazine. I became quite obsessed by it for a couple of years – from about thirteen to sixteen. With the money which I’d earn by working in the tailor’s shop [Jacksons of Newcastle] or by delivering newspapers [for Anderson’s shop in Washington], which I did before I went to school in the morning, and when I came home in the evening. It was a very big newspaper round and it gave me thirty shillings a week, which was a fortune – I could buy records and cycle parts.


‘I joined the cycling club, which was called Houghton le Spring Clarion, and I went there for time-trial races. I wasn’t particularly good, but I had beautiful bikes that I built. That was a great style moment for me. Because I thought it was a very beautiful thing, that kind of cycle sport …’




  *





In a further side-step to the activities that Richard Hamilton had been pursuing in Newcastle during the middle years of the 1950s, there is a coincidental but insightful similarity between Ferry’s fervent enthusiasm for cycling and the introductory note co-written by Lawrence Gowing (who was then director – until 1958 – of Newcastle University’s Fine Art department) and Hamilton himself, to accompany Hamilton’s didactic exhibition, ‘Man, Machine and Motion’ – held at the University’s Hatton Gallery in 1955.


The exhibition (as described by Hamilton in his Collected Words), was ‘a survey of appliances invented by men to overcome the limits imposed on them by the physical attributes provided by nature’, and it took the form of ‘approximately 200 photographs and photographic copies of drawings’ which were mounted in Formica sheets and fixed within thirty open frames. As such, this was intended to be as much an exhibition about exhibition design, as it was about the subject of its exhibits.


In describing the exchange by modern man of horse and rider for machine and rider, Gowing and Hamilton (although Hamilton subsequently attributed the final authorship of the exhibition catalogue’s introduction to Gowing alone), describe a dramatic shift of intensely romantic experience, which might also serve well to define the temperament of Bryan Ferry, and the allure for him of the ‘very beautiful thing’, the sport of cycling. Gowing wrote: ‘The relationship is now different, and more profound. The new rider has not merely exchanged the potentialities of one creature for those of another. He has realised an aspiration which lies deeper than thought, the longing for a power with no natural limits; he finds himself in real life the super-human inhabitant of his dearest fantasy.’


As a ‘new rider’ at Houghton le Spring Clarion, Ferry clearly took delight in the whole mythology of team cycling. The somewhat continental chic of the cycling jerseys, the masculine elegance of the bikes themselves, their construction and maintenance; the Gallic sophistication of Tour de France magazine. What was on offer, in addition to the sensory and physical thrill of the sport, was the whole kit of a further romantic role – and one to which Ferry had responded with obsessive dedication.




Bryan Ferry: ‘I sold all my bikes when my mother asked me to give it up, because I was spending all my time on it. I was always very obsessive you see, and I could think of nothing else but that. This was just before I sat my O level exams, I guess.’





The cycling club, however, would later provide a pivotal figure in Ferry’s early musical career – the first of what Ferry himself describes as vital, chance encounters, without which his life would have been very different.


On an interpretive level, there is a dialogue between the sentiments of Gowing’s pronouncement, ‘in real life the super-human inhabitant of his dearest fantasy’, and Ferry’s formative, already entrenched romanticism – a determination to transcend, and to do so with exceptional, impeccably executed panache. There is an echo of that same ambition, too, in a comment made by Brian Eno to the author in 1997, regarding the earliest stage costumes worn by Roxy Music – that they ‘were quite deliberate takes on the space nobility of the 1950s – the Masters of the Galactic Parliament and so on.’


On a more terrestrial level, Ferry was discovering the social strata of subcultural Washington and Newcastle, as those layers existed on the cusp between the 1950s and 1960s. Washington, much smaller, could deliver small-town aggression, with its home-grown gangs of Teddy boys. Their presence appealed to Ferry’s connoisseur’s taste for a certain vulgarity – the aesthete’s penchant for the enlivening, contrary energy of the loud, brash, colourful and outrageous.


A short film, Gala Day, made in July 1962 by John Irvin, funded by the British Film Institute’s Experimental Film Unit, gives a good portrait of working-class youth in the industrial north-east at the beginning of the 1960s. As the Durham and district miners gather one July morning for their day of celebrations, we see the simultaneous, tornado-like arrival of vast gangs of teenagers – still, at this time, a reasonably recent sociological invention. Arms linked in long lines, some wearing fringed novelty cowboy hats, with here and there a knot of local rockers, they thread and swirl their way through the older generations – most of whom look on with a mixture of bewilderment or disgust.


Amidst the ceremonial trades union banners, an end-of-day service in Durham cathedral, the open air speeches from political worthies (including the young Anthony Wedgwood Benn), the new youth appear freshly, wantonly liberated from the old formalities of a workers’ holiday.


Teddy boys would be important to Ferry, and had emerged in the UK during the middle years of the 1950s, the first of the major pop teen tribes, swiftly becoming demonised (not without cause) within the popular imagination as knife-wielding, bigoted folk devils, high on sex, rock and roll, vandalism, intimidation, and anything else that happened to be to hand. Their title came in part from an abbreviation of ‘Edwardian’, referring to their chosen style of clothing – the velvet-collared, long-sleeved, thigh-length jacket, the high-collared shirt, bootlace tie and narrow, tapering trousers. It was above all a mutant style, calling in to play not simply the aristocratic British fashions of the early years of the twentieth century, but also the black American ‘zoot suit’, white, southern American dandyism, and – as Philip Hoare has described in his essay ‘I Love a Man in Uniform: Twentieth-Century Military and the Dandy Esprit de Corps’ (2004) – a working-class appropriation of the covert, fetishistic customising of military uniforms by homosexual officers with in fashionable London regiments, known as ‘New Edwardians’:




Now, in the mid-twentieth century, through Soho pubs and the less frequented byways of Hyde Park, a stylistic baton was passed from the New Edwardians of Pall Mall and Belgravia, back to the East End and South London, where the fashion was street-abbreviated and mediated as the Teddy boys, an urban battalion armed with switchknives instead of sabres, and with razor blades hidden in those black velvet collars.





Ferry would always be interested in the potential of uniforms as stylistic statements. In addition to his admiration for the ceremonial swagger of the Teddy boys, and the jerseys worn by the cycling teams, he will later describe how his collaboration with the fashion designer Antony Price – himself interested in the sartorial relationship between uniforms, fetishism, and the erotic, romantic glamour of classic formal styles for men and women – would suggest both the white tuxedo (made famous by Eric Boman’s iconic l’heure bleu portrait of Ferry on the cover of Another Time Another Place in 1974) as a kind of uber-uniform, and of course the Weimar and fifties GI militarism of some of Ferry’s stage clothes from the middle years of the 1970s. For Ferry, the relationship between the uniform as a style, and the classic dandyism of formal correctness, is of certainty intimate.


But in one sense, Ferry’s earlier liking for the ‘vulgar’ style of the Teddy boys served to frame and sharpen the decorum and poise of his other aesthetic enthusiasms, adding the vital grit which gave a keen edge (a semblance of volatility, perhaps) to what otherwise might have been merely a rather precious assimilation of good taste. In addition to which, more prosaically, such vulgarity could be slick and joyous in the same way that melodrama could prompt a luxuriance of melancholy.


The Teddy boys would find their place on Bryan Ferry’s formative palette of influences and inspirations – above all, in their dedication to a certain outrageous style, through which they both defined themselves and made a forceful statement about their sense of identity and personal attitude. Like the racing cyclists (and, as we shall see, the grandly mannered older assistants at the traditional tailors’ shop Jacksons) the Teddy boys contributed to Ferry’s youthful study of ‘auto-faction’ – to be self recreated as a virtually mythological version of yourself. Or, to quote Quentin Crisp once more, ‘to know who you are – and be it like mad’.




*   





Bryan Ferry: ‘The town [Washington] was kind of dangerous – it always seemed quite physical, with gangs of Teddy boys, and rival gangs fighting each other – rather like West Side Story. It was Teddy boys against other Teddy boys; people were very territorial, and if you came from one part of town you would automatically have to fight someone from the other part of town. I was apart from that, being a grammar-school boy; but as a grammar-school boy, in your bottle-green blazer and green-and-yellow-striped tie, you had to keep an eye out for the Teddy boys at a certain bus station, just outside the ice-cream parlour where they used to play billiards.


‘I actually became quite friendly with the local gang, who were quite a bit older than me, so I think that made me more acceptable. I learned to play snooker quite early on, and I used to spend a lot of time playing with these wonderful Teddy boys, wearing their long Edwardian coats – real dandies, really into their clothes, even though, of course, they weren’t effeminate in any way; they were very, very hard. And very proud of their suits. I suppose that I was no threat to them, being quite a bit younger. When I used to go and play there in the snooker place I must have been about five years younger than the people I was playing with; so I was a bit of a junior.


‘One night, all in that same period, maybe when I was sixteen, I went to see Puccini’s La Bohème at Newcastle Theatre Royal. I was completely captivated by it. I remember coming out crying – I was in tears because it was so beautiful. Strange, isn’t it? I obviously felt music very deeply …’






* Andy Mackay would also witness the arrival of Bill Haley at Victoria Station, London. Sixteen years later, with Roxy Music, he would play his own saxophone upside down – a piece of musical theatre caught on German television – Musik Land – in early 1973.







* In Liverpool, at the same period, it was reported that ‘a thousand jitterbugging teenagers were pursued by the Fire Brigade and the Police’ through the city centre, to be ‘hosed down’. A riot of carnivalesque high spirits, which presumably the teenagers enjoyed immensely.

























Three







Newcastle in 1961, and its trinity of gentlemen’s up-market clothing shops: Jacksons the Tailors – traditional, City Stylish – flashy, and Marcus Price – very American, modern and cool; Bryan Ferry takes a Saturday job at Jacksons and studies tailors’ pattern books from the 1920s and 1930s, and the notion of style as the agency of social mobility.





At the beginning of the 1960s, Newcastle city centre retained both the grandeur and the parochialism which had distinguished the provincial cities of northern England – their wealth, and hence their architecture, civic institutions and topography, linked almost entirely to their industrial and mercantile heritage. But if the docks, shipyards and quayside were heavily industrial, tough, and even dangerous after dark, then other quarters of the city centre, and the inner residential districts favoured by the university students, just slightly to the north towards Jesmond Dene park, were historic and bourgeois in appearance.


In many ways, it was a city that at this period was both time-locked in the inter-war years of the 1920s and 1930s, and entering the mass consumption and mass production boom of the late 1950s and 1960s. The truism ‘austerity Britain’ does much to describe the lingering, drab quality of much of British life during the 1950s, but it tends also to deny the equally important emergence of the new consumerism, with its innovations in product design, bigger, brighter shop windows, evolving advertising and signage. At the time when Bryan Ferry was first exploring Newcastle, he would have been aware of both the sombre gravitas of the city’s older institutions, and the promise of newness which was beginning to emerge through the more popular cultures of music and fashion.


To walk through Newcastle at this time – as photographs from the period describe – would be to wander through a typically bustling, in places architecturally imposing, northern British city – the vastness of its Victorian buildings still relatively free of the regeneration and rebuilding schemes that would soon come to dominate British towns and cities later in the 1960s. Newcastle was a city, moreover, with a certain kind of glamour, deriving in part from its dependence on the docks and shipyards, and in part from the grandeur of its heritage. Indeed, ‘cool’ and ‘stylish’ are two terms which Ferry, Richard Hamilton and the Mod outfitter Marcus Price all use in defining the city at this time.


Thus there was a sense of both immense, industrial strength, and of warren-like streets, alleys and arcades. And within these, of both elegance and seediness, mercantile propriety and something approaching a youth-cultural underworld. By the time that Ferry would enter the department of fine art at Newcastle University in the early autumn of 1964, the city’s relation to modernity would have accelerated, and its art student cliques be proudly conscious of their particular, somewhat Americanised stylishness. But Newcastle’s provincialism would render its tastes and fashions markedly different from those of London, as well as amplify and draw attention to the styles of the local followers of fashion.


In terms of its geography, one might imagine the city centre itself as being marked by Grey’s Monument – an elegant pillar commemorating the statesman and tea lover Earl Grey (built in 1893, with the head of the statue, having survived the Luftwaffe, being hit by a bolt of lightning in 1941) – which stands at the junction of Grainger Street and Grey Street; the latter being a stately curved street of early nineteenth century, imperious looking buildings (including the Theatre Royal) and described by John Betjeman as ‘one of the finest in western Europe’. The city centre had been largely rebuilt from the 1830s, led by a partnership of Richard Grainger (developer), John Clayton (town clerk) and John Dobson (architect). Newcastle’s finest buildings and streets – Grey Street, Grainger Market and the Theatre Royal – date from this period.


Taking the university buildings along King’s Walk and Haymarket as the ‘top’ of the town centre (north of them, heading towards the open space of the Town Moor) one can think of the city’s principal streets as leading down towards the quayside of the River Tyne. The main streets were Newgate Street, Clayton Street (in both of which there were branches of Jacksons), Percy Street (home of the Marcus Price menswear shop and proto-boutique, also, later, of the equally celebrated Club A-Go-Go) and Northumberland Street – the last being the site of the white stucco magnificence of Fenwick’s department store (founded in 1882), in whose restaurant (since the turn of the twentieth century) dinner-suited dance bands had played thé dansant tunes from a small podium, flanked by potted palms. The Fenwicks themselves (an heir of whom, Mark Fenwick, would become Roxy Music’s manager) were one of Newcastle’s oldest leading families.


In sartorial terms, this period between the mid-1950s and the rise of Beatlemania in 1963 saw a fusion of American ‘college’ styles and the more continental, early Mod clothing. Add to this the cigar-and-mahogany masculinity of the old fashioned, traditional British styles to be bought off-the-peg or bespoke at Jacksons, and you have the basis for Bryan Ferry’s early education in menswear. Never a practising Mod, but sympathetic to its credo of ultimate stylishness, Ferry was absorbed, rather, by the transformative qualities of fashion and style: how image becomes an agency of social mobility.
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Bryan Ferry: ‘When I worked in Newcastle – at sixteen years old I suppose – a lot of great Teddy boys used to come into Jacksons, where I worked on Saturdays. And I used to advise them on suits. My main job was to write down measurements as the tailor measured them and called them out; he had special books to take down all the measurements, and you had to do all kinds of specific things with them: ask them how many buttons they wanted and what sort of lapels. Sometimes they were just dead straight suits, and other times these fancy things which the Teddy boys would invent: wanting to have velvet piping, or a certain number of buttonholes. It was quite interesting.


‘They [Jacksons] had all these wonderful old books of styles, so I’d spend ages when the place wasn’t busy just looking through these illustrations of gents with pencil moustaches and bowlers in Bond Street. Wonderful books which you could show to the customers … And there were some marvellous characters who worked in the shop. I enjoyed that very much, and that’s when I became interested in sartorial things.


‘There was an old boy who worked downstairs in the “deluxe” department, where toffs would come for suits. Some of the suits were very expensive, and others were quite cheap; most of the time the suits would be about ten quid, which was quite good considering that they were made to measure.


‘This marvellous old boy was the type who had been in tailoring all his life, and had assumed a certain kind of poshness which I thought was rather good. As you can sometimes find in some of these old department store people, or guys who work in Savile Row – they seem to “construct themselves” from the people they have met over the years. The manager was a fabulous piece of work; he had a wonderful moustache and haircut – it’s amazing how these people invent themselves, and give themselves incredible airs and graces, but I think it’s good fun.


‘At the time I thought, God, these guys are really something, really smart, really posh; but looking back I suppose they were poor little salesmen in a tailor’s shop in Newcastle. But really immaculate they were, dandies – always with the handkerchief – they dressed very well. The Teddy boys and these tailors had a very different look, but the fact that they took such great pains, both in their different ways, made them similar.


‘But for me, I quite like the anonymity of dressing almost like Philip Marlowe or something. I was always fascinated by men’s clothes, although they didn’t determine my life. Having worked in a tailor’s shop for two or three years when I was a teenager, I think it had some impact on my taste in what to wear and my knowledge of what to wear. Because I suddenly knew about three-button, single-breasted suits with side vents, or which buttons you were supposed to fasten, and which you weren’t, and all the rest of it. Apart from that, there was the interest I had in different musicians from different times – I always liked the cool ones. Like Miles Davis and Charlie Parker – the Modern Jazz Quartet, or Chet Baker. They all had a sense of being quite chic. So I felt that I wasn’t doing anything particularly new, but taking bits from here and there which I liked, and assembling my own doctrine.’
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As Ferry approached his mid-adolescence, in the opening years of the 1960s, his interests and enthusiasms would begin to correspond in part to those cited by the founding, purist devotees of the Mod movement – the rise and peak of which can be dated, loosely, from 1960 to 1965. Ferry’s early liking of Charlie Parker and the Modern Jazz Quartet; his subsequent  love of soul music, Tamla Motown, Stax releases and R&B; his increasing fascination with esoteric personal style (in particular the Gallic chic of the cycling club). Similarly, as he entered the sixth form, his maturing inclination towards arts subjects: the romantic ideal of the bohemian intellectual, whose creative philosophy is style and vice versa. All of these tastes and attitudes have been claimed as central to the earliest, pre-commercialised credo of Mod. It was at around this time that Ferry would pin poems by T. S. Eliot, then being in serialised in a newspaper, to his bedroom wall.


In essence, Ferry’s relationship to Mod (and, later, that of his immediate circle at Newcastle University) could be summed up as the enshrinement of pose: of cool deportment in all things – the endless subdivision of one’s activities into an index of correct mannerisms (almost, but not quite, a form of performance art); and, accordingly, the refinement of one’s taste to increasingly specific garments, styles and accessories – worn to omnipotent codes of design, cut, manufacturer, fabric and, perhaps most important, manner of dress.


As Mod was in many ways a direct reaction by lower-middle-class and working-class youths of the early 1960s against what they perceived as the drab, creepy, quotidian dullness of prevailing fashions and attitudes (still mired in Mod’s worst nightmare – the past), the movement was thus dedicated to a new ideal, summarised by notions of clean, sharp ‘modernist’ lines, acceleration, consumerism, black jazz derived ‘cool’ and sleek continental and American styling.


Likewise, contemporary French and Italian cinema and fine arts, the vibrant aura of young British film stars such as Tom Courtenay and Albert Finney (‘just popped out of the Garrick for a smoke’) – the smart, confrontational, working-class anti-heroes they had played seeming related to Mod in their youth and disaffection, as much as the slick modernity represented by Hollywood’s depictions of the fast-paced, intoxicating exhilaration of Madison Avenue, were all contributing ingredients to the perfecting of Mod cool.


All of these qualities are cited in the copious literature on early Mod, and have been set down by those for whom the movement shaped their every waking minute. Jonathon Green, in his oral history of the 1960s, Days in the Life: Voices From the English Underground 1961–1971 (1988), quotes the words of Steve Sparks, that, ‘Mod before it was commercialised was essentially an extension of the beatniks. It was to do with modern jazz and to do with Sartre. It was to do with existentialism.’ A fellow interviewee in Green’s survey, David May, cites the writings of Genet and Camus, as much as amphetamines, shopping, dancing and getting one’s hair cut at the women’s hairdressers, as being intrinsic to the purist Mod lifestyle.


In its founding form, Mod was a genuine conflation of the cultural and the subcultural – above all the desire to declare a separatist devotion to newness. Richard Barnes, more succinctly, states in his account Mods! (1979) that, ‘It was from their Modern Jazz tastes that they named themselves. They called themselves Modernists.’; also, that ‘The Mod way of life consisted of total devotion to looking and being “cool”.’


David May’s reminiscences for Jonathon Green touch upon two other qualities of Mod as a catalyst of personal and social development. Firstly, how Mod was one of the principal factors to urge young people in the provinces to move to London (mythic example: Billy’s cool girlfriend, Liz – ‘she’s crazy, man’ – actually does get on the train south at the end of the film Billy Liar [1963]); secondly, May touches upon the relationship between Mod and sexuality – ‘There was always a large gay element in it.’


Roxy Music would also employ sexual ambiguity (‘to look beautiful, but in ways that men had not thought of looking beautiful before’, as Brian Eno would later observe), while at the same time creating its own sense of maleness and its own romanticised heterosexual eroticism. As Ferry would happen to have several close homosexual or bisexual male friends, he would also recognise in their acuity, wit, and sense of style, an outlook and ambition which was similar in some respects to his own – to the singular creation of identity through style; pursued with such intent as to seem simultaneously effortless and a triumph of artifice. ‘There was an unstated camp streak running through all this masculine preening …’ Green comments in his further study of British counterculture in the 1960s All Dressed Up (1998), adding, ‘Hardcore Mod was above all an incestuously, narcissistically male environment.’


But Mods were also, for the most part, the sons and daughters of the working classes or newly suburbanised lower middle classes. The elevated ideals ascribed to early Mod should thus be understood within the usual, rather more spotty and leery concept of adolescence – as photographs of Mod crowds of the early 1960s reveal. But this also makes their ‘revolt into style’ all the more extraordinary, for being in many ways an amalgam of received ideas – a translation of various subcultural fantasies into a new expression of modernity.


Coinciding with the wider availability of further education for working-class children, enabled by the Butler Education Act of 1944, this would make Mod especially linked to the art college environment – indeed, art students and Mod were entwined from the very beginning of the movement. Hence, also, Mods being amongst the first junior employees of the new, younger creative industries – advertising, media, design, television and fashion.


Studying the alternately exasperated and sensationalist newspaper coverage of early Mods,* one is immediately struck by the collision between the movement’s dedicated sense of exclusivity and its context – the shabby streets and clubs which typified the lower-middle and working-class teenage haunts of the period.


Against such a backdrop, what stand out are the sudden vivacity and significance of the new, youth-created and youth-oriented trends in retail design. At the beginning of the 1960s, clothes shops aimed towards the younger, fashion-conscious, typically Mod customer began to assume their own importance as both venues and, vitally, as embassies of new attitudes.


The term ‘boutique’ (first appearing in October 1957 in The Times newspaper, to describe departments within big stores where both couture and wholesale garments were available) would define this new trend; but away from central London and Carnaby Street, in a big provincial city such as Newcastle upon Tyne, the latest cool fashions – made almost more audacious and striking in their provincial context – were sold only by a very small, select number of local retailers, the most celebrated – the ‘coolest’ – being Marcus Price, on Percy Street.


Throughout the 1960s, the importance within provincial British cities of such lone, independent, meticulously sourced and stocked shops – be they clothes shops, bookshops, record shops or early health food stores – would be of paramount importance. Away from the social, cultural and commercial vastness of London, in cities where attitudes and fashions took far longer to change (or failed to change at all), the availability of what is now termed ‘otherness’ – alternatives to the local orthodoxy – would become vital life blood to the inhabitants of those places who cared to look beyond the known and acceptable, to that which was new, different or emblematic of change.


Thus the exclusivity and poise of Mod held an appeal for Ferry, its rigorous commitment to personal style, and much of the music, but here his affiliation to the cause as a specific movement reaches its limits. As with so many of the subcultural and cultural phenomena he was discovering during this period, Mod would find its place alongside a whole array of other interests. No single flag held his allegiance; Ferry was curating the accumulation of his influences.
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Bryan Ferry: ‘Jacksons was one of the principal outfitters in Newcastle at that time. I guess there were three or four – but it was one of the best of the High Street tailors. There were also two other very different clothes shops in Newcastle, which I used to go to. One was more trashy, but I really liked it; it was called City Stylish, and there you could buy incredibly pointed Italian shoes, and also Teddy boy wedge-soled shoes. All the more outlandish clothes came from City Stylish: pencil ties, really good Teddy boy clothes and extreme Italian suits – tiny thin lapels, lots of buttons down the front and very narrow trousers. Pin-stripes – very good; wild clothes … I really liked that shop; I used to go and look in the window every night when I was in Newcastle … Windows into a doorway …


‘I couldn’t really afford things from the other, which was called Marcus Price – a shop for top-end Mod clothes. There you would have American shirts – it was like a very early boutique. The man who owned it, Marcus Price, was a great jazz aficionado and he was part of the jazz scene – a very cool scene. But Newcastle was a very cool town in some ways – a leading Mod town. And the very expensive Mod clothes came from Marcus.’






* ‘Inside the Mind of a Mod’, for instance, written by Marjorie Proops for Saturday 23 May 1964’s Daily Mirror, concluding: ‘They’ll get as bored with it all in the end as I am with them already.’
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Marcus Price – a very cool, top-end Mod shop in Newcastle; its owner and its history, from 1953 to the mid-1960s.





Marcus Price: ‘I was going to say that Newcastle was a “cloth cap” kind of city – back in 1952, 1953. But it was starting to leave that image behind, as I remember from the clothes that we sold. We used to sell flat caps, for instance – this would have been when I was eighteen or nineteen, and just going into the trade; and I remember my father taking the guy who sold them outside, on to the street, and saying: “This is why we’re not buying any caps from you: just count the number of fellers on the street in caps.” And there were hardly any. It was a significant change in dress. And we were selling modern clothing …


‘My father had started the business through other shops. After I did my year at university, I went into the army to do National Service. I was in Germany for a while, and when I came back I went into the business at the shop in Percy Street – Number 31. While I was in the army, my father had acquired the shop and shopfitted it. It was lino-floored; and the counters were from other shops that he’d had – they weren’t brand new, that’s for sure. The fixtures were maybe ten years old, so there was a quaint look about it – the lino had a checked pattern …’
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As Marcus Price proceeds to describe the interior and stock of his shop, one begins to see a near-perfect example of how the cool, commercial styling of the late 1950s and early 1960s corresponded to the modern urban folk art which was so central to Pop art, as well as to the heightened sartorial tastes of the Pop-art generation. There are also distinct touches of the kind of imagery which would become associated with Roxy Music’s ‘imaginary world’. Price’s name spelt out in red neon, for example, and the shop’s logo – of a dinner-suited, man-about-town in the style of Maurice Chevalier or Fred Astaire. The slick modernity of the back-shop lino in the pale blue and yellow of the Swedish flag; also the labelling of garments ‘Continental Styled’ or ‘US Styled’, and the importation of US styles and popular culture by way of the army.


In one sense, we can see how Marcus Price’s shop, and the passion for jazz of its owner, are like a secular version of the themes of Pop art, as well as becoming a finishing school for art student style. All the pop influences and inspirations are there – modern music, US film styles, American popular media, the latest fabrics and synthetics – the culture of a new, streamlined, sexy, technological, mass consumerist world. In describing the fashions stocked, and the garments which became particularly popular, Price also sets down an index of styles and of stylishness – the sartorial expression of pop age modernity.
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Marcus Price: ‘When we opened up the back shop, which I had designed, we got pale-blue lino with yellow stripes and a slightly more modern fabric for fitting-room curtains. That was the younger person sort of pushing his way in! The curious thing was that the colour of the lino was from the Swedish flag, because I’d been to Sweden for a quick trip. It looked terrific! It wasn’t the most modern shop in the world – we were definitely in the provinces; but the clothing we kept was up to the minute.


‘It was a big shop – about sixty feet in depth, so you went back a long way. There was a lot of window to dress, and I did the window dressing. Again, one tried to be as modern in that as you could – influenced by Cecil Gee in London, because they were a terrific company in the fifties, absolutely marvellous. You always wanted to beat Cecil Gee.


‘It’s quite curious how you start out looking at the most modern thing you could find, which was Cecil Gee; and then there was another shop, Davis, in Shaftesbury Avenue, that was a very American kind of shop, and also Williams in Tottenham Court Road. Those three shops were very, very influential in our thinking. And so we went after the same merchandising that they were getting. Sometimes, that was a bit ahead of the provincial town style – but it did work, it worked very well indeed …


‘To describe the shop, starting with the window: it was black glass on the outside, and had Marcus Price – with Marcus above the Price in red neon. Down the side was this guy in claw hammers [a dinner suit], cape and black bow tie, which my father had had on his letterheads. That’s where the design came from, and he had it etched in the glass – which of course Mark [Lancaster – Newcastle University Fine Art graduate, British artist, friend and ‘superstar’ of Andy Warhol, pivotal style guru to Bryan Ferry and his contemporaries] saw as some wonderful iconic thing!


‘In the windows in those days we used to take a shirt, and put a stiff bit of hardboard in it and then pin it so that it was incredibly tight. Then we put a tie around the collar, and cufflinks in the cuffs – we sold huge, American-style cufflinks. We had two labels for own label stuff. One was ‘US Styled’ and the other was ‘Continental Styled’ – just to cover everything. I remember we bought five hundred ice hockey type pullovers; they had a slash neck and stripes. Mainly black, with red, white and yellow stripes down the arm. We had a marvellous time with that.


‘So you had the window; and you had fifty or sixty shirts all in lines, with ties and cufflinks; then in the next window you had jackets and trousers. You only did one jacket in those days, and it was a black and white Donegal tweed – made of rayon! And black rayon trousers with a sheen on them and quite a turn-up.


‘With the fashions of 1952, ’53 and ’54, you were only eight years after the war, and there had been nothing happening. But then the American influence came in through the army. I remember my father came back from Germany after the war and the first magazines we had in the house were Esquire and Life. He had been in the international area, meeting other soldiers in Germany, and those things had influenced him.


‘I was collecting jazz from 1945 onwards, I guess, and Dizzy Gillespie was the modern jazz trumpeter of the time. Then there was a marvellous article in Esquire on Dizzy Gillespie. So that was how information was filtering through to the family, and that was how you built up your sense of modernity. I was aware of the meaning of “cool” through “cool” jazz. They say of Miles Davis’s pianist Bill Evans, that he was “cool”, as was Miles himself. It was a phrase used around all of those areas; and people were cool. So it’s a term from music which transfers to people.’







The American men’s magazines of the period – their pin-ups, as much as their totemistic style – were important to British art students in terms of the aspirational, glamorous world which they described. During the time when Bryan Ferry was doing his Saturday job in Newcastle, in the autumn of 1962, an article would appear in Esquire about the author James T. Farrell, under the title ‘Another Time, Another Place’ – the title of Ferry’s second solo album, released in 1974.





Marcus Price: ‘Going back to the shop. You went in, and there were trays of wonderful socks – which were mainly black, but hooped in brilliant colours: electric yellows, heliotrope – things like that. Ties were “Slim Jim”. It was pretty smart, because if you look back Teddy boys were wearing ties with their long jackets. We didn’t do so much of the Teddy boy thing – that was done by Jacksons the Tailors made-to-measure, in the main. But we would supply the shirts and the narrow ties. I can’t tell you the number of shirts we sold! They were all cutaway collar, under the brand name Jaytex – and we sold thousands of them, seriously. So the collar was straight across, and then with the slim tie. That was back in the 1950s.


‘Once you were in the trend you just kept it as sharp, smart and up-to-the-minute as you can get away with. And there were certain things that you couldn’t get away with in those days; things that you had seen down in London, and which just didn’t apply here until a year or two later, but that was okay …


‘The jean thing went from 1959, 1960 – when it was English jeans – to Levi’s, which were very difficult to get hold of. The first we got were the unshrunk ones. Seamen used to want them – they’d put them over the side, and after a few miles at a few knots they’d softened up considerably! We also did Wrangler jeans as well. The Levi shirts with press-studs were massive; they had diamonds and clubs in mother-of-pearl. Richard Hamilton showed me the originals from the States – real Wrangler cowboy shirts with big cuffs, and studs. Then we did them in cord and in cowhide.


‘“A sophisticated, top-end Mod shop” is absolutely right to describe what we were doing. Because I think we moved on in the sixties. By the time of the Beatles and Mods, there were the three-button jackets in the Madison Avenue advertising style from the States. If you look at American films from the late 1950s and early 1960s – Doris Day films and things like that – you’ll see executives wearing three-button jackets with the top button done up. In the sixties we had a fifteen quid suit; we also did a twenty-five quid suit which was Italian imported, lined trousers to the knee – which I couldn’t get makers to make for me here, even when I offered them more money, mainly because they hadn’t got the facilities. But that suit – three buttons, a sheen on it, incredibly smart. Twenty-five quid being quite a lot of money in the sixties – fifteen was the average.
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