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            ‘Everything without tells the individual that he is nothing, while everything within persuades him that he is everything.’
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Somewhere between ‘All You Need Is Love’ and ‘Hot Love’, between The Beatles and T. Rex, pop music began for me.

         And it began primarily on the television screen, reaching me through kids’ TV shows and Top of the Pops.

         During most of the show’s four decades of existence, Top of the Pops’ jumble of chart entries and rising hits made for a fairly motley parade of middle-of-the-road fare, novelty singles and merely professional pop. During the early seventies, though, the balance at Top of the Pops tilted sharply towards the freaky and far-out. British pop was overrun by the absurd, the excessive and the grotesque. The show seemed garish, even for that majority of UK households who would still have been watching in black and white.

         That’s what we had: a small black-and-white set. My family went without television until I was around the age of eight, which was 1971, so glam is pretty much the first pop music I can remember clearly. I didn’t know glam as glam, a distinct and defined era of pop. What I saw on the TV screen was simply what pop was then: extreme and fantastical, silly and scary all at once.

         One of my absolute earliest pop memories is being shaken by the sight and sound of Marc Bolan on Top of the Pops singing ‘Children of the Revolution’, or maybe ‘Solid Gold Easy Action’. It was the look of Bolan even more than the ominous sensuality of T. Rex’s sound that transfixed me. That electric frizz of hair, the glitter-speckled cheeks, a coat that appeared to be made of metal – Marc seemed like a warlord from outer space.

         The spark that ignited the glam explosion, Marc Bolan had company very soon. The plastic insurrection of The Sweet. Gary Glitter’s barbarian bubblegum. The jubilant stomp and roar of Slade. Wizzard’s gaudy blare of horns and hair dye. Roxy Music’s romping noise and mannered poise. Alice Cooper, a demonic Pied Piper. Sparks’ swashbuckling histrionics. And right in the midst of it all was David Bowie, set to straddle the decade like The Beatles had the sixties, a sustained presence of elegant strangeness in the pop charts. ‘Space Oddity’ – re-released in 1975, when it gave him his first #1 – made the deepest impression on the mini-me.

         This glam-derived idea of what pop is and should be – alien, sensationalistic, hysterical in both senses, a place where the sublime and ridiculous merge and become indistinguishable – never left me.

         I rediscovered glam in the mid-eighties, by which time I had become a serious follower of music and fledgling critic. Those first impressions, burned into my dazed child-mind, were now joined by a more considered and conceptual overlay of ideas: the sense that something had been lost when punk and post-punk fatally demystified the process and exposed the mechanisms behind the spectacle. Playing battered seven-inch singles that my friends and I had dug out from charity shops and jumble sales – songs by The Sweet, Glitter, Hello, Alice Cooper – I felt the pull of a time when pop was titanic, idolatrous, unsane, a theatre of inflamed artifice and grandiose gestures. This long-gone, real-gone era seemed the opposite of what pop had become in the post-post-punk eighties: adult, responsible, caring and socially concerned.

         
            *

         

         Glam – also known as glitter in the US – refers to a cluster of artists and bands who are often connected by relationships of collaboration and shared management, and energised by friendly rivalry with each other. Glam also describes a sensibility, a spirit of the age that emerged around the start of the seventies and flourished for about four years, before petering out shortly prior to the punk explosion. Beyond this generally accepted historical reality of glam – as era, genre, scene, movement – it can also be seen as a continuum that encompasses both precursors within rock itself (Rolling Stones, Velvet Underground, Little Richard and others) and ancestors who predate rock’n’roll and form a lineage stretching back deep into the nineteenth century, or even earlier. Today, there are fans, critics and contemporary artists for whom glam is a creed, a cosmology almost: the prism through which they perceive everything they revere in music and pop culture.

         In Shock and Awe, glam serves as an elastic label that covers all the obvious candidates but also some less usual suspects from art pop and theatrical rock, including The Sensational Alex Harvey Band, The Tubes and Queen. Like most music genres and scenes, glam is fuzzy, overlapping with other blurry-edge categories like teenybop, prog rock, singer-songwriter and hard ’n’ heavy rock. As a historical era, glam is fuzzy at each end too: artists like Bowie, T. Rex, Alice Cooper and Roxy Music emerged out of the longhair underground and took a while to shake off their post-psychedelic traits; many of the late-period glam figures either point towards punk or would actually enjoy a second phase of existence during the new-wave late seventies. Rather than get hung up on definitions, I have interpreted ‘glam’ generously and loosely, following where the music, storylines and leading personalities seem to want to go.

         That said, one larger definitional issue does warrant addressing: what is it that makes the glamorousness of glam different from the standard-issue razzle-dazzle of pop music? After all, varying degrees of elegance, choreographed stagecraft and spectacle are core features of pop in particular and showbiz in general. One crucial distinction is the sheer self-consciousness with which the glam artists embraced aspects like costume, theatrics and the use of props, which often verged on a parody of glamour rather than its straightforward embrace. Glam rock drew attention to itself as fake. Glam performers were despotic, dominating the audience (as all true showbiz entertainers do). But they also often engaged in a kind of mocking self-deconstruction of their own personae and poses, sending up the absurdity of performance.

         Glam rock also drew attention to its glamorousness because it was reacting against what came before it. Unglam rock, the all-grown-up, all-dressed-down rock of 1968–70, made the glam gesture both possible and pointed: a defiant embrace of flash, frivolousness and folly. The three-year period of 1968–70 – the epoch of Abbey Road, Music from Big Pink, Atom Heart Mother, At Fillmore East, Déjà Vu, Tommy, Blind Faith – was when rock matured, leaving behind childish things like seven-inch singles and pop image. Arenas and airwaves alike were dominated by mellow country rock, earnest singer-songwriters, earth-toned hippy jam bands and countless nondescript-looking bluesy boogie outfits. Whether rootsy or expansive, all these groups agreed that rock was all about the music and nothing but the music. Caring about image or putting on a show was seen as juvenile, square, commercial.

         Flaring up against this drab backdrop of beards and denim, glam was the first true teenage rampage of the new decade. In some respects it was the resurrection of the original spirit of the fifties, when rock’n’roll was something to look at as well as listen to: Little Richard’s camp flamboyance, Jerry Lee Lewis’s thunderous showmanship. To achieve an equivalent audio-visual impact, the glam rockers had to go much further. Amplifying the androgynous and homoerotic currents already present in fifties and sixties pop, flirting with new frissons of deviance and decadence, the glam performers used luridly over-the-top costumes and staged outrage to stun audiences into awestruck submission.

         Glam was a sonic reversion too, a rediscovery of the simplicity of fifties rock’n’roll and the hard-hitting attack of the early-to-mid-sixties beat groups. Glam, in fact, staged a complete inversion of the hairy ’n’ heavy rock that preceded it: instead of flashy playing plus unflashy clothing, glam splayed image excess over stripped-down rock.

         What stopped glam from being regressive rock, a mere revival or re-enactment of the past, was the way its sound was sluiced through the studio advances of the second half of the sixties, which saw huge changes in how guitars sounded and drums were recorded. The result was a merger of primitivism and production that thrillingly combined the subhuman and the superhuman. At once a fifties flashback and a preview of punk, glitter rock was at its most innovative in the hands of hit-factory bosses like Mike Chapman, Mike Leander, Phil Wainman and Jeff Wayne. Their records were so sculpted and burnished they seemed to have a visual quality, every smash single impacting listeners like a drama staged on the radio. Music ‘styled to be watched as well as listened to’, as Chapman put it.

         Glam also inverted the political and philosophical principles that underpinned late-sixties hippy-era rock. Discarding the ailing communal ethos of the underground, glam performers weren’t interested in uniting to change the world but instead sought to achieve a personal escape from reality into a never-ending fantasy of fame and freakitude. They were driven by a half-ironic, deep-down deadly serious obsession with stardom and all the trappings of ostentatious luxury that came with it. Breaking with the pieties of the long-haired liberation generation, glam celebrated illusion and masks instead of truth and sincerity. Glam idols like Bowie, Alice Cooper, Gary Glitter, Bryan Ferry and others espoused the notion that the figure who appeared onstage or on record wasn’t a real person but a constructed persona, one that didn’t necessarily have any correlation with a performer’s actual self or how they were in everyday life.

         This celebration of image and play-acting represented a complete reversal of the guiding instincts and governing ideals of the sixties. The tone was set right at the start of the decade with Daniel J. Boorstin’s 1962 book The Image, a widely read analysis of what its author described as ‘the menace of unreality’ creeping into every area of American life and mass culture. Written during the early days of John F. Kennedy’s administration, the book coolly appraised the new politics of photo ops and publicity stunts, which Boorstin caustically termed ‘pseudo-events’. Teeming with imagery of mist, fog, shadows and phantoms, The Image diagnosed a social-cultural malaise of ‘nothingness’, in which ‘the vacuum of our experience is actually made emptier by our anxious straining with mechanical devices to fill it artificially’. Celebrities, whom Boorstin famously defined as people ‘well-known for being well-known’, were nothing but ‘receptacles into which we pour our own purposelessness … ourselves seen in a magnifying mirror’. The media – in particular news and advertising – stoked excessive expectations for life and an insatiable appetite for stimulation, an unsustainable rate of novelty. So the void got filled with pseudo-events: opinion polls, political theatre, photo ops, award ceremonies. This fatal blurring of the border between true and false, real and artificial, had injected ‘a new elusiveness, iridescence, and ambiguity’ into everyday life.

         Paralleling the insights of the sociologist Erving Goffman in his 1959 book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Boorstin wrote about the rise of the term ‘public image’, as used by everyone from entertainer-celebrities to corporations to the nation itself (America’s projection of strength to other countries). The notion filtered down into the ordinary lives and self-conception of regular folks too. So widespread was the concept that by the end of the sixties Muriel Spark used it as the title of her novel The Public Image, about an English actress whose balance between her cinematic persona and her equally staged private life is capsized when her mentally unbalanced husband kills himself – but not before engineering a scandal that will destroy her. 

         This negative concept of the ‘image’ that spread during the sixties was part of a growing view of public life as a realm of falsehood and facade. Against this rallied the conviction that ‘the truth will set you free’ – the motor behind nearly all the forms of bohemian expression and radical dissent that bubbled up during that decade. Cut off from all that was real and raw, bourgeois existence was felt to be shackled by taboos, censorship and conditioning, and thus condemned to inauthenticity and repression. Abrasive honesty and an appeal to ‘reality’ and the ‘natural’ were the most formidable weapons in the counterculture’s armoury.

         This compulsion to show and say the unpretty truth had first started to stir in the mid-fifties, with the Angry Young Men playwrights and novelists in Britain, and the Beats in America. Fellow travellers in America included Norman Mailer and Jackson Pollock, whose ‘I am Nature’ spontaneity splashed across his canvases (but also into the fireplace of his benefactor Peggy Guggenheim when he unzipped and urinated during a dinner party). Teenage icon Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye rails constantly against the phoniness of grown-ups, a plaint echoed within a few years by Bob Dylan with ‘All is phony.’ However, the patron anti-saint of the ‘truth will set you free’ era was not a painter, poet or rock singer, but a comedian. Lenny Bruce’s brand of stand-up wasn’t just about blue jokes but about standing up for his right to say whatever he wanted. According to his biographer Albert Goldman, Bruce worshipped ‘the gods of Spontaneity, Candor and Free Association’, seeing himself as the comedy equivalent of Charlie Parker. His improvised routines approached automatic writing.

         In the sixties, theatre itself was under assault from reality, as playwrights like Joe Orton introduced content and language that strained against the leash of propriety. The quest for honesty was the explicit subject of many plays, like Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, whose title, Edward Albee said, translated as ‘Who’s afraid of living life without false illusions?’ Some radical theatre groups like the Living Theatre attempted to bring reality onto the stage itself with improvised action, nudity and confrontation with the audience. Meanwhile, a post-Method school of actors and directors aspired to a de-theatricalised form of naturalistic acting, all mumbling and tics, that inevitably spawned a new set of mannerisms that today look as stagey and trapped in time as the Hollywood golden age of poise and elocution. In all the arts, in fact, every attempt at realism, no matter how stringently stripped down or crude, seems to birth a new repertoire of stylised conventions and stock gestures. Bowie, for one, was acutely aware of this in relation to rock, which he precociously grasped was a performance of real-ness rather than a straightforward presentation of reality onstage.

         The Realist was the name of one of the earliest and most important magazines of the emerging counterculture. Launched in 1958 by Paul Krassner, this ‘Angry Young Magazine’ dedicated itself to the pursuit and unveiling of ‘reality’, in opposition to ‘the land where dreams come true’ (i.e. the mainstream America of Hollywood and sanitised TV). Soon Krassner and co. were joined by fellow travellers like foul-mouthed freaks The Fugs (with their barely disguised expletive of a band name) and Screw, the porn paper launched by Al Goldstein. Aimed directly at Playboy’s swinging-bachelor-pad dream world of ‘hairless women and cockless men’, Goldstein’s mission statement in the November 1968 debut Screw proclaimed that ‘fantasy runs rampant over reality in the world of sex’ and declared war on all forms of ‘hypocrisy, sham and deceit’.

         Despite Screw’s rampant sexism, the magazine became an unlikely ally to the feistier elements of radical feminism – raunchy libertines like Germaine Greer, who co-founded an equally no-holds-barred, everything-bared sex paper with a four-letter title starting with ‘S’: Suck. First-wave feminism was driven by a hunger to reveal the plain truth: strip away the mystique of femininity and all its cosmetic enhancements; expose the reality of the war of the sexes as female misery and male misogyny. Flashpoints in the feminist war against illusion included protests at beauty contests such as Miss America 1968, where Women’s Liberation activists hurled bras and make-up into a Freedom Trash Can.

         History does not record whether the feminists threw razors into the bin, but hair – armpit and leg, as well as on scalps and men’s faces – became the decade’s most potent symbol of natural honesty, along with nudity. Hairiness suggested a reversion of the body to an Edenic wilderness. Hair, a hit musical that co-opted the counterculture, culminates with mass nudity onstage. Nudity became a fixture of radical theatre works of the era like Dionysus in 69 and Paradise Now. Likewise, free festivals such as Woodstock and Glastonbury Fayre invariably involved naked hippies gambolling unsexily in pools of mud or innocently humping in idyllic meadows. Perhaps the single most emblematic image of the late sixties is the naked photograph of John Lennon and Yoko Ono on the front of their album Two Virgins: the long lank locks of hair, the pendulous private parts poking through lugubrious pubic bush. After exploring the regression-to-childhood-trauma therapy of Primal Scream – a form of emotional nudism – Lennon boiled down the core longing of the counterculture into the desperate protest song ‘Gimme Some Truth’.

         Glam’s soul-cry was ‘Gimme some untruth’ – it believed fantasy would set you free, not reality. Shunning the natural, organic and wholesome in favour of the unnatural, plastic and artificial, glam essentially rehearsed the sensibility of what we would later know as postmodernism. In the early seventies, the term ‘postmodern’ was very far from common parlance, barely existing outside a rarefied circle of architecture theorists. However, the attitude and artistic techniques had already been prefigured in certain renegade zones within sixties culture, in particular the gay underground and Pop Art. Glam drew from these vanguards of sensibility, from camp and Warholism. But glam’s ironic and self-referential traits also came out of pop’s intrinsic tendency to fold back on itself, paying homage to and re-enacting its own youth, the virgin exhilaration of its moment of emergence. That stems from nostalgia, but also from irreverence, an impulse to make fun of itself through parody and caricature.

         My own experience with glam – experiencing it in stunned, pre-conceptual wonder as a child, then rediscovering it and enjoying it in a more self-aware, analytical way later – replicates what was going on in glam itself. Most of the major figures – Bolan, Bowie, Mott the Hoople, Roxy, Gary Glitter, Slade, New York Dolls, Roy Wood – were knowingly invoking and recreating their own primal encounters with pop and rock in the fifties or mid-sixties. What for me, in 1972, was pure thoughtless sensation was for its perpetrators already distanced and ironic, an idea of ‘innocence’ or ‘wildness’.

         
            *

         

         Glam is a divisive concept. In its own time it was celebrated by some for bringing back a spirit of image-conscious entertainment and spectacle to rock after the earnest artistry of the late sixties. But it was also deplored by others as precisely the relapse of rock back into showbiz. One of the things I find so intriguing about glam as a moment – and why I think it resonates especially at the present time – is the way it wove together strands of the radical and the reactionary. On the one hand, it teemed with innovation on the level of style, visual presentation, theatrics and sexual experimentation; on the other, it was regressive in terms of its escapism, its flirting with decadence, its nostalgia. Musically, too, glam often seems to hark backward and step forward at the same time. It can’t be coincidental that glam principles become ascendant in pop culture during periods when politics moves to the right – the early seventies of Nixon and Heath, the eighties of Reagan and Thatcher, and, most recently, during the first decade of the twenty-first century.

         For all its compelling characters, legendary exploits, outsize gestures and marvellous records, glam rock was a movement rooted in disillusionment. It was a retreat from the political and collective hopes of the sixties into a fantasy trip of individualised escape through stardom. Depending on the performer, the realisation of that fantasy could take the form of a nouveau riche caricature of regal splendour (in the tradition of Graceland) or a dandy aesthete’s existence dedicated to exquisiteness and elegance – collecting antiques and objets d’art, visiting exotic places, feasting your eyes, experiencing every kind of sensation and pleasure.

         Modelling themselves on their idols, glam fans formed a self-created elite, albeit one that accessed the aristocratic fantasy vicariously, through records and concerts and reading about it in music-paper interviews. Glam introduced a syndrome new to pop: fans who turned up to concerts dressed like the star performer (something that happened with Bolan, Bowie and Roxy, but also with Gary Glitter, Slade and The Sweet). Instead of standing onstage as a representative of an existing community (as The Who did with mod, say), the star now commanded a tribe shaped in his own image. This dynamic cuts to the essence of glam, which is its blend of exhibitionism and authoritarianism: the star enthralls the fan, who is midway between voyeur and vassal.

         Shock and Awe is about the power of make-believe. A good number of the protagonists in this story were delusional narcissists who created a bubble of unreality around themselves and then convinced large numbers of people to join them inside. Because it’s pop music, this process is arguably harmless, apart from the damage to a handful of unhealthily obsessed fans, and to the idols themselves, when they can no longer step outside the fantasy cocoon they’ve built. Still, it’s worth noting that the same charismatic techniques are used by political leaders with a messianic or utopian message (as opposed to those who merely graft and finagle their way up through the machinery of power) and by the founding figures of cult religions.

         Pop is a personality cult: it’s based on the belief that some people are extraordinary and that the ordinary can achieve elevation either by direct contact or through emulation. And some of those who are best at playing this role are born liars. Glamour could be defined as the lie you tell so well you believe it yourself, and make others believe it too.

         Shock and Awe is about sensation and mania as social facts, about mass hypnosis and mass hysteria as real phenomena in which thousands get swept up. But it also examines the realities behind these phenomena: the engineering of excitement, the planning of controversy, the manipulations and deceptions, the trickery behind the magic. To return to the performer with whom I started, the one that startled me most as a child: Marc Bolan seemed to come out of nowhere, a wizard, a fully formed star. But Bolan, of course, paid extensive dues; he slowly, fitfully constructed an artistic self from an array of precursors and inputs. Both the appearance and the reality have equal weight, equal interest and equal value to me.

         The impression of Bolan as a comet streaking across the pop firmament is what you might call a true illusion.

      

   


   
      

         
            1:

            BOOGIE POET: MARC BOLAN AND T. REX

            John’s Children – Tyrannosaurus Rex – T. Rex

         

         At the giddy pinnacle of Marc Bolan’s superstardom, Melody Maker ran a feature on T. Rex’s concert at Birmingham Odeon on 9 June 1972. They presented positive and negative perspectives on both the show and the phenomenon. Representing the anti-Bolan position was Barry Fantoni, a cartoonist and jazz critic identified here – satirically, no doubt – as Melody Maker’s Classical Reviewer. Fantoni archly offered that his ‘overall impression was that the music … displayed an almost unprecedented achievement in that every item sounded exactly alike, not only in tempo, melody and harmony, but in texture, orchestration and use of dynamics’. Adjusting his invisible bow tie, Fantoni confessed that for the first time in his life he envied Beethoven for his deafness.

         The pro-Bolan response came courtesy of fifteen-year-old Noelle Parr, from Kilsby, Northamptonshire. Although less a review than comments woven out of an impromptu interview conducted by Melody Maker’s reporter at the venue, Noelle’s thoughts were far more telling than Fantoni’s arid irony because they were alert and alive to the visual components of T. Rex as total pop experience:

         
            There’s his fuzzy hair for a start. The way he moves it really gets me. The curls stick to his forehead with the perspiration. It’s so sexy.

            
                

            

            Then there is the way he wriggles. His body actually ripples. It’s too much. He pumps feeling into you. You just let yourself go. 

            
                

            

            And his clothes are fantastic. He dresses to suit his body and his beautiful face. People knock him for wearing women’s shoes but he wears what suits him. He doesn’t care about anybody else.

         

         T. Rex’s music came last, if not least:

         
            His music is original – fancy, he writes most of his material in the bath – and he puts it over so well. He goes with it and he puts himself into it. He’s living it …

         

         Noelle’s review ended with a saucy-but-sweet anecdote about how she and her four Bolan-fan friends brought ‘a large pair of pink bloomers’ as a devotional offering to their idol. They embroidered a message for Marc and T. Rex’s willowy percussionist Mickey Finn, signed ‘from five vamporators – Suzanne, Noelle, Judith, Beverley, Adaline’ – ‘vamporators’ referring to the line about being a ‘vampire for your love’ in T. Rex’s recent hit ‘Jeepster’. The five girls split the 45 pence cost of the panties between them.

         Dry and distanced as his take was, Fantoni wasn’t wrong, exactly. The T. Rex songbook is samey, for sure, and slight, if you like. It certainly doesn’t stretch anywhere near as far and wide as The Beatles’, whose own fan craze, Beatlemania, was invariably mentioned as the precursor to T. Rextasy, with Bolan celebrated for triggering teen screams on a scale last heard during the Fab Four’s early years. Actual classical critics like Wilfrid Mellers praised Lennon–McCartney for their pentatonic whatnot, but nobody then or since has gone that deep into Bolanological song analysis.

         T. Rextasy was not the sort of phenomenon that results in something as solidly quantifiable and validated as a legacy. It was too quicksilver. What Bolan left was not so much a substantial body of work (compositions, songs for the ages) as a nubile body of performances. The songs don’t tend to cover well (see The Power Station’s brawny mauling of ‘Get It On’) because so much depended on Bolan’s personality and presence.

         Even at his height Bolan was hardly ever considered a heavyweight. When he talked about being a poet – boasting, accurately, that he was Britain’s best-selling bard, thanks to fan-propelled sales of his verse volume The Warlock of Love – nobody took him seriously. Well, apart from Noelle and her peers: in the Melody Maker piece she gushed that Marc was ‘a brilliant poet … He believes in the little people and reminds you of a different world,’ and she prophesied that ‘in years to come, when the world reaches the peak of knowledge, they will realise what Marc Bolan has written’.

         Bolan didn’t have the art-school credentials of a Roxy Music, or the autodidact intellectual aspirations of a Bowie; his reading ran to J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis, rather than Burroughs or Nietzsche. He went from a hippy cult oddball to a teenybop pin-up without an intervening period of credibility or respect. In America especially, where T. Rex’s only Top 10 hit was ‘Get It On’ – retitled ‘Bang a Gong’ to avoid confusion with a similarly titled hit – he’s seen as a trifling figure.

         Yet it is precisely as a lightweight that Bolan was a marvel. T. Rex took the ponderousness and grit out of blues-based rock, made it lithe and succulent. At a time when the spectrum of male sexual expression in rock ranged from ballsy strut (Free’s ‘All Right Now’) to Viking conquest (Led Zep’s ‘Whole Lotta Love’), Bolan androgynised rock – but without sacrificing urgency or heat. Cock rock became coquette rock. Instead of wham-bam bombast, T. Rex songs moved to a reciprocal groove, a gentle grind he dubbed ‘the slide’. Active and passive roles slipped and flipped around: Bolan figured in his songs as prey or plaything (had any male singer before gasped ‘take me’ in the fey way he did in ‘Get It On’?) as often as predator. Even in that mode he was playful, as with the hissed ‘And I’m gonna suck you’ that follows the vampire-for-love routine in ‘Jeepster’.

         T. Rex shunned heaviness in another sense. Unlike the downtuned, downcast sound of Black Sabbath and their heavy-metal brethren, there’s no sense of ordeal or struggle in Bolan’s music. T. Rex bypassed the pall of post-sixties gloom that enveloped rock culture in the first years of the new decade. The stance of ‘Cosmic Dancer’ and ‘Life’s a Gas’ – the closest things to mission statements Bolan ever wrote – recalls the light-of-spirit philosophy of Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra and The Gay Science. ‘Gay’ here means merry rather than homosexual; it’s a translation of the German word ‘fröhliche’, the root of our English ‘frolic’. Song and dance were central and essential for Nietzsche, the expression and external sign of existential health, inner rightness. ‘Now I am nimble, now I fly, now I see myself under myself, now a god dances through me,’ Friedrich rejoices in Zarathustra.

         The denigrators are right, in a sense: T. Rex is not for adults, it’s not a fully grown-up music. It speaks to the skipping inner child within: inquisitive, wide-eyed, easily fascinated; maintaining a porous border between daydream and reality; yet to make the acquaintance of lack and loss, disappointment and decay.

         ‘I’m still the same little boy I was,’ Bolan told Melody Maker at the apex of his fame. ‘I don’t think I’ve changed since I was four years old. I think I was hipper when I came out, when I was born.’ The modern myth of Peter Pan springs to mind. Marc Bolan was a Peter Pantheist, a modern pagan who found wonder and enchantment everywhere. ‘I think that I am a child. Everything blows my mind,’ he told Star magazine. And Bolan was Peter Pansexual: not so much bi-curious as the polymorphous perverse child of Freudian lore, open to erotic possibility.

         In practice, most of his relationships were with women, but Bolan left some people, like his early manager Simon Napier-Bell, convinced that he was ‘fundamentally gay’. His attitude to sex was the same as his approach to clothes: he grabbed and enjoyed anything that attracted him, regardless of gender.

         Four things defined Marc Bolan’s personality and world view: androgyny, dandyism, magic and a fourth category that could be designated with various ‘F’ words – fantasy, fabulism, fancy, what Tolkien called ‘faerie’. These four aspects don’t necessarily always overlap: it’s quite possible to be androgynous and have no particular interest in clothing or self-beautification. ‘Faerie’, though, does connect to androgyny via ‘feyness’. Once upon a time, ‘fey’ meant that you had a changeling aura, that you came from and truly belonged in the world of elves, pixies, goblins and other supernatural creatures. And, of course, ‘fairy’ is a quaint derogatory term for an effeminate gay man.

         Foppish effeminacy was a current in rock’n’roll from the beginning, most blatantly with Little Richard. But it was particularly pronounced in British pop. This came about partly because of a Tin Pan Alley tradition of gay managers with a flair for finding pretty boys whose non-threatening sexuality appealed to teenage girls. But it also had something to do with the art-school system, which infused the British rock scene with a bohemian laxness as regards appearance and sexual conduct. In his 1969 book Bomb Culture, Jeff Nuttall recalls the mid-sixties moment when art-school attitudes filtered into the beat-group scene: ‘Shoes were painted with Woolworth’s lacquer. Both sexes wore make-up and dyed their hair … “Kinky” was a word very much in the air. Everywhere there were zippers, leathers, boots, PVC, see-through plastics, male make-up, a thousand overtones of sexual deviation …’

         Sixties British rock oozed a quality that American critic Andrew Kopkind identified as ‘not a variety of sexuality but a sensation of the ambiguous’. It wafted pungently off The Kinks, from Ray Davies’s camp demeanour to the oblique sexual subtexts of songs like ‘See My Friends’ and ‘Fancy’, which eventually became overt with 1970’s trans-anthem ‘Lola’ – Davies singing as a not-very-masculine man whose lover looks like a lady but most likely isn’t one.

         The ambiguity was most upfront and outrageous with The Rolling Stones. More than any other claimants to the throne, the Stones were glam’s prime precursors: Brian Jones with his blond pageboy hair and foppish unisex dress, his enigmatic smiling and effetely pursed lips; Mick Jagger’s pouting and prancing. Jones and Jagger copped moves and gestures from girls of their acquaintance, and in Jagger’s case, from the hyper-sexual performance style of Tina Turner.

         The Stones’ gender games edged towards anarchy and the grotesque. In the promo film for ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash’, the band are plastered in thick make-up. But this is mild compared to the earlier promo/single sleeve for ‘Have You Seen Your Mother, Baby, Standing in the Shadow?’, in which the group are dragged up as stereotypes of British womanhood – old biddies in fur and gloves, tarty Second World War servicewomen. At the same time, the nasty parodic edge evident in this visual framing of the song (itself one of the Stones’ most malicious anti-love songs) shows how the band’s gender-havoc coexisted with callous misogyny. The androgyny was surface deep; underneath the cosmetics-caked skin and dandy plumage beat cold, hard hearts that had assimilated and amplified the toughness of blues performers like Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf.

         Male pop performers annexing for themselves the feminine province of fashion and beautification, then, was not necessarily an indicator of respect for women. It was an extension of vanity, a new terrain for the male ego.

         ‘[Bolan] had the biggest ego of any rock star ever. No one in his own mind was greater than Marc Bolan.’ So claimed Mark Volman, who – with fellow ex-Turtle Howard Kaylan – supplied the falsetto backing vocals that brought such a feeling of fruity overload to T. Rex’s hit singles. According to another close associate who worked with Bolan during a crucial phase of T. Rex’s rise – John Gaydon of E. G. Management – ‘when Marc did Top of the Pops, he always used to look up at the monitor – rather annoying me, because I thought it was a real giveaway – to see how he looked’. Like Volman, Gaydon emphasises Marc’s sweetness, warmth, generosity – ‘he was a lovely man’ – but admits that the vanity was central and upfront, and adds: ‘I’ve always likened pop singers, in a way, to whores – they’re selling bits of themselves, and they always have to look good enough to buy, if you like.’

         If dandyism offers one means of peacock display, self-mythology is another form of ‘costuming the ego’. Are the actual facts dull and dreary? Dress them up. Not content with looking fabulous, Bolan was a fabulist. Right from the start of his career – before the start of it, really – he told tall tales, offering journalists grossly inflated accounts of real events and circumstances, while talking up future projects that would never be delivered and in most cases never got beyond being an idle fantasy: TV cartoon series based around him and scripted by him; screenplays for ‘three European pictures … including one for Fellini’; several science-fiction novels supposedly on the verge of UK publication. He boasted of having painted ‘enough for an exhibition’ and having ‘five books finished which I’ve been sitting on for a long time’. Even on the downward slope of his career, he unfurled fantastical plans for a ‘new audio-visual art form’. Music journalists ate it up because it was good copy. PR man Keith Altham compared him to Walter Mitty: ‘He knew that people always wanted something larger-than-life, so he always exaggerated. And sometimes he actually began to believe that himself.’

         Bolan came from a humble background (lorry-driver father, market-stall-holder mum) in the East End of London. He escaped through make-believe and making things up. First and foremost, Bolan made up himself. ‘I am my own fantasy,’ he told Petticoat magazine. In classic showbiz style, he changed his surname, swapping the Jewish Feld for Bolan. He chose it because he thought it looked French, and somewhere in his background there was supposed to be French ancestry. Confusingly, though, initially he spelt it with a not-very-Gallic umlaut: Bölan.

         Bolan’s most extravagant fiction was a kind of self-creation myth: he said he spent a long period living with a wizard in France, claiming it was a profoundly formative experience during which he was exposed to various forms of magic and esoteric wisdom. The details changed from telling to telling. Sometimes the stay lasted five months; on other occasions it was a year, even eighteen months. Sometimes he and the wizard lived in a wood, under a tree or even up in a tree. At other times he stayed at the wizard’s forty-room chateau on Paris’s Left Bank. In one version, Bolan was the sorcerer’s chauffeur – this despite the fact that he never learnt to drive.

         The nature of the sorcery varied too: sometimes Bolan spoke of white magic; at other times he characterised it as black magic of the most gruesomely malign kind. In one early interview, Bolan told a reporter from the Evening Standard that ‘they crucified live cats. Sometimes they used to eat human flesh just like chicken bones. From a cauldron.’ As if aware he was stretching the interviewer’s credulity, Bolan added: ‘I don’t care whether you believe it or not. It’s a bit scary, however false it sounds.’ On other occasions he talked of having witnessed levitation; of learning how to conjure spirits and demons, and how to be invisible; of discovering that his poetic gifts came from a previous life as a bard. Bolan recalled writing out ‘a rite to Pan’ in order to change himself into a satyr, but losing his nerve before casting the spell: how would he live in mutated form? Would he end up in a zoo, or dissected in a hospital?

         His own version of the Robert Johnson legend – soul sold to the devil in exchange for bluesman musical mojo – Bolan’s confabulation inspired the song that became his first single, ‘The Wizard’ (1965), which would later be revisited on the first T. Rex album in 1970 and transformed into a frenzied, incantatory epic. The humdrum reality underneath the inflated tale appears to be that ‘wizard’ was Bolan’s nickname for an actor friend called Riggs O’Hara, who took him to Paris for the weekend. Bolan’s mid-sixties manager Simon Napier-Bell insists that the magician was a real person, a conjuror that Bolan met in a gay club and with whom he had had a brief affair. ‘It was very difficult for Marc to separate calculated bullshit and reality,’ Napier-Bell says. ‘He liked to live in a mystical cloud, but he also knew that the mystical cloud was good imagery.’

         The concept of magic – and the conception of himself as a magical being – was central to Bolan’s outlook and work. Words like ‘magic’ and ‘spell’ crop up continually in his interviews and frequently in his lyrics. Bolan once argued that ‘a successful hit rock’n’roll record is a magic spell’. Speaking to NME in 1972, he declared, ‘There’s no such thing as a pop star. It doesn’t exist. But when you’re making a record, there’s a certain magic that comes down from the spheres.’ The remark shows a fascinating capacity for double-think, oscillating between demystified and mystical viewpoints: simultaneously seeing through the pop process, yet seduced by mystique and myth. It suggests that glamour itself is a trick for which we all willingly fall, a game we play on ourselves.

         Glamour is a concept that Bolan’s favourite writer Tolkien used in his scholarly writings on legend and lore. As used in the phrase ‘cast the glamour’, the old-fashioned, original meaning of the word referred specifically to visual illusions, spells that bewitch and deceive the eye. Or, as Webster’s dictionary has it: ‘A kind of haze in the air, causing things to appear different from what they really are.’ The word was popularised by Sir Walter Scott, who used it in various writings, including his 1830 treatise Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft: ‘This species of Witchcraft is well known in Scotland as the glamour, or deceptio visus, and was supposed to be a special attribute of the race of Gipsies.’ 

         There is an etymological connection between glamour and word-magic: ‘glamour’ is believed to derive from or be related to ‘gramarye’ – occult learning, books of spells. Bolan always saw himself as a poet as much as a musician: a ‘Weilder of Words’, as one of his Tyrannosaurus Rex songs is titled (and misspelt). His lyrics for Tyrannosaurus Rex and, to a lesser extent, T. Rex often resemble spells and magic speech, as described by Daniel Lawrence O’Keefe in his study of magic Stolen Lightning: riddled with ‘archaisms, neologisms and nonsense syllables … repetitious, alliterative and full of figures’, and chanted in ‘a peculiar tone of voice’, a sing-song or whine or mumble.

         Defending his story of cat-murdering, people-eating magicians to the Evening Standard, Bolan insisted, ‘It sounds ego; yet it’s true.’ The phrasing is peculiar – ‘ego’ used as an amorphous adjective, perhaps shorthand for egocentric or egomaniacal. And it’s revealing. Magic and narcissism are intimately connected. The idea of extraordinary powers, acquired as birthright or imposed as destiny, goes hand in hand with a superiority complex. ‘I’ve always known I was different, right from the moment I was born,’ Bolan informed Melody Maker in 1971. In another interview the following year, he declared, ‘When I was younger I certainly thought I was a superior sort of being. And I didn’t feel related to other human beings.’

         Children’s books and young-adult fiction are often based around identifying with a hero who is different: gifted with unique faculties, at once ennobled by and burdened by a higher purpose. Just think of the Harry Potter books, or in a different way, the onerous missions bestowed upon Bilbo and Frodo in The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings. The appeal of this to pre-teens and adolescents is obvious: feeling special in the face of a world that makes you feel insignificant and powerless, at a time when the still-forming ego is brittle and insecure. But as the sales of fantasy fiction and movies attest, many adults never grow out of these wishful daydreams. 

         Magic and self-aggrandisement go together. Aleister Crowley’s dictum ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law’ enshrines the egocentric world view of the disobedient child. In Stolen Lightning, O’Keefe argues that magical thinking actually plays a primary role in the formation of the ego itself. While ‘significant others’ such as family members are the first mirrors of the emerging ego, the process continues as the self simultaneously projects and reflects in relation to figures in its non-immediate surroundings. ‘The ego has to make itself, “magically”, out of other things’ – heroes, influences, icons of popular culture and so forth. ‘All its life, ego collects objects. It sucks them in like a black hole.’ This ravenous, still-forming self is vulnerable to idealising identifications, from worship of political leaders to fanatical obsession with pop heroes. These cults of personality can be sites of fantasy and spurs to wishful thinking that bears more than a tinge of magic.

         Talking to one interviewer in 1975, Bolan characterised his self – at this point, in his late twenties, usually a long way past adolescence – as malleable and impressionable: ‘I’m not the same person 24 hours a day, I’m always changing. It’s like when you’re a kid and you go to the pictures to see a cowboy film, then when you come out you’re pretending to shoot everyone ’cos you’re a cowboy.’ Memories of family members bear this out, from his brother Harry, who spoke of how as a movie-loving child Bolan adopted the characters of screen heroes as a form of self-protection, to his wife June, who described Marc as ‘a wonderful, wonderful sponge’.

         Talking about his song ‘Mirror Freak’, Cockney Rebel’s messianic frontman Steve Harley described Bolan as ‘the original “Mirror Freak”’. David Bowie – like Harley, a friend of Bolan’s, but also a rival – observed that ‘[Marc’s] so terrifically aware of image … he really is engrossed in his own image.’ Talk about the kettle calling the pot black, you might well think. Still, Bolan’s enjoyment of his own image – initially reflected back in mirrors or passing shop windows, later in the audio-visual mirror of an admiring audience – takes us to the essence of glam.

         Bolan’s pop journey began in 1956: for his ninth birthday he was given an acoustic guitar, but instead of learning to play it, ‘I used to just look in the mirror and wiggle about,’ miming the risqué hip grind of Elvis the Pelvis. ‘From the moment the first rock’n’roll acts came along, that’s what they all did,’ says Napier-Bell of the early British imitators of American rockers. ‘They practised in front of a mirror. Not necessarily narcissistic, but certainly to get an image right. The bedroom mirror was the forerunner of the television camera.’

         A few years after acquiring his first guitar, Bolan encountered a book at the public library that had a profound effect on him: a biography of the Regency-era dandy Beau Brummell, whose fastidious attention to grooming and strict ideas about dress enthralled the English aristocracy of the early nineteenth century, elevating him to an unofficial but influential position as counsellor in elegance to the Prince Regent. Falling out of favour and into serious debt, Brummell was forced to relocate to Calais, where he eked out a faded parody of his former grand lifestyle thanks to the support of a few loyal friends. In Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly’s 1845 monograph Of Dandyism and George Brummell, the disgraced and increasingly delusional exile is described as sometimes staging imaginary dinner parties, at which he would announce the entrance of notable but not-actually-there nobles with a flourish.

         D’Aurevilly’s book – a celebration of Brummell and a defence of vanity, extravagance and frivolity – influenced Baudelaire and the later French decadents, who succumbed to a nostalgia for the aristocratic age now fading. Baudelaire wrote that dandyism was ‘like a sunset’, a ‘last spark of heroism’. Other nineteenth-century literati denounced dandyism. Thomas Carlyle had Brummell and his ilk in his sights when he wrote ‘The Dandiacal Body’ chapter of his 1836 satirical work Sartor Resartus. Carlyle defines the dandy as ‘a Clothes-wearing Man’, someone whose ‘every faculty of … soul, spirit, purse and person’ is dedicated ‘heroically’ to ‘the wearing of Clothes wisely and well: so that as others dress to live, he lives to dress’. All the dandy cares about is ‘the glance of your eyes’. Carlyle detects a quasi-religious impulse at work: the ‘Dandiacal Sect’ is an eruption, adapted to the present day, ‘of that primeval Superstition, Self-worship’.

         From Brummell through Baudelaire and Oscar Wilde up to Brian Jones, dandyism is one long discontinuous revolt against a ‘very ugly and sensible age’ – Wilde’s verdict on the fact-not-fancy world created by the Industrial Revolution and the Protestant work ethic. This great divide in sensibility dates back earlier than Brummell, though, at least as far back as the Roundheads and Cavaliers of the seventeenth century. When Cromwell’s New Model Army defeated the Royalist noblemen defenders of Charles I, the Puritans not only abolished the monarchy, they also closed the theatres and restricted ungodly entertainments like dancing. Finery and frivolity were restored in 1660, along with the executed king’s heir Charles II (whose mistress Nell Gwyn was an actress). Dandyism is Royalist in essence because the dandy aspires to a form of royalty through aesthetics. Dandies ruled over a realm of cold exteriors and stylised manners: social life itself as theatre. Aristocrats disdainful of the Protestant work ethic, they shunned the ignoble realm of production and profit, and instead dedicated themselves to ever-shifting codes and ceremonies, frittering energy and wealth away on cavalier displays of conspicuous consumption.

         Growing up in a post-Second World War Britain where rationing had only just come to an end, amid the drab environs of an East End scarred with uncleared bomb sites and sooty with the by-products of industry, young Bolan must have thrilled to the vision presented by the Brummell biography: life governed only by the imperatives of elegance and extravagance. In interviews he often talked about coming from a working-class background, with parents who were ‘so poor’. Bolan rhapsodised about how fame and fortune had ‘commuted my sentence of working in a factory for the rest of my life’.

         From Brummell’s life story Bolan derived the concept of self-reinvention. ‘The only philosophy I had as a kid is that a human being is an art form,’ he told Petticoat magazine. This explains the apparent discrepancy between Bolan’s frequent references to his working-class origins and his posh accent. At some point in the early to mid-sixties, he developed the de-cockneyfied voice that you hear in his TV and radio appearances during his later success, or in the snippets of studio chat in recording-session out-takes and demo versions: smoothly enunciated and thespian rather than born-bourgeois. This kind of vocal self-transformation was the showbiz norm in those days: upper-class-sounding radio and TV personality Frank Muir liked to surprise people by pointing out, ‘I was educated in E10, not Eton.’

         Bolan himself grew up in an adjacent east London postcode, E5. And it was there – the Hackney/Stamford Hill area – that he found his own underworld of modern-day dandies in the form of the mods. Baudelaire had written of how, in times of transition, men ‘socially … ill at ease’ will conceive ‘a new kind of aristocracy’. That was the mods all over. Nearly always upper working class and lower middle class in origin, these were young men who never made it into higher education and onto the ladder of the meritocracy, but who were ill suited for a life of labour. Intellectually ravenous, but autodidacts rather than academics (indeed mods despised university students), they constructed their own hierarchy based around taste and knowledge, a status system completely separate from society’s existing structures and snobberies. Mod enabled these hungry, angry young men to live an aristocratic existence oriented entirely around clothing and activities that displayed the clothes to advantage (like dancing or riding a moped). 

         Bolan caught the spirit of mod in his 1977 song ‘The London Boys’, a flashback to his early-teenage time running with a gang of flash boys: ‘Mighty mean mod king / Dressed like fame.’ As he told the NME in 1972, ‘In those days I created a world where I was king of my neighbourhood.’ Just fourteen, he was hanging with ‘guys that were twenty or twenty-four years old’ and ‘known through the East End … But that was an illusion I created.’ In another interview, he recalled being ‘completely knocked out by my own image, by the idea of Mark Feld.’

         As with the original dandies, mod was all about a strictly maintained facade of icy impassivity. Its chill thrill was ‘the joy of astonishing others, and the proud satisfaction of never oneself being astonished’ (Baudelaire). Nik Cohn recalled how the mod Marc ‘used to change his clothes maybe four times each day. He was very image then, arrogant and cold and he couldn’t even nod to anyone who wasn’t hip.’ He took being cool to an extreme, admitting years later, ‘I had 40 suits when I was a kid but I never had any friends.’

         So renowned as a face was the fourteen-year-old Marc Feld that he featured prominently in a 1962 feature about mods in Town magazine. He boasted of wild, implausible spending patterns: ‘I’ve got 10 suits, eight sports jackets, 15 pairs of slacks, 30 to 35 good shirts, about 20 jumpers, three leather jackets, two suede jackets, five or six pairs of shoes and 30 exceptionally good ties.’ He claimed he knew all the best tailors in the East End and would give them detailed instructions on lapels, stitching, pockets and all the latest criteria of mod styling. He even got his shoes hand-made. How on earth did Bolan afford it? He claimed, later on, that it was through petty crime, stealing motorcycles. ‘I was quite a villain … Clothes were all that mattered to me.’

         In the photo spread for the Town article, Bolan and the two much older mods featured stare haughtily and unsmiling in their polished shoes, three-piece suits and ties, set against a backdrop of shabby Stamford Hill streets. They look for all the world like a junior version of East End gangsters the Kray twins. When asked by the interviewer about politics, all three express support for the Conservative government of the day: ‘They’re for the rich so I’m for them.’ Cyril Connolly argued that dandyism was inherently capitalist because of its love of ‘beautiful things and decorative people’. Being ‘deaf to the call of social justice’, dandies ‘celebrate things as they are’ rather than attempt to ‘change them’. Mod, too, wasn’t just rampantly consumerist but inegalitarian: ‘You got to be different from the other kids,’ Bolan told Town. ‘I mean, you got to be two steps ahead. The stuff that half the haddocks you see around are wearing I was wearing years ago.’

         Mods were effeminate in certain respects – some even wore make-up – without necessarily being in touch with their feminine side or having much time for actual women. Bolan’s ‘The London Boys’ captures the male-dominated vibe of the movement, which was all about boys dressing to impress other boys, not attract girls. Modettes were peripheral figures, never faces. Boy mods ‘simply were not interested … too self-absorbed’, writes mod scholar Kevin Pearce. Pills played a part, overriding libido (along with other biological needs like food and sleep) in favour of self-admiration and a tribal feeling of collective glory.

         
            *

         

         Bolan’s reign as mod king was interrupted when, in late 1962, his parents moved across the city to a no less dreary hinterland of south-west London called Summerstown. Cut off from his cohorts, stripped of his status, Bolan retreated inwards.

         During this period of what he later called ‘spiritual crisis’, books displaced clothes: he devoured the British Romantic poets, moved on to Rimbaud (‘the first poet that really rocked me. When I read him I felt like my feet were on fire’), and eventually reached the American Beats. When he turned to music as an escape route, it was Dylan who provided the model: poet plus acoustic guitar. His first approach to the record industry was as a folk singer with a peaked cap called Toby Tyler. But the gap for a ‘British Dylan’ was already being filled by Donovan.

         Around this time Bolan developed his second artificial voice. Not the well-spoken and deceptively well-brought-up-sounding accent, but a highly mannered mode of singing: a warbly whine with an exaggerated vibrato. Bolan once claimed he had acquired the style by playing records by the black American crooner Billy Eckstine at 45 rpm instead of 33 rpm and copying the sound. Simon Napier-Bell says it was actually Bessie Smith: ‘Play her albums at 45 and you heard Marc Bolan.’ If that’s true, then Bolan’s voice came not just from technologically achieved artifice, but from a kind of transgendering – albeit one in which he sounded more high-pitched than his female model.

         When Bolan visited the home of Napier-Bell, the young manager was enthralled by Marc’s strange singing style and intrigued by his unusual songs. But he was taken even more by Bolan’s image, the canny way that he exploited his smallness by climbing ‘into the biggest armchair, crossing his legs’ and creating an effect ‘like a Dickensian orphan’. By the time someone gets to the age of fifteen or so, argues Napier-Bell, ‘you’ve usually worked out how to get the best of what you are. And Marc had done that with his image. Everything was very worked-out.’

         In pop, Napier-Bell insists, ‘the image is more important than the music’. You can ‘falsify the sound’, with songs written by others, played by session musicians and whipped into shape by a producer. Visual allure can be enhanced by others but, Napier-Bell argues, it can’t be created where it doesn’t exist. Using what they innately possess, stars fashion this raw X-factor – presence, charisma, magnetism – into an image. Ultimately, the process of self-manufacture has to originate with the artist. ‘If you take someone and tell them, “I want you to have this voice, dress this way,” and you send them off to a voice coach, you’ll get a load of rubbish,’ says Napier-Bell. ‘Real images come from real, unusual people.’ On the face of it, this is a curious definition of pop-star authenticity: the ‘true’ fake is in control of the masks he or she wears. But it fits figures like Bolan and his competitive friend Bowie. Both invented a series of personae before finding one that clicked with the public.

         The distinction Napier-Bell makes between manufacture and self-manufacture points to a divide running through pop history. On one side, the tradition of the assembled group: styled, choreographed, in some cases passed through a showbiz finishing school similar to the Hollywood studio system. On the other, the tradition of the pop group or performer who operates as an artistically autonomous unit, controlling their own image, presentation and packaging, as well as steering the musical direction.

         The sixties had seen the rise of artistically autonomous groups in the UK: a wave of art-school and increasingly middle-class bands with little interest in being moulded or given new names, as typically happened with the first wave of British rock’n’roll performers. Napier-Bell had a foot in both camps. Previously he had managed The Yardbirds, a key group in the transition from flashy pop to serious-minded rock. But John’s Children – his other main client – were a mixture of chaotic charisma and manufactured provocation.

         As was the case with quite a lot of groups in the sixties, John’s Children didn’t even play on their early singles – ‘Smashed Blocked’ and ‘Just What You Want – Just What You’ll Get’ – because their skills were so poor. The sessions for their debut LP produced such dire results that Napier-Bell only salvaged them by creating a fake live album. He paid a small fortune (‘£20,000,’ he says) to purchase teen-girl screams from the soundtrack of the Beatles movie Help! and spliced them all over the LP, which would be provocatively titled Orgasm. But John’s Children wrote almost all their songs and they possessed an innate instinct for mischief and mayhem, as well as intelligence and charm. Napier-Bell’s role evolved into an uneasy mixture of friend and Svengali.

         His biggest intervention was his decision to implant Marc Bolan into John’s Children as a guitarist and backing vocalist. The group needed a halfway-capable musician and a dose of songwriting talent, but Napier-Bell also believed that success with John’s Children would speed up Bolan’s path to solo fame. ‘The idea was this funny, wavery voice of Marc’s, if it was behind Andy Ellison’s lead vocal, was something the public and the record companies would get used to. They’d come around to him eventually.’

         Today, John’s Children get filed under ‘freakbeat’, a term that wasn’t actually used in the mid-sixties but was retroactively invented by record collectors. Freakbeat refers to bands like The Eyes and The Creation who operated at the frenzied cusp between mod and psychedelia. Their template came from The Who, whose sound – white R&B so amphetamine-uptight it came apart at the seams – was arguably the first uniquely English contribution to rock, shifting its emphasis from dance and desire to social-existential unrest. The music – Keith Moon’s free-flailing cymbal crashes and tom-tom rolls, Pete Townshend’s slashed and scything power chords, John Entwistle’s bass lunges – fuelled a pent-up tension that demanded explosive release. It came, orgasmically, with The Who’s climactic onstage instrument smashing.

         John’s Children took The Who’s live chaos to the next level. Soundtracked by a howling wall of feedback that masked their ineptness, the group staged fake but gorily convincing fights between band members. Ellison would leap off the stage and embroil himself in assaultive interactions with the audience, anticipating the confrontational performances of The Stooges’ Iggy Pop and Suicide’s Alan Vega.

         What really made John’s Children the ultimate in freakbeat was their music’s volatile cocktail of mod aggression and psychedelic gentleness. Like Syd Barrett and Donovan, Ellison’s singing was choirboy pure, almost effete in its exaggerated Englishness. Summer of Love themes of nature and childhood blossomed in songs like ‘Come and Play with Me in the Garden’. For one photo shoot, Napier-Bell had John’s Children pose naked in a field, their privates concealed by plants.

         ‘We really looked almost like angels,’ recalls Ellison, blond and pale in those days. ‘Dressed all in white. But put us onstage and we’d turn into this monster. You really had no idea what you were getting. On the way to gigs, we used to pull lots of flowers from people’s front gardens, then we’d throw them onstage and just leap on them. It was the opposite of flower power for us.’

         In February 1967, at Napier-Bell’s encouragement, Ellison visited Bolan at his home in south London to see if they could forge any kind of musical connection. ‘He played cross-legged on a sofa, strumming these strange songs to me, and I thought, “There’s no way that he’s going to fit in with this extremely wild band, with all our huge amplifiers.”’ As well as the gulf between the acoustic-folky Bolan and electric-feedbacky John’s Children, there was a social gap too: unlike working-class Bolan, Ellison and drummer Chris Townson knew each other from boarding school.

         Still, at an early rehearsal Bolan showed promise: he arrived with sound baffles he’d made out of tinfoil draped over vanity screens, most likely from his mother’s bedroom, and placed them around the group’s monstrous amps, declaring that he would use them to control his guitar feedback. Soon he was supplying the group with material, writing their classic songs ‘Desdemona’ and ‘Midsummer Night’s Scene’, along with two other tunes that were among the best of the group’s slender output, ‘Sarah Crazy Child’ and ‘Go Go Girl’.

         One of the sixties’ true why-wasn’t-this-a-hit? mysteries, the single ‘Desdemona’ features the risqué chorus ‘lift up your skirt and fly’ over Townson’s flailing Moon-style drums, with Bolan’s goat-like bleat audible as backing vocals. ‘Midsummer Night’s Scene’ is a feverish fantasy landscape painting of Dionysian revels in an after-dark park: hippy chicks with faces ‘disfigured by love’ strew flowers and prance the rites of Pan. The one-note bass riff, monstrously engorged with fuzz-tone, is like staring into a furnace. On ‘Midsummer Night’s Scene’ – as well as thrilling non-Bolan tunes like ‘Jagged Time Lapse’ and ‘Remember Thomas A Beckett’ – there’s barely anything you could call a proper chord, let alone a riff; just spasms of distortion, staccato jolts, drum-roll gear shifts, swathes of sustained feedback that appear and disappear without good reason, blissed-out moans and gasps.

         Not content with out-Who-ing The Who sonically, John’s Children took theatricalised destruction further too. In one interview with the group, Bolan described a typical gig as ‘a 45-minute happening. Sometimes we’re barely conscious of what we’re doing. It’s like a big turn-on séance between us and the audience. I’ve seen Andy go quite mad like a witch-doctor in a tribal dance.’ Demurring from the word ‘happening’ – in the sixties a big buzzword in the art world and radical theatre – Ellison today says, ‘I didn’t really ever think of it as any kind of art form. But we did take it to the limit. Almost destroyed ourselves.’

         This tendency reached its climax on a spring 1967 West German tour supporting The Who, appropriately enough. The mod gods were comprehensively upstaged, not just in musical and onstage anarchy, but in terms of sheer volume, thanks to John’s Children’s acquisition of a massive wall of Jordan amplifiers, which Ellison claims were ‘made by NASA’ and bought with the proceeds of the American success of ‘Smashed Blocked’, a regional Top 10 hit in both California and Florida. John’s Children worked up a stage routine involving whips, fights using fake blood capsules for added verisimilitude, and a huge number of feathers scattered through the concert hall.

         ‘I used to have a silver whip at the time,’ Bolan told the NME in 1972. ‘I’d chain up whole banks of amplifiers and drag them across the stage and whip the guitar …’ While the band blasted out deafening decibels, Ellison would dive into the hostile German audiences, charging through the jungle of angry fists while gaily ripping open pillows and hurling clouds of feathers. After one particularly wild night, The Who came on and were forced to start the set with ‘My Generation’, the climactic number that usually closed their performances. As Bolan recalled, ‘They could only pick it up from there. The stage was wrecked with feathers and brassieres and stuff all over the place.’ Who manager Kit Lambert warned John’s Children that if they carried on ‘doing the act that you’re doing, you’re going to be thrown off the tour’, recalls Ellison. ‘But we couldn’t stop. We wanted to see how far we could take it.’

         John’s Children’s pyrrhic triumph arrived at the next concert, in Ludwigshafen. ‘The riot police were called. Twenty thousand people were going berserk,’ Ellison says. ‘We got badly injured. People were attacking us onstage. We had to escape. As we were trying to get out of there, all I could see was water cannons being fired in through the windows as chairs were being thrown out.’ Forced to flee West Germany in a hurry, the band left all their equipment behind.

         Almost immediately upon arrival back in Britain, Bolan quit. Perhaps he realised that for all its thrills, a group like John’s Children was too unfocused to make it. The failure of ‘Desdemona’ to be a hit added to the sense of a group on the fast track to nowhere.

         Music was changing too. The rough-hewn attack of the early Who and Stones gave way to increasingly accomplished musicianship and studio polish, as displayed by the post-Yardbirds careers of Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck, outfits like Procol Harum and Traffic, the moustache-wearing ‘mature’ Beatles and The Jimi Hendrix Experience’s fusion of violence and virtuosity. John’s Children were considered gimmicky.

         Still, Bolan considered his brief stint in the group to be foundational. He told ZigZag in 1971 that with T. Rex ‘all I’ve done really [is] re-create John’s Children, or what I wanted John’s Children to be when I was with them at the beginning’. In between John’s Children and T. Rex, though, Marc Bolan took a long detour into the underground, with his new band Tyrannosaurus Rex.

         
            *

         

         Supposedly witnessing sitar guru Ravi Shankar play in Luxembourg on the way back from the catastrophic tour of West Germany is what inspired Bolan to form the all-acoustic duo Tyrannosaurus Rex. Bolan and the rest of John’s Children were still wearing their white stage clothes stained with blood (fake and real) from the riotous Ludwigshafen concert. ‘Marc was entranced. Shankar sat on a rug, playing his sitar, and nothing could destroy his act,’ says Napier-Bell.

         If this was really such a ‘Eureka!’ moment, though, it’s puzzling that on his return to London, Bolan immediately attempted to form his own fully electric band. Hastily pulled together via an ad placed in Melody Maker, the group played a single, disastrous gig at the Rock Garden in Covent Garden. ‘Marc auditioned by their names and their looks, as he always did,’ says Napier-Bell. ‘Didn’t rehearse them either. He just believed that cosmic magic would produce something wonderful.’

         It was only after this debacle that Bolan settled on the acoustic concept for Tyrannosaurus Rex. He retained one of the people who’d answered the Melody Maker ad, a seventeen-year-old ‘flower child’ who’d taken the name of a hobbit character in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. Steve Peregrin Took – for reasons unknown he kept his first name, somewhat undermining the fairy-tale aura – was a drummer, but he was soon forced to sell off his kit to pay the rent. It was through happenstance, then, that Tyrannosaurus Rex settled on a sound based around Bolan’s singing ’n’ strumming over Took’s hand percussion and background yelps.

         The duo’s quirky style appealed to the emerging hippy audience, and the duo swiftly became in-demand performers, earning £50 a gig. Napier-Bell, his faith in Bolan’s talent vindicated, wanted to push the price up. But Bolan – who had adapted with chameleonic speed to the underground’s anti-commercialism – wasn’t into it. ‘Marc said, “Oh no, man, I don’t want to do that. It’s not the right thing to do. I’m part of this culture and we’re not a money culture,”’ Napier-Bell recalls. So Bolan and his first manager went their separate ways, amicably enough. Tyrannosaurus Rex then took up with Blackhill, a rising management outfit right at the heart of the UK counterculture.

         Founded by Peter Jenner and Andrew King to look after the country’s leading psychedelic group, Pink Floyd, the company was based in Ladbroke Grove. Among the Blackhill team was Jenner’s flatmate June Child, who started out driving Pink Floyd to gigs, graduated to looking after their finances and became the fledgling company’s first employee, working as office receptionist and all-purpose assistant. She and Bolan were soon besotted with each other. Pale, willowy, her long oval face framed by flaxen locks, June Child had not just the classic look of the female flower child, but the name too. But she was also more adult than Bolan, being several years older. Child became his adviser, virtually his manager, as well as his soulmate, muse, lover and eventually wife.

         Possibly adding to Child’s allure was the fact that she’d briefly been Syd Barrett’s paramour. There was a slight physical resemblance between Bolan and the Pink Floyd singer/guitarist, a dark and curly-haired handsomeness, with a hint of gypsy. But there was a deeper resemblance between Bolan and Barrett: a preciously English vocal style and lyrics that plunged into a children’s storybook world of idyllic innocence. ‘One of the few people I’d actually call a genius,’ Bolan gushed. ‘He inspired me beyond belief.’ Barrett’s pop success with Pink Floyd – hits like ‘See Emily Play’ and The Piper at the Gates of Dawn, one of the big albums of the UK’s Summer of Love – encouraged Bolan to explore what was already in him.

         Barrett shunned drawling American intonation in favour of a crisply enunciated refinement that sounded positively upper class at times, flashing the listener back to a children’s nursery room in Edwardian England. This was presaged in pop only by The Rolling Stones’ mock-medieval courtly love song ‘Lady Jane’ and the exaggeratedly precise, genteel diction of Donovan’s ‘Mellow Yellow’. Full of nursery-rhyme-style assonance and internal rhymes, Barrett’s lyrics took psychedelia’s exaltation of childhood – broached first in British pop by The Beatles with ‘Strawberry Fields’ and ‘Yellow Submarine’ – further with ‘See Emily Play’, ‘The Gnome’ and ‘A Candy and a Currant Bun’. On The Piper at the Gates of Dawn, ‘Matilda Mother’ evokes the halcyon daze of the bedtime story, the maternal voice magically turning ‘scribbly lines’ on the page into wonderlands of the mind’s eye; ‘Bike’ features a friendly mouse called Gerald. The anthropomorphism and animism (Barrett believed in tree spirits) relate to the pantheistic consciousness common to many LSD users. But there were also dark glints of the supernatural (‘Lucifer Sam’, about a spooky feline – ‘that cat’s something I can’t explain’), which foreshadow the psychotic breakdown that claimed Barrett, as the barrage of psychedelics wore down his psyche’s fortifications.

         The Piper at the Gates of Dawn takes its title from the seventh and most mystical chapter of The Wind in the Willows, in which Water Rat and Mole glimpse the nature god Pan, having been lured upstream by the tantalising sounds of his primordial music. Associated with rustic rites and forest groves, and usually accompanied in mythology by frolicsome maiden sprites known as nymphs, Pan became an obsession for Bolan. A little green statue of the half man/half goat, which he nicknamed Poon, sat on the mantelpiece of Bolan and Child’s home, and later appeared on the sleeve of Tyrannosaurus Rex’s Beard of Stars LP. Pan’s presence flickers through the entire Tyrannosaurus Rex discography, especially songs like Beard of Stars’ ‘Woodland Bop’ and the demo-only ‘Puckish Pan’.

         Pan is also the source of Peter Pan, the ‘Wild Boy’ of J. M. Barrie’s story who never grows up (and who onstage is always played by an androgynous young woman). In the sixties, a new type of young British man emerged, characterised by the refusal of mature manhood and the embrace of pursuits conventionally deemed feminine. Bolan and Barrett belonged to this new breed of ‘soft males’, alongside other late-sixties underground figures like Kevin Ayers and Robert Wyatt of The Soft Machine. This was the first generation since before the forties not to go through the ‘character-building’ rigours of military service. (National Service had been discontinued by the start of 1961.) The ‘soft males’ were also part of the first generation of sons to benefit from permissive child-rearing practices, which for some meant never fully breaking away from their indulgent mothers and identifying with the patriarchal order.

         With neither the state (through conscription) nor their families (through discipline and emotional deprivation) affixing the traditional stiff upper lip to their beardless faces, this generation of male youths never really put away childish things, even when they added sex and drugs and rock’n’roll to their leisure activities. ‘I am still waiting to grow up, I am still waiting to be a man,’ Bolan told the teen-girl readership of Jackie. ‘Bolan was someone that girls wanted to mother, rather than the person they wanted to be fucked by,’ recalls Blackhill’s Peter Jenner. ‘He played to being a pretty boy. And very much a boy, not a man.’ 

         ‘What the Pink Floyd do electronically, we do acoustically,’ Bolan once said of Tyrannosaurus Rex. Lyrically and vocally that certainly applies, but sonically it seems a reach. The parallel is more with the incantatory fast-strummed folk of Richie P. Havens, or The Incredible String Band if they’d been rooted in rock’n’roll more than folk. Bolan and Took’s sound was bass-less and backbeat-free, dominated instead by high-frequency tones: bright jangled acoustic guitar, shrill vocals and a tinkling array of exotic percussion, including African talking drums, finger cymbals and the Pixiephone, a ‘little kid’s xylophone’ that Took found in Harrods’ toy department.

         As well as hand percussion, Took’s department was improvised backing vocals – harmonies, but also chants and interjections. His menagerie of whinnies, whoops, hisses, sighs, gasps and mouth-percussion flurries is heard at its most out-there on ‘Scenes of Dynasty’, a track that consisted of just voices and loosely synched handclapping. ‘I was never excited that much about Steve’s drumming,’ Bolan admitted. ‘The one thing he did really well was sing … He really had harmony.’

         Tyrannosaurus Rex songs often feel like spontaneous jams captured by a surreptitious microphone tucked beneath a toadstool in a forest glade. There’s virtually nothing in the way of trendy psychedelic effects like phasing or the tape trickery that Abbey Road engineers provided for The Piper at the Gates of Dawn. One of the only exceptions is on the second album, 1968’s Prophets, Seers & Sages, The Angels of the Ages: ‘Deboraarobed’. As the disconcerting title hints, the song is an audio palindrome: exactly halfway through, it flips into reverse and ends with the beginning. It takes the listener a while to cotton on: at first, it just sounds like Bolan is incanting a lost, or newly invented, tongue.

         At the core of each Tyrannosaurus Rex song is what sounds like a cosmic busker, whose strumming and warbling find the exact middle point between folk and rockabilly. The more percussively chittering songs resemble the clattery hippy jams that broke out spontaneously at free festivals or squat-land parties, the stoned-to-say-the-least throng picking up bongos, tambourines, bottles, saucepans and anything else at hand to clink.

         
            *

         

         More than Syd Barrett or The Incredible String Band, the biggest influences on Bolan at this time were literary: J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis, the most widely read fantasy writers of the twentieth century, both of whom belonged to The Inklings, an Oxford cabal of like-minded scholars affronted by the modern world.

         Some accounts suggest Bolan was a voracious reader; others assert he was dyslexic and June read Tolkien’s work aloud to him. In one interview, Bolan spoke of listening to recordings of the books recited by Tolkien himself. Whatever the case, Tyrannosaurus Rex’s debut album My People Were Fair and Had Sky in Their Hair … But Now They’re Content to Wear Stars on Their Brows derived its ridiculously elongated title from a saying of Tom Bombadil from Lord of the Rings. And the album is dedicated to ‘Aslan and the Old Narnians’ – a reference to the Christ-like lion in C. S. Lewis’s series of novels set in the magical world of Narnia.

         In one of the first Tyrannosaurus Rex interviews, for the debut issue of underground paper Gandalf’s Garden, Bolan explained that the group’s name came from a childhood bout with measles: while confined to bed, he’d read about prehistoric dinosaurs and decided that it was plausible that ‘they could have breathed fire and smoke’, which proved that dragons could actually have existed. ‘I relive my childhood through my songs, because I get inside things, like records and books, and live them.’

         Ornately encrusted with arcane language, Bolan’s early lyrics are a long way from the hit singles of T. Rex, the group that Tyrannosaurus Rex became. Instead of the succinct sexiness of ‘Get It On’, Bolan’s hippy-era songs resemble random collections of exotic-sounding or ancient words, faraway in time and in place. Words are ransacked from archaeology and anthropology, mythology and zoology. There’s a profusion of bards and damsels, allusions to lost civilisations like the Incas and near-extinct tribes like the Shawnee. A panoply of antiquated weapons and vehicles (chariots were a favourite), garments and fabrics reel across your mind’s eye, along with exotic substances like damask and chalcedony.
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               Steve Peregrin Took (left, in shades) and Marc Bolan (right, an eruption of ringlets) lurk amidst the fantastical illustrated cover of Tyrannosaurus Rex’s 1968 debut

            

         

         ‘The textures of the past interest me,’ Bolan told Gandalf’s Garden. ‘I never write for the future. Names, strings of words, odd books … names of herbs just break me up, freak me out completely. I can groove a whole story out of just the name of a herb.’ Rather than telling tales, Tyrannosaurus Rex songs are braided together through a non-narrative illogic, using tongue-twisty verbal-musical effects like assonance, sibilance and internal rhyme: ‘chants a crooning moon rune’; ‘a tusk of boar with dwarfish awe’. And everywhere there are creatures, some real, some extinct and some mythological: ravens, dolphins, storks, pterodactyls, fauns.

         All these areas out of which Tyrannosaurus Rex songs are woven – archaeology, the animal kingdom, dinosaurs, fairy tales and fantasy literature – are consuming passions and escape routes for children (or used to be, before the Internet and video games). Perusing the lyrics of the four Tyrannosaurus Rex albums, I realised that Bolan’s early songbook constituted an almost complete cross-section of my interests between the ages of six and ten. My first ambition was to be an archaeologist, parting fronds of Central American jungle to uncover Mayan temples. Next I wanted to be a zoologist/ornithologist, observing ospreys through binoculars, making plaster of Paris imprints of paw tracks. Then I decided to become a children’s author, because I wanted to grow up to be a writer and that’s what I read at the time. The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings and The Chronicles of Narnia were particular passions: I must have reread all of these three or four times each, before graduating to science fiction and grown-up literature.

         The back cover of Prophets, Seers & Sages features the text: ‘in the head of a man is a woman, in the head of a woman is a man, but what wonders roam in the head of child’. The idea is that prepubescence is a lost paradise of the imagination; the fall into sexuality clouds the mind, diminishing the capacity for visionary awe. But given that Tyrannosaurus Rex’s audience was post-pubescent – hippies and student-age bohemians – and that sexual liberation was an article of faith for the counterculture, what was the appeal of innocence? ‘Juniper Suction’ may be the only Tyrannosaurus Rex song that’s about making love, but it’s oblique and oddly apprehensive in tone – something that would change when Bolan graduated to the raunch ’n’ grind of T. Rex.

         But even within the realm of pre-adolescent fantasy, the Tyrannosaurus Rex songbook shies away from the darker corners of children’s literature: the English tradition of ghost stories and tales of the uncanny. It leaves out the scary parts of Tolkien too: the reality of evil and the grim necessity of girding one’s loins to defeat it.

         What Bolan seemed to take from Tolkien and Lewis was the idea of escaping the here-and-now, and the notion of world-creation. In his essay ‘On Fairy Stories’, Tolkien discusses the making-up of imaginary worlds as a form of playing God. The writer mirrors the Maker of all things by building ‘a Secondary World’. Inside this ‘sub-creation’, everything that happens ‘accords with the laws of that world’ as invented by the writer. Tolkien, a professor of philology, went as far as devising several completely invented languages for the races of Middle Earth.

         For Bolan, imagination provided a haven for his own bruised grandiosity, the humiliations imposed by reality. He described himself as ‘a weird kid, very fucked up’, who’d been ‘very much into my own little world … I didn’t boogie with people very much … I used to read a lot.’ The books of Tolkien and Lewis inspired him to conjure up his own magical land, Beltane. This became the setting for a book Bolan wrote in early 1968 titled The Krakenmist (derived from John Wyndham’s science-fiction novel The Kraken Wakes, whose own title came from Alfred Tennyson’s poem, in turn inspired by Norse legends). At one point Bolan planned to write an entire concept album based around Beltane, but the only finished product was the song ‘Beltane Walk’, which appeared on the self-titled first album by T. Rex in 1970.

         The appeal of these imaginary worlds for readers (or listeners in the case of Tyrannosaurus Rex) is that they create a sanctuary for the inner child, a mind garden secured and secluded from the cynical ways of the real world. Adult existence, organised around careerism and consumption, eroded the soul and callused the heart: in his correspondence as well as in interviews Bolan often referred to ‘the hard world’ or complained about how so-called real life was ‘very harsh’, a place of ‘twitchy hang-ups’ where ‘most anything that is tender … is suspect’.

         Perennial complaints, these, but they were especially prevalent and plangently felt in the late sixties. Tolkien’s un-modernity was what made his books so huge with the hippies. He believed fantasy could offer both remedy and resistance in the face of disenchantment: a haven of ‘freedom from the domination of observed “fact”’. Lord of the Rings, as literary critic Jenny Turner observed, was ‘written to keep the modern world at bay’. Tolkien himself noted that ‘the reader or the maker of fairy-stories’ need not ‘be ashamed of the “escape” of archaism, of preferring not just dragons but horses and not just elves but knights and kings to progressive things like factories … machine-guns … bombs’.

         Despite deploying electric guitars, massive stacks of amplifiers, light shows and state-of-the-art studio technology, psychedelic rock distrusted technological progress outside the realm of its own art form. Bands like Traffic talked of ‘getting our heads together in the country’; the new rock festivals chose pastoral settings for their tribal gatherings. Chiming with the back-to-nature spirit of the burgeoning commune movement, Bolan told the NME in 1968 that he disliked ‘cities and the realities of modern life; I find plastic things repellent’. Speaking to Fusion, he claimed that the debut My People Were Fair consisted of ‘wood-land songs … I wrote most of them in the country.’

         On that album Bolan’s friend John Peel – the British underground’s leading DJ – recited a ‘Woodland Story’ in the vein of The Wind in the Willows. The protagonist, Kingsley Mole, daydreams about ‘sunken galleons and pirate pictures of rusted doubloons and deep-water cabins stacked to the brim with musty muskets and goldfish gauntlets’. Peel also penned a tribute to the duo on the back sleeve: ‘Tyrannosaurus Rex rose out of the sad and scattered leaves of an older summer. During the hard, grey winter they were tended and strengthened by those who love them. They blossomed with the coming of the spring, children rejoiced and the earth sang with them. It will be a long and ecstatic summer.’

         Peel was Tyrannosaurus Rex’s biggest supporter, playing their records on his radio shows and inviting them to perform at his DJ gigs. ‘Peel was really hammering Marc and his music,’ recalls Peter Jenner. ‘And Peel was the tastemaker of the underground. He was a very strong live DJ, making really good money, and he gave half of it to Bolan and Took.’ The constant exposure from these gigs and from sessions recorded for Peel’s radio shows turned Tyrannosaurus Rex into one of the underground’s leading groups.

         Peel and his junior counterpart at the BBC’s Radio One, Bob Harris, were crucial figures operating at the threshold between the underground and the overground. Other key mediation points were the weekly music magazine Melody Maker and the monthly ZigZag, along with the biggest-selling counterculture papers, such as International Times and Oz, and London listings magazine Time Out (at that time operating as a collective). The British counterculture’s spiritual and geographical centre – approximately equivalent to Haight-Ashbury – lay in the west London neighbourhoods of Ladbroke Grove and Notting Hill Gate. In those days a funky, rundown part of London where immigrants and bohemians mingled uneasily, the area was home to the offices of underground magazines like Frendz and progressive labels like Island, hairy rockers like Hawkwind and The Pink Fairies, and to Marc Bolan himself, who lived with June Child in an attic flat on Blenheim Crescent.

         There were outposts of counterculture similar to Ladbroke Grove all across the UK: head shops, groovy clothes boutiques, record stores, arts labs and communal squats. The longhair community converged at the outdoor festivals, some of which were free and anarchic, while an increasing number were commercial and relatively well organised. Tyrannosaurus Rex played the first of a series of free concerts in Hyde Park, the brainchild of Peter Jenner.

         The underground was more or less synonymous with university students. The college-gig circuit was crucial, providing progressive bands with direct access to a relatively open-minded audience, or at least one whose primary concern was not dancing. College gigs paid well too: the undergraduates in charge of booking had entertainment budgets flush with funds thanks to the dues paid automatically by every student to the National Union of Students. Regular club promoters complained bitterly that the university circuit was pricing certain bands out of the market.

         Musically, the term ‘underground’ referred to a wide spectrum of music: bombastic heavy rock, the convoluted structures of prog-rock outfits who drew on classical or jazz influences, trippy space rock, folk-blues troubadours, and many other flavours. But despite the diversity, there were common traits and biases. Underground groups didn’t bother themselves overly with image; or rather, they cultivated a studious anti-image. Increasingly, they didn’t appear on their own record covers, which featured instead surreal or abstract artwork. With a few exceptions, these bands didn’t go in for showmanship much either, preferring to let the music speak for itself and exuding an inwardly focused air during their extended solos and lengthy jams.

         Above all, as far as the underground was concerned, rock was opposed to pop. ‘Commercial’ was a dirty word. This disdain went hand in hand with a lack of interest in the creative possibilities of the seven-inch single. Which worked out well, given that there was rarely anything remotely radio-friendly or succinct enough on their long-players to qualify as a single release. In some cases (notably post-Barrett Pink Floyd and Led Zeppelin) bands didn’t bother to put out singles at all. Singles were for dancing and discotheques; albums were for serious listeners. Bolan, in 1968–9, went along with this underground orthodoxy. When labels looked to sign Tyrannosaurus Rex, he recalled, his stance was ‘I don’t want to do a single, I want to do an album.’

         As for image, by 1968 the underground’s anti-pop attitude meant that a new, gritty, earth-toned look replaced the psychedelic foppishness of the swinging mid-sixties. The anti-style was defined by natural materials and ethnic fabrics, handcrafted garments, tie-dyed shirts and, above all, faded denim. Bell-bottom jeans were patched even when there was no hole to cover up. A heavy-handed signifier of make-and-mend folksiness, patched jeans communicated a distance from the mass-produced world of mainstream fashion. Symbolising practicality and informality, denim became the uniform of the counterculture.

         Perhaps the most revealing stylistic sign of the transition from mod to hippy aesthetics was hair: long and straight for women, shaggy or frizzed out into fake Afro for men. Beards suggested both a return to nature and an ascent to adulthood. For musicians it announced that you had left behind such pop fripperies as image and the requirement to appeal to teenage girls. The ultimate in anti-glam might be the drawings of a hippy couple – bearded nature-man and his bushy-pitted woman – getting it on in Alex Comfort’s guide The Joy of Sex.

         Steve Peregrin Took had a wispy little beard, but Bolan never grew one. (He looked like he was incapable, frankly.) But in other respects, Bolan the one-time mod went along with the hippy style. Photos of Tyrannosaurus Rex show him dressed down in scooped-neck shirts, jeans, floppy hats and other raggle-taggle garb.

         Ideologically, too, Bolan completely adapted to underground principles. He presented his creative process as uncalculated and intuitive, the songs coming from some higher plane. ‘When I write the words and music come together, normally very roughly, but I start getting high on it and I just can’t stop, until I blow my head off and it all comes bubbling up,’ he told Gandalf’s Garden. Bolan espoused the reigning shibboleths of authenticity and sincerity: ‘I am saying what I am. I look like what I am, because it’s too much of an effort to keep up an image.’ He professed a complete indifference to commercial success or publicity. Tyrannosaurus Rex, he said, were starting to get paid for gigs now, ‘but we are still doing it for free this summer. We have permission from the council to use the bandstand in certain parks known to us all, as long as we don’t advertise it.’ He was happy to talk to Gandalf’s Garden because it was ‘a nice scene’, but otherwise Tyrannosaurus Rex would not be ‘doing interviews at all, ever, as far as I’m concerned’.

         Given that he went to the absolute other extreme with T. Rex – releasing singles, chasing stardom, revelling in luxury, doing countless interviews – it’s tempting to assume that Bolan was simply biding his time in the underground, opportunistically playing the hippy role. But I think it’s more likely that he had a situational relationship with belief. Impressionable and chameleonic, Bolan’s course through the sixties sees him bending like a reed in the prevailing winds of fashion and zeitgeist. Yet deep within his seemingly malleable character lay the intractable inner steel of self-belief. This combination of flexibility and will-to-fame is a syndrome shared by many of the key figures in glam, something manifested even more clearly with Bowie – a fellow traveller with the underground, and similarly convincing in playing the part of true believer.

         In her memoir Real Life, Marsha Hunt – briefly a UK pop star with ‘Walk on Gilded Splinters’ – remembers a dalliance with the hippy-era Bolan, a love affair she characterises as an attraction of opposites. ‘I personified things which Marc rejected. He was reclusive, macrobiotic … He had no money and acted as though he was opposed to it on social grounds … He teased me about my success. I almost believed he spurned it … To Marc, my visibility was commercial, and this wasn’t appropriate for the serious art of music which he implied was validated by obscurity.’

         If Marc-the-hippy was just a role he was playing, a form of pandering to his underground cult, surely he would have felt comfortable enough to drop the facade with his pop-star girlfriend? Bolan’s prickly teasing of Hunt suggests that at that moment he believed in what he was saying with all his fickle heart. This isn’t hypocrisy as we commonly understand it, more a case of someone entering into an act so totally it becomes real. For his part, Steve Took – who eventually left Tyrannosaurus Rex to pursue more street-radical music with The Pink Fairies – never believed that Bolan had only ever been pretending. ‘I guess for a while Marc was a good hippy,’ Took recalled at the height of T. Rex’s success. ‘We used to sit around and rap about what needed changing.’

         Whatever the case, in just a few years’ time Marc would sound a totally different tune: singing songs about the Rolls-Royce he’d bought (despite not being able to drive!) and boasting to The Weekly News that ‘today I’m not making 40 pounds a week but 40 pounds a second’. (An astronomical exaggeration typical of Bolan, since it would amount to annual earnings of £1 billion.)

         When someone asked him where Steve Took was these days, he quipped heartlessly: ‘Oh, in a gutter somewhere.’

         Tyrannosaurus Rex were actually pretty successful commercially: they even scored two Top 40 hits with ‘Debora’ and ‘One Inch Rock’ (before Bolan took against singles), and My People Were Fair and the third album, Unicorn, both reached the Top 15 of the album chart. But by the end of 1969, the group had hit an album-sales ceiling of somewhere between 13,000 and 17,000. That lust for grander fame – dampened for a while by the underground ethos – began to build up inside Bolan again, inspiring an original move later copied by subsequent cult figures such as Adam Ant: the strategic sell-out, the underground/overground flip. A gamble, because you could end up alienating the original cosy cult following without winning a wider audience.

         Bolan started making tentative steps in this direction with the fourth – and, it would turn out, final – Tyrannosaurus Rex album, 1970’s Beard of Stars. He started playing electric guitar again. Took had left, and his replacement on percussion, Mickey Finn, while not nearly as creative with the exotic textures, brought a funkier feel to the music. Electric bass featured on some songs too, played by Bolan. But these changes didn’t quite amount to a full-blown rhythm section. Tyrannosaurus Rex weren’t radio ready yet, but ‘By the Light of a Magical Moon’ hinted at the bubblegum-boogie future. Bolan and producer Tony Visconti tacked on the sound of girls screaming, as if invoking – even magically summoning – the fandemonium to come. Probably Bolan remembered Simon Napier-Bell doing the same trick on John’s Children’s Orgasm.

         By the end of 1970, Tyrannosaurus Rex had condensed their name to T. Rex and released a self-titled album, as if to highlight the sense of a fresh start. T. Rex still had one foot in the underground, but the other stepped confidently towards the studio stage of Top of the Pops. On ‘Seagull Woman’ and ‘Beltane Walk’, the classic T. Rex sound is present and correct: the groove struts, the Visconti-arranged strings sashay, the guitar riff grinds thick and bluesy, and the chorus is pure sugar. But there are also songs like the eldritch ‘Children of Rarn’, a fragment from Bolan’s never-completed concept album/book about prehistoric Earth and primordial races with names like the Dworns and the Lithons. Somewhere between these poles of pop concision and rambling acid rock lay Bolan’s remake of ‘The Wizard’, his very first single. The new version sounds like it has chart potential until it takes off into a choppy, ragged groove, with Bolan’s endlessly looping chant ‘He was a wizard and he was my friend he was’ devolving into shrieked babble and yapping. It’s a thrilling valediction to the underground.

         
            *

         

         The year 1970 is often described as a pause: the null lull before the glam storm. It was a treading-water year, with most major groups of the sixties either recently split up (‘divorces’ in some cases caused by marriage, as with The Beatles) or ailing. The supergroups vaunted as their replacement, such as Blind Faith, lacked the organic (precisely because accidental) gang bond to make them lasting propositions. During 1970, impatience began to build for the new decade to get going – for a seventies sound that would slice through the stale ideas and congealed ideals still hanging around from the previous decade like leftovers in the fridge.

         In the UK, it would be T. Rex who would kick-start the new era of pop.

         Somewhere between Beard of Stars and T. Rex, Bolan totally reversed his attitude to singles, deciding that far from a commercial distraction they were ‘energy bursts’, missives propelled into the wider world that could ‘turn people on’. He told ZigZag, ‘I see no reason why the freaks shouldn’t be represented in the charts.’ This shift in attitude was provoked by inner restlessness, his ego’s need for a larger stage than that offered by the cult audience. But it was also a response to external developments: the return of rock’n’roll to the pop marketplace. Bolan’s twitchy antennae sensed which way the culture was moving, how and where he needed to position himself.

         Norman Greenbaum’s ‘Spirit in the Sky’, a glorious fuzzed-up stomper that reached #1 in the UK in early 1970, was an example of this proto-glam sound. Around the same time, John Lennon’s ‘Instant Karma!’ was a Top 5 hit on both sides of the Atlantic. Lennon had asked Phil Spector for a fifties sound, but the producer had pushed Alan White’s bashy drums way further up front than would have been acceptable or even possible in the original rock’n’roll era. ‘Instant Karma!’ and the Spector-produced solo album John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band that followed later in 1970 ‘influenced me incredibly’, Bolan would later admit. ‘The drum sound …’ Finally, there was Mungo Jerry’s ‘In the Summertime’, an old-timey strum-along topped with a quavery vocal not a million miles away from Bolan’s. ‘Summertime’ reached #1 in nineteen countries and spent seven weeks at the top of the UK charts. ‘It killed Marc that Mungo Jerry got a #1 with his voice,’ says Napier-Bell. ‘That was the moment, really, when he couldn’t wait another minute.’

         ‘The Fifties rock era is where my head is at … The feel of the Fifties is very important,’ Bolan told the NME a few years into his pop stardom. In truth, it had always been part of his DNA, even in Tyrannosaurus Rex, but it had been cloaked by the hippy-dippy acoustic folksiness, peeping out now and then in songs like ‘Hot Rod Mama’ and ‘One Inch Rock’. As soon as he plugged in an electric guitar again, his love for and indebtedness to Eddie Cochran, Chuck Berry, Ricky Nelson’s guitarist James Burton and others became more apparent. If you’ve a mind to, it’s possible to forensically break down T. Rex tunes and trace their riff components to songs by Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Howlin’ Wolf, Jimmy McCracklin and more. Sometimes Bolan liked to work in the equivalent of citations, lyrical lifts that pointed to the original song he was remaking: ‘Meanwhile, I’m still thinking’ during the fade of ‘Get It On’ nods to Berry’s ‘Little Queenie’, while ‘Telegram Sam’ doffs its hat to ‘Smokestack Lightning’ with the line ‘I’m a howlin’ wolf.’

         But the end product didn’t come across like studious replication: T. Rex were the fifties if it had somehow come after the sixties. Rock’n’roll, but with everything that historically followed folded into it: the hallucinatory Englishness of ‘Strawberry Fields’ and ‘See Emily Play’; the folkadelic whimsy of Donovan’s ‘Jennifer Juniper’ and The Incredible String Band’s The Hangman’s Beautiful Daughter.

         A fantasy version of the fifties filtered into Bolan’s lyrics too, which started to lose their flowery verbosity. ‘A lot of people think that because I’ve got away from long visual descriptions that I’m no longer a poet,’ Bolan told ZigZag. ‘But what I’m writing now is poetry of the heart really.’ Antiquity was displaced somewhat with science fiction (the flying saucer of ‘The Planet Queen’), but mostly there was a new emphasis on the post-Second World War Americanised present. As glam scholar Philip Auslander has observed, Bolan had always shown a decidedly non-pastoral penchant for cars (‘Mustang Ford’, ‘Hot Rod Mama’) that would have made J. R. R. Tolkien frown. In Tyrannosaurus Rex, he compared his paramours to exotic fauna; in T. Rex, the paeans started to include lines such as ‘Like a car you’re pleasing to behold’ (‘Jeepster’) and ‘You’re built like a car / Hubcap diamond star halo’ (‘Get It On’). In ‘Children of the Revolution’, he invented bling a quarter of a century ahead of schedule, boasting, ‘I drive a Rolls-Royce / ’Cos it’s good for my voice.’

         ‘Ride a White Swan’, T. Rex’s first hit, has still not completely shaken off the hippy era: the vehicle in question is powered by wings rather than the combustion engine, while Druids pop up in the lyrics. T. Rex were sending out mixed messages. They embarked on a big tour with ticket prices kept to a low 50 pence as a move to court impoverished teenyboppers, yet the concert ads described the band as the ‘Last of the Great Underground Groups’. But unlike the Tyrannosaurus Rex days – when Bolan strummed cross-legged – the singer was now up and boogieing onstage, riding the groove supplied by the newly acquired rhythm section of Steve Currie (bass) and Bill Legend (drums). Although ‘Ride a White Swan’ was recorded before they joined, the single had a boppy insistence perfect for the discotheque floor. The single rose slowly and steadily, taking two months to reach its peak of #2 in late January 1971. It was blocked from the top spot only by the sentimental novelty single ‘Grandad’, by Clive Dunn and a chorus of schoolgirls.

         Those tweenage girls were soon screaming at Marc Bolan, the first real pop idol of the new decade. ‘Hot Love’, released in February 1971, was the decisive blow. Curiously, it was a twelve-bar blues at bottom. ‘I wanted to make a twelve-bar record a hit, which hasn’t been done since “Hi-Heel Sneakers” really,’ Bolan told ZigZag, referencing the 1964 tune by Tommy Tucker. He claimed ‘Hot Love’ took just ten minutes to write: ‘We got very lushed one night, had about four bottles of brandy, it was about 4 in the morning, and we just did it.’ The song was certainly simple, but there was nothing throwaway about the honeyed glisten of Visconti’s production, the honed details of the arrangement. ‘Hot Love’ was the first Bolan record to feature back-up from Howard Kaylan and Mark Volman, formerly of The Turtles and later, as Flo & Eddie, associates of Frank Zappa and The Mothers of Invention. Swoony and swaying, Kaylan and Volman’s backing vocals brought a creamy pitch of hysteria to the T. Rex sound, taken to the dizzy limit on the long ‘Hey Jude’-like fade of ‘Hot Love’.

         From its chugging bluesy groove to the vaguely doo-wop backing vocals, there was essentially nothing new about ‘Hot Love’. And yet everything about it is new, or at least fresh: the feel, the slink, the lightness. That comes down partly to Visconti’s production, but most of all to Bolan’s personality and presence, proving that you can be an original without being innovative in any measurable way. Talent borrows, genius steals.

         Bluesy but not ballsy, ‘Hot Love’ teases the budding sexuality of girls between the ages of eleven and fifteen. Bolan plays a soft-voiced, almost gentlemanly vassal, ‘a labourer of love’, offering the coyest of come-ons: ‘I don’t mean to be bold but may I hold your hand?’ When he utters the title phrase, he sounds like it’s he who’s melting in surrender. ‘Hot Love’ is the song where Bolan starts to introduce his repertoire of choked gasps and muttered moans – sounds that in concert elicited the biggest screams from the girls.

         Just as vital for Bolan’s successful seduction of the mass teen-girl audience was his newly feminised image: satin jackets, feather-boa scarves, a fur coat borrowed from June’s mother and, for the Top of the Pops performances that inaugurated the whole glam era, a speckle of glitter on his cheekbones. Legend disagrees on where this bright idea originated: June, or his new manager Chelita Secunda, or a sudden impulse from Marc himself. Bolan expert Dave Mantell pinpoints the second of T. Rex’s ‘Hot Love’ appearances on Top of the Pops as the turning point. Bolan wore a ‘shiny silver sailor suit … made of velvet but looking like satin or even lamé’, with a ‘plunging neckline’, and kept ‘erupting into girlish giggling’ throughout the performance. During the long, scarf-waving, la-la-la-la-la-la-la outro, girls from the studio audience danced onstage and this ‘image was superimposed onto that of the smiling silver-clad pretty-boy’ – symbolically sealing Bolan’s identification with his new audience.

         Bolan knew that his look, and good looks, played a mighty role in T. Rex’s crossover; he grasped that unlike rock, pop worked as an audio-visual phenomenon, experienced by most young fans as a flash of sensations, with image, sound, words and gestures indivisible. ‘Ninety-five percent of my success is the way I look,’ he told Creem, adding that it had been no different with The Beatles or the Stones, as much as they now claimed to have outgrown the pop audience. Look and presence was ‘what people pick up on. The music is secondary. You do have to have good music … but initially, it’s got nothing to do with music.’

         Yet if you look at live footage of T. Rex at their peak, such as the huge London concerts of spring 1972, it’s remarkable how untheatrical and glitz-free they are compared with later glam stars or your average pop performer in the twenty-first century. There’s no stage set or props, apart from a life-size cut-out of Marc at the edge of the stage. The lighting is poor and the rest of the group look pretty scruffy; even Bolan’s glam is limited to a satin jacket and feathery scarf.

         At the Wembley mega-concert, T. Rex play like a scrappy garage band, barely holding it together. Bolan’s bopping and jiving is unchoreographed, based simply around his own innate funkiness and a flair for copping moves from his precursors: Chuck Berry’s duck walk, guitar-wielding gestures from Pete Townshend and Jimi Hendrix. His only real ‘routine’ was the Jimi-like manoeuvre of frenziedly frotting his fretboard with a tambourine, generating a scree of scraped noise, and then hurling it up the neck of his guitar and into the audience: a mime of masturbation, with the tossed tambourine as an arc of ejaculate.

         Bolan’s effeminate clothing (he was petite enough to wear women’s shoes) raised questions about his sexuality. Rumours circulated, like the one about Bolan wanting to have a sex change and marry percussionist Mickey Finn, himself a fey figure with his long dark hair, slender build and Pre-Raphaelite pallor. Bolan enjoyed the confusion his ambiguity invited. He told one interviewer a tale about being approached by girls at the Speakeasy club asking if he was ‘a fag’. Nodding yes, he asked, ‘Had they got any little brothers at home?’ and gleefully mimed for the journalist the horrified expressions of the girls.

         In March 1970, Bolan talked to ZigZag magazine about his comfort with homosexuality and his own bi-curious leanings: ‘Sexually, I believe that one should love what one loves, and I quite enjoy the Greek idea of two warriors going to war and mentally being very close – they didn’t actually screw each other on the battlefield, but mentally they were really into each other.’ Later, in the twilight of his idol-hood, Bolan defined his sexual make-up with an endearingly down-to-earth specificity, telling Record Mirror that he was ‘bisexual, but I believe I’m more heterosexual ’cos I definitely like boobs. I always wished that I was 100 per cent gay, it’s much easier … as I say I’ve checked it all out, and I prefer chicks.’

         Sex – and dancing, its public surrogate – had never played a prominent part in Tyrannosaurus Rex. But they became virtually everything with T. Rex. Explaining the departure of Steve Took and T. Rex’s new danceable direction, Bolan told the NME, ‘I’ve always been a bit of a wiggler … Really, the split with Peregrin was partially due to the fact I wanted to boogie.’

         ‘Boogie’ was the word of the hour: Marc described his songs as ‘boogie mind poems’; the T. Rexploitation movie was titled Born to Boogie; and Fly, his old label, rushed out a compilation called Bolan Boogie. The word has a long history, traceable back to boogie-woogie, a piano-oriented style of blues designed for dancing that emerged in the early decades of the twentieth century. It filtered into numerous corners of American popular and roots music, as far apart as The Andrews Sisters and John Lee Hooker, whose ‘Boogie Chillen’ may be where Bolan picked it up. Although most seem to believe it comes from the same murky etymological past as ‘boogeyman’, an alternative explanation roots it in French Louisiana and the word ‘bouger’, meaning ‘to move’. That’s an attractive notion given boogie’s whole other life in the late seventies and eighties as a disco buzzword: ‘Boogie Nights’, ‘Blame It on the Boogie’, ‘Boogie Wonderland’ …

         But in the early seventies, ironically enough, boogie was just about the least glam music around, purveyed by bands like Humble Pie, British sweat-hogs who were huge on the American arena circuit and whose debut single, ‘Natural Born Bugie’, reached #4 in the UK in late 1969. Beardy American blues scholars Canned Heat recorded ‘Refried Boogie’, a single riff stretched over forty minutes and both sides of a disc from the double LP Livin’ the Blues. Although boogie is technically defined by a 4/4 rhythm subdivided by twelve rather than sixteen notes, most listeners can detect its presence by feel: a black-and-bluesy swing, a syncopated funky shuffle. Boogie was rock you could dance to, appealing on a tactile or even reptilian-brain level at a time when too much rock was getting overly sophisticated or laidback. In America, ‘Boogie!’ became the bleary rallying cry of the denim-clad arena hordes wasted on booze and Quaaludes.

         Bypassing the ham-fisted heterosexism of the boogie boors, Bolan made the idiom his own: slinky, almost daintily androgynous. His most beautiful boogie was ‘Get It On’, the #1 single that followed hard on the heels of ‘Hot Love’. That exquisite flick-of-the-wrist riff, with horns gently pummelling underneath as support. The chorus, shadowed by backing vocals like a ghostly echo. The immortal line ‘You’re dirty and sweet and you’re my girl.’ To find another song with such a perfect balance of erotic urgency and ethereal languor, you’d have to look outside rock altogether, to the songs of Al Green or the Marvin Gaye of ‘Got to Give It Up’.

         This sublime blend of dirty grind and elfin delicacy stretched itself cat-like across both sides of Electric Warrior, the second T. Rex album – Bolan’s finest album by far, an almost perfect platter. Although the ominous, murky cover shows Bolan grappling with an axe next to a speaker stack, it’s not a heavy album. Electric guitar is used sparingly, in fact. Instead, tracks like ‘Planet Queen’ and ‘Cosmic Dancer’ share a peculiarly translucent sound. Full-kit drums, choppy acoustic guitar, rambling bassline and strings supply the propulsion, but the absence of a driving central riff conjures a sense of empty expanse.

         ‘Cosmic Dancer’ is a mixture of memoir and mission statement – ‘I danced myself right out the womb / Is it strange to dance so soon?’ – that abandons mystic doggerel for an exquisite guitar solo, billowing eerily like a film of cigarette smoke run in reverse. ‘Life’s a Gas’ is Marc’s ‘eternal boy’ manifesto, in which Bolan impishly glides right past all the bring-down spoilers of good vibe, all those scolding allies of the reality principle. Like ‘Hot Love’, but sidling along at ballad tempo, ‘Life’s a Gas’ is blues-without-the-blues, climaxing with another gorgeous solo that finds nothing in the world to worry about.

         Elsewhere on Electric Warrior things get more raunchy. ‘Jeepster’ contains some of his best sexy nonsense and love poesy ever: ‘You’ve got the universe reclining in your hair.’ Released as the follow-up single to ‘Get It On’, ‘Jeepster’ was another massive hit. Most of Bolan’s biggest singles were paeans to a foxy female, a role that every teen girl could imagine herself playing. He very consciously turned his attention to the ‘95% of our audience’, by his own estimate, that were girls going through sexual awakening and looking for an erotic but unthreatening fantasy object. ‘Motivate’, meaning ‘to turn on’, was one of his favourite words, as in ‘Your motivation is so sweet’ in ‘Jeepster’, or ‘The Motivator’, which declared, ‘I love the clothes you wear,’ among them a ‘velvet hat … the one that caused a revolution’.

         Revolution might be overstating it, but there was certainly something insurrectionary about the delirium incited by Marc. ‘Return of the Scream-Age Idol’ shrieked the front cover of Melody Maker’s 20 November 1971 edition. Inside, the feature bore the headline ‘Prophet of a New Generation’.

         Pundits rushed to identify Bolan as ‘that fabled commodity: A Successor To The Beatles’, something the record business had dreamed of for years now, with particular pangs during 1969–70, when single sales sank to unheard-of lows as the mature-but-dowdy album scene took over. Industry insiders worried that the coming demographic of teens and pre-teens would lose interest in pop altogether if nothing stepped in to supply their need for raw excitement, instant-impact singles, danceable beats and visually stimulating heroes to lust after, or identify with. It was with a combination of relief and vicarious excitement, then, that people like promoter Tony Smith invoked the Stones and Beatles when celebrating the way Bolan ‘speaks to a whole new generation of young kids, whose average age seems to be about 15, if not younger’.

         The statistics bore out the comparison with The Beatles’ exploits. In their first year of chart-topping success, T. Rex sales accounted for 3.5 per cent of the entire British record market. They had three #1 albums in the same year – Electric Warrior, the Bolan Boogie comp and another release that repackaged the first two Tyrannosaurus Rex LPs as a two-fer – a feat previously achieved only by, you guessed it, The Beatles. In further Fab Four flashbacks, Bolan belatedly shifted 20,000 copies of his 1969 poetry book The Warlock of Love, an echo of Lennon’s success with In My Own Write, and soon he had so much clout he was able to form his own Apple-like label through EMI, the T. Rex Wax Co. (although unlike the Beatles’ imprint, it would never release anything apart from Bolan’s own records).

         More gratifying still, Lennon and McCartney anointed Bolan as a worthy successor. Lennon hailed T. Rex as ‘good rock ’n’ roll; it has a good beat and it really swings’. He pinpointed Bolan’s way with words as particularly praiseworthy: ‘His way of writing is new and I have never read lyrics as funny and as real as his.’ Ringo Starr became a bosom buddy of Bolan’s, copped some Marc moves with his solo hit ‘Back Off Boogaloo’ and directed the debut T. Rex movie, Born to Boogie. Commentators noted the symbolic changing of the pop guard when, at the 1972 Wembley concerts, Starr was completely ignored by the screaming young fans as he stood in the photographers’ pit filming the gig.

         What really sealed the comparison between T. Rextasy and Beatlemania was the fervour of the fans. Bolan-believers even imitated his look: the hair, the clothes, the eye make-up, the glitter and gold stars affixed to cheekbones. 

         How did Bolan do it? Why him? Considered coldly, he was a quirky, rather limited singer; a middling guitarist by the standards of his time; a sometimes inspired but erratic songwriter and lyricist. But he had ‘it’, the X-factor that entertainment industries sift through a mass of hopeful contenders in hope of finding, the star quality that they control and mass-market and exploit but can never manufacture out of thin air. Tony Visconti described Bolan as possessing more personal magnetism than anyone he’d ever met: ‘light emanated from him’. He overflowed with charm, a word that nowadays simply means attractive but which carries a magical undertone. He had an amazing smile – so cartoon-wide it seemed to twinkle at each corner of his mouth – that hovered just the right side of the line between charm and smarm, not spoiled one bit by his awareness of its dazzling power.

         In Revolt into Style, his 1970 history of ‘the pop arts’, George Melly insists that magic is far more important than talent, adding that ‘magic is more precisely described as “charisma”, a form of magic halo emanating from objects, people or places which gives them power over and above their measurable qualities’. ‘Charisma’ itself is an utterly devalued word today, as empty as ‘iconic’. But its original meaning was thoroughly mystical. As a word it goes back as far as the Ancient Greeks (‘charis’ means grace, glow, a divinely bestowed gift). But it was really codified as a religious concept by St Paul in the Epistles circa ad 50. Charisma could be the attribute of a gifted preacher, a miracle-worker, someone endowed with gifts of oratory or oracular utterance. But charisma could also be possessed by the congregation itself, which in the early days of the Christian church was more like a band of outcasts than the hierarchical bureaucracies of subsequent centuries. It is arguable that charisma of this kind – collective single-mindedness – is a ‘vibe’ that generates itself within any cultic group that shares a marginal world view and renegade value system. 
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               T. Rextasy peaks with two concerts at Wembley on the same night, 18 March 1972. Ringo Starr – there filming Born to Boogie – finally experiences Beatles-level fandemonium as an outside observer

            

         

         Bolan himself used charisma in this way when reminiscing about the mod mid-sixties. ‘There was a great charisma about that time,’ he told the NME in 1972. Charismatic energy emerged from the cult and was then projected onto a focal figure: the mods came first, then the mod bands like The Who and Small Faces. Time and again you see this process play out within music subcultures, from rock to rave: the people (meaning always a particular tribe rather than the general public) have the power, but they transfer it voluntarily to leaders produced from their own ranks.

         According to Len Oakes, author of Prophetic Charisma, the typical candidate for the role of cult leader has a narcissistic personality, combining ‘grandiose self-confidence’, enormous energy, skills of seduction and manipulation, and a striking lack of self-doubt. Okay, that sounds like most pop stars, or indeed just about everybody involved in the performing arts. But when Oakes lists the characteristics of charismatic sects – congregations that erupt into frenzy, abandon, raising of hands, shaking, rocking and fainting; believers possessed by ‘dreadful Tremblings in their Bodies’ who emit shrieks and roars – it sounds an awful lot like rock’n’roll, like disco, like rave and other eruptions of enthused dance culture. Look at the Wembley footage documented on Born to Boogie – the teenage girls (and occasional teenage boy) spasming and jacking at the waist, mouths screaming so wide you see the fillings and stringy filaments of saliva, hands outstretched and beseeching to the god-man. That’s some ole-time religion.

         Commentators at the time picked up on this born-again aspect of T. Rextasy. The NME’s Tony Tyler noted ‘the almost mesmeric control’ Bolan had over his fans at concerts. ‘For thousands of Rexmaniacs, secure in their fundamentalist faith, it burned with all the fervour of a religio-sensual experience. A Dionysian Rite of Spring in which they flocked to pay frenzied devotive offerings.’ The delirium could get dangerous. At the Boston Gliderdrome, a 6,000-capacity venue in Lincolnshire, thirty-three fans fainted. One girl was taken to hospital, with confused reports claiming she’d either tumbled over the balcony in her excitement or had her shoulder broken when a TV light on the balcony fell onto her. 

         As with earlier and later examples of fandemonium, an industry of exploitation sprang up instantly, offering T. Rex merchandise of every kind. The official T. Rex Fan Club soon swelled to 6,000 members and received thousands of letters every week, many of them enquiring as to the truth of the gruesome rumours that tend to swirl around pop idols: ‘Is it true that Marc is dying of leukaemia or kidney disease?’ In one profile of Bolan, June reads out a fan letter: ‘I will do anything, any time, for/to/or with you. Delete whichever is inapplicable. Please send me any food, nail cuttings, clothes, anything you may have touched.’

         ‘Is there an anti-T. Rex fan club anywhere in Britain?’ asked Gerald Levy of Middleton, Lancashire, writing in to Melody Maker’s letters page in early 1972. The music papers were convulsed with letters decrying or defending Bolan. Some of the irritation stemmed from the overkill coverage Marc was receiving, with barely a week going by without some kind of Bolan story (even his publicist extraordinaire B. P. Fallon got profiled). Other complaints came from progrock believers, who denounced Bolan’s ‘banal chord progressions’ and described him as ‘the worst disaster ever to befall the British pop music scene’, singlehandedly undoing ‘the whole progression and maturity drive of the last decade’. And then, of course, there were the old Tyrannosaurus Rex fans wishing he would change his mind and go back to singing about runes and Rarn. International Times spoke for the embittered underground flock when they ran a special ‘Bolan – Who Needs Him?’ cover.

         
            *

         

         Nineteen seventy-two was when T. Rextasy peaked, with massive concerts, a string of #1 and #2 singles and the release of the Born to Boogie film. But by the end of the year, there was a definite feeling of exhaustion – creative, mental, physical on the part of the idol himself, and in terms of the phenomenon itself having crested and begun its descent.

         Number 1 in May 1972, ‘Metal Guru’ was in some ways the ultimate T. Rex song: a jingle, really, a verse-chorus looping endlessly amid a caramel swirl of sickly-sweet sound. But it was the first indication of a thinness to Bolan’s new material. It also showed signs of messianic navel-gazing. As music critic Neil Kulkarni observes, the question ‘Metal guru / Is it you?’ seemed to be Bolan talking to himself, assessing his own candidacy as generational leader. In interviews he talked hazily about the song being about the ‘godhead’ and isolation, and further claimed that he was hatching a film script around the concept of ‘a cosmic messiah … a messenger from God who has to check up on planet Earth … God has not returned to the planet since [Eden]. He expects a race of gods and what he finds is this mess.’

         ‘Metal Guru’ was the lead track on The Slider, which Bolan boasted had achieved a new sound ‘totally different from anything we’ve done … softer but harder. Like liquid concrete.’ But apart from the sexy, languid title track and the earlier single ‘Telegram Sam’, the album was patchy. The Slider stalled at #4 in the UK album chart, a dismaying sign of a different sort of slide.

         Ironically, just as fans and observers began to accuse Bolan of repetitiousness and self-plagiarism, he rallied with a spurt of three of T. Rex’s most original and different-sounding singles. The lyrics showed further evidence of a messianic complex, but musically ‘Children of the Revolution’ was drastically slower than his previous hit singles, its strings-propelled lurch-groove making it a sort of bubblegum precursor to Led Zeppelin’s ‘Kashmir’.

         Described by its creator as ‘a very fast rockaboogie’, the next single, ‘Solid Gold Easy Action’, was the missing link between The Dave Clark Five’s ‘Bits and Pieces’ and Captain Beefheart’s ‘Sun Zoom Spark’: a jarring sawtooth riff, followed by a jolting ‘Hey! Hey! Hey!’ chant synched to bash-bash-bash beats, followed by a Bo Diddley shuffle, then a chorus so cloying it’s like Black Forest gateau squooshed into your ear canal.

         Then came ‘20th Century Boy’, Bolan’s punkest statement ever. He described this single as ‘erection rock … purely an energy record … some of it quotes Muhammed Ali … I think that every man in the 20th Century is a superstud and the record’s meant for him.’ Kicked off with a blasting riff, the song struts with near-parodic machismo, Bolan virtually rapping lines like ‘sting like a bee’ but still offering himself as a plaything (‘I wanna be your toy’). Backed with raspy female soul vocals that recall Merry Clayton on ‘Gimme Shelter’, the song heads out in a Stooges/Funhouse-like bedlam of honking sax, pummelled rhythm, tambourine and garbled, or even gargled, vocals from Bolan, an absurd caricature of menace that nonetheless is a little disturbing.

         A few years before T. Rextasy, George Melly argued that a primitive religious impulse underlay the erotic frenzy of teen-fan mania: ‘Throughout history religious enthusiasm at this level is frequently indistinguishable from sexual hysteria. Equally mysterious is the sudden extinction of dangerous divinity in any one artist or group … the screaming stops, the crowd dissolves …’ Melly is right about the arbitrary fall of idols in pop, but in the case of Bolan there are mundane explanations for the vertiginously swift decline. Unlike The Beatles or the Stones, Bolan was entirely dependent on his own creative resources: his band were subordinates, not foils off which he could spark or who could take up the slack when it came to songwriting.

         And for all his talk of stretching out into other avenues of artistic expression, Bolan was not a polymath like his friend David Bowie. He couldn’t act, or script-write, to save his life. Born to Boogie was a farrago, interweaving electrifying footage from the Wembley concerts with pseudo-surreal, semi-improvised interludes filmed on John Lennon’s estate. Talking to the NME, Bolan raved about a scene in which Ringo Starr (as the Dormouse) and Bolan (as the Mad Hatter) declaim ‘Byron type poetry in a bright red Cadillac – all very camp – and we end up singing “Tutti Frutti”.’ Be warned: a pissed-off dwarf also appears, munching the Caddy’s wing mirror.

         Bolan was also feeling the pressure of fame, which he compared to being pinned against the wall by hundreds of invisible people. Already in April 1972, he talks in interviews of being reclusive, about how fame gives so much but what it takes away is irreplaceable, like brain cells. ‘I’ve never felt so insecure, or such pain as I do now, because I’m so exposed musically,’ Bolan complained. ‘What I’m playing and singing is a projection of my real self.’ One of the better tracks on The Slider, ‘Main Man’ contained the revealing lines: ‘As a child I laughed a lot … now it seems I cry a lot.’ Elaborating to Melody Maker, he confessed, ‘I’ve never cried so much in my whole life as this last year.’

         Premonitions of death darkened his thoughts: ‘I don’t know whether I’m going to be around for much longer as a human being … I honestly feel it could all end tomorrow. Not just the band thing – I mean life.’ He fantasised about giving it all up, perhaps becoming an archaeologist in Egypt.

         A huge blow to Bolan’s ego came with T. Rex’s failure to duplicate their British success in America. ‘Get It On’, retitled ‘Bang a Gong’, made the Top 10. But T. Rex’s sound tumbled into the Grand Canyon-sized chasm between FM and AM radio in America. FM was the domain of the progressive underground, the hairy freaks, and they found T. Rex too lightweight and poppy. The AM stations were pure pop, the home of The Carpenters or boy bands like The Osmonds; T. Rex still had too many cosmic trappings for this market.

         T. Rex toured the States repeatedly during 1972–4, with variable reactions. A new breed of glitter fans in Los Angeles flocked to their gig in Santa Monica, but San Francisco’s longhairs – still hung up on the city’s acid-rock heyday – greeted Bolan’s pop-star antics with indifference. Melody Maker’s Roy Hollingworth, reporting on a late-1972 American tour, noted the awkwardness: the seductive ploys that worked so well at home when Bolan was dealing with TV-converted kids just fell flat with an older audience ‘that don’t move, groove, wet themselves, dance, or get up and scream’. When Bolan threw a towel into the audience, ‘nobody caught it’. It was humiliating. And it’s proof that charisma is a gift bestowed by the congregation as much as an inherent property of the prophet or priest, a mutually reinforcing confidence trick that loops back and forth between audience and star.

         Stung by the reviews from America, Bolan launched into damage-limitation mode, with a November 1972 Melody Maker interview that the paper cruelly titled ‘Marc: I Wasn’t a U.S. Flop!’ He denied reports that a packed gig in New York was really what people in the concert-promoter world call a ‘papered house’, i.e. partly achieved through giving away free tickets. He boasted that there was interest in America in a thirty-nine-week TV series in the style of the Jackson 5 cartoons, with Bolan himself writing the script. It was premium Bolan bullshit, and no one was buying it.

         By early 1973, it was essentially all over.

         But let’s not dwell too long on the decline and falter. The cocaine and champagne. The weight gain and the terrible haircut. The rising paranoia and the undignified jibes at Bowie, who ascended to a level of artistic credibility and respect that Bolan would never achieve. There were sporadic glimmers of the old brilliance on later albums like Tanx (1973) and Dandy in the Underworld (1977). A smatter of killer singles: the elegiac ‘Teenage Dream’ and the goofy ‘New York City’, both decent-sized hits, and the proto-punky ‘Laser Love’, an undeserved flop.

         Wipe the years of decay from your mind and dwell on his peak. What can be made of the Bolan phenomenon? Pop-cult analyst Pete Fowler complained that T. Rextasy, unlike Beatlemania or rock’n’roll in the fifties, wasn’t ‘pure’. Bolan, like Bowie, was too self-conscious, too aware of the mechanics of fan identification and the rise-and-fall cycles of stardom. In 1965, in one of his first interviews, Bolan was already looking ahead to the serenity and wisdom of post-stardom life: ‘Besides, once I get over the fame, I will know where I stand.’ Bolan was schooled in the music press, which he’d read devotedly since 1962, and had kept all the back copies for reference purposes, to find out, say, what guitar a certain artist had used. ‘It’s normally pictures. I’m very into pictures, and hand movements, all that sort of jive.’

         But what of the phenomenon itself – the sensational experiences of fans like Noelle Parr? That was pure (while also impure in thought – sweetly dirty). The sheer youth of the T. Rexstatics made for a certain unknowingness. If Bolan himself stood slightly outside his own myth, his fans were fully immersed. Lost in star lust.

         Today, we can’t access the phenomenon, only read about it in historical reconstructions or watch the surviving clips of documentary footage. What’s really left for us is the body of work. Three or four fabulous John’s Children songs. The curiosity of Tyrannosaurus Rex, whose records would have remained among the least influential of all time if they hadn’t been belatedly seized upon by Animal Collective and other freak-folk artists of the noughties. Two close-to-perfect albums: T. Rex and Electric Warrior. Above all, that run of nine smash singles, from ‘Ride a White Swan’ to ‘20th Century Boy’.

         The words teem with flashes of juvenile genius. But they’d be nothing without the delivery, without Bolan himself. T. Rex, in the end, was not so much a body of work as the work of a body. It all emanated from Marc. That voice. That face. The twinkle in the eye. The Cheshire Cat grin.

         Glamour that ultimately didn’t have anything to do with spangles on the cheek or a jacket made of satin, with things that you could buy or apply. Glamour as a spooky insistence of self, the spark of sheer caprice.

         Tolkien might have been describing Marc when he wrote that ‘Faërie cannot be caught in a net of words; for it is one of its qualities to be indescribable, though not imperceptible.’

         Or as Syd Barrett might have put it: that cat’s something I can’t explain.

      

   


   
      
         

            2:

            THE LONDON BOY: BOWIE’S EARLY YEARS

            David Bowie – Anthony Newley – Lindsay Kemp – Oscar Wilde

         

         Years before David Bowie made it, he had a brush with fame when, aged seventeen, he appeared on the BBC current-affairs programme Tonight in November 1964 as leader of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Longhaired Men. Flanked by young men with girlish locks similar to his own, Bowie – then still known by his birth name, David Jones – denounced the prejudice and indignities they faced: ‘For the last two years we’ve had comments like “Darlin’!” and “Can I carry your handbag?” thrown at us. And I think it just has to stop … We don’t see why other people should persecute us.’

         Several things about the TV clip stand out, among them Bowie’s startling beauty: pale skin, delicate features and dazzling blond shoulder-length locks. Then there’s his manner: polite, demure, a grin cracking up his face that may be defensive shyness and certainly defuses the supposed militancy of the SPCLM. There’s also the fact that so early in the career of rock’s most famous gender bender – before it had really started – androgyny and sexual confusion were at the forefront of Bowie’s presentation of himself to the public. It was only a year or two since The Beatles’ own long hair had started the whole ‘Are you a boy or a girl?’ furore.
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