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FOREWORD



Queen has never been one of those rock bands with a small but devoted following. The band is beloved by millions, first finding its footing in the small concert halls of London in the 1970s and then going on to play in stadiums with enough seating for 100,000 spectators. While Queen has enjoyed a massive fan following, they were never particularly celebrated by the music press, and the four members of the band didn’t really adhere to the preconceived notions of how rock stars should behave. No hotel rooms were destroyed, and there was no ubiquitous drug use within the group. Far from rock ’n’ roll caricatures, the members of Queen forged a reputation as hard workers who loved to spend their time recording in the studio and performing onstage. The group recorded an astonishing fifteen albums, often driving themselves (and their producers and technicians) to exhaustion.


Although carried by a lead singer known for his legendary charisma and stage presence, Queen was a collective made up of four personalities with boundless creativity: Brian May on guitar, John Deacon on bass, Roger Taylor on drums, and Freddie Mercury on vocals. Each member of the group participated in the writing of Queen’s unforgettable catalog of songs, and all four men played an equally important role in shaping Queen’s lasting musical legacy.


Since the release of their first album in 1973, the group has sold more than 300 million albums worldwide. The sheer number of hits can make you dizzy: “I Want to Break Free,” “Another One Bites the Dust,” “Radio Ga Ga,” “Killer Queen,” “We Are the Champions,” “We Will Rock You,” “Don’t Stop Me Now,” “The Show Must Go On,” and of course the group’s masterpiece, “Bohemian Rhapsody.”


Generations of fans have followed the band, and the teenagers who flocked to the group in the early 1970s have passed their love of Queen on to their children, and to their children’s children. Thanks to the phenomenal success of Bryan Singer’s 2018 film Bohemian Rhapsody, young music lovers around the world have rediscovered the timeless songs written by the four brothers in arms. As further proof that time has done nothing to dampen Queen’s legacy, the original music video for “BoRap” (as fans call it) now has over a billion views on YouTube.


Queen All the Songs celebrates the work of May, Mercury, Deacon, and Taylor, analyzing each song recorded by the quartet with love for the process and respect for the group. Some demos that the group recorded are not referenced in this book (including “Feelings” and “Silver Salmon”) in order to focus on the titles that the musicians themselves deemed worthy of refining, recording, and presenting to the public as part of an album.


This book focuses on the adventures of the four men who made Queen into a legendary band. Special attention is paid to the writing and recording process of the group’s classic songs and albums, with sidebars offering deep dives into the lives and loves of each of the four original band members. For this reason, Queen All the Songs offers smaller overviews on the group’s side projects, including The Cosmos Rocks (the only studio album released by Queen + Paul Rogers), and the group’s latest collaborations with Adam Lambert. Though these new recordings have introduced Queen to an entirely new generation of fans, they were created after Freddie’s passing and are therefore given shorter analysis.


No study of Queen’s repertoire, no matter how thorough, could be long enough and complete enough to fully bear witness to the major accomplishments achieved by these four gifted musicians. Instead, the book you have in your hands intends to shed light on the hidden stories behind the creation of these classic songs, offering behind-the-scenes secrets that can now be revealed.













WAITING FOR THE QUEEN



It was in the swinging London of 1968 that the group Smile first appeared on the rock ’n’ roll scene. This was a period in music history that was still under the soothing influence of Bob Dylan’s American folk, and the Beatles were still undisputed kings of pop. But in Britain, the first inklings of a new wave of music were building. A new, frenetic energy seemed to be steadily replacing the mellow tones of the “flower power” era. The flower power movement had originated in the American West and it reached its apogee at the Woodstock festival in 1969, before coming to a tragic end a few months later at Altamont. A young fan died during a performance by the Rolling Stones, stabbed by one of the Hells Angels who was supposed to be providing security for the concert. It was also in 1968, in London, that the whirlwind of Led Zeppelin was forming, and this band’s success cleared away all the memories of the “Summer of Love” and the hippie movement. The sky seemed to darken on album covers, and we discovered Deep Purple and Black Sabbath, who, with Jimmy Page’s and Robert Plant’s Led Zeppelin, formed the “holy trinity” of heavy metal.


It was into this turbulent setting that Smile was born, a young group consisting of three exuberantly dressed, well-educated musicians, confident with their high-pitched voices. They could be found at Kensington market, where their drummer, Roger Taylor, had a secondhand clothing stall. They got themselves noticed on the stages of the city’s music venues, and their songs started to meet with some success.


From 1984 to Smile, Brian May’s Early Days


The future founder of Smile was a man named Tim Staffell. In 1965 he was attending Ealing Art College in London, when he made the acquaintance of Brian May, a student of astrophysics at Imperial College London. Together, they scoured the city’s clubs and watched bands like the Yardbirds perform. They soon started to frequent the frenzied performances of Jimi Hendrix in the smoky cellar venues of Britain’s capital city, following the future rock legend as he appeared night after night in locations all around London and the surrounding suburbs in the mid-1960s.


In the summer of 1964, Brian May and his friend Dave Dilloway had formed their first group, called 1984 in homage to George Orwell’s famous novel, which was experiencing a surge in popularity at the time. Tim Staffell soon joined them, and once the group was complete (a total of six musicians: two guitarists, a bassist, a drummer, a pianist, and a singer), 1984 was ready to cut its teeth along with the ever-growing number of fledgling rock groups forming all around the city. On October 28, 1964, the band played its first concert at St. Mary’s Church Hall in Twickenham. Other bookings soon followed, but the stress of playing constant gigs finally got the better of the young Brian, who started at Imperial College London in the autumn of 1965. Despite an important gig with Pink Floyd and Jimi Hendrix during the Christmas on Earth Continued Festival on December 22, 1967, the guitarist decided to leave the group, choosing to focus on his studies rather than continuing to chase the elusive dream of rock stardom. In a possible sign that Brian had made the right decision, when the remaining members of the group left the stage in the small hours of the morning on December 23 (their set was supposed to be in the evening of the twenty-second, but they didn’t manage to take the stage until after midnight), the musicians of 1984 found their dressing room had been burgled, and their cars towed away and impounded.


Brian May and Tim Staffell began to work together again in the autumn of 1968, when they decided to pursue another project, accompanied for a while by keyboard and guitar player Chris Smith. A new start for a new band required a new name, and the group settled on Smile. The band’s logo, which was created by Staffell, featured a large smiling mouth showing an impressive set of teeth. Coincidence or otherwise, the famous Rolling Stones emblem, designed by a London Royal College of Art student called John Pasche, appeared only two years after Smile’s.


First Compositions, First Concerts


May and Staffell composed new music as a duo and also retained some cover songs in their repertoire. Both members agreed that finding an expert drummer was an essential next step for the group. One morning, May put up a little notice in the corridors of Imperial College, which, “in all modesty,” advertised for nothing less than: “a Ginger Baker/Mitch Mitchell–type drummer”! Only someone with a fiery temperament would be able to measure up to the hotheaded drummers of Cream and Hendrix. This person turned out to be a young man named Roger Taylor, who was newly arrived in town with the express goal of joining a rock group as soon as possible. Taylor was determined to become a star. Brian May recalls his early experiences of watching Roger play during Smile’s initial jam sessions in the music rooms of Imperial College. There were only two acoustic guitars, some bongos, and a drum kit in the little music room, but that was enough to leave a lasting impression on May: “I remember the first time I saw Roger on drums, his flamboyance blew me away.”1 The fact that the drummer took the trouble to tune his drums one by one was also enough to convince the guitarist, who was impressed by Taylor’s high degree of professionalism. The chemistry worked straightaway between the three musicians, and a spirit of camaraderie that was necessary for the project to work well was quickly established. Smile was complete. When Pink Floyd came to Imperial College for a one-off concert on October 26, 1968, the support slot was offered to the new group. This was a godsend opportunity for Smile’s first concert, and also quite a baptism by fire! Unfazed, the trio acquitted themselves well, delivering a brand of rock that would have been categorized as progressive for its time.


While pursuing their studies, the three friends lined up other concerts, including supporting gigs for Yes and Tyrannosaurus Rex (subsequently T. Rex). Gradually the group began to establish quite a reputation. After a concert at the Revolution Club in London on April 19, 1969, the group met Lou Reizner, an executive producer with Mercury Records. Reizner was impressed by their stage performance and offered them a recording opportunity. The contract was signed in May, and recording began the following month at Trident Studios at St. Anne’s Court. At the controls behind the console was a man named John Anthony, a young producer whose path was destined to cross with the musicians of Smile again later in their careers. Three numbers were recorded at that original session: “Earth” and “Step on Me,” which made up the A- and B-sides of a single, and “Doin’ Alright,” which, for the time being, was not used. The disc was released in August 1969, but only in the United States, where Smile was unknown, and it did not sell at all. Disappointed, the group focused on concerts, and recorded some more songs in September, including the delicate “April Lady,” sung by Brian May with backing vocals from Roger Taylor.


A Newcomer to the Group


The mood in Smile was not good after the relative failure of their first single, and the only person who seemed to believe in their potential was a friend of Tim Staffell, whom he had met at Ealing Art College. This newcomer had a passion for graphic arts, fashion, and literature, and he was presented to the other members of the group, who immediately took a liking to him. He admired their music and was always happy to accompany them to their concerts. He also didn’t hold back in sharing his own vision for the group, losing no time in letting them know what he would do if he was their vocalist, which was a role that was currently occupied by his friend, Tim. The new groupie was no stranger to the microphone, and in recent months he had worked with a number of bands, including Ibex, Wreckage, and Sour Milk Sea, and he was confident that his inclusion in Smile would bring success to the group. In April 1970, tired and disappointed with the group’s lack of success, Tim Staffell jumped ship to join the band Humpy Bong, leaving a vacancy for a new lead vocalist in Smile. The microphone was promptly taken up by the loyal admirer who had supported the group for many months. His name was Freddie Bulsara.


The new trio worked brilliantly. There was an excellent understanding between each of the members, and the young men worked tirelessly together. Always a source of ideas and suggestions, and determined to take this group to the top, Freddie suggested a change of name to his fellow band members. Roger and Brian, both great science fiction enthusiasts, initially suggested the Grand Dance (inspired by “the Great Dance,” a quotation from the C. S. Lewis novel Out of the Silent Planet) or the Rich Kids (coincidentally, this was the name chosen in 1977 by Glen Matlock, formerly of the Sex Pistols, for his new musical project). Naturally, and as usual, the singer already had something in mind. Seeking to assert a dandyish image for himself, and to convey a provocative and an ambiguous image for his new group, Freddie suggested Queen, which he hoped would be construed in the gayest possible sense, and with heavy camp overtones. This was not a name that his acolytes found convincing. Taylor remembers his initial reaction: “I didn’t like the name originally and neither did Brian, but we got used to it. We thought that once we’d got established, the music would then become the identity more than the name.”2 Bulsara did not share this point of view: for him, a name was everything. For this reason, in the spring of 1970 he changed his own name and was thenceforth known as Freddie Mercury. Freddie also designed the group’s logo, including the astrological signs of the group’s four members: two majestic roaring lions for Roger and John, and a crab with enormous claws for Brian; and Virgo Freddie symbolized his own sign using two innocent fairies that both looked toward the letter Q, which was encircled by a crown. This crown represented the heights of stardom that the group was determined to reach. A phoenix looks down over the logo, ready to defend its comrades against any attack. This protection was to prove invaluable against the journalists of the British musical press…


Queen, On the Path to the Throne


In 1970, as the pace of rehearsals intensified, the group tried out multiple bass players. At the first series of Queen concerts, the following players all succeeded each other: Mike Grose, a survivor from Smile, then Barry Mitchell, and finally Doug Bogie. The compositions of new songs continued to flow, including the very Zeppelin-esque “Stone Cold Crazy” and “Doin’ Alright,” which May had co-written with Tim Staffell in the Smile days. In January 1971, at an evening event organized at the Maria Assumpta Teacher Training College in Kensington, May and Taylor met John Deacon. This young bassist had attended an earlier Queen concert on October 26 but hadn’t been impressed. However, he did have some chemistry with the other three musicians, and an audition was arranged. On the day, equipped with a gleaming Rickenbacker bass, Deacon made a good impression. His place in the group was clinched when he began discussing his passion for electronics. (Much later in the group’s career, Deacon designed the Deacy Amp, into which Brian May plugged his Red Special guitar at numerous recording sessions.) Deacon officially joined the group in March 1971, and went onstage for his first concert at Surrey College on July 2 of the same year. After their search for a bassist, the Queen band members would remain unchanged until the premature death of Freddie Mercury in 1991.


Gig dates continued to be booked, often at the universities attended by the musicians or their friends, but also in some smaller locations, ranging from the most obscure to the relatively famous. For example, on October 31, 1970, they played the famous Cavern Club in Liverpool, where the Beatles had cut their teeth ten years previously. The fortunate audience there got to experience Queen’s new numbers, including: “Keep Yourself Alive,” “Liar,” and “Great King Rat.” The group rehearsed relentlessly and kept themselves ready for any opportunity that might arise. Despite the inevitable disappointments and annoyances of their early days, Queen hung in there, and destiny finally smiled on them. Terry Yeadon and Geoff Calvar, two sound engineers at Pye Studios in central London, who had helped Smile to record their first demos (“Step on Me” and “Polar Bear”), got in touch with Roger and Brian and offered them a contract. They had both just taken over the De Lane Lea Studios in Wembley, and they needed a group that played at high volume to test the location’s acoustics and sound insulation. In exchange, the group would be able to record a free demo. Five numbers were born from these sessions, which were supervised by the house sound engineer, Louis Austin: “Liar,” “Keep Yourself Alive,” “Jesus,” “The Night Comes Down,” and “Great King Rat.”


It was at the De Lane Lea Studios that the group would meet John Anthony and Roy Thomas Baker, two producers at Trident. This production company was based in London’s Soho neighborhood and had its own recording studios, as well as a complete management and publishing structure for their artists. Barry and Norman Sheffield ran Trident, and they were always looking for new talent. Following a good showing on March 24, 1972, at Forest Hill Hospital in London, the first Queen demos convinced the Sheffield brothers. Some of the terms of the contract the Sheffields offered the group, especially those points dealing with publishing rights, management, and rights linked to the recordings did require clarification. Once the contract was finally signed on November 1, 1972, the group began to rehearse and was given access to the recording studios in the summer on 1973 so they could work on their first album. A team was made available to the group and it included: David Hentschel, who supervised the sessions, and Roy Thomas Baker and John Anthony, who provided the production. At the height of their reputation in the early 1970s, Trident Studios had limited free slots for Freddie and his band. The musicians of Queen were relative unknowns at the time, and they could practice only at night, after the studios’ occupants had left. Some of the big names that were recording at Trident in those days included David Bowie, Elton John, and Paul McCartney. The creative process was exhausting but also cathartic for Queen. The many compositions May and Mercury worked on were edited and tweaked until all the best content was created, and each idea had been experimented with to the maximum point. The members of the group invested all their energy in the recording process, and they devoted themselves to the task until they were finally worn out. This was the beginning of a long love affair between the members of Queen and the recording studio. Their recording sessions would eventually take them from Munich to Montreux, via rural France.













FREDDIE MERCURY: THE BIRTH OF A STAR


Farrokh Bulsara was born on September 5, 1946, in Zanzibar, not far from the coast of what is now Tanzania. The little island offered the young boy the perfect setting for a gentle and peaceful childhood, until his departure for India at the age of seven. It was to this far-off continent that his parents, who were of Indian origin, sent him to study at the prestigious St. Peter’s School in Panchgani, located approximately thirty miles from Bombay (now Mumbai). Far from his family, the young Farrokh mastered English and discovered sports, including English boxing and running. He spent the following eight years at this school, where his teachers nicknamed him Freddie. He learned discipline and rigor, and soon joined the school choir and took up piano lessons and dramatic art classes, which he attended assiduously. In 1963, after eight years of study, Farrokh failed his exams. He then returned to his family in Zanzibar, where serious ethnic and religious tensions were emerging. After the massacre of an estimated ten thousand people during the so-called Zanzibar Revolution on the nights of January 11 and 12, 1964, the Bulsaras fled their island home for the relative safety of London.


In the British capital, a new life awaited Freddie, who studied fine art at Isleworth Polytechnic. Then in 1966 he went to Ealing Art College, with the goal of becoming an illustrator. He soon tired of this new objective and took an interest in a young guitarist named Jimi Hendrix. Freddie attended a large number of Hendrix’s London concerts. Before long, he got to know Tim Staffell, a fellow student at Ealing and singer for the group 1984.


Freddie Bulsara envisaged a new future for himself with Tim. He also became friends with Roger and Brian, 1984’s drummer and guitarist, and then he met Mary Austin, a nineteen-year-old woman who worked at Biba, which at that time was a very fashionable London department store. Freddie and Mary established a love and friendship that lasted until his death.


Freddie was interested in fashion and literature. He wore provocative and eccentric clothes, and sang in a group called Ibex, with which he performed for the first time onstage on August 23, 1969, in Bolton, near Manchester. In the autumn of that year Freddie also sang with a band called Wreckage, then with a band called Sour Milk Sea, whose drummer, Boris Williams, would go on to found the Cure. Freddie was very motivated by the idea of joining a new group that had already established itself as the opening act for Deep Purple. He was so nervous on the day of the audition that he asked Roger Taylor and John Harris (who, at that time, was sound engineer for Smile) to go with him. Pretending to be assistants to the aspiring lead singer, Taylor and Harris carried a wooden box containing his microphone. While Freddie’s makeshift entourage must have had a certain impact, it was his vocal performance that convinced the members of Sour Milk Sea. But after a few concerts, Freddie grew tired of the group and departed, preferring to focus on the secondhand clothes shop that he helped to run with Roger. It was at this time that he grew close to the members of Smile, whose own lead singer was set to depart the group in April 1970.













BRIAN MAY: THE ROCK ’N’ ROLL ACADEMIC


The son of Ruth and Harold May, Brian May was born on July 19, 1947, in Hampton Hill, in the outskirts of London. He grew up in a modest neighborhood and went to primary school in Feltham, not far from the street where Freddie Mercury and his family had moved after fleeing Zanzibar. This was a surprising coincidence, but Brian and Freddie did not meet at the time. Brian’s father, Harold, who was a radio operator during World War II, was then working as a draughtsman for the Ministry of Aviation. Among other things, he was involved in the design of the Blind Landing System for aircraft, which would eventually be used for the future supersonic aircraft, the Concorde. Brian was introduced to music at a very young age by his parents, particularly his mother. His father helped him to make a crystal radio receiver, or galena crystal detector radio—on which he listened to Radio Luxembourg with some old wartime German headphones. He reluctantly attended piano lessons but seemed to genuinely enjoy the ukulele lessons given by his father. On his seventh birthday his parents gave him his first acoustic guitar, an inexpensive Egmond, which he treasured; he even presented it to the public at a press conference on October 1, 2014, when his book Brian May’s Red Special was launched. The Red Special is the electric guitar he made with his father and which he used throughout his career, only very rarely bringing on another model for a music video, or for a concert. As Harold did not have the means to give his son a Fender Stratocaster—which was the guitar used by Hank Marvin (leader of the Shadows) and Buddy Holly—Harold decided to set about making a unique model, designed using recycled materials, so that he could help his young son realize his dreams. It should be said that they had already constructed a telescope together, and that father and son were very close. The guitar construction project still further cemented this closeness between Brian and his father. In the autumn of 1963, the Red Special was completed, and from then on Brian was never without it. Even though music was only a hobby for Brian, it increasingly gained an important place in his life. With his fascination for astronomy, he was brilliantly successful in his studies at the prestigious Hampton Grammar School, and then he attended the no less prestigious Imperial College London. His college studies began in the autumn of 1965, and he studied astrophysics. His great passion for the subject was further materialized in his doctoral thesis: A Survey of Radial Velocities in the Zodiacal Dust Cloud in 2007, and he was awarded his doctorate forty-two years after he started his studies.


Back to 1965, which was when Brian met Tim Staffell, a student at Ealing Art College in London. Together they formed the group 1984, which had May on guitar, Staffell on vocals, Dave Dilloway on bass, Richard Thompson on drums, John Sanger on piano, and John Garnham as second guitar. Brian involved himself in this project while continuing his studies, and the group began to line up many concerts, eventually booking themselves as the opening band for May’s idol, Jimi Hendrix, on May 13, 1967, at Imperial College. Despite these opportunities and the recording of an initial demo, the young May decided to focus on his academic work and left the group at the beginning of 1968. Elements of family pressure, and the desire not to let his father down, were probably contributing factors in his decision-making. Fortunately for music lovers everywhere, Brian revised his decision in the fall of 1968 when he founded Smile with Tim Staffell. He was once again ready to do battle on the stage, and he was always equipped with his trusted Red Special.













ROGER TAYLOR: THE “LEGENDARY CORNISH DRUMMER”


During a concert tour for Smile that passed through his childhood town, Taylor mockingly nicknamed himself the “Legendary Cornish Drummer.” It was this sense of humor and fiery temperament, along with his compositional talent and inimitable drumming abilities, that came to characterize Roger as a member of Queen.


Roger Meddows Taylor was born on July 26, 1949, in King’s Lynn, in East Anglia, northeast of London. He and his family soon moved to Truro, in Cornwall in the southwest of the country. Very early on he learned to play the ukulele, and at the age of ten he joined his first group, the Bubblingover Boys, where they played a mix of rock (influenced by Jerry Lee Lewis and Little Richard) and jazz. In 1960 he attended the prestigious Truro Cathedral School, where he was required to be actively involved in the choir. This was his opportunity to discover vocal harmonization, which would prove valuable as a member of Queen. At the age of twelve he officially became a drummer. He built his first drum kit using a tom and a bass drum given to him by his father, then added other elements that he acquired gradually. He pursued his musical path with the support of his family, playing guitar in the group the Cousin Jacks before joining Johnny Quale and the Reaction in 1965. They played numerous concerts, until the departure of Johnny Quale in 1966, which left the group without a lead singer. Roger Taylor filled this vacancy, drumsticks in hand, confidently placing his drum kit at the front of stage during the Reaction concerts. Taylor moved to London in the fall of 1967 and began a course in dental surgery at the London Hospital Medical School. A few months later, Taylor was still thinking of ways to get himself back onstage when his roommate, Les Brown, showed him a little advertisement he’d found in the hallways of Imperial College. Roger responded to the ad and shortly afterward was called to audition for the group, Smile. This was the start of a big adventure for the already very accomplished Roger Taylor, then aged nineteen.













JOHN DEACON: THE SOFT POWER


John Richard Deacon was born on August 10, 1951, in Leicester, England. He grew up on the outskirts of the city, initially in Evington, then in Oadby, where he moved in 1960 with his sister and parents, Arthur and Lillian. The young boy was quiet and reserved, but he was also fascinated by electronics, and he spent much of his time tinkering and making gadgets from spare parts. In 1965, just before he turned fourteen, John went to Beauchamp Grammar School, in the south of Leicester. Alongside his studies, he joined the group the Opposition, where he played guitar with bassist Clive Castledine, lead singer/guitarist Richard Young, and drummer Nigel Bullen. The Opposition played covers of songs by the Yardbirds and the Animals, and Deacon found himself attracted to the soul sounds of Detroit’s Motown label, which was created by Berry Gordy in 1959 under the name of Tamla. The Opposition followed the traditional path of adolescent rock bands of the period, opportunistically taking whatever gigs they could get. In 1966, when Clive Castledine left the group, John took up the bass. The lineup changed, and the group renamed themselves the New Opposition before changing their name to Art in 1968.


This musical adventure lasted only a while, and John remained focused on his studies. His life changed when he met Brian May and Roger Taylor in 1971, and he joined Queen, becoming its final bassist. Quiet and inventive, Deacon played a key role in the group. Although it took him a year or so before he felt completely part of the band, he went on to compose some of Queen’s greatest hits: “Another One Bites the Dust,” “I Want to Break Free,” and “You’re My Best Friend,” as well as many other successful but less well-known songs, including “Cool Cat” and “Rain Must Fall,” which he co-wrote with Mercury.


Following a life devoted to rock ’n’ roll, John Deacon—nicknamed Deaky by his musician friends—decided to leave Queen in 1997 and to live outside of the show business limelight, close to his wife and children. Even now, at a distance, Deacon is still the member of the group most focused on the business side of things, just as he was during the glory days of Queen.












PORTRAITS



NORMAN SHEFFIELD: A VISIONARY BUSINESSMAN


By the time Queen met Norman Sheffield in the fall of 1971, he was already an established player in the world of British music. As the owner of Trident Productions Ltd.—which has its offices at 17 St. Anne’s Court, in the heart of London’s fashionable Soho neighborhood—the businessman managed an impressive mix of renowned recording studios that gave birth to a litany of famous albums, including The Beatles’ Abbey Road. A former drummer himself, Sheffield gave up the instrument and opened a record store in the suburbs of London when he decided to start a family. Shortly after the store opened, he was able to install a small recording studio above the shop with the help of his brother, Barry. Together, the two brothers began recording local young artists after the store had closed for the day. Norman’s own history as a working musician undoubtedly informed his gift for discovering new talent. Word of mouth soon spread, and the roster of artists hoping to record with the Sheffield brothers grew. In March 1968, Norman and Barry decided to move their operation to Soho, where they officially formed Trident Studios and began to build a small music empire. The Beatles hastened to the studios so they could finish the recording of Abbey Road, impatient to use the eight-track tape recorder that the Sheffields had just installed. This new piece of technology was one of the first eight-tracks in all of Europe! As their operation grew, the Sheffields began to play a larger role in the professional development of the groups they took on, eventually taking over talent management as well as recording and production duties under the umbrella of Trident Productions Ltd.


A Tumultuous Relationship with Queen


After listening to Queen’s early recordings, which were laid down at De Lane Lea Studios in September 1971, Norman Sheffield offered the group a global management, production, and publishing contract. He made studio space available for the group during Trident’s off-peak recording hours, and he also offered the fledgling group the expertise of two in-house producers: John Anthony and Roy Thomas Baker.


This working relationship would last through Queen’s first three albums, but tensions grew between the group and their management team as the band became more and more successful. It seemed to the members of Queen that most of their profits were going to Trident instead of to the band members, who continued to live in a state of relative squalor. As negotiations over money grew tense, Norman Sheffield became the group’s sworn enemy, with Freddie Mercury even going so far as to write a song about the terrible working relationship. The resulting track, “Death on Two Legs (Dedicated to…)” became the lead cut from A Night at the Opera. After much back and forth, and a significant amount of legal pain, Queen officially parted ways with Trident in August 1975.


A Considerable Legacy


The break with Queen came as a bitter shock for Norman Sheffield, who felt humiliated and betrayed after all the work he put in to help the group succeed. In later years, Brian May and Norman Sheffield would agree that the real problem had been a simple breakdown in communication between the group and Trident. Perhaps if certain discussions had taken place, and if certain assurances had been made, the situation would not have deteriorated so quickly or gotten so ugly. In the end, the businessman who was once so loathed by Freddie and the rest of the band went on to be appreciated and celebrated for his immense talent and his innate kindness.


Sadly, Norman Sheffield died in 2014, leaving behind an incredible musical legacy that made him a pillar of the international rock scene in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Many classic albums of the era were recorded at Trident Studios, including Transformer by Lou Reed, The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars by David Bowie, and Elton John’s self-titled second album, which includes the timeless track “Your Song.”













MARY AUSTIN: FREDDIE MERCURY’S MUSE


When Freddie Mercury met Mary Austin in 1970, she was a saleswoman at the fashionable Biba department store on Kensington High Street in London. All four members of Queen shopped at Biba regularly, as it was considered to be on the cutting edge of fashion. Brian May first noticed Mary and the two soon began dating. Eventually, Brian and Mary’s short-lived fling came to an end and Freddie, who had become quite enamored with Mary during his visits to the store, made his intentions known.


The two lovebirds quickly moved in together in a tiny flat on Victoria Road. They shared a strong love for decorative objects, pretty tableware, and fashion, and the two soon made their new house into a home with a flair that was distinctly their own. Mary felt safe with Freddie, and all their friends from the time have testified to the happiness and tranquility that reigned in their small apartment.


Love of My Life


Freddie’s bond with Mary Austin would change over time as the two shifted from a romantic relationship to a platonic friendship. But as Freddie ascended to the heights of rock and roll stardom, Mary would always serve as a source of strength and security, offering Freddie a safe space where he could always be himself. As Queen rose in popularity between 1972 and 1975, Mary was frequently at Freddie’s side. She paid the rent on their Holland Road apartment when they moved in, and she kept their home in working order while Freddie was away on tour with the band. Of course, the matter of Freddie’s sexuality was a constant source of tabloid fodder, and he happily teased journalists who got up the nerve to ask if he was gay. While Mary had her own questions about Freddie’s predilections, the two never discussed the issue.


In the spring of 1975 Freddie met David Minns, who was then working as the manager for singer Eddie Howell. The two fell in love almost immediately, and while Freddie’s sexuality may have remained a taboo subject, Freddie and David began to appear together on numerous occasions. Freddie wrote the song You Take My Breath Away for David, and the track eventually appeared on the album A Day at the Races. At the end of 1976, with Freddie and David spending more and more time together, the romantic relationship between Freddie and Mary finally came to an end.


Although they were no longer romantic partners, Mary and Freddie remained inseparable until the singer’s death in 1991. After Freddie’s passing, Mary was named as the inheritor to half of his considerable fortune. But perhaps the greatest tribute Freddie paid to the great love of his life was the song he wrote for her. Mary served as the inspiration for “Love of My Life,” which appeared on A Night at the Opera.
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HER MAJESTY’S FIRST STEPS


In January 1972, Queen began rehearsals of the titles that would make up their first album. Since the contract between the group and Trident Audio Productions had not yet been signed, a tacit partnership was established. Two producers were made available to the musicians: John Anthony and Roy Thomas Baker, but while they were granted access to Trident’s recording studios at 17 St. Anne’s Court, this was solely during slots not used by the other artists.


Laying the Foundations


The recording sessions for the first album began in the summer of 1972. John Anthony, the first producer assigned to its creation, quickly succumbed to the pace imposed by the four musicians. The nighttime recording sessions were held between 2 a.m. and 8 a.m. and took a heavy toll on his health, especially since he was also overseeing the recordings of albums by Home and Al Stewart. Anthony decided to take a break in Greece, and his colleague Roy Thomas Baker took over producing responsibilities. The young producer, who got his start at Decca before joining Trident in 1969, had already achieved success with titles including “All Right Now” by Free and “Bang a Gong (Get It On)” by T. Rex. The pace was ferocious, and like his predecessor John Anthony, Baker soon began to tire, but he was energized by the young group that was hungry to prove itself. May recalls: “We were fighting to find a place where we had technical perfection.”3 Each guitar was recorded four times and the vocal recordings were repeated, so much so that the general sound ended up being deteriorated due to the effect of multiple track bouncing, which is the process of combining multiple track stems into one master mix in order to save space on the console. The group had sixteen tracks, but this didn’t seem to be enough for Baker, especially since the recording settings were lost every day, as Baker was forced to reset the console for the next artists coming in to use the studio. As a result of the excessive layering of tracks, hissing and natural degradation of the sound started to appear, but the group seemed happy with this effect, which unintentionally gave the mix a heavier color. Regarding the recording of the drums, Roger Taylor said: “There were a lot of things on the first album I don’t like, for example, the drum sound.”4 Indeed, the percussion mixing was very muted and kept in the background—which was the fashion at the time. A quick listen to two other sonic masterpieces recorded during this period—The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars by David Bowie (recorded at Trident Studios at the same time as Queen) and Madman Across the Water by Elton John, released in 1971—reveals the diminished role allocated to drums on pop albums in the early 1970s.


After his well-deserved rest in Greece, John Anthony resumed his position as producer alongside Roy Thomas Baker. He was then assisted by Mike Stone, a jack-of-all-trades at Trident Studios, who quickly became Queen’s appointed sound engineer. Anthony taught his young apprentice the method he intended to apply to the mixing of the album: “We [had] to make this sound like a live record. […] I wanted it to show the balls and the energy of Queen’s live show.”2


A Team to Work on the Album


On November 1, 1972, the contract between Queen and Trident was officially signed. Norman Sheffield, who headed Trident with his brother Barry, then had to find a distributor for the album. For several months, the businessman had employed the services of an American named Jack Nelson, who worked for a small production company called Blue Thumb. Nelson was brought on to ensure the management of the group and to help them find a label. Nelson, who had fallen firmly under the Queen spell, was determined to move heaven and earth in order to ensure release of the disc. Norman Sheffield also worked closely with the music publishing company B. Feldman & Co., to whom he entrusted Queen’s catalog. The company’s director, Ronnie Beck, had the task of ensuring a wide publication of the group’s songs across the various media at his disposal, and was remunerated by levying part of the copyright, thus assuring Queen of the full involvement of the publisher.


While this was happening, Jack Nelson was struggling to find a distributor. In January 1973, after many months of heated negotiations and setbacks, he had only one card left to play: he entrusted a copy of Queen to Ronnie Beck, who was leaving to attend MIDEM in Cannes. This international music industry trade show was to be the band’s last chance. Once in France, Beck handed the recording over to Roy Featherstone, artistic director at EMI, who would later recount the electroshock of listening to the album. Among the hundreds of cassettes received at MIDEM, none had caught his attention until now. On the lookout for new talent for his label, Featherstone was blown away by the first tracks. He immediately sent a telegram to Sheffield asking him to block all other contracts on the group until his return from Cannes. The stars finally aligned, and a contract was signed between Queen, Trident, and EMI in March 1973. The record company released the album in the United Kingdom and the rest of Europe, and an option was placed for North America via the Elektra label. The North American option was contingent upon the band’s performance in a concert on April 9, 1973, at the Marquee Club in London, which was attended by the founder of Elektra, Jac Holzman. Though not completely convinced by Queen’s performance, the businessman nevertheless fell in love with their music. Elektra would distribute the disk on American soil.


In Search of a Visual Identity


Thanks to the work of Phil Reed, who served as radio canvassing manager at B. Feldman & Co., Queen landed a spot on John Peel’s Sound of the Seventies show. The group recorded its first BBC Sessions on February 5, 1973, in Studio 1 of the BBC Broadcasting House building at Langham Place, in the heart of London. An obligatory rite of passage for any self-respecting rock group, participation in the BBC Sessions was an unexpected springboard.


The band performed four songs that day: “My Fairy King,” “Keep Yourself Alive,” “Doing All Right,” and “Liar.” The sessions were produced by Bernie Andrews, and the sound engineer on set was John Etchells, who would later find himself at the controls of the Live Killers album in 1979.


This BBC appearance provided the group with essential publicity for the promotion of the album. The group took advantage of this moment to perfect their stage performance and to refine their image.


At the time, Queen gave relatively few concerts, preferring to focus on writing new songs and expanding their professional entourage. The all-important concert held at the Marquee Club on April 9, 1973, in the form of a showcase, began with a sensational performance of “Father to Son,” a title that would go on to be featured on the group’s second album. They ended the set at the Marquee Club with Gene Vincent’s “Be Bop a Lula” in homage to the group’s ’50s idols. The group also worked on their stage outfits. This was one of the public’s first opportunities to discover the loose clothing that Brian May wore in concert, offering him greater ease of play. With his extremely wide sleeves, the guitarist’s costumes gave his movement (inspired by Who guitarist Pete Townshend) an elegant and theatrically effective look.


Queen also took advantage of this period to design the visuals for the upcoming disc, opting to work with photographer Douglas Puddifoot, whom Roger Taylor already knew from his teenage years in Cornwall. Brian May, who was acting as artistic director for the occasion, used a photo taken during a previous concert at the Marquee Club in London on December 20, 1972, for the front of the album jacket. In the photograph we can make out Freddie Mercury, his arms raised in the air, facing the audience, with a projector illuminating him like a divine light. For Brian, this image choice was obvious: “Freddie as a singer will be our figurehead: let’s use him as such!”5 Numerous concert images were chosen to illustrate the back cover of the album, and they were mixed with shots from the famous photo session organized a few months earlier at Freddie and Mary Austin’s Holland Road apartment. The album was released on July 13, 1973, under the name Queen. After proposing a number of alternate titles, including “Top Fax, Pix and Info” and even “Deary Me” (an expression used by Roy Thomas Baker during the recording sessions), Roger Taylor finally had to comply with the majority decision: It would be an eponymous album.


A Reserved Reception


Despite very disappointing sales, the reviews for Queen were mostly positive. The magazine Melody Maker found that “Traces of Yes and Black Sabbath can also be found but structurally it seems to sound original,”6 and Rolling Stone even dared to draw a comparison with the already extremely famous Led Zeppelin.7 Encouraged by the positive feedback from the music press, EMI promoted the disc and in particular the single “Keep Yourself Alive,” which was released on July 6. The group recorded a new BBC Session on July 25, 1973, and took the opportunity to introduce listeners to their lead single, while also performing “Son and Daughter,” “Liar,” and an unreleased track: “See What a Fool I’ve Been.” A month later, the group filmed a promotional video ahead of the release of Queen in the United States, which happened on September 4, 1973. On November 12 of the same year, the group began a UK tour as the opening act for Mott the Hoople. While sales were not up to expectations, EMI’s promotional plans worked as intended. The tour enabled Queen to grow in confidence as they found themselves faced with ever-increasing numbers of fans. Despite being on the receiving end of sometimes virulent criticism, the four friends continued with their tour dates and broadened their fanbase, eventually overshadowing the headline act. In less than six months, 15,000 copies of the disc were sold in Great Britain, and 85,000 copies were sold in the United States. Queen went on to be ranked among the most promising British groups in the January 5, 1974, issue of Sounds magazine.


By the end of 1973, the songs composed for the first album were already beginning to feel dated. All of them had been written at least two years earlier, and some had even had a life before Queen (“Doing All Right” with Smile, “Liar” with Ibex,…). The band had to start thinking seriously about next steps and, driven by the success of their fall tour, the group actively began preparing their second album.




During a session at Trident Studios, Freddie, Roger, and Brian were asked by producer Robin Cable to participate in the recording of two covers: “I Can Hear Music” by the Beach Boys and “Goin’ Back” by Dusty Springfield. The resulting 45 rpm was released under the pseudonym of Larry Lurex (in reference to the singer Gary Glitter) and went on to become a highly sought after record for collectors.







FOR QUEEN ADDICTS



There is a short notice on the back of the album: “… and nobody played synthesizer.” This ironic little note is intended for the bigwigs at the record company, who, when listening to the guitar overlays, stressed the fact that they loved the sound of the synth.







Bassist John Deacon is credited on the back of the album as “Deacon John.” Faced with the musician’s displeasure, Freddie announced at the time that it was simply a printing error, but the truth is quite different. The “printing error” was in fact a ploy by Mercury, who believed that this formulation lent the guarded bass player an air of elegance and charisma. On the group’s next album “John Deacon” appeared on the back of the cover.

















FOCUS ON…


DE LANE LEA SESSIONS


1. Keep Yourself Alive (De Lane Lea Demo) / Brian May / 3:51


2. The Night Comes Down (De Lane Lea Demo) / Brian May / 4:23


3. Great King Rat (De Lane Lea Demo) / Freddie Mercury / 6:09


4. Jesus (De Lane Lea Demo) / Freddie Mercury / 5:06


5. Liar (De Lane Lea Demo) / Freddie Mercury / 7:52


In June 1971, Queen, who had been operating at full force for several months already—John Deacon having joined the band as the official bassist in February—organized their first photo session. It was Douglas Puddifoot, a friend of Roger Taylor’s, who took the series of iconic publicity photos that would allow the musicians to find a solid partner to produce their first album. In order to record the first demo tapes that would be used to approach record companies, Brian May got back in touch with Terry Yeadon and Geoff Calvar, who had worked on five tracks for Smile, for whom May was the guitarist. The two sound engineers had just left their jobs at Pye Studios to prepare for the reopening of De Lane Lea Studios in a brand-new location near Wembley Stadium. Formerly located on Kingsway, in the heart of London, these studios saw numerous famous musicians, including Jimi Hendrix, the Animals, and the Rolling Stones, pass through their hallways. As luck would have it, Yeadon and Calvar were looking for a band capable of playing at a very high volume so they could test the acoustic quality of the new studios and ensure the proper functioning of all the equipment. In exchange for playing extremely loudly, the musicians would be able to produce a few tracks for free. Queen seized this opportunity and recorded their first demos, which are now known to fans as “The De Lane Lea Sessions.” For many years, December 1971 was considered the official date of these sessions; however, the book 40 Years of Queen, authorized by the band, includes rare photos of the session taken by Brian May and dating all the way back to September 1971.


Two executives from Trident Audio Productions, John Anthony and Roy Thomas Baker, came to witness the last-minute adjustments before the opening of the new studios. The former, who had produced Smile’s single for the Mercury label in 1969, immediately recognized the drummer and the guitarist. Falling under the band’s spell, the two producers were quick to talk to their boss, Norman Sheffield, who soon offered them a major opportunity.


First Steps in the Studio


Queen, concerned with precision and paying attention to the smallest details, took their time recording their first tracks. In total, five were recorded during these initial sessions: “Liar,” “Keep Yourself Alive,” “Jesus,” “The Night Comes Down,” and “Great King Rat.” Louis Austin, the in-house sound engineer, was at the controls on this first EP, and he was assisted by Martin Birch, who would soon become famous in the heavy metal world, where he produced Black Sabbath and Rainbow, among others. But Birch’s greatest contribution to hard rock was undoubtedly his work on numerous Iron Maiden recordings. On each of the British band’s albums, he was credited with a different nickname: Masa on Somewhere in Time, the Juggler on Fear of the Dark, and Martin Farmer on The Number of the Beast.


The largest studio was made available to the musicians, which gave Roger Taylor’s drums a wide and powerful sound thanks to the natural resonance of the room. Taylor was already using more drums than normal and was equipped with two sixteen- and eighteen-inch bass toms for his frequent drum rolls.


As for Brian May, he played on a wall of Marshall amps rented for the occasion by Yeadon and Calvar. The band fine-tuned their tracks with Louis Austin, and finally finished their first demo, which was distributed to various labels at the end of 1971. This experience opened the doors of Trident Audio Productions to the band; they selected Trident as their partners, taking advantage of the support structure, the studios, and the experience of in-house producer Roy Thomas Baker.














[image: image]



KEEP YOURSELF ALIVE



Brian May / 3:47


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, backing vocals


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, lead vocals, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, tambourine, lead vocals, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineer: Roy Thomas Baker


Single


Side A: Keep Yourself Alive / 3:47


Side B: Son and Daughter / 3:20


UK Release on EMI: July 6, 1973 (ref. EMI 2036)


US Release on Elektra: October 1973 (ref. EK-45863)


Best Chart Ranking: Did Not Chart


Genesis


Selected by the group to lead off its first album, “Keep Yourself Alive” was released as a single in Great Britain and the rest of Europe on July 6, 1973, a few days before the album itself was released.


Promotion was handled by EMI, which sent a copy to the BBC, but the disc, presented in the traditional white sleeve used to hold copies meant for the press, bore no inscription. The label had failed to include the name of the group and the title of the song. The single landed in the hands of Mike Appleton, producer of the famous show The Old Grey Whistle Test, broadcast on BBC2, and its host, Bob Harris, both of whom were seduced by the energy it gave off. Since there was no existing video clip, they took the liberty of illustrating the song with images taken from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1932 presidential campaign film and played the single on July 23, 1973. The next day, the BBC2 switchboard was inundated with calls from viewers intrigued by this mysterious song. If this was a ploy on the part of EMI to whet the curiosity of radio programmers, then the technique certainly worked. EMI informed Harris and Appleton that they had the first single from a new band called Queen, and a promotion campaign was finally put in place around the group’s first album.


Production


The first version of “Keep Yourself Alive,” was recorded during the De Lane Lea sessions in 1971, and it was always the group’s favorite. The intro was played on acoustic guitar before being dubbed by May’s Red Special, which had been plugged into the wall of Marshall amps deployed for the occasion by Terry Yeadon and Geoff Calvar. Brian, who was the composer, argued at length during the sessions at Trident Studios to have the original version appear on the album, but had to give in to opposition from producer Roy Thomas Baker, who was satisfied with the current production of the track. Queen then suggested that Mike Stone, Baker’s assistant, present his vision of the track by carrying out a new mixing to his taste. This latter version won all the votes, and so it was Stone’s version that was kept for the album. Brian May was never satisfied with this choice, and had to resign himself to the fact that the magic that had worked so well on the original demo was lost forever.


In the introduction to “Keep Yourself Alive” we find many of the elements of the future sound of Queen, such as the phaser effect used on the guitar played in palm mute, accompanied by the Premier New Era bell on drums (also present in the introduction to “Liar”). The hi-hat roll is also a signature found in many Roger Taylor drum patterns. This introduction to the song works extremely well and effectively draws the listener in—so much so that when listening to the 1981 hit “Edge of Seventeen,” sung by former Fleetwood Mac member Stevie Nicks, listeners can clearly hear Taylor’s influence on that track’s producer, Jimmy Lovine.


Music Video


The filming of a promotional music video was planned at the Brewer Street Studios, located thirty kilometers west of London. Mike Mansfield, who would soon become famous for his gigantic concert recordings, was chosen for the production on August 9, 1973. Tensions ran high between the group and the filmmaker, who, in response to each of their suggestions, politely thanked the musicians and reminded them of their inexperience. In the end, the group fired Mansfield and dumped the video, which seemed to them to not be in keeping with their creative world. It is true that the psychedelic visuals do not present the musicians at their best, and they give the group a very dated look. All that’s missing is a kaleidoscope effect to make you believe you’re back in 1968 in an Iron Butterfly video. It was the opposite of what Queen was going for. Refusing to use the images filmed by Mansfield, the boys took matters into their own hands (as usual) and took over production on October 1, 1973, at St. Johns Wood Studios, accompanied by Barry Sheffield, one of the bosses at Trident. Technician Bruce Gowers ensured the smooth running of the day, and created a friendly relationship with the musicians that would lead to them working together again, most notably on the video for “Bohemian Rhapsody,” which Gowers directed in November 1975. The shooting of “Keep Yourself Alive” was a great success. This film would be included in the double version of the Greatest Video Hits 1 DVD in 2002.




Guitarists wanting a precise and regular palm mute like the one in the intro to “Keep Yourself Alive” use a flexible pick in the right hand to make it easier to go back and forth. May chose the opposite option, preferring the thickness of a sixpence coin that barely protrudes from his right thumb, and using its grooves to accentuate the attack on the strings.







FOR QUEEN ADDICTS



On the compilation The Best Of Pantera: Far Beyond the Great Southern Cowboys’ Vulgar Hits, released in 2003, the group Pantera modified the intro to their hit “Cowboys from Hell” by adding a detuning effect on the first beat, which was absolutely identical to what May played on the “Keep Yourself Alive” attack. The trick made the two introductions extremely similar.


















DOING ALL RIGHT



Brian May, Tim Staffell / 4:09


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, backing vocals


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, piano, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June–November 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Genesis


Written by Brian May and Tim Staffell during the Smile period, the song was initially entitled “Feeling Alright,” then “Doin’ Alright,” before finally becoming “Doing All Right.” The two friends wrote it while living together in an apartment on Ferry Road in Barnes, London, where Roger Taylor would also eventually live. This song’s accelerated chorus ballad was played during Queen’s first concerts and is extremely popular with fans. It provided an income for life for Staffell, who finds it amusing to this day: “It never struck me as a particularly brilliant song. Though the royalties did help out in a bind!”5 “Doing All Right” was one of the few songs co-written with a musician outside Queen.


Production


During the sessions, Brian May played the piano parts on the famous 1897 Bechstein available at the studio. Already famous for having been used in August 1968 by the Beatles during the recording of “Hey Jude” at Trident Studio (the Fab Four had also worked at Abbey Road Studios on the production of this track), it was Elton John who immortalized the piano in 1971 with his recording of “Your Song,” the most famous song from his second, eponymous album. This is just one example of the prestige of the venue where Queen recorded, and from which they wished to profit. Freddie changed nothing from the original version and sang the song as Staffell performed it. From the production of their first album, the four musicians established a mode of operating that avoided any potential conflicts: whoever composed the song imposed his artistic direction, and the other three band members bent to his vision. Since “Doing All Right” was May’s creation, and had already been recorded by Smile in 1969, Freddie settled for simply reproducing Brian and Tim’s version without really leaving his mark on it.


John Etchells made a notable recording of the song on February 5, 1973, during the group’s first BBC Sessions, when Roger Taylor sang all of the last verse. It was this version that appeared on the compilation At the Beeb in December 1995.




After the demise of Smile, the friendship between Staffell, May, and Taylor continued. On December 22, 1992, while Roger Taylor’s group, the Cross, was performing on stage at the Marquee Club in London, his two former roommates joined him to perform “Earth” by Smile and “If I Were a Carpenter” by Tim Hardin.







In the ninth minute of the film Bohemian Rhapsody, Freddie proved himself when he hummed “Doing All Right” in front of May and Taylor; this got him the job of lead singer with Smile after the departure of Tim Staffell.


















GREAT KING RAT



Freddie Mercury / 5:43


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, backing vocals


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, tambourine, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Genesis


In writing the lyrics for “Great King Rat,” Mercury was inspired by the famous eighteenth-century English nursery rhyme “Old King Cole.” The rhyme contains the recurring verse: “Old King Cole was a merry old soul / And a merry old soul was he.” It is difficult to ignore Freddie’s allusion in the chorus of his song: “Great King Rat was a dirty old man / And a dirty old man was he.” As usual, the singer refused to explain his text, claiming that he wrote the lyrics according to the sound of the phrases and not their meaning. “I don’t like to explain what I was thinking when I wrote a song. I think that’s awful, just awful,”8 he replied later when asked to explain the text of “Bohemian Rhapsody.”


The fact remains that poetry’s influence is heavily present in many of Freddie’s lyrics, revealing a man who was keen on literature, and who made references here and there to his personal, artistic nature.


Production


Though “Great King Rat” already appeared in the De Lane Lea sessions, the version that the group recorded at Trident Studio was shortened by twenty-five seconds. In this medieval fable, Queen found all of the power of the songs recorded by their early 1970s contemporaries, Deep Purple. Led Zeppelin and Black Sabbath also liked to play on the listener’s nostalgia for ancient times by asserting their taste for legends and folklore. A powerful and repetitive guitar riff accompanied by a catchy chorus make “Great King Rat” a perfect representation of the music of the era. By using this highly effective formula, Queen created a song that fits definitively into its time.


Finally, note that while we can detect the shadow of Jimmy Page in Brian May’s playing and the long series of two-string bends that occur between 5:00 and 5:13, we must really look to Ricky Nelson and his “Hello Mary Lou” to find the song’s major influence. As a great 1950s rock ’n’ roll fan, Brian May himself once stated: “Hearing [Rick Nelson] bend strings, it was sort of impenetrable to me. I didn’t know how that was done. The solo in “Hello, Mary Lou…” I must have listened to it a million times to figure out how that was done.”9 This guitar solo technique was extremely fashionable in the early 1970s.















MY FAIRY KING



Freddie Mercury / 4:08


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, piano


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June–November 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Genesis


For many observers, “My Fairy King” was the first step toward a type of song writing that would eventually lead Mercury to write “The March of the Black Queen” on Queen II, and then to write “Bohemian Rhapsody.” The similarities in these song lie in their structure, Mercury having designed them by joining the musical parts together like the acts of an opera, which follow and complement each other. “My Fairy King,” which was extremely complicated to reproduce on stage, was played very little at the time, but Freddie improvised notes from it during the “Hot Space” tour in 1982 and the “Works” tour in 1984.


Interestingly, it was in Freddie’s own text that he found the inspiration for his stage name. On “My Fairy King” he sang “Mother Mercury / Look what they’ve done to me” and declared that he identified with the character. He would therefore call himself Freddie Mercury. In the song’s text we find the lyricism that was so important to the singer, with his creatures and imaginary characters. As was the case with “Great King Rat,” Freddie was undoubtedly inspired by his childhood memories while he was writing the song. In the song’s lyrics, we see a clear tribute to the poem The Pied Piper of Hamelin by Robert Browning (1842), in which the hero is commissioned by the mayor of Hamelin to rid his city of rats. “My Fairy King” begins: “In the land where horses born with eagle wings / And honey bees have lost their stings / There’s singing forever / Lion’s den with fallow deer / And rivers made from wine so clear.” Now, compare those lyrics with Browning’s poem, which reads in part: “The sparrows were brighter than peacocks here, / And their dogs outran our fallow deer, / And honey-bees had lost their stings, / And horses were born with eagles’ wings.” Many great writers draw their inspiration from those who’ve come before them. In fact, the theme of Browning’s medieval fable first appeared in one of the famous tales by the Brothers Grimm: “The Pied Piper of Hamelin,” appeared in their German Legends, printed in 1816.


“My Fairy King” was the very first song recorded during the group’s famous BBC Sessions on February 15, 1973, which took place at the BBC Broadcasting Studios on Langham Place. For the first broadcast, the group did not play live. Brian May recalls: “We started off with backing tracks which were already in progress for the album, and overdubbed the vocals—a guitar here and there, and other things. So what you are hearing is a mixture of stuff recorded at Trident Studios and material recorded in the BBC studios. Time and facilities were tight, which dictated that we recorded the session in that way.”10 Since the musicians were reluctant to perform using playback, as was the case on another popular British show, Top of the Pops, the group chose to perform live during their following BBC Sessions. All these recordings are now grouped together in the celebrated album, Queen: On Air, which was released in November 2016.


Production


“My Fairy King” marks the first time Freddie showcased his piano skills on a Queen recording. Brian May had preceded him on the track “Doing All Right,” but with this latest recording, the singer had found a musical companion that would play a much more significant role on the group’s subsequent albums. Taking advantage of the available backline, Freddie used the famous Bechstein piano that took pride of place in Trident Studios. A genuine emblem of the studio, handcrafted in Germany a century earlier, this concert grand piano bore the serial number 44064 and contributed to the studio’s prestige and success in the 1960s. It can be heard on numerous pop hits of the period, including “Candle in the Wind” and “Your Song” by Elton John, “Changes” and “Life on Mars” by David Bowie, and on the most famous of all: “Hey Jude” by the Beatles. Its ebony finish and excellent projection have earned it the title of “best rock ’n’ roll piano” among connoisseurs. The instrument was sold in May 2018 on a famous auction site, for more than £350,000 sterling!


In terms of singing, the lead vocals and harmonization on this track come thick and fast, and bathed in reverb. Right from the introduction, Freddie’s wolf howls are a clear wink at Robert Plant, whose howls mark the beginning of the “The Immigrant Song,” a rock monument from the album Led Zeppelin III.
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LIAR



Freddie Mercury / 6:25


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, Hammond organ


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, tambourine, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June–November 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Single


Side A: Liar (US Single Edit) / 3:03


Side B: Doing All Right / 4:09


US Release on Elektra: February 14, 1974 (ref. EK-45884)


Best US Chart Ranking: Did Not Chart


Genesis


Co-written with guitarist Mike Bersin, who Freddie had previously sung with when he was a member of the group Ibex, this rock ballad was originally entitled “Lover.” After the song was reworked with his Queen co-members, Mercury claimed ownership of the song, believing that he was the sole beneficiary since he had written the lyrics. This astonished his friends, who claimed to have also contributed to its composition.


Though effective and highly appreciated by concert spectators, “Liar” was not released as a single in the United Kingdom. The video, filmed at the same time as the video for “Keep Yourself Alive,” was hidden away in the drawers at EMI until it was finally released as a bonus on the double DVD Greatest Video Hits 1 on October 14, 2002.


In the winter of 1974, while Queen was preparing to release their second album, Elektra wanted to make the most of their growing success in Europe. In anticipation of the group’s American tour, where they would be opening for Mott the Hoople, the label decided to release “Liar” as a single on February 14 in the United States (with “Doing All Right” on the B-side) and took the liberty of editing the song without the musicians’ agreement. The introduction was cut by a minute and fifteen seconds, as were other parts of the track. Queen always disowned this shortened version, which would henceforth be known as “Liar (US Single Edit).” And it seems justice was done, since the song never met with the success the record company had hoped for.


Production


The liturgical sound of this track is just one more example of the recurring religious and mythological themes found throughout Queen’s first album. Mercury is at confession when he sings “I have sinned dear Father / Father, I have sinned / Try and help me, Father / Won’t you let me in?” The pious atmosphere of the verse is reinforced by the presence of the Hammond organ played by the singer beginning at 1:08. This church organ–sounding instrument was immortalized by Procul Harum in 1967 in their hit “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” but also by Deep Purple and their incredible organist, Jon Lord. Though in Lord’s case, he used to plug his organ into a Marshall amp with an added distortion effect, giving his instrument a much less solemn aspect!


The production of “Liar” is exceptionally powerful. There’s a curious percussion section at the beginning of the track, which is characterized by the drum beats and a guitar riff, all of which seems tailor-made to give the band a chance to make a sensational stage entrance. Dee Snider, the lead singer of Twisted Sister (and a huge Queen fan), recounted his introduction to the song: “On the radio […] this song comes on, and it’s “Liar.” I can’t identify the band. […] I literally stopped working—going, ‘This is incredible, who’s this band?! Who is singing?’”11


Not all of Snider’s fellow Americans were equally struck by the single, unfortunately, and it took a few more months for Queen to achieve their first real success on the other side of the Atlantic.




Starting in 1973, the sharing of song writing credits, and therefore the sharing of future royalties, became one of the first causes of disharmony within the group. The issue remained thorny until the release of the album The Miracle in 1989, at which point the band members decided to equally share credits on all of their songs.


















THE NIGHT COMES DOWN



Brian May / 4:23


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, backing vocals


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, backing vocals


Recorded


De Lane Lea Studios, London: December 1971


Technical Team


Producer: Louis Austin


Sound Engineer: Louis Austin


Genesis


Identified as Queen’s first rock ballad, “The Night Comes Down” is one of the three tracks (along with “Keep Yourself Alive” and “Liar”) that convinced Jac Holzman to distribute the group in American territory via his Elektra label. In the song, May describes his teenage years, which now seem far away, and he pays tribute to his idols, The Beatles, with a wink in the first verse: “Lucy was high / And so was I,” the reference being an obvious nod the psychedelic Beatles hit “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” by John Lennon and Paul McCartney in 1967. It is surprising to find an allusion to drugs in a text written by the shy and studious Brian May, but as Mercury frequently explained in interviews, the band shouldn’t be required to explain their songs, and sometimes their lyrics were, in fact, just an assembly of words that sound right when joined together.


As if to announce the concept of the band’s next album, the second verse of “The Night Comes Down” deals with the duality between black and white, and between day and night. By extension, future songs from the group would deal with the opposition between good and evil, and these contrasting themes would become identifiable in Queen’s visual universe in the beginning of 1974, especially in the band’s costumes and makeup.


Production


During his years as a member of another band called 1984 (named in tribute to the famous novel by George Orwell), Brian May became very close with the band’s bass player, Dave Dilloway. At one point, Dilloway gave May an old German Hallfredh acoustic guitar from the 1930s, and in exchange, May gave Dilloway a six-string Egmond Toledo guitar that he’d originally gotten from his parents for his seventh birthday (and which he got back years later). It was this cheap Hallfredh acoustic guitar, with its powerful but imprecise sound, named my “Dilloway acoustic guitar”12 by May, that would later be used on “The Night Comes Down.”


Recorded during the De Lane Lea Sessions, the song struck just the right balance in terms of the sound Roy Thomas Baker was looking for when mixing the album. Roger Taylor, who was never satisfied with the drum sound on Queen, appreciated this take more than some of the others, and so the 1971 recording was chosen to appear on the album.















MODERN TIMES ROCK ’N’ ROLL



Roger Taylor / 1:48


Musicians


Roger Taylor: lead vocals, drums


Freddie Mercury: backing vocals, piano


Brian May: electric guitar, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


John Anthony: backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June–November 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Genesis


Somewhat surprisingly, Mercury and May yielded their usual roles as composers to the fiery Roger Taylor for Queen’s seventh track. The latter made good use of the opportunity, producing a furious “Modern Times Rock ’n’ Roll,” and marking the album with his only contribution as a songwriter. In many ways, the song serves as a precursor to the drummer’s future forays into punk, and to the more fantastical lyricism of Freddie and Brian. Always on the lookout for new trends, Taylor announces right from the first verse that the rock ’n’ roll vintage year of 1958, when Chuck Berry reigned supreme with “Johnny B. Goode,” and Richie Valens, Buddy Holly, and Jerry Lee Lewis ruled the airwaves, was officially a thing of the past. Without disrespecting his idols, the message is clear: the time has come to move forward and make room for new types of sound.


Production


In the recording of “Modern Times Rock ’n’ Roll” we discover the raging voice of Roger Taylor, bathed in a short but highly pronounced delay effect (also audible on the future tracks, “I’m in Love with My Car” and “Tenement Funster”). The drummer/composer’s signature songwriting themes also make their first appearance in this track. The pleasures and excesses of life as a rock star (which he had always dreamed of) are commented on in all of his songs: powerful motorbikes, extremely loud guitars and, of course, beautiful, smiling women. Taylor’s light lyrics and frenzied cadences fit perfectly into Queen’s musical universe.


Much of the band’s press coverage from this era continued to highlight Led Zeppelin’s influence on their music, and with good reason in the case of this devastating rock track, which the critics enjoyed calling Queen’s “Communication Breakdown” (in reference to the song from Led Zeppelin’s first album). This energy can also be found in other Taylor songs, such as “Sheer Heart Attack,” from the News of the World album. A hellish rhythm and frenetic singing were now the trademark of the handsome blond on the drums.




FOR QUEEN ADDICTS



It is the album’s co-producer, John Anthony, who we hear warning the listener that the new guard of rock ’n’ roll is coming when he proclaims, “Look out!” a few seconds before the end of the song.







“Modern Times Rock ’n’ Roll” was sung onstage by Freddie, who successfully accepted the challenge of this unfamiliar, fast, and aggressive singing style. The band’s performance of the song, filmed during their London concert in November 1974 and immortalized on the Live at the Rainbow ’74 DVD, is considered by many to be one of the best executions of this track, emphasizing the band’s precise tempo and impeccable musical technique.


















SON AND DAUGHTER



Brian May / 3:21


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals


Brian May: electric guitar, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June–November 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Genesis


Originally appearing on the B-side of the single “Keep Yourself Alive,” “Son and Daughter” was the first song the band played with John Deacon. Deacon auditioned in 1971 and Brian May simply handed him a sheet of paper with the song’s chord grid on it. The rest is history. “Son and Daughter” displays a clear influence from rock legend Jimmi Hendrix, which can be felt in the bluesy, midtempo arrangement of the track. Freddie Mercury’s love for the voice of Robert Plant (he himself admitted: “Robert Plant was always my favorite singer”13) is also evident.


Brian May’s lyrics pose a challenge to the strict educational policies imposed by British society in the 1960s. In the late ’60s and early ’70s, the winds of protest blew over many Western countries and shook the patriarchal foundations of both the United States and the United Kingdom. May had always had an excellent relationship with his own parents, and had never expressed any need to rebel against their authority. Nevertheless, many artists often sing what they don’t dare to say, and in his lyrics, Brian May expressed anger at the limits parents impose on their children. On Queen’s second album, another song by Brian entitled “Father to Son” dealt with similar struggles between a father and son. May went on to write even more songs dealing with the difficulty of family ties, including the magnificent “Sail Away Sweet Sister,” on the album The Game in 1980.


Production


“Son and Daughter” had an incredible impact on future generations of musicians. The influence of the heavy introductory guitar riff is especially obvious in the rock-fusion movement, represented by the powerful and repetitive guitar riffs of Tom Morello and Rage Against the Machine in the early 1990s. In the late 2000s, the group Muse also paid homage to certain features of “Son and Daughter,” with their own heavy introductory riff on “Hallelujah” and the saturated voice on their hit “Supermassive Black Hole.” It is no secret that all great musicians are influenced by their predecessors, and Matthew Bellamy has always admitted to being a huge admirer of Queen… and Tom Morello.


With the bass and guitar playing in unison during the beginning of “Son and Daughter” many critics have noted that the influence of Led Zeppelin’s “Heartbreaker” is clearly discernible on the track, though Queen certainly showed an incredible amount of inventiveness on this track. The overlaid guitar beginning at 1:53 sounds like an analog Moog synth whose sound has been processed with a saturated reverb, but this is not the case. The famous “… and nobody played synthesizer” on the back of the album (see here) is there to remind us!




FOR QUEEN ADDICTS



The version of this song played during the BBC Sessions on December 3, 1973, contains a guitar solo that was later incorporated into the song “Brighton Rock.”


















JESUS



Freddie Mercury / 3:44


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, piano


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June–November 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Genesis


“Jesus” is one of the last songs in which Freddie Mercury drew inspiration from the Bible, or from his own relationship with religion. Subsequently, Freddie began to prefer delving into his imagination, creating worlds populated by mysterious characters, and referring to books he enjoyed or works of art that touched him. Here, Mercury surprisingly depicts a passage from the New Testament, which may perhaps go unnoticed by the lay listener. “Jesus” tells the story of the life of Christ, and writing the song required Freddie to depart completely from the religion in which he was raised. Born Farrokh Bulsara, Freddie’s parents were members of the Indian Parsi community, and were fervent Zoroastrians. Though Freddie very rarely expressed his religious views, it is interesting to note that Zoroaster, the spiritual leader and founder of Zoroastianism, preached the duality between light and darkness, between good and evil. This focus on duality became one of the main themes of the band’s highly conceptual second album, which featured Brian May’s “Side White” versus Freddie Mercury’s “Side Black.”


In interviews with his colleague Martin Popoff in 2018, the famed American rock journalist Richie Unterberger noted that “[‘Jesus’ is] not especially controversial, but a lot of people in the United States would consider it controversial to have any rock song about Jesus that’s not like a Christian or gospel rock song.”11


Production


The theme of religion, explicitly addressed in “Liar,” is again dealt with head-on in this track, both in the lyrics, which tell the story of the Messiah, and in the production, which combines a medieval drum roll and a gospel choir on the chorus. The version from the De Lane Lea Sessions was recorded without a piano and features an even greater choral presence, bathed in reverb, which adds to the liturgical spirit of the track. After 1972, the song would not be performed on stage again, and when a fan requested the song at a concert in 1978, Freddie Mercury replied laconically: “We’ve forgotten that. We wanna do something new!”5















SEVEN SEAS OF RHYE…



Freddie Mercury / 1:15


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: piano


Brian May: electric guitar


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, tambourine


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineers: Roy Thomas Baker, Mike Stone, Ted Sharpe, David Hentschel


Genesis


Before it became a breakout hit song on Queen II, “Seven Seas of Rhye…” appeared as an instrumental postlude at the end of the band’s debut album. The track, written by Mercury, was in the draft stage when the band recorded Queen, but Roger Taylor later pointed out its importance on the record’s track listing: “I think Freddie had half written the song and we thought it was a nice ‘tail out’ to the first album, with the idea of starting the second album with the song.”5 That idea was later abandoned, when the group opted to introduce Queen II with the instrumental “Procession.” At that point, no one knew what lyrics Freddie would develop for the second version of the song, but in hindsight we can see a link between the kingdom of Rhye referred to in the song’s title and the English village of Rye. This ancient port town in East Sussex was renowned in the Middle Ages as a center for maritime trade. The town’s importance waned over time as the coastline receded, eventually falling almost three kilometers away from the village. In light of Mercury’s fondness for medieval times, it’s easy to see how this little piece of land, located an hour and a half from London, could have inspired a musical theme.


Despite the link it was supposed to create with the second album, “The Seven Seas of Rhye…” ultimately has little interest in Queen’s larger discography, especially since its complete and extended version, released as a single the following year, was a success in every respect, peaking at tenth place on the British charts in March 1974.


Production


“Seven Seas of Rhye…,” begins at a lower tempo than its sung version. When listening to the track, it’s easy to imagine the musicians feeling freed from any technical constraints, and simply sharing a jam session at the end of a long and careful recording process. The tempo accelerates beginning at 1:03, and the track disappears in a fade-out at the end, which can leave the listener feeling perplexed after the precision of the structure of the previous tracks on the first album. Next to “Liar” or “Keep Yourself Alive,” two tracks with almost pointillistic levels of accuracy and execution, this instrumental seems to have been added as a bonus track and doesn’t contribute much to the homogeneity of the larger album.














OUTTAKES



MAD THE SWINE



Freddie Mercury / 3:23


Musicians


Freddie Mercury: lead vocals, backing vocals, and percussion


Brian May: electric and acoustic guitars, backing vocals


John Deacon: bass


Roger Taylor: drums, percussion, backing vocals


Recorded


Trident Studios, London: June 1972


Technical Team


Producers: John Anthony, Roy Thomas Baker, Queen


Sound Engineer: Roy Thomas Baker


Genesis


Recorded during the Queen sessions in 1972, “Mad the Swine” was intended to appear on the album, placed between “Great King Rat” and “My Fairy King.” Rumors abound regarding its eviction from the track listing. Quarrels over the mixing of the drums and percussion were at first held responsible, until the lyrics of the song were more thoroughly studied by the fans. The text does indeed offer a few points worthy of discussion. First of all, it deals with religion, and when the band members took stock of the composition of the upcoming album, they realized that a few other tracks also touched on the same subject. There was “Jesus,” of course, whose title speaks for itself, but there was also “Liar,” which narrates the confession of a sinner to his priest. Queen came to the conclusion that unless they started claiming to be a Christian rock band, there was just too much religion for one record. The lyrics alone, however, are quite enough to have the song discarded. “They call me Mad the Swine,” says the narrator, who appears to be Jesus Christ, come to save mankind. Did Mercury imagine the reincarnation of Christ as a pig, or was this another one of his fantasies that no one could grasp? Either way, even at this highly contentious period, this type of comparison between Jesus Christ and a pig was just too controversial, and the band decided to put the song on the back burner.


Production


Although it lacks precision in its execution, this track fits perfectly with the spirit of Queen’s first album. An acoustic guitar accompanies the opening vocals (probably Brian May’s cheap Hallfredh, which had already been used on “The Night Comes Down”), but the real originality of the song lies in Roger Taylor’s use of percussion, particularly on the introduction and on the guitar solo, which begins at 2:15. From a listener’s standpoint, it’s impossible to say whether he is using congas or bongos, but one thing is certain: Their presence on Queen’s first album would have taken aback many a listener. These instruments give the song a world music vibe that’s totally absent from the rest of the album!





FOR QUEEN ADDICTS



After being remixed by David Richards, the producer of the album Innuendo, “Mad the Swine” reappeared on the B-side of the Headlong EP in May 1991. That same year, the song also appeared as a bonus on the rerelease of the album Queen by Hollywood Records.

















PORTRAIT


ROY THOMAS BAKER: THE FIFTH QUEEN


Roy Thomas Baker is one of those genius producers who left an indelible mark on the history of rock ’n’ roll. Like Tony Visconti, Phil Spector, or Rick Rubin, he surrounded himself with the right kind of talent, following his instinct and personal taste like some kind of mad scientist. Baker was always searching for new sounds, and ready to try any kind of sonic experimentation.


Born on November 10, 1946, the young Roy began his career in 1960 as an assistant sound engineer at Decca Records. During his years as an apprentice, he had the good fortune to work alongside Gus Dudgeon, the in-house sound engineer at Decca who would later help create the sound of Elton John’s first albums, eventually partnering with the singer and creating the Rocket Record Company label.


In 1969, Baker joined Trident Productions, founded by Norman Sheffield, where he worked as a producer and talent scout in a new branch called Neptune. When he met Queen, Baker had just finished producing the album Exercises for the Scottish band Nazareth. At the time, Queen was recording their first demos at De Lane Lea Studios. After convincing his boss of the talent of his new protégés, Baker went on to produce the albums Queen, Queen II, Sheer Heart Attack, A Night at the Opera, and Jazz. The major work of his early career is, of course, “Bohemian Rhapsody,” which he co-produced with the members of Queen. “On a personal level, I feel closer to them than to anyone else. Because I’d only produced one album before Queen, I’ve matured as a producer as they’ve matured as a band. We’ve grown together.”14


A Career Crowned with Success


After the success of “Bohemian Rhapsody,” Mercury, May, Taylor, and Deacon realized that while they still needed a qualified sound engineer to provide the technical expertise they didn’t possess, many of the production ideas were generated by the band members and not the producers. They therefore decided to produce their next albums on their own. Roy Thomas Baker remained on good terms with them, however, and went on to build a successful career in the United States, where he worked with bands like Journey, Foreigner, and the Cars. In the mid-1980s, Roy returned to Europe to produce songs by the Stranglers and Chris de Burgh. In 2005, he produced One Way Ticket to Hell… and Back, the second album by the British band the Darkness, a worthy successor to Queen (or true imitator, depending on your point of view).


Now recognized as an intrical part of the creation of the Queen sound, Baker is celebrated for his ingenuity, his penchant for risk taking, and his collaborative spirit, all of which make him a truly exceptional producer.














FOCUS ON…


BRIAN MAY’S RED SPECIAL FROM ACOUSTIC TO ELECTRIC


Brian May had been fascinated by guitarists from his earliest years. He listened to them on his crystal set and reproduced their chord progressions on the family banjolele. For his seventh birthday, his parents gave him a beautiful Egmond guitar, which the budding musician soon amplified thanks to a small microphone made by his father. It must be said that Brian’s father, Harold May, was an ingenious man. A draftsman for the Ministry of Aviation, he had already constructed the family television set, radio, and record player. The younger May was delighted: he would be able to plug his new guitar into an amp (also homemade) and work on his technique. Imitating his idol Hank Marvin, from the group the Shadows, Brian liked to play a subtle note to note, as opposed to strumming, a more powerful rhythmic play in which all the strings are struck. Amplification was therefore necessary to ensure his guitar would be heard even at minimal volume.


As the years went by, and the future guitarist continued to fine-tune his playing, May often fantasized about what he would do if he was able to get his hands on a Fender Stratocaster or a Gibson Les Paul. Unfortunately, instruments of that caliber were priced out of reach for the May family budget. Indeed, even the European copies, which were somewhat less expensive, were still too costly. Brian would have been more than happy with the German Hofner Colorama owned by his friend John “Jag” Garnham, with whom he founded his first band, which they called 1984. But once again, the May family could not afford such an expense. In the fall of 1962, Harold offered to help his son build his own six-string guitar. In a makeshift workshop, in the only unused room in the May household, the father and son designed what would be an absolutely unique guitar, eventually baptized as the “Red Special.”


A Work of Art


The design and construction of the Old Lady—Brian May’s other nickname for his guitar—took a full two years. During that time, Brian and his father worked to perfect the instrument, which was built almost entirely from salvaged material. The body of the guitar came from the top of a solid oak table that had been hanging around the house. At first, Brian wanted the body to be hollow and equipped with an f-hole so that he could play with an appropriate resonance of sound. After some thought, the younger May eventually opted for a solid body, like the Fender Stratocaster, which limits the risk of feedback during use. Brian did, however, hide some hollow parts in the instrument, which he called “acoustic pockets,” and which gave the guitar greater sound versatility. He carefully selected the oak pieces and then assembled them using Cascamite, an extremely powerful wood glue, ensuring the guitar’s longevity. During the assembly process, which took days, bricks were used to hold the whole thing together. Meanwhile Brian and Harold worked on a new task: making the neck of the Old Lady. The duo used a century-old mahogany mantel for this purpose, and the advanced age of the wood would ensure that the neck would not move over time, despite the tension of the strings.


Brian decided that there would be twenty-four frets on the instrument, which would allow him to play two octaves. Usually, on the neck of a guitar, you move to the higher octave at the twelfth fret; however, most electric guitars have only twenty-one or twenty-two frets total, so they are missing one or two frets on the upper octave. Brian purchased the small metal rods that were used to separate the fret spaces from instrument maker and guitar dealer Clifford Essex on Earlham Street in London. May sanded the neck of the instrument with sandpaper until he obtained the ideal shape for his fine, delicate style of play. The guitar was perfectly designed to suit the preferences of its future user, and nothing was left to chance. While other six-strings have flat necks, the Red Special’s is slightly curved, like that of the Hofner Colorama May dreamed of. Now he had to find a way to bend the frets before inserting them into the thin notches on the neck. To achieve this, Brian designed a small metal mold that could receive and bend each fret until it perfectly fit the century-old guitar neck.


The neck also had to be fitted with a truss rod. This is an iron rod that passes through the instrument and is fitted at the end with an adjusting screw that allows the tension of the wood to be changed in the event that it has bent over time. In 2017, Brian May revealed that the wood of his Red Special has never moved and that the truss rod has never been used, a rare and quite incredible feat. The original mechanics, on the other hand, have been changed many times over the course of the years since they didn’t hold the tuning well. The Old Lady is now equipped with a pair of Schaller locking M6 tuners with pearloid knobs.


After the neck was complete, the father-son duo then constructed each part of the delicate bridge. But Brian, being a huge admirer of the Shadows, wanted his guitar to be equipped with a vibrato, which, with the help of a metal rod, allows the user to play on the pitch of the notes. To make the vibrato, Harold used two small springs that originally came from the valves of a motorcycle, and a piece of the pannier rack from Brian’s bicycle. To complete the work, the young musician shaped the rounded end of one of his mother’s knitting needles into the ideal shape for a grip.


Though electronics were one of his father’s specialties, the original pickups that Brian’s father designed had to be quickly changed in favor of three Burns Tri-Sonics, which were the only ones available in the music store Brian frequented. The first pickups simply didn’t support the guitarist’s bends, and Brian had to deal with offkey noises every time he played his new guitar. Pickups are a simple series of mounted coils, each equipped with an on/off switch, that can sense the vibrations produced by a musical instrument, helping to send the sounds made by the instrument into the amplifier so they can be heard. Lastly, the pearl dots that mark frets 3, 5, 7, 9, and 12 of each octave of the neck were made from buttons that the young musician selected from his mother’s sewing box.


A Precious Restoration


In 1998, the Australian instrument maker Greg Fryer gave the Red Special its first restoration. Captivated by the Old Lady, which must have been incredibly resilient in order to survive thirty years playing concerts all round the world, Fryer noted the high quality of the guitar and praised the astonishing work of Brian and Harold. Brian May, then in the middle of recording his album Another World, was unable to be present during the restoration, but each morning the two men took stock of the work. The pickups in particular received special care and were covered with a paraffin-based mixture to reduce feedback problems. The vibrato system was also completely cleaned, and the fifth mother-of-pearl knob was replaced.


In the fall of 1964, once the original guitar was finished, Brian salvaged the electronic circuitry from a Vox Fuzz Box pedal and fit it on his Red Special by sliding it under the protective plate. A small hole had been drilled next to the rows of white knobs in order to pass the on/off switch, which gave the instrument its biting, crunchy, fuzzy sound, similar to that of Jimi Hendrix, the young guitarist’s idol. But after a few months, Brian backtracked and removed the system, leaving a gaping hole in place of the switch, which he plugged with either black adhesive tape or a sticker. In order to cover this hole during his restoration years later, Greg Fryer made a small mother-of-pearl star, inspired by the logo on the cover of Brian May’s first solo album Back to the Light, which was released in 1992.
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