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Chapter One



Somewhere But Not Here #1
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Porcupine Tree outside the Royal Albert Hall, London, October 2010. (Lasse Hoile)


What the hell am I doing here?


October 2010. Standing on stage at the Royal Albert Hall in London, at what will be the last Porcupine Tree show – for the foreseeable future. No announcements have been made to this effect. No Ziggy-style speech planned for the finale. I haven’t discussed it with the rest of the band, our manager or record company.


The truth is that I haven’t even really acknowledged it to myself. Subconsciously, I may have made up my mind, but I haven’t vocalised it, said it out loud yet, not even to my partner or closest friends. Right at this moment I’m on stage throwing shapes, trying to be the engaging front man, as the music rises and falls and the audience becomes immersed in it. All I know is that I am not enjoying the moment as I should be. Selling out the Royal Albert Hall is supposed to be an amazing achievement, isn’t it, a pinnacle of sorts? So why don’t I feel great about it?


Partly, because the atmosphere on stage is not great: certain people are not talking to each other. Colin Edwin, our bass player, has a fixed grin on his face like he always does, but no one really catches the eye of anyone else on stage. Actually, the truth is we hardly ever have eye contact with each other on stage; it’s not that kind of band. In fact, I’ve got used to feeling a kind of resentment coming from behind me most of the time. I’ve been the one writing most of the songs, the spokesperson, the singer/guitar player, the focus, but my standard of musicianship is some way below the other people on stage with me, and great musicians understandably resent having to play second fiddle to the guy at the front getting the attention and the songwriting royalties (although I do split these: not equally, but everyone gets a share of everything the band records). It doesn’t help when you already feel pretty insecure about being a front man. Nevertheless, I am out here on my own and in some degree of control, and that is the way I prefer it. It’s the way this started, after all.


Tonight, though, it isn’t me that’s getting the brunt of the bad energy. As with most bands that have spent years working together, we have arrived at a point where we are tiptoeing around each other’s egos. We haven’t been successful enough to afford ourselves privacy on tour, so we still find ourselves cooped up together on tour buses and in dressing rooms, unable to get away from each other. That means we all know exactly which buttons to press to rile one another, and have heard each other’s jokes and anecdotes a hundred times over. The irritations begin, the nerves crack. The day before witnessed a new level of petulance as one member’s passport was thrown out of the tour bus, and I have been given an it’s-him-or-me ultimatum as tempers fray.


This tour has not been as much fun as it used to be. If we sound tired on stage it’s because we are tired. We’ve been on the album–tour–repeat carousel pretty much non-stop for seventeen years and, although we’ve made progress, it’s been incremental. Now I can’t help feeling in a kind of glass-half-empty way that we should have reached this point after seven years, not seventeen. Even though we are all the wrong side of forty by 2010, people still think of us as an ‘up and coming’ band. It’s fair to say that many others in both the music business and the business of listening to music have still never heard of us. Maybe that’s the price we have paid for creating our own musical world and never being part of any particular scene, despite being nominally branded ‘progressive rock’, whatever that is. How much easier it would have been to have played a certain kind of generic music for a certain kind of audience.


Over the years, I’ve noted with envy that playing heavy metal, for example, gives you an instant audience: festivals, magazines and radio shows with hundreds of thousands of potential fans already there waiting. But I could never understand the appeal of playing a variation on the same music that a thousand other bands played. Instead, Porcupine Tree have gradually carved out our own niche, making fans one by one, mostly by word of mouth. The daft name probably hasn’t helped.


Now, after ten albums, the band is running out of steam. I’m running out of steam.


We have no hit singles, so at least have no pressure to be a jukebox act trotting out the crowd-pleasers every night. Even so, we do have our familiar signposts and a recognisable arc to the performance; we play our most recent album material and a selection of older fan favourites. To make up for our (my) perceived lack of stage charisma we have our visuals – the Buñuel-meets-Bacon backdrops and opaquely filmed forewords made by our friend and long-term collaborator Lasse Hoile. Tonight there are three sets, starting with an unplugged one where we act as our own support act (this at least is unexpected, if a little shambolic), then polite intermissions, building to a most impolite vortex.


My mum and dad are here tonight. (In fact, it will be the last time Dad will ever see me play, as he will pass away the following year.) In the past they’ve been to the Royal Albert Hall to see Cliff Richard and the ‘Last Night of the Proms’, so it’s a big thing for them to see their son playing here. Coincidentally, our show comes halfway through a Cliff Richard residency: he’s taken the night off and we’ve come in as temporary interlopers. There is even a Cliff setlist taped up in my dressing room (for once we all have our own dressing rooms tonight, giving us even less need to communicate with each other than usual), and naturally I check to see if he’s doing ‘Devil Woman’. There it is, song nine. I joke about it on stage. (Later, I’ll steal the setlist to give to my mum.)


Our American manager, Andy Leff, fusses around dramatically backstage and there is a definite sense of occasion. A sense that this is something the band has been building towards for a long, long time. From my days as a teenager making cassettes in my bedroom . . . to this. The Albert Hall: 5,272 seats, all taken. We headlined a show at Radio City Music Hall in New York a couple of weeks earlier: 6,015 seats all sold, another landmark. But that night I already had a sense on stage that we weren’t exactly rising to the occasion, Freddie-at-Live-Aid style. And a deeper sense that even though it was incredible to be there, we hadn’t quite achieved what a lot of people had been expecting us to achieve all these years. What I was frequently guaranteed we would achieve.


What did I want to achieve? Porcupine Tree had begun as a fun project with zero expectations; money and fame were never motivating factors, just a passion to make records and share music. So why shouldn’t I feel pride at arriving here now? Of course I do. But I also have a just-beneath-the-surface feeling of disappointment that the band hasn’t quite become what we, and a lot of the people around us, thought it should. Would I have liked to be a famous rock star with a mansion and a guitar-shaped swimming pool in Beverly Hills? Well, of course, what musician wouldn’t want to achieve that gargantuan level of success (even if in my case it would have more likely been a pleasant hideaway populated by dogs overlooking the freezing English Channel on the south coast)? Be careful what you wish for and all that.


What did for that was that Porcupine Tree had the misfortune of being a certain kind of rock band – music first, image not even second; album-oriented, theoretical, evolved – at a time when the capacity for such a band to achieve mainstream success had all but vanished.


If we’d been doing what we are doing in the seventies or eighties, it might have been different. The path to global success was already a well-worn trail: make consistently strong albums, then tour and tour and tour. Until you gradually build up a massive fan base that you keep faith with, and that stays loyal to you. Floyd, Zeppelin, Yes, Elton John, The Police, Jethro Tull, that’s how the west was won. We had looked forward to the challenge, convinced we had what it takes.


One snag. Although we didn’t know it then, that kind of old-school approach to fame and fortune had already begun to disappear about the time we got our first deal with a major American record company, nearly a decade before, but already several years into our career. They told us they believed Porcupine Tree was going to be ‘the new Pink Floyd’. I’d heard that before, of course, but only from fans or music journalists, never from a big-shot A&R executive behind a fancy desk in New York with the means and money to actually make it happen. Or so I believed.


Perhaps that was the best moment, when all the potential was still there and the disappointments had yet to come. The start of a journey has always been more fun for me than the arrival. It’s why I keep starting different projects. (It’s partly why I’m writing this book now, because it’s a new challenge.)


All I knew at the time was that if this big American label was interested in signing us and putting us into their machinery, how could we fail?


Because the golden age of boundary-free, album-oriented rock music was already over, that’s how. Each of the four albums we made over the next few years was supposed to be the ‘breakthrough’ for us. But each time the changing climate made it just a little bit harder, as physical sales decreased, record stores closed and the media became increasingly uninterested in white heterosexual men playing intellectual rock music.


Nevertheless, by 2010, and by virtue of sheer bloody-mindedness, Porcupine Tree has created a successful niche for ourselves and has dedicated fans all over the world, even if we are commercially very far from being the ‘new’ Pink Floyd. Maybe that worries the record company and manager, but it didn’t affect me much as long as I was still enjoying writing and playing with a great band and feeling genuinely excited about the music we made.


That is the problem now, in 2010. With the most recent Porcupine Tree album The Incident, it feels for the first time like, artistically, we are treading water. Struggling and frustrated with not being able to come up with enough good songs, in desperation I had instead linked several half-songs together into a thirty-five-minute suite in the hope that doing so would give it some compositional weight. That way everyone might overlook the fact that the material wasn’t as strong as it had been.


I’m not sure the band were that convinced, but we got together for two weeks at a residential studio to force-jam some more material into being, ending up with another forty minutes of music. We put the whole thing together on one overlong seventy-five-minute record. Never mind the quality, feel the width. But when does that ever work? Don’t get me wrong, The Incident isn’t a bad album, but it isn’t as strong as the previous ones, and that’s enough to make me start to wonder about the band’s future. I can’t think what else I could write for us to play. In the Venn diagram of Porcupine Tree there is a pretty small area where the musical tastes of all four of us cross over. This area represents ‘the music we are all happy to play’. As the writer of most of it, this has become increasingly limiting.


Then came the tour to promote The Incident, booked long before the album was finished, and our longest to date. We wound our way around the world, Europe, North America, India, Japan, Australia, until we arrived back here at this part of the multiverse, where I find myself on stage for the final show of the whole touring cycle at the legendary old Royal Albert.


Some nights I can still sense the awesome power of the band and the music, but tonight it’s missing something, some heft, and I feel we’re going through the motions, doing just enough to convince the believers, no more. The show has become pretty much ‘the show’. It doesn’t change. It runs like a machine, partly because so much of it is now synchronised to backing tracks and video projections. No matter how good something might be, after a while it simply becomes boring having to paint the same picture every night. After almost a year of this, performing the current repertoire, inevitably the peak has passed. (And yet, I’ve heard from so many people in the years since how amazing we were that night. Parallel dimensions. Or maybe people willed it to be amazing because of the occasion. I’m sure our long-serving front-of-house sound wizard Ian Bond made it sound great, because he always does.)


Appropriately, for our encore we play a song called ‘Arriving Somewhere But Not Here’, a fan favourite. As we perform, I stand looking out towards the green exit signs waiting for the show to be over, all the time suspecting that there won’t be another one. Everything works, as it should. The audience reacts, affirms, rejoices, as it should. But as I stand in the stage lights I realise this is probably it for me. And I feel excitement for the future. This isn’t the end of the story, of course it isn’t, it’s just the end of this chapter. A long chapter, admittedly, and the past is always close behind. But now the future for me means I need to dismantle – possibly temporarily, possibly not – something I have spent seventeen years of my life building.


When the show is finally over and we’ve joined together one final time to take our bows in the illusion of togetherness, we each connect with our families and slip out the stage door. No celebratory party or victory lap.


I didn’t hear from anybody for several months and they didn’t hear from me. Later on, I listened to the live recording of the show and my suspicions were largely confirmed. By our standards it was a tame performance; volume and the sense of occasion don’t count for anything under the unforgiving studio microscope. We managed to find a few songs that were passable to include on a ‘contractual obligation’ live album called Octane Twisted, but even then they had to be fixed up to give them some life. It’s perhaps my least favourite of all the major PT releases.


In the year or so that followed the Royal Albert Hall concert it became obvious to me and everybody else that I was not writing anything new for the band to record. That’s when the ‘legend’ of Porcupine Tree was really born. How we were a massively successful and influential rock band that played arenas and sold millions of albums, and therefore it must only be a matter of time before we get back together and carry on. Why wouldn’t we?


Nobody really believed I had walked away from that. It took a few years before the management, record company and fans finally realised I wasn’t coming back to Porcupine Tree any time soon. After the second solo album, now he’ll go back to Porcupine Tree. No? OK, maybe after the third one. No? Maybe after the next one then . . . Sometimes I would read things on fan forums (in the days before I realised what a mistake it was to frequent those kinds of places) claiming that the band were working on a new album, and wonder where they got their information from. Because, starting in 2012, we actually were writing the occasional new song every now and then. Now with my solo career established, I couldn’t see the point of writing Porcupine Tree material on my own, so it became me and Gavin Harrison, or me and Richard Barbieri, exploring where a reborn Porcupine Tree might go, not wanting to repeat what we did in the past, but still with our trademark sound.


You don’t know what you’ve got ’til it’s gone.


Over the years, offers came in regularly to bring Porcupine Tree back. Bigger offers to play bigger venues than we ever had while we were together. It seemed the more time that went by, the more luminous the legend became. I’ve played the Albert Hall several times since as a solo artist, multiple nights in a row. Porcupine Tree played there just that one time, yet for years I have been asked when the band would reform, as if it was inevitable. I replied it would be a backwards step and I was only interested in moving forward. And besides, I do hate to be predictable.


Fast forward to 2020 when myself, Gavin and Richard find that the new songs we’ve been incrementally developing and stockpiling over the years amount to a potentially strong Porcupine Tree album, perhaps one that holds up with our best work. It might be a one-off reprise but, not knowing for sure ourselves, we hedge our bets and ambiguously call it Closure/Continuation.


I always said that when everyone finally believed bringing back Porcupine Tree was the last thing I’d ever do, that would be the time to do it.










Chapter Two



Destination . . .


I don’t know much about anything.


There are people that know a lot about one thing. Like they know everything there is to know about it. These people are amazing, and essential when you need to know something about that one thing for a brief moment in your life, like how to put it together, repair it, or what the best version of it might be. After that you can generally forget all about it again. But these people go on, finding joy in knowing in intimate detail everything there is to know about how to replace a spark plug in a car, or the best time of year to plant tomatoes. You know, useful stuff.


I admire that commitment to something so microcosmic.


I don’t even know much about the thing I make a living from. Not much that would be useful anyway. I’m more like those contestants on Mastermind answering questions about twelfth-century Byzantine art, T. S. Eliot or the films of Woody Allen. While I can recite for you the discography of Cabaret Voltaire, or tell you what was on the B-side of a certain T. Rex single, I can’t tell you the names of the chords I use in my music, or what microphone to use on a particular instrument, or how an audio compressor works. But as fortune would have it, I seem to have a knack for making things sounds good, or at least sound good to me, even if I couldn’t tell you how I got there. And it must sound OK to other people too, because I’ve had a pretty sustained career making and organising sound.


The truth is I was too lazy to learn about anything properly. With something new the first thing I do is to ignore the manual and just start fiddling. Or I learn just enough to be able to do what I want with it.


The one thing I feel I do know a lot about, however, is me. Many of my most ardent followers dive deep into the music and come back with all sorts of assertions about me, but I generally don’t recognise these versions of me. They are based mainly on what they can figure out from the lyrics and songs (and that’s a whole other can of worms).


There are also a lot of interviews out there, written, recorded and filmed. But I lie a lot in interviews. Most people do. When you’re talking to a hundred different people to promote the same thing, you end up making up all sorts of shit, partly just to relieve the boredom, but also because the reality is often just not that interesting. The interviews become as much a part of the creative artifice as the music; in fact, there might even be more about the real me in the songs that I write about fictional characters in imaginary situations, than there is in all the interviews where I’m supposedly talking about my actual life.


It’s all the same thing: making something exotic out of the mundane, which is what a lot of art is anyway. Even the untruths tell you a lot about the subject. Which lies did I tell? There will probably be some in this book, too. Some of them will be accidental untruths, things I even believe myself, because memory plays strange tricks on you, plus I’ve been telling them for so long. Maybe this is a lie too, and everything that follows is completely true, but I want you to doubt it just enough.


For years, whenever I was asked about writing some sort of autobiography I would say that there was no interesting book to be written about me because I had none of the usual music business stuff to draw on: failed marriages, drug addictions, the big pop success followed by the crash back down to Earth. (That last one is my favourite: hubris followed by humiliation always makes for a gripping tale. Just read any book about The Bay City Rollers to see what I mean.)


The more I thought about it, though, the more I realised my career has been unusual and maybe there is a story worth telling. How did this person manage to do everything wrong but still end up on the front cover of magazines, playing in reasonably large concert venues, and achieving Top 5 albums? How did I manage to attract such obsessive and fanatical fans, many of whom take everything I do or say very personally, which is simultaneously flattering but can also be tremendously frustrating? Even this I think I must have cultivated somehow without meaning to. My accidental career.


And then there’s my family background, which I always thought was pretty unremarkable. Until I came to write it down and it took me to some dark places.


Maybe this book is my attempt to explain all of this to myself. For me to understand me, and in doing so share whatever I find out with you. I wonder if anything will be left when we’re done, or will I evaporate in a cloud of me-myself-and-I vanity?


I’m very excited about the future; I always am. I’m kind of bored by the past generally, which was one of the first things I said when I was approached about doing this book. ‘Look, I’m not really interested in dwelling on the past.’


As you will see, I’ve largely avoided the traditional rock autobiography malarkey. Instead I hope I’ve found interesting ways to talk about the past, whether it’s through my love of making lists, the way the music business has changed during my career, or delving into the darker corners of my personal life.


I’m still far from successful by the standards of the mainstream music industry, the very definition of a cult artist in fact. But I’ve nevertheless arrived somewhere, a place that makes me happy and which has given me a good living doing what I still love to do.


Besides which, I’ve pretty much forgotten what my intended destination was anyway.










Chapter Three



0


[image: illustration]


My first career ambition was to be a bus conductor.




I was born in ’67


The year of


Sgt. Pepper


And Are You Experienced?


Into a suburb of heaven


It should’ve been forever


It all seems to make so much sense


But after a while


You realise time flies


And the best thing that you can do


Is take whatever comes to you


(‘Time Flies’ by Porcupine Tree)





I was born on 3 November 1967. I have a copy of the Daily Mail newspaper published on that day mounted in a frame and hanging in my home. The headline on that day was ‘Israel’s Secret Weapon’, a story about Sean Connery and other figures from the entertainment industry arriving in Israel to give their support to a cause for underprivileged children (the article is at pains to point out ‘both Arab and Jewish’). These days my wife Rotem is my secret weapon from Israel. She’s forthright and straight-talking in a way that English people aren’t. She’s also very good at haggling, something which – like a lot of English people – I find incredibly embarrassing. If I had to negotiate on the cost for any work on our house I would immediately fold and agree to the first estimate, but Rotem won’t have any of it. If she had her way they would end up paying us to do the work.


I was born at four o’clock on a Friday afternoon, a civilised time to emerge, teatime on the last day of the working week. Years later I read on the back of their 1971 compilation album Relics that it was the day after Pink Floyd recorded ‘Paint Box’. It means something to me, that just a few hours before I emerged into the world in a hospital in south London, my favourite band was creating some magic a few miles away at De Lane Lea studios in central London.


It’s a brilliant song. And unusually for the Syd Barrett lineup, it’s a Rick Wright composition. Rick didn’t write many songs for Floyd – probably less than ten across the whole catalogue – but nearly all of them have a gentle sense of nostalgia and yearning for childhood, which would become such a key ingredient in so many of my own songs.


For those that place significance in such things, my astrological sign is Scorpio. Among the apparent traits of the Scorpio are being:


‘Controlling and obsessive’. I’m definitely not like that with family or friends, quite the opposite in fact, but when it comes to work I am a self-confessed control freak. I don’t find it easy to delegate.


‘Strategic and secretive’. I always like to have a plan and I’m a notorious list maker. I can’t function without lists. I also have a fear of running out of time. If something needs to be finished by Christmas, I’ll probably have it done by September. My career has been more about application than inspiration. I’m not especially naturally gifted and I often wonder about the psychological toll of being a genius, and the collateral damage you create by pursuing your gifts. As for the secretive part, not deliberately or deviously, but I do internalise my thoughts and problems, just like all the members of my family. Things were rarely discussed in the open. I like to be sure about something before I present it to others, so until I feel confident about something I will keep it to myself.


‘Fearless’. Maybe in the sense of not being afraid to take artistic risks, I’d like to think so. But plenty of things terrify me about the world we live in.


‘Loyal’. I do not have the scorpion’s sting in the tail. Most of the people I’ve worked with during my thirty years as a professional musician, I still know and work with in some capacity. If people have drifted out of my orbit, it’s usually been their choice not mine.


I don’t bear grudges. I can count on one hand the number of people I’ve fallen out with in my whole life. I would say it’s almost impossible to fall out with me, which is pretty unusual in the music industry. Artists can be a volatile mix of sensitivity, charm and narcissism. You might say most of them are ‘on the spectrum’. At least a lot of the great ones seem to be, so maybe that’s why I can’t say I’m great.


In the pop industry there are infamous grudges that have been harboured for decades, and often for the silliest of reasons, ego stuff. Ancient adversaries from the same band that swear they will never work together again – until they have to.


I was the first born of two children in my family. My mother met my father relatively late in life. She was in her mid-thirties when they married and two years later she had me at the age of thirty-six. In those days to still be unmarried when you reached thirty was almost beyond the pale, but leaving it late runs in my family. I got married at the age of fifty-one and my brother, eighteen months younger than me, is still unmarried as I write this.


My parents met at a ballroom dance class. Apparently my dad was a really good dancer. But they were both extremely shy and reserved people, which is why it took so long for them to meet the right person. Unfortunately it was the reserve I inherited, not the dancing ability. The shyness could be crushingly debilitating when I was young. It’s a family trait that I have had to work hard to overcome.


To this day, if we take Mum out to a restaurant, she will order the first thing she sees on the menu to avoid the attention of everyone else falling on her for more than a split second. ‘Oh, that will do for me!’ Then when the food arrives she apologises to the waitress for putting her to the trouble, and if she can’t finish the food she apologises for that too. ‘Oh, please tell the chef it was really lovely, but I just haven’t got a very big appetite today.’ It’s as if she wants to be invisible to the rest of the world, to not be noticed at all. Imagine inheriting that, yet having career aspirations to get up on stage and be a performer. Going unnoticed is generally not part of the job description.


How surreal it must have been for my parents to see their son on stage, making himself the centre of attention in front of thousands of people. Even then I’ve done plenty to render myself invisible on stage, to deflect that attention away from me. On my first solo tour, I performed the first few songs from behind near-transparent gauze. The films, the quadrophonic sound system . . . smoke and mirrors. It started because I couldn’t bear the thought of people actually looking at me on stage, a tacit acknowledgement that I wasn’t anything interesting to look at.


At the early Porcupine Tree shows my waist-length hair would hang over my face as I spent most of the gig looking down at my bare feet and guitar pedals. I dreaded catching the eye of anyone in the audience and barely even spoke to the crowd for about ten years. The irony is that the more I’ve thrown into the show, the more I’ve grown to love being the front man. Nowadays it’s hard to shut me up and my band joke that when I start talking to the audience they can go off for a meal before I’m ready to introduce the next song. It’s something that came after years of gaining confidence, understanding that the audience was already on my side, and that behaving like I owned the stage made it more entertaining for them, too. Nevertheless, for my parents to have seen me casually cracking jokes to thousands of people from up there on stage, something must have simply not computed in relation to our number one family trait.


The scary thing is that my mum is the outgoing one in her family. Her only sibling, Leonard, suffered some form of mental breakdown when he was young – I don’t know what and Mum doesn’t really seem to know exactly herself. Either that or she doesn’t want to tell me, a skeleton she would prefer to stay in the cupboard. Suffice it to say, Uncle Leonard as a child retreated further and further into himself, and as an adult was a recluse, living alone in a little maisonette in London without friend or companion. He worked in an administrative job for the council, and I imagine whole months passing without him uttering a word to another human being.


Once a year at Christmas, Dad would drive over to pick Leonard up and bring him to our house, where he would sit silently in a chair watching TV. Very occasionally he would make an attempt to communicate because he felt it was expected, perhaps to compliment my parents on the Christmas lunch or to say something about the weather, but he couldn’t look anyone in the eye and it was obvious what an incredible effort it was for him to do so. He had probably spent the previous hour working himself up to it. I felt bad for him and instinctively knew that inside there was a kind and gentle person who had simply lost the will and ability to interact with other human beings.


Eventually he was made redundant from his job, but instead of telling my family he went home to his maisonette, locked the door and starved himself to death. I suppose he just couldn’t see the point of life any more. Maybe he never had, but a daily routine had kept his mind occupied at least. Without it there was really no reason to go on. It was several days before his body was discovered. My parents, my brother and myself were the only people who went to the funeral. I was in my early twenties when he died. I can’t say I thought about Uncle Leonard that much over the subsequent years, but in 2015 I made an album called Hand. Cannot. Erase. inspired by the true story of Joyce Carol Vincent, who died of unknown causes in her London flat in front of the TV while wrapping Christmas presents. Her body was not discovered for two years, no one missing her in all that time. All the lonely people . . . Although I didn’t make the connection at the time, surely Uncle Leonard must have been in the back of my mind when I wrote it.


Many times in my lyrics, before and since, I have returned to the subject of loneliness, of living each day with a weary sense of routine and resignation.




I’m tired of weakness, tired of my feet of clay


Tired of days to come, tired of yesterday


And all the worn out things that I ever said


Now it’s much too late, the words stay in my head


I’m tired of Facebook, tired of my failing health


I’m tired of everyone, and that includes myself


Being alone now, it doesn’t bother me


But not knowing if you are, well that’s been hell you see


(‘Pariah’ by Steven Wilson)





It’s understandable that people have an impression formed from my work that I’m melancholic and depressed. It’s far from the reality, but there is something deep within me that understands and relates to the existential sadness of the human condition. If we’re alone and unhappy then what is life actually for?


When my mother was in her twenties she began working in a bank in the centre of London, and made good friends with another young woman who worked there. Audrey was much more gregarious and outgoing than my mum, but they became great friends and stayed close even after they were both married. Audrey married Dennis, a wealthy executive from the bank where she and Mum worked, leaving the job to have three children. So close did Audrey and Mum remain that when my younger brother Roger and myself were born ‘Auntie’ Audrey became godmother to us both.


She and her family travelled a lot because of her husband’s work. I have dim memories of going to stay with them at the various luxurious residences they lived in around Europe. Audrey even managed to persuade Mum to visit her for a month when her family was temporarily based in San Francisco, probably the most exotic and carefree thing my mum has ever done in her life.


Eventually Audrey’s family moved back to the UK and bought a large house in Amersham, very near to where we lived in Hemel Hempstead. Their children were much older than myself and Roger, and soon left home and got married themselves, before her husband did the same, leaving Audrey for a younger woman, which left her alone in the large house. I remember her visiting us more frequently during this time and giving me an expensive engraved silver tankard for my twenty-first birthday. But I had no idea how devastated and depressed she was. Then one day she hung herself in the empty house. It was her daughter that discovered her. All the lonely people.


Another funeral, this time with a lot of people in attendance, but I remember being annoyed that the priest conducting the service seemed to know very little about Audrey and trotted out a string of vague platitudes (‘She liked horses’). No one from her family spoke about her. Is this what a life amounts to in the end? Years later, when my dad passed away I made sure that all of the speeches were from people that had been close to him and loved him, no platitudes from strangers.


The other relative that came to visit us every Christmas was Dad’s Auntie Millie, who always seemed to be at least a hundred years old to me, but was a jolly lady who had lost her husband and was living out the rest of her years in a retirement home. That was our family Christmas: the four of us, Dad’s ancient Aunt Millie and Mum’s mute shell-like brother Leonard.


The only other family get-togethers we had were with the family of my dad’s only sister, Joyce. She and her husband Ray also had two kids, Ralph and Joy-Anne. The family had become devoutly born-again Christian, which immediately put an insurmountable philosophical divide between my family and theirs. Dad was a scientist, and proudly displayed a copy of A. N. Wilson’s Against Religion in his library. He could never understand why his sister believed in that stuff.


Ralph was a couple of years older than me and as kids we naturally would fall into playing together. But he had a cruel side to him, not a bully exactly, but he was someone who would ridicule and exploit any weakness he could find. Unsurprisingly, we didn’t get on, and beyond our childhoods we never sought each other out again. Several years later I heard that Ralph was in the process of fully transitioning to becoming Rachel. Suddenly everything fell into place. He must have been a deeply conflicted young man, especially coming from a devoutly religious family.


I’m surprised to find myself writing this. Because if you had asked me beforehand if my family and upbringing had any dark shadows in it, I would have said, ‘Absolutely not, we are all very ordinary and boring.’ But in the past few pages I’ve written about my uncle starving himself to death, my godmother hanging herself, and my God-fearing transgender cousin. So let’s revise that statement, ‘Absolutely, my family is weird.’


Mostly, we were a self-contained unit. I barely knew my grandparents: on my dad’s side not at all, and on my mum’s side they had both passed away by the time I started primary school. That’s not to say that my parents didn’t have friends, they had many. Most of all, however, they enjoyed their own company. I think it’s because we were such a small unit that I resented the presence of my brother when he was born, eighteen months after me. I struggled with having no one around to pay me attention when my parents became preoccupied with the new baby. Unfortunately it was a dynamic that established itself and to my shame and regret meant I spent a lot of our early years patronising and bullying my younger brother, when I should have cherished and encouraged him.


My parents must have been disappointed that they gave me someone to grow up with and I just resented him. Things changed as time went on, and these days my brother and I have a good relationship. I would be the first to admit he’s a much better and more responsible human being than me, but thanks to me I don’t think we’ve ever been as close as we could and should have been. I hope he has forgiven me.


So here I am, newly delivered into the world, living with my parents in a small semi-detached house: 14 Hawkurst Way, New Malden, south London. Looking up with wonder at the mobile dangling above my cot while Dad tells me stories in his own made up language.


[image: illustration]


Back garden, 14 Hawkurst Way, 1968.










Chapter Four



Lists #1


Lists. I bloody love ’em. Always have and always will. There’s something about making one that is immensely satisfying to me.


Every day I make a list of things to do and take pleasure in ticking each thing off as it’s completed. I know it’s uncool but it’s also one of the reasons I get quite a lot done, I can’t bear to have anything left unticked on the list at the end of the day; I’m OCD that way.


I have a box of notebooks from when I was a kid in which I tirelessly compiled lists: imaginary track listings for albums I planned to make, full of songs I would never write, gigs I attended, people I wanted to meet. They also chart my changing tastes with lists of favourite films, books and songs, at any given time. I’ve made an up-to-date attempt at those last ones in this book, having not tried to do so for thirty years or more. These kinds of lists tend to be the ones most requested by journalists and fans, but there are others that no one asked for, like . . .


Five misconceptions people have about me


1. I’m depressed and melancholic


Most of my music and lyrics do tend towards the darker side, it’s true. Trying to find the beauty and poignancy in the struggle. Regret and loss. Ignorance and prejudice. Of course, there is the other side of the coin too: joy, love, art, the wonder of the natural world. But that doesn’t seem to be what I’m naturally drawn to write about. There is a beautiful Japanese expression ‘mono no aware’, which roughly translates as ‘the sadness of things’. This might be the title for a book of my lyrics, there’s not much in there to inspire joy. (See page 32: ‘The most depressing songs I have ever written’.)


But I’m not an unhappy person, in fact quite the opposite, so how does that work? I’ve found writing a kind of exorcism of that side of me, like an unburdening. Listeners seem to respond to these sad songs in much the same way I respond to sad songs. They don’t make me depressed, quite the opposite. They help me understand I’m not alone in experiencing these things, and that is a beautiful thing, finding comfort through seeing yourself reflected back in the mirror of art.


So when anyone that knows me only through my songs meets me, they are usually surprised to find I’m not the joyless, morose individual they imagined. Which brings us onto . . .


2. I never smile


I don’t know if it still exists, but there used to be a fan website dedicated solely to posting images of me smiling, the implication being that these were so rare that they had to be hunted down and preserved like UFO photographs. For many years the photos of me people saw tended to be official publicity shots, and I ask you, how many ‘serious’ musicians smile in a publicity photo? I’m trying to emit a brooding aura in a publicity photo, like: Yeah baby, I’ve got this intellectual cool thing going on, feel it!


When the internet came along there were suddenly a zillion photos of me on stage, and for a long time I didn’t smile much on stage, partly because I never felt that comfortable up there. It wasn’t especially encouraged to look like one was enjoying oneself in Porcupine Tree anyway. But things change. There is a serious side to what I do, of course there is, I want the art to have an intensity to it, but touring now, especially with my solo band, I usually can’t help but smile most of the time, it’s so much fun. And I joke with the audience quite a lot.


3. I only ‘do’ progressive rock


Yeah, this is one I find a bit annoying, especially as it’s also a misconception the media have about me, the same media that decided progressive rock is not something that they write about, play on the radio or feature on TV. When you have songs like ‘12 Things I Forgot’ and ‘Personal Shopper’ and you’re being told by radio producers that they can’t play them because progressive rock is ‘too niche’, you suspect that they aren’t listening to the music, only basing it on what they’ve read on Wikipedia.


I’ve never thought of myself as a generic artist.


Now, lest I sound like I have a massive chip on my shoulder about this, I do get it. It’s fair to say that my most successful projects have been firmly rooted in the progressive rock tradition, and in turn that led me to getting invitations to work for other bands in the same genre. But I often wonder how my career might have developed differently, or at least the perception of me been different, had my earlier synth-pop music with No-Man become successful, instead of what was supposed to be a modest for-fun project called Porcupine Tree. Or what opportunities might have come along if my Bass Communion soundscaping had been picked up by the worlds of TV and film music.


Instead, most people have the impression that I’m somehow a champion for progressive music, which is cemented by headlines like the one in the Guardian referencing the fact I was crowned the ‘King of Prog’ at the Prog magazine awards in 2015. This is something I am immensely proud of, lest anyone think I’m being ungrateful. I certainly love a lot of progressive rock, but equally a lot of it means very little to me, and I remain relatively immune to the charms of bands like Genesis and Emerson, Lake and Palmer. I prefer Abba and Throbbing Gristle. More on that later . . .


It’s also fair to say that some of the dullest music I have heard has been nominally ‘progressive rock’, music that reminds me that the last thing some musicians and listeners want from progressive rock is for it to actually progress. I’m sure there is equally banal music in all genres, but I suppose the progressive stuff gets thrust under my nose more than any other because of my reputation.


4. I’m some kind of guitar hero


I always feel a fake and slightly embarrassed when I’m being interviewed for guitar magazines. I have zero technique and I’m a pretty limited player, even if I do acknowledge to myself that I can usually get something good out of a guitar if I put my mind to it.


I sort of fell into it early on when Porcupine Tree became an actual band, but previously I’d also flirted with being keyboard player in No-Man and Blazing Apostles. Certainly in contrast to all the dedicated guitar players I’ve worked with over the years, who tend to practise for hours every day and are never far from a guitar, months can go by without me having the urge to even look at one. I’ve always seen myself more as a songwriter and producer using whatever tools I need to make the music. My more recently acquired (in 2017) Custom Shop Fender Telecaster is perhaps the only guitar I’ve ever really felt an attachment to, mainly because it looks so cool. Sounds great too, but I still couldn’t tell you what pick-ups are on it, or what kind of wood the neck is made of. I just don’t care.


5. I work 24/7


This is because my name has appeared on a lot of records over the years. Before I was with my wife Rotem, I was with my previous partner T for 25 years, most of my adult life.


We were both very independent and didn’t have children, so I could afford to work as much as I wanted. Now I have a family my pace of work is naturally a bit slower, but it’s too simple to say it’s only for that reason. The gap between my last two records was about three and half years (though partly that was because of COVID: the Future Bites album was finished a year before it came out). There was a time when that gap would have been filled with various one-off projects and releases by my other bands, and while it’s fair to say I have made other music during that time (and actually there was a new No-Man album released in the meantime), I no longer feel the need to throw it all out there like I once did, or that it’s all worthy of release.


At this stage in my life I’m definitely a bit more interested in quality over quantity. Perhaps the simplest answer to why I’ve been prolific is that I’m motivated because I love what I do. It’s really a privilege to be able to make music for a living, and I never want to take that gift for granted.


The most depressing songs I have ever written


Amongst the hundreds of predominantly sad songs I have written, the idea that there could be some that rise above – or sink below – the pack as being particularly heartbreaking and downcast may boggle the mind. However, I feel there are a few that truly excel in their evocation of despair. Perhaps not un-coincidentally they are also often among my favourites (and the listeners too). Here are the ones that blow even me away with how miserable they are.


1. ‘Heartattack In A Layby’ – In Absentia (Porcupine Tree)


Guess what this one is about? The twist is that the guy having the heart attack while he’s parked up in the lay-by at the side of the road doesn’t realise it. He’s reflecting on a traumatic breakup he’s had with his partner and how when he gets home he’s going to make it up to her, and to tell her that he wants to spend the rest of his life with her. The refrain is: ‘We’ll grow old together’. But we already know from the title that he’s never going to make it home or grow old with anybody. Cheery stuff.


2. ‘Routine’ – Hand. Cannot. Erase. (Steven Wilson)


Might be the most heartbreaking of them all. A song about a woman who has lost her husband and children in a tragedy, but still goes about her daily routine of washing, cleaning, cooking, as if nothing has happened. It moves through the stages of denial, anger and finally acceptance, so at least it does have some kind of forward-thinking resolution. The refrain sums up the dilemma of not wanting to forget, but having to do so in order to move on and live: ‘Try to let go. Don’t ever let go . . .’


3. ‘Happy Returns’ – Hand. Cannot. Erase. (Steven Wilson)


The whole Hand. Cannot. Erase. album is generally pretty sad. As mentioned, the concept for it was based on Joyce Carol Vincent, a young and by all accounts popular woman who died of causes unknown in her London flat one Christmas while wrapping presents for her nieces and nephews, but was not missed by anyone until her body was discovered more than two years later. This takes a similar approach to ‘Heartattack In A Layby’, in that the narrator is obsessing over what they are doing in that moment without realising that they are dying: in this case writing an imaginary letter to her family, a letter that she will never finish or send. ‘I’m feeling kind of drowsy now, so I’ll finish this tomorrow . . .’


4. ‘The Raven that Refused to Sing’ – The Raven that Refused to Sing (And Other Stories) (Steven Wilson)


One of my most beautiful songs about loss was inspired by an idea that the brilliant German illustrator Hajo Müller sent me, and for which he had already created drawings. I took his idea and developed it. A lonely old man is visited in his garden by a raven. He sees the raven as the manifestation of his sister, who died when they were both children, and whose loss has cast a shadow over his whole life.


He first traps the raven in a cage, and then tries to coax it to sing, believing that if it does it will be proof that it is the reincarnation of his beloved sister. But the raven steadfastly remains mute, and in his frustration the old man throws the cage against the wall, destroying it and releasing the raven, which transforms into the spirit of his sister. Now reunited, she takes him with her to the afterlife. The sentiment of the story and song is more like a classical ghost story or fairytale, and it never fails to make people weep when I perform it live, especially when it’s accompanied by the stunning animated Jess Cope video. ‘Sing to me raven, I miss her so much, sing to me Lily, I miss you so much . . .’


5. ‘Postcard’ – Grace For Drowning (Steven Wilson)


The narrator finds himself (or herself) lying on the kitchen floor after a night of obliterating drunkenness, and is considering whether it’s even worth picking themselves up, as their partner has left them and they have nothing left to get up for. ‘I’m the one you always seem to read about. The fire inside my eyes has long gone out. There’s nothing left to say or do. Cos all that matters disappeared when I lost you . . .’


10 reasons I’m not macho, cool or a ‘rock star’


  1. I don’t drink beer, wine, spirits, or much in the way of alcohol at all.


  2. Every morning I go out to feed two squirrels that visit our garden, whom I have named Augustus and Gloop, on a mini squirrel picnic table that I ordered on the internet.


  3. I know nothing about cars. My car is black and gets me from A to B, that’s about all I know.


  4. I file my records alphabetically and then chronologically within each artist.


  5. I’ve never smoked or snorted a line in my life.


  6. I’m a neat freak and frequently go litter picking in our street (litter drives me nuts).


  7. I won’t eat animals or fish.


  8. I prefer cookies and (non-dairy) milk.


  9. I always end up in tears when I watch the movie Love Actually.


10. I love to make lists. On my ‘things to do’ list today, one of the entries is ‘Finish “Lists” chapter’.
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Early gig (probably for an audience consisting of just my parents and brother) in our back garden in Hemel Hempstead, circa 1980. My best friend Mark Gordon is playing his electric guitar. Envious, I am yet to persuade my parents to upgrade me from my nylon string classical guitar.


Around the age of ten, I was, for an all-too fleeting moment, academically precocious. It went wrong soon after, especially after I discovered pop music, but at some point during my last years at primary school I was moved up a year because I was apparently finding the schoolwork in my own age group too easy. I was especially good at reading and using my imagination to write stories and create fictional scenarios. Even at this early age I had a fascination with the way words on a page could crystallise a thought or feeling. This meant that when I started secondary school I was ten rather than eleven like everyone else starting that year. At such an early age this one-year age difference was not insignificant and it was compounded by the fact that, because my parents saw me as being too reserved and lost in my own world, they decided to toughen me up by sending me to a school that specialised in the physically brutal game of rugby: the Cavendish School in Hemel Hempstead.


[image: illustration]


I loved football as a kid. So my parents sent me to a rugby school.


I hated it. Even allowing for the fact I was a year younger than everyone else, I was physically small. My intellect might have undergone a rapid growth spurt but my body most decidedly had not. Like most kids my age, I’d grown up with football and knew nothing about rugby, except that it seemed like a glorified brawl in a mud bath. Being forced to play it at school on cold and wet winter mornings did nothing to dissuade me of this notion. Basically, I got the shit kicked out of me two or three times a week. Because I was small, I was usually given the role of the hooker in the scrum, which meant I had to be right in the middle of a mass of heaving bodies bigger than mine, kicking me in the face and shins with their studded boots, while a ball was thrown into the middle and I tried to ‘hook’ it out to one of my team.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter One: Somewhere But Not Here #1



		Chapter Two: Destination . . .



		Chapter Three: 0



		Chapter Four: Lists #1



		Chapter Five: 10



		Chapter Six: The Laughing Gnome



		Chapter Seven: Lists #2



		Chapter Eight: 20



		Chapter Nine: Somewhere But Not Here #2



		Chapter Ten: 30



		Chapter Eleven: Normal Lives



		Chapter Twelve: Lists #3



		Chapter Thirteen: Designing Sound



		Chapter Fourteen: 40



		Chapter Fifteen: Collaborators



		Chapter Sixteen: Breaking the Fourth Wall



		Chapter Seventeen: Lists #4



		Chapter Eighteen: Somewhere But Not Here #3



		Chapter Nineteen: Numbers



		Chapter Twenty: Radio Unfriendly



		Chapter Twenty-One: The Impossible Tightrope



		Chapter Twenty-Two: 50



		Chapter Twenty-Three: Nothing To See Here



		Chapter Twenty-Four: 60



		Chapter Twenty-Five: The Harmony Codex – A Story



		Chapter Twenty-Six: . . . Arrival



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start













		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363











OEBPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0036-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0037-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.png
Limited Edition of One

How to Succeed in the Music Industry
Without Being Part of the Mainstream

Steven Wilson
with

Mick Wall

G

CONSTABLE





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
STEVEN WILSON






OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





