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Introduction



In the fine essay included here on Radiohead’s 2000 album Kid A, Simon Reynolds asks why we shouldn’t consider its predecessor – 1997’s OK Computer – to be the best British rock album ever made.


It’s a more than legitimate question. I’ve regularly listened to OK Computer for over twenty years and can’t see too many rivals to such a crown: not Revolver, not even Exile on Main St.; certainly not Sgt. Pepper or London Calling or The Stone Roses. Yet in the Observer’s ‘One Hundred Greatest British Albums’ listicle of June 2004, OK Computer polled no higher than 24 – a reflection, one might suggest, of the residual suspicion towards Radiohead’s seriousness, their emotional grandeur, their willingness to risk pretension and complexity in their playing. The UK’s rock-critic consensus never quite abandons its dim view of the ‘progressive’ tendency in pop music.


To get from the neo-Nirvana abjection of 1993’s breakthrough hit ‘Creep’ to the anguished six-and-a-half-minute prog epic that was OK Computer’s ‘Paranoid Android’ in the space of just three albums remains astounding. Few listeners who bought the group’s debut album Pablo Honey (1993) would have given Radiohead much chance of evolving beyond what John Harris called the ‘angst-ridden paroxysms’ of their early sub-grunge emoting.


Second album The Bends was, of course, a key transitional work. Within minutes of the opening ‘Planet Telex’ it was clear they’d taken a giant stride forward from ‘Creep’ and the sour ‘Anyone Can Play Guitar’. Yet the suspicion around them remained and even grew, rooted in an inverse snobbery towards middle-class boys from Oxford in the era of Britpop. For what were Radiohead if not, inadvertently, the anti-Oasis – a band with scant interest in being big for the sake of it, public schoolboys bored of the hoary trappings of rock stardom. They wanted to take rock beyond the stale conventions of the mid-’90s and had a number of attributes to help them: principally the musical gifts of Thom Yorke’s singing and Jonny Greenwood’s brilliance as a guitar player and all-round sonic architect – but also the considerable contributions of their colleagues Colin Greenwood (bass and older brother of Jonny), Phil Selway (drums), Ed O’Brien (guitar) and, not least, exemplary engineer-turned-producer Nigel Godrich.


Radiohead were also willing to stare humanity’s dystopian hi-tech future in the face and question where we were all heading. In time, this convinced the group to leave traditional rock elements behind them – at least temporarily – and embrace the textures and signifiers of electronica as they moved into the new millennium. Yet they never entirely abandoned the beauty of their melodies, and even when Yorke’s lyrics were at their most elliptically irritating he could move you to tears with the seraphic yearning of his vocal lines.


While OK Computer remains a musical Matterhorn that neither they nor anyone else are likely to top, Radiohead have consistently delivered music which confirms their stature as the most daring of major rock bands. Are there any more intoxicating bursts of popular music than ‘2+2=5’ or ‘Burn the Witch’, any Smiths-inflected anthems more drivingly potent than ‘Knives Out’ or ‘There There’, any ballads or downtempo lamentations more beautiful than ‘Nude’ or ‘Pyramid Song’ or ‘Sail to the Moon’ or ‘Give up the Ghost’? Other contemporary acts may have had their great phases (PJ Harvey, Joanna Newsom, Feist, Arcade Fire, Interpol, Grizzly Bear, Queens of the Stone Age), but few have amazed and surprised us for so long.


It’s been a genuine pleasure assembling the reviews and interviews for Present Tense: to travel from Ronan Munro’s prescient early reports about On A Friday (what a relief they dropped that name) to the exceptional reportage, portraiture and commentary of writers such as Reynolds and Will Self, Ann Powers and Adam Thorpe, John Harris and Pat Blashill, Will Hermes and R. J. Smith – and of Mark Greif, whose towering essay in n+1, ‘Radiohead, or the Philosophy of Pop’ may be the most extraordinary thing ever written about the group.


Do Radiohead, by virtue of their radical intelligence and engagement with our terrifying times, elicit more intelligent critical writing than Oasis? And is it rock snobbery to suggest as much? Judge for yourself as you read Present Tense and follow the band’s twenty-eight-year journey to the tense present day of 2019.


Barney Hoskyns, Rock’s Backpages, April 2018
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One:   Friday On My Mind
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Review of On A Friday at the Jericho Tavern, Oxford


Ronan Munro, Curfew1, September 1991


I spend the entire set tonight desperately trying to think what exactly On A Friday remind me of. Not so much the music as the vocals. The next day it hits me: Kirk Brandon! Yes, he of Spear of Destiny and silly haircut fame.


Now, On A Friday’s singer Thom hasn’t got a silly haircut (in fact, he’s hardly got enough hair to have any kind of a cut), but he does possess a voice very reminiscent of Brandon – the way he elongates every syllable and almost howls rather than sings – and it’s the way it’s so at odds with the rest of the band that’s so intriguing.


I’m sceptical after the first couple of numbers, which come a little too close to that Manchester sound for comfort, but delve a little deeper into On A Friday and a whole new angle on them opens up. While the drums and bass (with a little help from the keyboard player) do evoke an indie-dance groove thang, there’s an almost country and western feel to the band at times, more R.E.M. than Kenny Rogers though, fortunately.


Confusing? Not if you see them live for yourselves (which you all will when they inevitably become extremely famous and you swear you were here at the beginning). In my book it’s a good thing when you can’t easily place what you’re hearing, and when you can dance to it as well then even better.


There’s an impressive turnout tonight, justifying the early buzz surrounding the band (they’ve already been recommended by the Candyskins); certainly their sound is well tuned to what’s going on at the moment and it shouldn’t be long before they’re attracting major label attention.


Just a couple of questions, though: doesn’t the bass player, Colin, look like Christopher Walken from The Deer Hunter? And what’s with the subliminal backing vocals? They make the inside of your head go all funny, like.


_______________________


1 Local Oxford music magazine, since retitled Nightshift.
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The First Demo Review


Ronan Munro, Curfew, November 1991


Currently my favourite local band, On A Friday here prove just why they are with a highly impressive – albeit old – two-track demo. ‘What Is That You Say?’ is what good commercial indie guitar music should be about and shows you don’t have to sell out to break out.


On A Friday are a well-polished band with highly imaginative songwriting ideas and are possessed of an unusually talented lead singer who would appear to have a pitch-bend lever inserted in his throat. How he manages to retain control as he switches from the low to high notes in the way he does, I don’t know. The band also manage to make proper use of a backing vocalist, which is something that too many bands never get the hang of.


‘Stop Whispering’ sees another storming vocal performance while the guitars hover dangerously in the background. Halfway through, the song begins to deliberately break down before a scream brings it all rushing back with a weird organ sound fighting with a very Velvet-Underground-sounding guitar for supremacy. Lovely.


On A Friday are due in the studio this month to record with Slowdive’s producer and the result should be with us in November. Until such time try and see them live if you can – you’d be a fool not to.
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On A Friday: an Interview


Ronan Munro, Curfew, November 1991


At the end of October, Oxford’s thinnest band (the Wild Poppies split up ages ago), On A Friday, played the Jericho Tavern to a good-sized crowd and there was a man from EMI there.


A mere two weeks later they are playing the Tavern again and the place is heaving. There are twenty-five record-company A&R men there and, what’s more, they have all paid to get in. To put it bluntly, On A Friday are happening.


It’s a good job, then, that we’ve chosen this month to put them on the front cover. If we’d waited any longer, they’d be splashed all over the nationals and we’d be left with egg all over our faces.


The first time I saw On A Friday, I was so drunk I couldn’t remember a single thing about them. The second time I saw them I thought they were really rather good, if a little weird. Ironically, I finally realised what a great pop group they were at a pathetically-attended gig at the Poly, with crap sound and a ludicrously curtailed set.


While On A Friday’s music is lively, catchy, intense and easily good enough to stand up on its own, what makes them just that much better is singer Thom’s voice. He is possessed of that rare and special thing: a naturally musical singing voice. How many bands have you seen ruined by a bad or boring singer? I lost count many years ago. Thom doesn’t just deliver his lyrics; he uses his voice to interact with the other instruments, almost as if it were one itself. This often makes the words hard to comprehend. What are the songs about?


Thom: ‘Erm . . . well, “Nothing Touches Me” is based on an artist who was imprisoned for abusing children and spent the rest of his life in a cell, painting, but the song is about isolating yourself so much that one day you realise you haven’t got any friends anymore and no one talks to you.’


Sounds pretty miserable – but your music is quite happy, isn’t it?


‘Yeah, I’m just aggressive and sick.’


Twenty minutes later, Thom reveals that he doesn’t really know what the songs are about.


On a Friday, far from being a singer and his backing band, are a collective of five individuals, each with a strong input into the band’s music. All stamp their individual influences and tastes on the music, and this means that the end product doesn’t really sound like anyone else. Thom, Phil (drums), Colin (bass), Ed (guitar) and John (guitar and organ) find common ground in bands like the Buzzcocks, R.E.M., the Fall and (ahem) Peter Paul and Mary (this could be a wind-up), but beyond this they go for anything from Curve to Bootsy Collins to techno. They also seem to argue lots.


They’ve just been into Courtyard Studios with Chris Hufford, producer of Slowdive’s album.


Colin: ‘He heard about us through a mutual friend and came to see us at the Jericho. Afterwards he was almost shaking. He said we were the best group he’d seen in three years and invited us to record with him at the Courtyard. We see it as an investment.’


And the investment seems to be about to pay off sooner than they expected. The five songs they recorded show a massive leap in depth and professionalism from their last demo, impressive though it was. The new tape should be available from Manic Hedgehog by the time you read this and it’s well worth forking out three pounds for. In short, it’s a stormer.


All five members of the band are Oxford-born and bred and all have returned to their home town after time away at college. How much influence has Oxford had on their songs?


Thom: ‘Loads. “Jerusalem” is all about Oxford. So is “Everybody Lies Through Their Teeth”. It’s such a weird place and it’s very important to my writing.’


It’s the subject of Oxford – in particular, music in Oxford – which provokes the arguments. Wildly differing views are thrown out as to why Oxford has, or hasn’t, got a decent music scene . . .


‘. . . if the Tavern closed, there wouldn’t be any scene at all.’


‘No? What about the Dolly and the Venue?’


‘And the Old Fire Station? I know it’s crap, but there are a lot of towns the size of Oxford haven’t got a venue like that. Oxford has got a lot more soul than, say, Cambridge, but it comes from places like Cowley rather than the university. Students come here for three years and leave without contributing anything.’


‘I don’t think it’s all the students’ fault. It’s the people who run the university who are the problem. They control everything in Oxford from their corridors of power. They have a say in all the licensing of clubs. That’s why we get terrible places like the Park End Club. Oxford is crying out for a couple of decent nightclubs. And it’s the dons who say that bands can’t play in the colleges, not the students . . .’


The argument continues with no real agreement or fixed conclusions. Everyone agrees that things could be better, but they could be a lot worse.


‘There are a hell of a lot of bands in Oxford for its size, and the Dolly and the Venue and especially the Tavern are good venues. The Old Fire Station looks like it was designed by the people who build Little Chefs. The stage is almost an afterthought, you feel like you’re playing on a salad bar.’


On A Friday also say some very complimentary things about Curfew, which makes me feel like my life isn’t totally wasted. And indeed, if this humble and overworked editor’s gushing opinions can help On A Friday towards the mega-success they are due for, then Curfew will have achieved at least one useful thing in its time. And successful On A Friday will be. No ifs and buts with this lot. This time next year they will have outgrown all the venues they talk about, and for once I think I may just have got it right. Are they ready to be stars?


Thom: ‘People sometimes say we take things too seriously, but it’s the only way you’ll get anywhere. We’re not going to sit around and wait and just be happy if something turns up. We are ambitious. You have to be.’
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Review of On A Friday at the Venue, Oxford


John Harris, Melody Maker, 22 February 1992


Terrible name. Apt for beer-gutted pub rockers, perhaps, but ill-suited to the astonishing intensity of this bunch.


On A Friday swing between uneasy calm and crazed desperation, hinting at extremes that belie the just-got-paid/let’s-get-pissed overtones of their moniker. Like Kingmaker, they’ve opted for the rock-as-catharsis principle, exorcising demons at a rate of knots and steering well clear of anything approaching frivolity.


Their angst-ridden paroxysms frequently depend on their sheer volume – without warning, piercing screams will fly from the stage while the band pound their instruments. Within seconds, they’ll revert to a disciplined, razor-edged mode, revealing a schizophrenia that gives songs like ‘Stop Whispering’ a frightening volatility, furthered by the frantic movements of their singer: a diminutive, close-cropped young man whose jerky demeanour sums up On A Friday’s screwed-up appeal.


They leave us with a speeding hymn to megalomania entitled ‘Nothing Touches Me’ – a perfect example of their manic-but-melodic charms, and an indication of credible self-confidence. ‘Promising’ seems something of an understatement.
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Two:   Pop Is Dead
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Review of Radiohead at the Richmond, Brighton


Paul Moody, New Musical Express, 27 February 1993


We couldn’t have waited much longer, really, could we? What with Suede so colossal, and the likes of the Auteurs and Kinky Machine still rubbing their eyes and blinking in the spotlight, somebody had to come along and remind us what greatness looks like.


So, thank God it’s Radiohead. In the depths of the Richmond (sold out and cluttered with gawky, grinning boys and swaying, dreamy-eyed girls) they manage to take pop music – forget ‘indie’, please – and coat it in a glitter-dust not seen since Suede at Central London Poly and T. Rex, oh, anywhere. You can tell they’re going to be dazzling from the moment Thom – even more scrawny and whey-faced than usual – bawls ‘I wish something would happen!’ during ‘You’ and mop-haired lead guitarist Johnny answers with these skyrocket, glam-chord progressions that sidle up to you and then scream in your ear.


It’s their vulnerability that makes Radiohead so compelling. Thom may belt his guitar and glare stone-faced at us from deep behind his fringe, but look a little closer and cracks open up a mile wide and the whole thing suddenly crumbles into sand. ‘Creep’ is the obvious example. The song Pulp’s Jarvis Cocker could never give up playing Twister long enough to write, it sets the controls on slow burn and then bursts into flames the moment he screams ‘I wish I was special – You’re so special!’, like the furious little brother of Ian Brown circa ‘I Wanna Be Adored’.


‘Lurgee’, too, is more medicine for the soul – a chilling, chiming thing that could give ‘Back to the Old House’ a bear hug if it saw it in the street. It marks the moment at which the girls at the front fall in love with Thom and the entire Richmond gulps audibly in recognition.


There are lesser moments, sure, when you gather your senses and realise that third guitarist Ed has got his shirt wide open and is busying himself with the Bernard-from-Suede Guide to Rock Posture, and that anybody with three guitars must by law have something in common with the Family Cat, but that’s about it.


Besides, next single ‘Pop Is Dead’, with its crashing death-rattle snare and ‘It’s no great loss’ refrain lets you know that Radiohead are fully aware of how ridiculous the notion of being in a pop group really is; that young males should have something better to do than stare glassy-eyed at motorway junctions through transit van windows and eat overpriced meals in late-night service stations.


The whole thing finally implodes with the appropriately named ‘Blow Out’, which applies the basic principles of foot-on-monitor theory (find riff and attack savagely), finds all the newly lovestruck girls dancing wildly and Thom grinning beatifically – until, that is, his final ‘See you again!’ when the soundman applies a ridiculous stadium-rock reverb which leaves his words hanging in the air.


It’s so un-Radiohead it’s unbelievable, and when Thom pulls a spastic face and skulks off as a result, he becomes the most misunderstood and put-upon peroxide singer in a rock’n’roll group ever.


For this week, at least.
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Review of Pablo Honey


Simon Price, Melody Maker, 20 February 1993


They say we’re repressed, us Brits, don’t they? So the cliché goes – brilliantly personified by the encounter between Basil and Mme Peignoir in the ‘Wedding’ episode of Fawlty Towers. We bottle up all our passions behind a reserved exterior, until one day we get arrested for marching stark naked down the high street.


You want another cliché? Boys Don’t Cry. In this respect, Radiohead’s promisingly imperfect Pablo Honey is as British and Boyish as they come. Thom Yorke spends most of the time expressing himself in the most hackneyed – and therefore meaningless – language possible, the language of the emotionally mute (‘You are the sun and the moon and the stars are you’, is the album’s first line) and then he’ll suddenly crack, take a fall (as in Albert Camus’ La Chute, or Thom’s own line ‘You’re free until you drop . . . without a ripcord’), strip himself stark naked and emote in the most extreme terms: ‘I wish I was special, you’re so fucking special/But I’m a creep, I’m a weirdo/What the hell am I doing here?’, or ‘I’m better off dead’.


Radiohead aren’t the new Suede (despite guitarist Jon’s frantic glam poses), but if Suede are the New Smiths and if we must play these games (this is the music press, so I suppose we must), I’d hesitantly put Radiohead down as the New Jam.


Much of Pablo Honey is very Setting Sons. (Historical note: The Jam, a classic Boys’ Band, sang about the UK’s decay and The Unbearable Shiteness Of Being with mixed emotions of fury and fondness. Every kid at school thought they were gods. The atmosphere when ‘Going Underground’ went straight in at No. 1 was a million times more intense than anything surrounding ‘Teen Spirit’. They were fucking MASSIVE.)


Sometimes Radiohead err too far on the side of Boy-Rock. ‘Ripcord’, with its muscular, slashed chord progression, recalls Steve Jones on the Pistols’ ‘Stepping Stone’, while ‘How Do You?’ is all ‘Into the Valley’ heroics, Thom’s voice occasionally breaking into the strained, declarative holler that Bono left behind when he finally realised the absurdity of it all. And, strangest of all, ‘Blow Out’ starts exactly like Dire Straits’ ‘Sultans Of Swing’.


‘Anyone Can Play Guitar’ is either a hilarious parody of Carter USM’s ‘Do Re Mi So Far So Good’ or it’s a case of simple melodic plagiarism. A lyric like ‘And if London burns, I’ll be standing on the beach with my guitar/I wanna be in a band when I get to Heaven/Wanna grow my hair, wanna be Jim Morrison’, suggests the former. So does the song that precedes it, ‘Thinking About You’ (‘Your records are here, your eyes are on my wall/Your teeth are over there, but I’m still no one and you’re now a star/I still see you in bed, but I’m playing with myself’). Coupled together, the songs form a believer’s/cynic’s dialogue on Pop Stardom. Then again, what if Radiohead really do just wanna be Mega City Four? It’s a close thing sometimes.


The thing that tips the balance in their favour is Jon Greenwood’s guitar. When he makes that grotesque crunchy noise in ‘Creep’, just after the words ‘so fucking special’, it sounds like the prison door being slammed and locked on a man’s entire hopes and aspirations. Why do I keep coming back to this song? Not just because it was one of the songs of 1992 (inexplicably absent from our critics’ chart – you had, by law, to be American or Suede) but because it seems to have touched a nerve among you (witness the extraordinary devotion on the faces of the kids who recited every fucking word of every song when Radiohead played my club at ULU last month). And it will, let’s face it, be the main reason you’ll buy Pablo Honey.


So fucking special . . .
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‘Creep’ Stumbles Onto Fame


Jim Sullivan, Boston Globe, 8 October 1993


It’s barely noon, but Radiohead’s Thom Yorke has been awake for a very un-rock’n’roll-like four hours. This certainly can’t be one of the perks of nascent stardom. He’s been in his hotel room staring at the TV, getting rudely acquainted with US televange-lists’ custom of begging for dollars. He’s feeling sorry for all those people dialling in to pledge.


But why did the young Englishman rise with the roosters in Norfolk, Virginia, anyway? Yorke, on the phone, mutters something about being tossed off the tour bus at an ungodly hour but adds, with a laugh, ‘I don’t quite know why. I don’t have complete control of my fate at the moment.’


Success will do that and, at the moment, the young band is in a very enviable position: the group’s debut album, Pablo Honey, just turned gold, signifying sales of 500,000 copies. ‘Creep’, the first single, has become a from-out-of-left-field hit.


Sings a fragile, envious Yorke: ‘I wish I was special/You’re so [expletive] special/But I’m a creep/I’m a weirdo/What the hell am I doing here?/I don’t belong here.’ Jonny Greenwood’s scraping, stuttering guitar licks explode into a full-throttle frenzy as Ed O’Brien and Yorke join him. It’s an anthem for anyone who has ever felt left out of the mix or cast aside. Hurt, but verging on hostile.


‘Creep’ first found a home on alternative radio, but it has crossed over to the pop charts (up to No. 29) and album-oriented rock stations. When played on the latter format, its delicate chords, nervous arrangement and self-loathing viewpoint provide a rather sharp contrast to the strutting, testosterone-prone fist-waving bands that dominate.


‘Actually,’ says Yorke with a laugh, ‘live, there are elements of that strutting stuff in us. But still, at the same time, [we’re] fully aware of it. I have a real problem being a man in the ’90s, anyway. Any man with any sensitivity or conscience toward the opposite sex would have a problem. To actually assert yourself in a masculine way without looking like you’re in a [hard-]rock band is a very difficult thing to do . . . It comes back to the music we write, which is not effeminate, but it’s not brutal in its arrogance. It’s one of the things I’m always trying: to assert a sexual persona and on the other hand trying desperately to negate it.’


‘Creep’ is a most inadvertent hit. Bostonians Paul Q. Kolderie and Sean Slade were in England, producing Pablo Honey with Radiohead. The band ran through the song in the studio to allow the engineers to set the proper levels. It was an old song, explains Yorke. There was no plan to even record it until Kolderie and Slade said they thought Radiohead had something there. And they had the tape rolling.


‘It was just a song we were doing that hadn’t worked very well in rehearsals,’ says Yorke. ‘We didn’t really have an angle on it. And then we discovered we didn’t need an angle on it, except maybe Jonny’s guitar . . . “Creep” just grabbed people by the throat. It wasn’t intentional.’


The inspiration, Yorke suggests, came from the fact that Radiohead was an untested entry in this vast ‘alternative’ rock field. Did the five belong? ‘It was at a crossing point in my songwriting,’ Yorke says, ‘because I’d gone from writing songs in my bedroom to being somebody who had huge [record company] figures over my shoulders listening to me.’ In other words, he was a potential commodity.


Fans of ‘Creep’ are no doubt pleased that it’s not the only worthy song on Pablo Honey. And fans of Pablo Honey may be pleased to hear that, in concert, Radiohead has improved over its early recording days: more fury, more clamour, more hypnotic guitar bliss. ‘That’s simply a question of [the fact that] since we started we must have done 400 gigs and you learn quite fast what works and doesn’t work,’ says Yorke.


Radiohead’s ‘Stop Whispering’ is moving up the alternative charts. All this success – the band co-headlines with pals Belly – has forced the band members to reconsider their relationship to the music industry.


‘There’s very much the British feeling of “I’m not worthy, why am I here?”’ says Yorke. ‘Certainly, there’s an implicit neurosis about how the press is going to treat you . . . And when we signed with our record company there were a lot of weird political things going on. It’s learning to actually isolate yourself from relying on people around you. I’m kind of a kid about things like that. It stresses me out. I’d like to go back and play with my building blocks and just let my parents worry about the record.’
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From the Bedroom to the Universe


Paul Lester, Melody Maker, 23 October 1993


I’ve heard screaming before, but nothing quite like that. At once exhilarated and anguished, it is the scream of a girl on the verge of a nervous breakdown.


‘I love you, Thom!’


The scream is four syllables long, very sharp and extraordinarily loud, somehow managing to pierce the commotion of the Providence, Rhode Island, crowd and the noise blasting out of Radiohead’s enormous PA.


‘I love you, Thom!’


There it goes again, sharper and louder now, a terrifying mix of frightened child, ecstatic weenie, and wailing banshee. Of course, I have no trouble hearing the scream – everyone in club Lupo’s (Jesus, everyone in Providence) can hear the yell-fromhell; it’s just that I don’t seem to be able to work out where the fuck it’s coming from.


‘I love you Thom!’


That does it, I’ve got to find out who on earth is responsible for this orgiastic-moan-cum-death-rattle. So, as Radiohead build towards the climax of their finale ‘Pop Is Dead’, I wade into the fray, a claustrophobic crush of pretty preppies, frat-house freaks, cropped jocks, sweaty crowd-surfers and all-round psychos. And there she is again, squashed between the ‘Beavis-and-Buttheads’, the tiny kid with the giant voice.


‘Hey! Look at this!’ the drenched (new) waif calls out, instantly recognising me from the hotel where Radiohead and the Maker have been staying and on whose doorstep she has been camping out over the last few days in the vain hope of catching a glimpse of her heroes. The girl – Sharon, twenty-one, from Massachusetts – is shivering, not from cold, but like she’s just seen a ghost or Christ or the ghost of Christ.


‘Oh my God,’ she sighs, ‘that was the best thing I’ve ever seen. They are just awesome.’ Suddenly, Sharon starts pulling up her sweatshirt to reveal her midriff. It is purple. So determined was she to get close to Thom E. Yorke – Radiohead’s singer, guitarist and reluctant messiah – that she braves the mêlée, risking, in the process, such irrelevancies as life and limb.


I guess that’s the kind of thing you do when you’re in love.


‘He is sooo gorgeous,’ swoons Sharon, prodding at her equally bruised thighs and grinning, oblivious to the gawping hordes, oblivious to the pain. Clearly, she can’t feel a thing. Obviously, she would do it all again.


‘’Course I would!’ she beams. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t hurt a bit.’


Brett who?


_________


I’ve seen bigger bands. I’ve seen better bands. I’ve seen U2 in Germany, New Order at Reading, Public Enemy at Wembley and Barry White in Manchester. So, no, you can’t possibly blame me for assuming I’d seen everything. And I have, in a sense. But I’ve never seen five undernourished ex-college boys from the home counties inspire such reckless enthusiasm, such devotion, such love. I’ve never seen a fan letter for an ‘indie’ band from a man in death row before. I’ve never seen a bunch, tagged ‘ugly losers’ by hacks in their home country, make so many luscious teenies (male and female) on the other side of the Atlantic quiver and shake. And I’ve never seen a group of hicks from the sticks make some poor bastard stuck in a wheelchair at the back of a concert hall smile so hard he could cry.


I see all of this and more in America with Radiohead.


Yeah, that Radiohead. The Radiohead we all used to studiously ignore when they were called On A Friday. The Radiohead we sort of began to notice when their monument of misery, ‘Creep’, crawled out of Parlophone last September. The Radiohead we begrudgingly gave press space to when their next slabs of caustic plastic, ‘Anyone Can Play Guitar’ and ‘Pop Is Dead’, scraped the charts (respectively Nos. 32 and 42) and their debut album, Pablo Honey, reached the Top 30. The very same Radiohead we pushed aside in our rush to sanctify Suede and who we’re now being forced to (re-)assess in the light of the ‘Creep’ re-issue (No. 7 with loads of bullets) and the band’s impressive Stateside success – the LP has shifted upwards of half a million units, while estimates suggest it will have sold a cool million by the end of the year.


Yes, indeed. That Radiohead.


Embarrassed? Nous?


No. Not us. Never. We know no shame and have even less pride. Besides, Radiohead, we now realise, are worth every cringing second of the shameless volte-face it takes to be granted an audience with them. Certainly Thom E. Yorke – a man who seems to have taken Elvis Costello’s early ‘revenge and guilt’ persona and multiplied it several-fold – is becoming a fascinating figure at the centre of British pop. If the sensitivity, irritability, suspicion, rage and anxiety displayed in Yorke’s words are anything to go by, he should be a chap with a chip the size of a small banana republic on his shoulder. And if the savage riffing and thrillingly conventional (‘Music for lapsed rock fans’ is how I describe Radiohead later, to the band’s assent) attack of the players is any measure, then Jonny Greenwood (lead guitar), Ed O’Brien (rhythm guitar), Colin Greenwood (bass) and Phil Selway (drums) will be bullish and brash, defensive and aggressive, in the mould of the young Joe Strummer and Paul Weller.


Wrong! Radiohead are disarmingly charming, articulate on every subject from representative democracy to fin de siècle Muggletonian asceticism, erudite from morning till night and educated to the max. Their received pronunciation has more in common with royalty than rockers. And they could probably knock out the odd authoritative political column for the Guardian in their spare time. I can’t help wondering, as I watch Thom leave the Providence gig, head towards the tour bus and reduce a startled female to a trembling wreck (Sharon!) and the Greenwood brothers get swamped by autograph hunters, whether these strange (banal?) pop rituals are beneath them. And I can’t help wondering just who are these pale young men whose songs and sounds, eyes and skin are exciting thousands of music lovers thousands of miles from home.


_________


‘He’s great, but what is his problem?’ asked Steve Mack of That Petrol Emotion when he first saw Thom E. Yorke at a Radiohead gig last year. The crusty kitten-hunk had a point. Yorke may well be as much of a gentleman as the others in the band; it’s just that he’s rather more prone to bouts of moodiness. And don’t forget that the enigmatic singer is the man responsible for this little litany of lacerating self-loathing: ‘I’m better off dead’ (‘Prove Yourself’); ‘I failed in life’ (‘Stupid Car’); ‘What do you care when all the other men are far, far better?’ (‘Thinking About You’); ‘All my friends said bye-bye’ (‘Faithless The Wonder Boy’) and, of course, ‘I wish I was special’ (‘Creep’).


Back in the Providence hotel bar and bearing in mind his reputation for sporadic fits of pique, even black periods of nihilistic despair, I approach Thom cautiously and repeat that Petrol enquiry: what is his problem? Nursing a bottle of Beck’s in the corner, he reasons that ‘I’m a lot of different people when I write.’


I hear you’ve been in a steady, happy relationship for three years. How come you sound so haunted and hurt, fierce and fucked-off/up in your songs? ‘You can feel those things in any relationship,’ he explains, eyeing me from beneath his Cobainish blonde fringe, apparently unaware of the fact that Sharon (again!) is spying on him, à la Fatal Attraction, from a nearby table.


‘Am I for real?’ he repeats. ‘Good question. I am sincere about what I do.’


How about that line from ‘Faithless’: ‘I can’t put the needle in’ – have you ever been tempted, in one of your more downer moments, to try hard drugs? Or were you just flirting with heroin imagery?


‘I wouldn’t be that pretentious to play the Kurt Cobain,’ he winces. ‘That phrase is more about trying to get back at people, get nasty.’


Tonight, you introduced ‘Yes I Am’ (the B-side of ‘Creep’) by saying, ‘This is for all the people who shat on us.’ What made you say that?


‘That was just . . . I wrote that song about the sensation of being the underdog for so long and how suddenly everyone’s nice to you. And it’s like, “Fuck you”,’ he snarls, offering a glimpse of the human behind the hysteria.


More glimpses: Thom was born in Scotland twenty-five years ago (it’s his birthday on the day of this bar confessional. Ed and Colin present him with a book by leading dissident intellectual Noah Chomsky), moving to Oxford when he was seven. His childhood was all right, but he hated his public school (‘It was purgatory,’ he says. ‘It nurtured all the worst aspects of the British middle-class: snobbery, lack of tolerance and right-wing stupidity.’).


After a tortuous failed romance (‘Have you ever seen Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? It was like that for a year and a half, lots of fighting in public’), Thom went to Exeter University, where he studied English and fine art, shaved his head, started DJing and discovered he had a dangerous taste for drink (‘I almost died from alcohol poisoning once,’ he shudders at the memory. ‘I lost it for a bit.’).


Thom doesn’t say whether or not things got so bad he ever thought about ending it all (‘Might have done, might not have done,’ he half-laughs), but he does agree with my theory that ‘Creep’ is the exact inverse of the Stone Roses’ ‘I Wanna Be Adored’: the former is fuelled by self-pity, the latter by arrogance – both by egocentricity bordering on narcissism.


‘Creep’ is saying ‘I Wanna Be Abhorred’, isn’t it?


‘Yeah, definitely.’ Thom is quick to agree but slow to disclose any more. ‘It’s about [pause] . . . it’s about sympathy [longer pause] This is all very hard. If, erm . . . Yeah, I s’pose. Mmmm [very long pause]. As soon as I say this, everyone will take the piss. It’s just, I think [pause for several centuries] . . . part of me is always looking for someone to turn around, buy me a drink, give me a hug and say it’s all right,’ he says at last, breaking the painful silence. ‘Because I just go off on one. For days I can’t talk to people. And it shocks me because I’m still doing it. I want to be alone and I want people to notice me – both at the same time. I can’t help it. There’s this book, The Famished Road, where the main character has these forces following him around and pulling him about – I feel like that.’


Thom continues to bare his soul and disprove the idea that commercial reward + public acclaim = emotional stability. ‘It sounds really tossy, this. If I was a painter, it would be like, “Wow! That’s wonderful!” But this is pop and in pop you’re not meant to say things like this.’


_________


You are if you’re Radiohead. You are if you’re Thom E. Yorke. And you are if you’re one of the dandy Greenwood duo.


Jonny is twenty-one, Colin is twenty-five. Their father died when they were young, leaving their mother to worry about her two wayward sons. ‘She thought Jonny was being dragged away by the forces of evil,’ confides Colin the day after the Rhode Island gig, chain-smoking Camel cigarettes inside the tour bus now parked outside the Avalon – the venue for tonight’s Boston show. ‘She got a bit better when she saw us on Top of the Pops. Mind you, she thinks everyone on that programme’s a drug-taking lunatic. Actually, she’s not happy unless she’s worrying. Very Radiohead, that. We’re all worriers, you know. Even when there’s nothing left to worry about.’


Jonny, who left Oxford Polytechnic after one term to concentrate on the band, is Radiohead’s resident musical genius, the Bernard Butler to Thom’s Brett Anderson. Something of a prodigy at school, he played viola for the Thames Valley orchestra, then began hanging around with Colin and co. as soon as the group started. Pretty soon, all five members were sharing a house in Oxford, just like the Monkees.


‘No, Banana Splits,’ corrects Jonny, joining me in the scorching Indian summer heat on the pavement – sorry, sidewalk – outside the Avalon.


‘Which of us was the father figure? No patriarchs! We were all mothers.’


I ask Jonny whether he thinks Radiohead have achieved success in the States rather quicker than Suede because the latter are more of a tease and Americans mistrust any ambiguity of any kind.


‘Are we more boyish? Ooh, no,’ he grimaces, genuinely peeved at my proposal. Jonny later admits to being more than slightly repulsed by a nipple ring given to him by a female fan who appeared stark naked at his hotel door a few nights ago and asks me, at the end of our chat, not to mention the gender of his partner back home. Meanwhile, Jonny’s staring at the sun, telling me this: ‘We get fans of both sexes. Groupies? That’s a terrible word. How seventies. No, we don’t get offers. We’re not the Manic Street Preachers. We’re a testosterone-free band. We didn’t form this group to unleash our libidos on the general public.’


Colin, who has a degree in English from Cambridge University, spent his formative years in the kitchen at parties with Thom, wearing black body-stockings and garish mauve and green shirts and generally, as you do, trying to halt the hegemony of goth. Another one of Colin’s favourite pastimes was outraging the boys at school (Radiohead attended the same school, although – apart from Colin and Thom – they were all in different years) by getting off with their male friends. Then he went to college and really let his hair down.


‘We all pretty much shot our load at college in terms of drinking and drugs,’ admits the most candid member of the band, squinting at the sun coming through the bus window and closing the blinds as scores of Radiohead’s new American fans mill about on the street below, waiting for their bass-playing idol to emerge. ‘It was nothing extreme,’ he adds, sounding for all the world like an Oxbridge don with an epicurean bent. ‘Nothing more than speed or dope. Smack? No! People can’t afford that indulgence in terms of time and money these days.


‘I remember at college,’ he goes on, furiously inhaling and exhaling, ‘there was this chemist on the corner – it was the local methadone-dispensing clinic. I used to walk past and see all these junkies queuing up. Then I’d walk round the corner and they’d be shooting up, which wasn’t very nice . . .’


Colin has already informed me that Brett Anderson’s celebrated remark – ‘I’m a bisexual who’s yet to have a homosexual experience’ – was lifted from the notorious slacker manual Generation X. What about those early gay encounters of yours, Colin?


‘Yeah, well. Yeah, well. Yeah!’ he laughs, momentarily embarrassed before divulging: ‘Well, yeah, I had a couple of flings at college with some guys. But my girlfriend knows about them, so it’s all right. She doesn’t like me hanging out with her gay friends in London too much, just in case I get tempted! I’ll show you a photo of her if you want. She’s a biker. She’s more rock’n’roll than me. She’s a biker woman. She got three bikes on our holiday in Greece. You know, I was the only guy in Greece on the back of a bike with a woman on the front!’ he chuckles, leaping up to dig a photograph of Madeleine, his crazy biker-chick girlfriend, out of his travel bag.


Ed is the only member of Radiohead who doesn’t have a partner back home. There are advantages to this. For one, he has more money than the others. (A homesick, love-struck Colin has spent about £600 ringing Madeleine every night. Drummer Phil doesn’t disclose a precise amount for his nocturnal calls to girlfriend Kate, but he does tell me that he wishes he’d bought shares in British Telecom.) For another, he gets to flirt with women on the road. Like Tanya Donnelly of Belly, for example, who – take note, True Stories fans – has just broken off her engagement with her US rocker boyfriend. Even as we speak, Radiohead’s playmate Tanya is jumping down the steps of Belly’s astrodome of a tour bus and interrupting my chat with Ed as we sit in the shade outside the Avalon.


‘Sorry!’ Tanya squeals in my general direction after bounding towards Ed to plant a big kiss on his cheek, that legendary ‘shark-with-lipstick’ smile forming on her face. ‘I thought you were just some college geek doing an interview.’ (Memo to 4AD: you can forget about any more Belly front covers.)


Ed’s parents split up when he was ten, although he moved back in with his father in Oxford five years ago – he’s twenty-six now, but his dad, a Happy Mondays fan, is pretty cool. After a regular adolescence (‘I used to think girls hated me,’ he says. ‘I couldn’t speak to girls till I was seventeen’), Ed went to Manchester University, then ‘did his Jack Kerouac bit’, taking a Greyhound bus around America, exorcising most of his Bacchanalian tendencies.
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