

[image: cover]




For Oliver Peyton




[image: title]




‘Where we’re going, we don’t need roads’


– Dr Emmett Brown to Marty McFly in Back to the Future




Preface


What’s
Past is
Prologue
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‘I remember the eighties with somewhat of a blush.


No man’s hair should be bigger than his girlfriend’s.


But that was the time. Dublin in Technicolor. In reality it


was monochrome and in the grip of a recession, but on


video you could be transported.’ – Bono


The fourth of May 1987, the centrum Arena in Worcester, Massachusetts: the support band Lone Justice were comfortably ensconced back in the dressing room, safe in the knowledge that the crowd out front had been suitably primed for the main attraction. The house lights were still up, as the U2 faithful returned to their seats, clutching hot dogs and plastic buckets of beer, with big, expectant grins on their faces. Then, slowly, almost nonchalantly, the band walked on from the back of the stage, looking for all the world as though they were walking into church.


Instead of careering into ‘Where the Streets Have no Name’, one of their new songs from The Joshua Tree, the album they were promoting, or a dyed-in-the-wool classic like ‘Pride (In the Name of Love)’, the band carefully launched into an impassioned version of Ben E. King’s ‘Stand by Me’, the Leiber and Stoller standard that had first been a hit in 1961, over a quarter of a century earlier. Recently it had been a hit all over again because of its use a) as the theme of the Rob Reiner movie of the same name, and b) in a Levi’s commercial for their 501 jeans. In January, it had reached No.9 on the Billboard chart, while in February it had actually been No.1 in the UK.


By playing ‘Stand by Me’, U2 were telling everyone within earshot that they deserved to be spoken of in the same breath in the rock and roll hall of fame.


‘This,’ then, ‘and now this.’


Throughout the eighties, U2 had made a habit of covering other people’s songs, often just dropping a refrain or two into the middle of one of their barnstormers (Bono had a particular penchant for ‘Send in the Clowns’). This is what U2 did, paying homage to rock’s rich heritage by appropriating what they liked most about it. On their mammoth 1987 tour – 110 shows and no sleep till Tempe, Arizona – they took this custom to new extremes. On the Joshua Tree tour they would play snippets of everything from Lou Reed’s ‘Walk on the Wild Side’ and Them’s ‘Gloria’ to Neil Young’s ‘Southern Man’ and Bob Dylan’s ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’, from the Impressions’ ‘People Get Ready’ to Eddie Cochran’s ‘C’mon Everybody’. Onstage at Wembley in June, before performing ‘Helter Skelter’, Bono said to the crowd, ‘This is a song Charles Manson stole from the Beatles; we’re stealing it back.’


But at two concerts in San Francisco later in the year, the band also wove in snatches of Marvin Gaye’s ‘Sexual Healing’, Lionel Richie’s ‘Dancing on the Ceiling’ and the Beastie Boys’ ‘Fight for Your Right to Party’ – signs that the eighties had not only pushed itself into U2’s understanding of pop’s great legacy, but also that accelerating musical diversity was now something of an inescapable truth. Pop was no longer a series of logically positioned building blocks, but rather a rapidly developing metropolis.


This came with an acknowledgement that pop’s kaleidoscopic nature was probably exponential. Pop was now splintering like never before. Pop was now a starburst galaxy, as sub-genre begat fusion-genre, a galaxy big enough for the likes of Madonna, Morrissey and Prince. Even big enough for U2.


Some were even saying that 1987 was going to be something of a vintage year, with Prince’s Sign O’ the Times already vying with The Joshua Tree for the mantle of Best Album of the Decade. The year would also see the release of the Smiths’ Strangeways Here We Come, Guns N’ Roses’ Appetite for Destruction, R.E.M.’s Document, Public Enemy’s Yo! Bum Rush the Show, Tom Waits’ Frank’s Wild Years, the Cure’s Kiss Me, Kiss Me, Kiss Me, and the Pet Shop Boys’ Please. The rare groove compilation Get Your Own, meanwhile, outsold Michael Jackson’s Bad in London on its first week of release. Sampling old soul records became a national pastime, both in the UK and the US, with James Brown the most popular victim. Slapping at least a dozen law suits on rappers who had overstepped the mark, the Godfather of Soul intoned, ‘How would you like it if someone cut a button off your suit?’ In this instance, at least, the past was being used to prop up the present.


U2 were doing their own sampling. As they continued to bounce around the world, further fragments of the decade appeared in their shows, as their appreciation of the eighties grew: Joy Division’s elegiac ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’, Michael Jackson’s slinky ‘Billie Jean’, the Eurythmics’ mechanical ‘Sweet Dreams’, Simple Minds’ stately ‘Promised You a Miracle’ and George Clinton’s frankly libidinous ‘Atomic Dog’ via R.E.M., Grandmaster Flash, Van Morrison, Tom Waits and more. If U2 appeared to have spent much of the decade trying to distance themselves from the eighties – culturally, politically, psychologically – towards the end of the decade they now looked as though they finally wanted to embrace it.


Finally, it looked as though the eighties were going to last for ever.
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Introduction


The
Atomisation
of Pop





The eighties was not a decade to be trifled with. The eighties took itself seriously. It was big, brash, and tended not to take any prisoners. Of course, there were some who thought that it took itself too seriously, a decade that was rather full of itself. And there were others who felt that the eighties didn’t pay enough attention at all, that it was callow and trite. The truth, as always, was somewhere in between, but it’s also far more complex. In the world of pop, the eighties actually turned out to be one of the most inventive and diverse decades of them all.


‘When I die, sprinkle my ashes over the eighties.’


– David Lee Roth


In the run-up to recording Get Happy!, his whiz-bang collection of Stax-influenced pop, Elvis Costello was spied leaving the legendary Camden record emporium Rock On with armfuls of sixties soul and R&B albums and singles. As he walked to his car, his shiny black trilby pushed back in a raffish tilt, and sporting his enormous trademark black-rimmed glasses, he looked like he was at least two parts vinyl.


Get Happy! was almost a concept album. Released in February 1980, at the very beginning of the decade, it evoked the heyday of US soul by reinventing it in a completely novel way, mixing muscular musicianship and new wavish chops with articulate, postmodern songwriting – material that was both a celebration of the genre, and a meta attempt to contextualise.


Phew, rock’n’roll! It was a moment.


We saw a lot of this in the early eighties – Costello would do it again, a year later, by recording his country album Almost Blue – where post-punk artists would use their Year-Zero aesthetic as a way of ‘interpreting’ already existing musical styles: we saw it with 2 Tone (which started in the seventies, but which came of age in the eighties), with ABC’s Po-Mo torch songs (disco Sinatra, basically), with Stock Aitken Waterman’s synthesised pop (records produced with a deliberately sloppy backbeat, so anyone of any age could dance to them), and with airbrushed heavy metal (‘hair metal’ – cf. Van Halen), europop, and a plethora of innocent-looking shoegazers dressed in Oxfam raincoats and off-white plimsolls trying to recreate the DNA of classic sixties pop with almost unfathomable conviction.


Yet the eighties would also unleash a fusillade of new musical genres, and a wealth of genuinely unique musical styles. In terms of inventiveness, no other decade can touch the eighties; no other period can boast such a vast archive of originality and intent. It was a decade on steroids, a decade augmented. A decade full of moments. A decade when the rigid stratification of musical spheres suddenly felt very old-fashioned.


There was – go on, deep breath – thrash metal, yacht rock, No Wave, hardcore, death metal, electro, house, go-go, techno, acid house, indie (‘college rock’ in the US), the burnished ‘quiet storm’ soul-jazz of Sade (if you tuned in to FM radio any time after 10 p.m. on a Saturday night in the mid-eighties, and you didn’t hear ‘Smooth Operator’ within twenty minutes or so, I think you were legally allowed to claim some kind of international tax rebate), and of course the beginning of the golden age of hip-hop. Then there was goth, synthpop, adult contemporary, new country, hi-NRG, the global anglo-pop of Duran Duran, the Eurythmics, Culture Club, Wham! and Spandau Ballet (funny trousers sweep the planet!), noise bands, and a lot of power ballads that were made instantly more appealing by the addition of a walloping great drum sound (usually an automated drum sound).


The eighties was all about big drums, while the drum machine was one of the key armaments of the decade – almost every song in this collection has an electronic drum sound; the only one that doesn’t is ‘Bigmouth Strikes Again’ by the Smiths, although even the band’s producer, Stephen Street, used a drum loop when producing the title track of the album it came from, The Queen is Dead.


So while on the one hand, technology was standardising the way music sounded, rounding the corners, straightening the edges and turning the messy and the grandiose into something that worked on the radio, on the other hand it allowed you to be more inventive than ever.


In a sense this explosion of electronic experimentation was not so different from the psychedelic emancipation that sprang up in Los Angeles in 1965; but whereas the likes of the Byrds dropping acid for the first time (in the company of the Beatles) would result in them exploring new influences such as the free jazz of John Coltrane or the music of Indian sitarist Ravi Shankar, so the arrival of machines like the Oberheim DX drum machine, the Fairlight CMI and the Roland synthesisers completely changed how most records were made and produced. The eighties would obviously produce its own drug subcultures, but it was the machinery that brought about radical advancement.


While the Byrds’ Roger McGuinn talked about the band’s ‘jet sound’, eighties electronica was actually the real sound of the future.


The eighties also hosted an extraordinarily diverse selection of very contrasting artists: Madonna, Prince, the Smiths, the Stone Roses, ABC, New Order, S’Express, R.E.M., Hüsker Dü, Prefab Sprout (hot dogs and jumping frogs), Guns N’ Roses, Scritti Politti, Run-DMC, the Jesus and Mary Chain, George Michael, Tracy Chapman, Bryan Adams, Echo and the Bunnymen, Dinosaur Jnr., Sonic Youth, Black Flag, Cocteau Twins, Aztec Camera, the Beastie Boys, Public Enemy, NWA and more – acts that couldn’t have been more different from each other if they had tried (and they tried). The decade saw the likes of Michael Jackson and Bruce Springsteen, who had started out in the seventies, become proper global stars, having honed their image and their sound until they almost became caricatures of themselves, transforming pop in the process. Along with Madonna and Prince, they were big personalities with movie-star-sized heads.


There were some great albums, too, albums which have since become part of the pop pantheon: Pretenders by the Pretenders (modern guitar pop); Sound Affects by the Jam (post punk pop); Songs the Lord Taught Us by the Cramps (goth); Bass Culture by Linton Kwesi Johnson (dub poetry); Dare by the Human League (peak synth); Rattlesnakes by Lloyd Cole and the Commotions (jangly college pop); Paid in Full by Eric B. and Rakim (minimalist hip-hop); Café Bleu by the Style Council (attitudinal blue-eyed jazz); Too-Rye-Ay by Dexys Midnight Runners (attitudinal Celtic soul); Remain in Light by Talking Heads (brainbox polyrhythmic rock); My Life in the Bush of Ghosts by Brian Eno and David Byrne (egghead sampled vocals and found sounds); 3 Feet High and Rising by De La Soul (psychedelic hip-hop); Rain Dogs and Swordfishtrombones by Tom Waits (junkyard rock); Diamond Life by Sade (modern coffee-table soul); Duck Rock by Malcolm McLaren (world hip-hop); Arc of a Diver by Steve Winwood (FM radio rock); Graceland by Paul Simon (African fusion); The Joshua Tree by U2 (stadium rock); Sign O’ the Times by Prince (DIY funk eclecticism); Imperial Bedroom by Elvis Costello (baroque and roll); Cupid and Psyche ’85 by Scritti Politti (arch blue-eyed sophistipop, or appropriation without consequences); Sandinista! by the Clash (three dozen curate’s eggs); Psychocandy by the Jesus and Mary Chain (feedback on the beach); Back in Black by AC/DC (the greatest heavy metal album of all time); Reckless by Bryan Adams (described by Classic Rock as one of the greatest rock albums of all time, and justly so); The Nightfly by Donald Fagen (which immediately replaced Steely Dan’s Aja as the quintessential example of recording studio prowess, but with slightly less sarcasm); Let’s Dance by David Bowie (in which Bowie reinvented himself as a civilian); Thriller by Michael Jackson (an album which would become the benchmark of modern, sophisticated dance-pop, not least for Jackson himself); The Dreaming by Kate Bush (in which commercial heft underwrote studied eccentricity); Faith by George Michael (in which a teen idol grew up right before our eyes); Actually by the Pet Shop Boys (the debut album by a duo categorised in the music press as the Smiths you could dance to); Spirit of Eden by Talk Talk (described by the Guardian as ‘a doggedly uncommercial musical tapestry’); I’m Your Man by Leonard Cohen (in which the singer-songwriter made something of a technological handbrake turn), and Brothers in Arms by Dire Straits (if you liked that kind of thing, and lots of people did – it was the first CD to sell a million) and so on and so on.


Everything was so diverse. When the broadcaster and journalist Danny Baker was asked to make a BBC TV programme about the eighties a few years ago, the records he chose were a mix of the expected – New Order, the Clash, the Pretenders and the Smiths – and the contrary: who in their right mind would choose Motorhead, the Fall, Prefab Sprout and the surrealist poet Ivor Cutler to define the musical DNA of the eighties? But then, why wouldn’t you?


The eighties were like that.


This was a period when artists were leery of being assigned a fixed creative persona or having the success of their genre become a trap. Pop stars were inventing their reputations but savvy enough to dismantle and reinvent at a whim. Everyone and everything was mutating.


Pop in the eighties developed like no other decade before or since, exploding during a period that had more than its own fair share of political, cultural, economic and sociological upheaval. The eighties was a decade of political innovation – both in the mass privatisation of state-owned industries and the deregulation of financial markets – and collective economic and psychological turmoil. Britain in the eighties wasn’t just polarised, it was ideologically divided, with Thatcherism carving a swathe of modernism – and brutalism – through the land, especially the north. On the global stage, politics were binary, too, with Ronald Reagan’s existential boosterism creating a two-tiered USA, and the collapse of the Iron Curtain dragging eastern Europe into an uncertain future.


The soundtrack to all of this could not have been more diverse, or more varied. If up until this point pop had been fairly linear, in the eighties it fractured with gusto. Instead of one thing continually following another, it started to atomise.


In the fifties, rock’n’roll defined itself by what it wasn’t – and what it wasn’t was anything that anyone over the age of thirty was going to like. This was delinquency in overdrive, the newfound generation gap writ large: when Elvis Presley appeared for the third time on The Ed Sullivan Show on 6 January 1957, he was famously shot from the waist up, to protect the innocent (and the curious) from his libidinous hips; in reality it made no difference whatsoever because the innocent could still see his hair.*


The sixties was all about gangs, groups that grew in stature as they experimented themselves to death (in the case of Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Brian Jones and Jim Morrison, all gone at the age of twenty-seven).


The seventies was the first decade where there were signs of splintering, particularly in the incendiary world of punk, and what came soon after.


The eighties, though, was when this splintering went mainstream, where innovation begat innovation, and the charts suddenly became full of the most diverse types of music. You name it, it was popular. Every week, seemingly, pop’s vocabulary grew and grew. The charts might have been a cornucopia of inconsistency, but there were diamonds in the dirt. And the more you looked, the more you waited, there was moment after moment after moment.


As the Guardian’s Alexis Petridis once said, nostalgia is a form of curation, offering an ability to cut out those parts of the past we no longer like. Taken as a body of work, the eighties produced an extraordinary cavalcade of records – records that introduced rap, hip-hop and acid house, records that harnessed and corrupted indie, that kick-started rave and sowed the seeds of grunge and Britpop, and records that invented new forms of electronica, a genre that continues to thrive, almost like a bacterium. Of course, we now cut out the stuff we don’t like even more than we did at the time – Men Without Hats, Men At Work, and rather a lot of other seemingly inconsequential men like Phil Collins, Bobby Brown, Chris de Burgh, Kenny Loggins, Jason Donovan et al. – but the eighties was always a lot smarter than we thought it was.


George Michael, whose talent sometimes seemed at odds with how the decade was perceived to be panning out, was occasionally surprised about what he got away with. ‘“Careless Whisper” was not an integral part of my emotional development,’ he said. ‘It’s sad because that song means so much to so many people. It disappoints me that you can write a lyric, very flippantly – and not a particularly good lyric – and it can mean so much to so many people.’


In this respect Michael was his own worst enemy, believing the decade’s own bad publicity.


Of course, there were many old flames who found it hard to adapt. This was the decade where Mick Jagger launched a solo career that stubbornly refused to take off, the decade where Grace Slick sprouted shoulder pads for the ‘We Built This City’ video, the decade when Bob Dylan not only resorted to using a gated reverb drum sound (on Empire Burlesque), but also starred in a film with Rupert Everett. Self-abasement was rife, although there were those like Peter Gabriel who managed to reinvent themselves with ease, his ‘Sledgehammer’ video giving him the kind of cultural ubiquity unavailable to the likes of other seventies superstars such as Robert Plant, Paul Rodgers or the Bee Gees.


After all, with the death of John Lennon in December 1980, the pop continuum had broken. It had already been fractured in 1977, when Elvis Presley died, but by then he was already a parodic, almost alien being, feted and pitied in equal measure, his death seen almost in isolation. And even though he had been a househusband for five years, rearing his son Sean and baking bread – he had ‘got tired of waking up in the papers’ – Lennon was a Beatle, and Beatles were meant to last for ever.


What would we do now that one of them had gone? As Martin Amis said at the time, the past would never be the same again.


And what of the long tail of the world’s biggest group? When John Lennon was shot, the three remaining Beatles were thrown back into the group’s narrative, forced to address it in deed and in song, Paul McCartney with ‘Here Today’ and George Harrison with ‘All Those Years Ago’. McCartney in particular had spent a decade in denial about his former band, as he ploughed on with Wings, publicly spooning with his beloved wife, Linda, determined to control his legacy. All three would improve their currency in the eighties – McCartney with solo work that would occasionally rival his work in the Beatles, Harrison in the Traveling Wilburys, and Ringo as the voice of Thomas the Tank Engine.


The Rolling Stones would return, too. After the enormous success of Tattoo You – which Mick Jagger had cobbled together from various old recordings he had found, including what would turn out to be one of their most enduring hits, ‘Start Me Up’ – they would stumble for a while before returning at the end of the decade with their Steel Wheels album, containing at least two new Stones classics, ‘Rock and a Hard Place’ and ‘Slipping Away’.


Even the music press grew up. In 1985, Rolling Stone launched their hugely influential ‘Perception, Reality’ campaign, designed to alert potential advertisers that the magazine’s readers were no longer hippies, but rather affluent and mainstream. Yuppies, by any other name. One of the ads read, ‘To those of you who are still shortchanging the buying power of a Rolling Stone reader, deposit this in your information bank: over two and a half million Rolling Stone readers are card-carrying capitalists, last year spending more than thirteen billion dollars in department stores and other retail outlets. Cash in on the action in Rolling Stone.’


In terms of publishing, the music industry had probably never been so well-catered for. In 1985, Bob Guccione Jr. – the son of the Penthouse publisher – launched Spin as a kind of hipper alternative to Rolling Stone, focusing on college rock and hip-hop.


‘At the time, there was a radio station on Long Island with a weak signal, which played new music,’ says Guccione Jr., ‘the kind you couldn’t hear anywhere else on the dial, but which was all my friends and I were listening to – relying on records and tapes we found and told each other about, a handful of clubs and those restaurants hip enough to play it. Reception was tough in Manhattan and only possible to get in my apartment at night. When I left the city, I would drive up the east side of Manhattan rather than the much closer west side, in order to pick up the signal. This is where we heard, like magic seepage from an alternative universe, the Smiths, R.E.M., Nick Cave, the Replacements, Hüsker Dü, the Cult, Tears For Fears and U2, before any of them had a hit.’


In the UK a year later, the publishers responsible for Smash Hits launched a grown-up music magazine called Q, aimed at those hundreds of thousands of people – millions, probably – who had enjoyed the ‘legacy’ acts at Live Aid, the Queens, Elton Johns, David Bowies and Status Quos of this world, and who were tired of reading about increasingly obscure bands in the NME. Rock nostalgia was born, legitimised at last.


The British music press had expanded to include new style magazines such as The Face, i-D, Blitz and New Sounds New Styles, along with wildly successful teen magazines like Number One, Just Seventeen and the aforementioned Smash Hits, while the NME, Sounds, Melody Maker, Record Mirror, Zigzag, Echoes, Black Music and The Wire were still largely forging ahead. As an example of the atomisation of the music press, in 1988 a small group of passionate journalists and designers launched Straight No Chaser, a London-based magazine devoted to the ever-expanding world of acid jazz and electronic soul.


All this activity not only showed how catholic we were all becoming in our tastes, it showed how tribal we were – tribal to the extent that we were being so particular, we would often be in a tribe of one. In the eighties there was a music for everyone.


The cultural expansion of the decade was so rapid, there was often a misguided sense that in order to stay relevant, artists had to modernise. This resulted in many stars succumbing to a design orthodoxy in order to keep up. For instance, if you looked at the cover of Paul Simon’s 1983 Hearts and Bones (actually one of his very best, though largely ignored at the time), you see a man uncomfortable in this new milieu – trapped by inappropriate clothing, trendy photography and ‘eighties’ graphics. The cover of his next record, 1986’s sumptuous, if controversial, Graceland, was far more fitting – stately, confident and more befitting Simon’s status. The music it contained was a stunning example of how technology and creative ingenuity were pushing the decade forward.*


All this divergence and experimentation didn’t help Neil Young’s career. In 1983, the legendary singer-songwriter was served papers from his then record label, Geffen Records, for producing ‘unrepresentative’ and ‘uncharacteristic’ albums, essentially saying that Neil Young no longer sounded like Neil Young. Considering that he’d been making records that incorporated vocoders, synthesisers and electronic bears to no great effect, it was easy to side with the record label. To confuse matters, his next venture would be a swift sashay into the world of rockabilly. So diversification didn’t work for everyone.


It was a time when it became acceptable to properly design your records, and where preparation and graft became as important as divine intervention. I’m not talking about graphic design, but overall design. I remember Bryan Adams telling me one night how the creation of his 1984 monster album Reckless was based on little but persistence, attention to detail and a painstaking search for the right songs. Adams knew he had an opportunity to create a niche for himself – a young Bruce Springsteen – and after three successful albums, felt he had an opportunity to move it all up a gear or two. With unrelenting focus – and the help of the producer Bob Clearmountain – he achieved it. Reckless produced six hit singles, including ‘Run to You’, ‘Summer of ’69’ and ‘Heaven’ (a song that would later, in various different forms, become a chill-out classic in Ibiza).


It was also a time – perhaps the first time – when it became acceptable to want to be famous for no other reason than a desire to be famous. Fame in the eighties was a legitimate career choice, a choice exemplified by a nondescript but big-bosomed personality called Angelyne, who came to some sort of prominence in Los Angeles in 1981. Desperate for attention and employment – both of which she inevitably eventually got – she leased a series of billboards in and around Hollywood on which she appeared, clothed only in wraparound sunglasses and the very skimpiest of tops. ‘I am famous for doing nothing,’ she said, proudly.


But you didn’t have to move to Los Angeles to escape yourself. In the eighties, the best route to reinvention was the decade itself. All you needed to do was cut your hair, hire a stylist and buy a drum machine. Lo and behold, any old prog rocker, punk or disco diva could be revamped as a bona fide MTV rock god. Or not. Just look at how ZZ Top reinvented themselves through video.


Lifestyle, which had previously been a concept that had its roots in the rampant individualism that sprang up in the fifties, sixties and seventies – often in the form of subcultures and youth cults – became one of the big marketing tools of the decade. In fact, for many, lifestyle became everything. And because lifestyle needed a soundtrack, so music became commodified, which meant that the music industry became attractive to a lot of people who didn’t have the necessary aptitude. In this climate of possibility, aspiration was a key factor, one which often overrode talent.


Consequently, the eighties is often maligned as the decade of style over content, a time of image ruling reality, a period of homogenous, monotonous pop. In essence, the decade seemed to have a ‘kick me’ sign on its back.


But the eighties was actually one of the most inventive periods of pop culture, especially where music is concerned, a period which exploded in a kaleidoscopic splay of self-determination. As the new decade detonated, so pop exploded with it, no longer linear, no longer modernist, but fractured, postmodern, multi-channelled, multiplied. And very often brilliant – pushing on into the future, all graphite and glitter.


‘Punk rock was eventually condensed by slack media consensus into one convenient storyline – “Hairy Prog Dinosaurs Killed Overnight By Safetypin-Pierced Heroes” – which was wholly unoriginal and several yards from the truth,’ said esteemed music journalist Mark Ellen, before lamenting that the same reductive packaging is always applied to the eighties:


‘Interminable television programmes still suggest the whole episode was nothing but a calamitous mistake, a cultural cul-de-sac full of rotten records by shameful individuals with orange skin and espadrilles. But as someone who spent seven of the available years editing music magazines – Smash Hits and Q – I’m here to tell you this couldn’t be further off the mark.’


In fact, the decade was one great experiment, when technology and ambition conspired to produce music that was genuinely revolutionary. As instruments became unrecognisable, so did the traditional pop genres.


The eighties was a decade when everything and everyone was different.


‘In a really bizarre way, everything seemed possible in the eighties,’ said Claire Grogan, the singer with Altered Images – a band whose debut single, ‘Dead Pop Stars’, was championed by John Peel, but who will always be remembered for their extraordinarily successful ‘Happy Birthday’. ‘[The eighties seemed] genuinely inspiring and passionate and extreme. There was freedom. Things just seemed possible.’


Artifice was everywhere. Talking about Rattlesnakes, his breakthrough record with the Commotions in 1984, Lloyd Cole says, ‘The landscape for the album was my imagination. I’d been to Europe once, but my romantic imagery was from books or films. I stumbled on a way of creating images with very few words. Everyone knows exactly what a “Grace Kelly car” looks like, and it’s probably in the south of France.’


‘We sampled a neighbour’s VW Golf and the group saying “Money” played backwards,’ says the Art of Noise’s Anne Dudley about their 1985 single ‘Close (to the Edit)’. ‘To our amazement it got to No.8.’


For Jim Kerr, who fronted Simple Minds, the decade possessed ‘a level of individualism and imagination that was almost overwhelming’.


These were all moments.


Then of course there were U2 themselves, a band who convened during punk, but who came of age and prospered in the very stadiums punk was meant to kill off. They reinvented the stadium by personalising it, connecting with their audiences in the way they used to when they played pubs and clubs. U2 went out of their way to include the audience in their journey, delivering messages of hope and redemption among all the flag-waving and pyrotechnics. When they started playing larger venues, video was still frowned upon, thought to be impersonal, cheating almost. U2 nevertheless co-opted the medium, almost bringing the MTV experience to life, and reinventing themselves in the process. In an era of mass communication, when scale started to mean so much more than secrecy, U2 became the lords of all they surveyed – which, from their vantage point, was a hell of a lot.


What the decade gave the band was ambition, a representation of both sincerity and success. ‘I always thought the job was to be as great as you could be,’ says Bono. ‘If it is not absolutely the best it can be, why bother?’


Critics liked to say that one of the underlying issues of the decade was scale. Big was very much ‘in’ in the eighties, and there was an alternative consensus that considered this detrimental to the culture. How could you still represent whatever ideals you started out with if you were now filling stadiums and appearing on breakfast television? How could Big be anything less than a sell-out? Ever mindful of the kind of contradictions that made it impossible for many post-punk bands to embrace success, U2 grabbed the Make Me Big Machine with all eight hands. They pushed their pennies into the Zoltar machine just like Tom Hanks did in Big. And they asked for the same thing. To be Big. (On their 1988 album Rattle & Hum, they pushed this too far, and were diminished by their attempts to be thought of as American.)


In the fifties, sixties and seventies you could have worn a frown, a button-badge or a T-shirt that said QUESTION AUTHORITY. In the eighties the message was far more likely to be DEFINE AUTHORITY.


That’s not to say that good old-fashioned rock’n’roll excess was confined to the archives. As the bells sounded at midnight on New Year’s Eve in 1979, rock stars didn’t suddenly put away their vials of cocaine, leather dildos and pornography. In fact, the vast amount of money swilling through the industry in the eighties actually enabled and encouraged bad behaviour. Just look at what Van Halen got up to. And Ozzy Osbourne certainly didn’t slow down. In 1981, during a meeting with CBS executives, drunk and angry at one of the label’s publicists, he bit the heads off two live doves; in 1982 he famously stuck a bat in his mouth and took a bite out of it onstage (something that sobriety and Covid-19 have probably ruled out for good); and in 1984 he snorted a crawling line of ants in front of heavy metal disciples Motley Crue.


Judging from their own accounts, the members of Motley Crue actually behaved worse than any of their seventies forebears. In the eighties, even excess was more bloated than it had been before.


If music in the eighties was a series of random, disconnected moments, these moments were epitomised by the unlikely success of Madonna, a so-so talent with a furious ambition who was able to bounce between pop and R&B, and between the catwalk and the disco with both commitment and grace.


They were also epitomised by the likes of Prefab Sprout, not that there was anyone else like them – they sounded like no one or nothing that had come before (which was sort of the point). This wasn’t surprising when you learned that when he first started writing songs, Paddy McAloon, the band’s leader, thought he had to invent his own chords in order to do so; which is why their early records sounded so odd. One journalist said they made the kind of noise a jazz band might if they were entertaining themselves at a cocktail party before the guests arrived. Once McAloon mastered sophistication, the band’s records became rich, colourful and cinematic, while still giving the impression they were written and recorded with no specific consumer in mind. Like Steely Dan – to whom Prefab Sprout were not completely dissimilar – they sounded as though they were making music for themselves and themselves only.


Virginia Astley’s 1983 mini-masterpiece From Gardens Where We Feel Secure came complete with its own natural soundtrack in the shape of field recordings of birdsong and sheep. There was a little light piano, some woodwind and some ambient vocals, but mainly this was the sound of the countryside, an instrumental accompaniment to a typical British summer’s day.


Elsewhere, the Jesus and Mary Chain sounded like Suicide and the Beach Boys duelling with miniature chainsaws, Tracy Chapman sounded like a gap year pen pal, while the Beastie Boys sounded not unlike a spring break house party (with spraying beer cans an optional extra). Guns N’ Roses meanwhile sounded like Led Zeppelin if they had convened in the back room of the Roxy on the Sunset Strip in the early eighties rather than Soho in 1968 (the band came complete with lashings of eighties arrogance, too: in 1989, the band’s singer, Axl Rose, kept the Rolling Stones waiting for three hours for the rehearsal of a Rose/Jagger duet).


Drum machines and sequencers didn’t just make it easier for traditional rock groups to embrace the 12-inch remix – and thus making it easier for the likes of Bruce Springsteen and ZZ Top to be played in nightclubs – they also allowed the entire family tree of R&B to branch out in ways hitherto unimaginable. The eighties may have been a binary decade, but it also called time on those old-fashioned ideas of rock music and ‘black’ music. Seriously, what colour was a New Order record? What colour were Hall and Oates, or ABC come to that?


In addition, Madness sounded like an Ealing comedy, Simple Minds like Olympic prog rock, and R.E.M. like campus radio. And the noise Michael Jackson made with Quincy Jones sounded like dance music that had been created – over centuries, it would seem, but including the most sophisticated and contemporary technological nuances available – in a laboratory. It was sublime.


Quincy had already had a storied career – working with Dizzy Gillespie, Ray Charles, Lena Horne, Sarah Vaughan, Duke Ellington, Frank Sinatra, Miles Davis and George Benson – but even so, in many people’s eyes his career was defined by his work with Jackson. When the Jackson 5 singer decided to make his first proper grown-up solo album, there was one man whose advice he sought first. He had worked with Quincy on The Wiz – a disco version of The Wizard of Oz that was never going to age well – and had started to put his trust in him. The two met on the set on the day Jackson had to rehearse a scene in which he read a Socrates quote. When the crew started stifling their laughs when he spoke – he pronounced it ‘Soh-crates’, to rhyme with ‘low rates’ – he knew he’d screwed up. It was Quincy who whispered the correct pronunciation in his ear. And when Jackson asked Quincy to recommend someone to produce his record, the producer naturally suggested himself.


They started making the record in earnest in LA at the very end of 1978, with Quincy indulging his protégé, taking his ideas seriously and making sure he was comfortable in the studio. He also surrounded him with experienced, non-confrontational musicians, and offered Jackson hundreds of songs to choose from. Weirdly, their work ethics dovetailed almost perfectly. ‘Now I’m a pretty strong drill sergeant when it comes to steering a project,’ said Jones, ‘but in Michael’s case it’s hardly necessary.’


When Off the Wall was eventually released, in August 1979, the extraordinary collection of songs – ‘Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough’, ‘Rock With You’, the title track and Stevie Wonder’s ‘I Can’t Help It’, etc. – showed an entertainer coming of age, wrapped in the kind of sophisticated packaging (Jackson was wearing a tuxedo on the cover) that was automatically going to appeal to an older, wider and whiter demographic than before.


This demographic turned out to be a lot broader than either of them imagined, although the album’s success was nothing compared to the success of its 1982 follow-up, Thriller, which would go on to become the bestselling album of all time, with sales estimated in excess of 50 million copies worldwide. Containing some of the most famous songs of the eighties – ‘Billie Jean’, ‘Beat It’, ‘Wanna Be Startin’ Something’ – the album still resonates. These were the first ‘black’ records to be played on MTV, being so successful that mainstream media couldn’t afford to ignore them. (Perversely, Quincy initially didn’t want to include the album’s second single, ‘Billie Jean’, on the record – it was once eleven minutes long – not least because he thought some people might think Jackson was singing about the tennis player, Billie Jean King.) The songs were beautiful and polished, warm and effusive.


They worked together on Thriller’s successor, Bad, released in 1987, an inevitable disappointment that still ended up selling over 30 million units. (Barbra Streisand was offered the album’s big duet, ‘I Just Can’t Stop Loving You’, but allegedly turned it down on account of the age gap between her and Jackson, something that hadn’t occurred to the singer.)


Jackson’s best music was for the ages, timeless floor-fillers that have outlived the vagaries of fashion. Since the fifties, dance music had been created with built-in obsolescence, but like Nile Rodgers’ Chic, Jackson’s greatest records would never go out of style. He himself obviously has, and the complexities of his predatory sexual behaviour have meant that while we still like to dance to his music, the Jackson brand is toxic. A lot of dance music is so closely co-ordinated that it’s difficult – sometimes impossible – to separate it from the time in which it was made, but Thriller in particular seems to exist in a perfectly sealed vacuum, impervious to everything except the noise surrounding the indulgences of the man who made it.


According to Philip Larkin, sexual intercourse began in 1963, between the end of the Lady Chatterley ban and the Beatles’ first LP. The eighties actually began between the release of Jackson’s ‘Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough’ in July 1979 – a record that hinted at the limitless possibilities of gentrified R&B – and ‘Rapper’s Delight’, released two months later, the world’s first rap single, and a record that would change pop for ever. It would unquestionably change the eighties.


There was a lot about the eighties that was shrill, indifferent and callow, but a lot of the music – and there was a lot of it – was very good indeed. In the eighties it felt as though there was a new genre every week, although sometimes this inventiveness was just too much: ‘I was walking down the street the other day and I heard this sound,’ said Reeves Gabrels of David Bowie’s Tin Machine, in 1989. ‘I thought it was a great new band playing something intriguing. It turned out to be an air conditioner unit in an elevator.’*


You can almost imagine the office of a large weekly music paper in the mid-eighties, full of fifty or so pale, beleaguered rock hacks (resoundingly white and male), many of whom would have been perched on cheap metal desks arguing over the relative merits of the Pixies, the Wedding Present or Cactus World News (although the enthusiasm in their case would have probably been rather more muted). As the door to the main editorial office swings open, and a stormtrooper-style courier enters the room carrying a large cardboard box, with a ROUGH TRADE stencil on the top, a thin, helpless voice can be heard from behind the subs’ desk: ‘Oh no, duck! Here comes another genre!’


Take ‘Made of Stone’ by the Stone Roses, from 1989, a single that reminded many of us that guttersnipe, jingle-jangle pop still had the power to transfix – whether it came in the form of the Byrds, the Flamin’ Groovies or the Smiths. It also came soon after the Second Summer of Love, when acid house swept over the UK, kick-starting Madchester in the process.


The fundamental switch in club culture during the decade was the move from exclusion to inclusion. In 1980, status revolved around the lifting of the velvet rope; but by the decade’s end, the only VIP rooms that mattered were the mini-cab offices which were going to ferry you to a field next to the M25.


The Stone Roses epitomised everything that was good about Madchester, and they were the first band to signal the end of the eighties, an end to the decade when everyone’s favourite prefix was ‘designer’ (designer funk, designer folk, designer country etc). The year 1989 would turn out to be theirs, when ‘Made of Stone’ reminded many that pop was often at its best when it went hand-in-hand with insurrection. Refreshingly uninterested in anything much around them, the Stone Roes were genuinely imperious. They consolidated their brand when, one minute into a live TV performance on The Late Show, an arts programme on BBC2, the power failed, prompting singer Ian Brown to repeatedly roar ‘Amateurs!’ at the presenter Tracey MacLeod. Oh, how we giggled! The Roses were belligerent, full of spunk and wildly imaginative. (When Pete Townshend saw an early Roses performance, he said that Reni, their drummer, was the most naturally gifted drummer he had seen since Keith Moon.)


Like the songs I’ve chosen to build the narrative around in this book, ‘Made in Stone’ was a moment in time that resonated long after it was made, and long after you first heard it. There were many such moments in the eighties, because the decade spent much of its time expanding in order to fit them all in.


Shiny and New attempts to frame the decade in a new light, by focusing on ten extraordinary records, showing how they not only disrupted the decade, but also how they redefined and altered it to suit their own narrative: rap, noir ska, New Pop, electro, indie, acid house and more, ten extraordinary records – by the Sugarhill Gang, the Specials, ABC, New Order, Madonna, Bruce Springsteen, the Smiths, Prince, S’Express and Public Enemy – that changed our understanding of pop. These are not only ten of the most important records of the decade, they’re also clear indicators of what it meant to actually live in the eighties. You can look at the songs here as co-ordinates that realigned the musical sat-nav of the decade, songs that created new genres and kick-started many more.


There are many counter-narratives, of course, and my list is obviously subjective. I could, for instance, have focused on the biggest commercial hits of each year. If I had done, we would be reading instead about ‘Don’t Stand So Close To Me’ by the Police; ‘Tainted Love’ by Soft Cell; ‘Come On Eileen’ by Dexys Midnight Runners; ‘Karma Chameleon’ by Culture Club; ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’ by Band Aid; ‘The Power Of Love’ by Jennifer Rush; ‘Don’t Leave Me This Way’ by the Communards; ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’ by Rick Astley; ‘Mistletoe and Wine’ by Cliff Richard and ‘Ride On Time’ by Black Box.


Some of these would have produced their own narratives – both Soft Cell and Culture Club were formed in the environs of the nascent club culture of the time, while both the Communards and Black Box were indicative of certain kinds of new dance, Eurobeat and Italo House respectively (and on their cover version, the Communards were simply adapting hi-NRG). However, the Police were fundamentally a seventies phenomenon, Dexys Midnight Runners were an idiosyncrasy, and Jennifer Rush and Cliff Richard could have had hits with their songs in almost any decade. The Band Aid record meanwhile is at the core of a much bigger development (mainstream global aid), although I don’t think even its architects would say that it’s a sonic masterpiece.


So here they are, my choices – ten moments of pop genius that defined the decade. Ten songs that altered the narrative of the decade, ten records that genuinely represented change.


Pop would continue to fascinate, confound and challenge, but it would never be as big as it was in the eighties, it would never be as pervasive, nor as diverse, and it would never be so shiny or new.


 


 


 


 





* One of the little quirks of the first music to exploit the generation gap was the habit of leaving the ‘g’ off song titles (‘Good Rockin’ Tonite’, for instance). This had actually happened before. When Irving Berlin was writing the score for Annie Get Your Gun, the fictionalised musical based on the life and career of sharpshooter Annie Oakley, he called up Oscar Hammerstein and said, ‘I can’t write all these hillbilly lyrics.’ Hammerstein said to him, ‘All you have to do is leave off the g’s.’


* When Graceland was released, Simon faced accusations that he had broken the cultural boycott against the apartheid regime in South Africa, a controversy that would rage for years. In 2012, the journalist Andrew Mueller wrote in Uncut, ‘Apartheid was of course a monstrosity, but it would be absurd to suggest that Simon’s introduction of South African music to the world prolonged it and quite plausible to suggest that it did some small amount to hasten its undoing.’


* As a snapshot of the incongruities of the decade, transport yourself to a typically soggy March mess of a day in Manhattan, in June 1984. Rolling Stone’s Kurt Loder is about to interview Bob Dylan. ‘As his long nails raked the strings of his Martin guitar,’ wrote Loder about Dylan, ‘he began huffing softly into the harmonica racked around his neck, and soon a familiar melody filled the air. Could it be? I moved closer to cock an ear as Dylan cranked up the chorus. Yes, no doubt about it – Bob Dylan was running down the first-ever folkie arrangement of “Karma Chameleon”, the Culture Club hit.’




1980


Hello
Hip-Hop
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‘Rapper’s Delight’ by the Sugarhill Gang


Released at the tail-end of 1979, ‘Rapper’s Delight’ helped launch hip-hop as a multi-billion-dollar phenomenon. The opportunistic fourteen-minute track also revived the career of its producer, a smart R&B veteran – but managed to infuriate the true pioneers of rap in the process. Who the hell were the Sugarhill Gang anyway?


‘Do not let any record company disturb your creative flow. You are not writing for the record company. You’re writing for the public.’


– Grandmaster Flash


When the huddle broke, you could see a ’98 Oldsmobile bouncing up and down, as four excited teenagers – two on the back seat, two sitting up front – rapped along to the amped-up sound of Chic’s ‘Good Times’ pouring out of the dashboard speakers. This was August 1979, and a group of gawkers on the sidewalk opposite a New Jersey pizza parlour were witnessing the very first audition by the very first rap group. The scene could have come from a Tom Wolfe book, a telling little vignette destined to be read aloud to hip-hop scholars for decades to come.


As the car sat on the asphalt, bobbing up and down, its doors wide open, history was being made.


Tick, tock.


On the other side of the Atlantic, in Britain, where the radio stations and nightclubs were still dominated by the sounds of post-punk and disco, the decade was turning, as the country started to transition from the grey breeze-block seventies into the Technicolor plastic eighties, walking into a decade where pop culture would be swiftly transmuted into a lifestyle culture fuelled by new media and new money, accelerated by the onslaught of Thatcherism, privatisation, fashion, television, and a generation of pop stars who weren’t remotely embarrassed about ambition. As one wag commented, it was just like punk had never happened.


What the eighties also brought was a completely new recognition of black music, of dance music in particular, and this started with rap – specifically party music in the ruins of a bankrupt New York.


And it was all kick-started by four teenagers sitting in a 1998 Oldsmobile.


Even though it was released at the very end of 1979, the Sugarhill Gang’s ‘Rapper’s Delight’ became a Top Three hit over Christmas in the UK, and had a long tail throughout 1980. It wasn’t the first rap recording, but it was the first to introduce the genre to a wide audience.* By the end of the eighties, dance music would be genuinely kaleidoscopic in its variants, but in 1980, as disco started to wane, it was suddenly all about rap.
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