

[image: 168 Songs of Hatred and Failure: A History of Manic Street Preachers by Keith Cameron. Four polaroid images forming a square on a white background. Each polaroid features a young white man. The title and author name are in block capitals with the letter 'R' reversed wherever it appears.]






168 SONGS
OF HATЯED AND FAILUЯE




A HISTOЯY OF
MANIC STЯEET PЯEACHEЯS


KEITH CAMEЯON


[image: White Rabbit publisher logo]






‘For us, music and words came first, and everything else was secondary.’


– Richey Edwards, 1993







Introduction



‘Hatred and failure go perfectly together
Like the quick and the sand, beautiful and damned.’


– Manic Street Preachers, ‘Between The Clock And The Bed’


The straightforward explanation for this book’s title is it was too good to go to waste. In 2011, Manic Street Preachers toyed with making an album called ‘70 Songs Of Hatred And Failure’. Sadly, common sense prevailed and the idea mutated into the more feasible concept of the separate but concurrently made Rewind The Film and Futurology. Two great albums, one great lost album title.


But why 168 songs? Because in Manic folklore, the number 168 has special significance. According to ‘Motown Junk’, the band’s third single and their first song to impact beyond the margins, ‘168 seconds’ is the length of time a love song ‘stops your heart beating … [and] your brain thinking’. In ‘Motown Junk’s synthesis of iconoclastic punk rock throttle and Marxist theory, where ‘songs of love echo underclass betrayal’, a single of 2 minutes 48 seconds’ duration is the perfect pop form. So although at the time of writing there have been 319 officially released Manic Street Preachers songs, only through a selection of 168 can we find the essence of this remarkable group.


And why hatred? Because hating and being hated have always been integral to the band’s ethos. Manic Street Preachers were born out of working-class rage and a defiant self-sufficiency. The first song they wrote was called ‘Aftermath’, a lament for their home town of Blackwood, gravely wounded like many others across the South Wales Valleys by the brutal 1984–5 miners’ strike – the closest Britain had come to civil war in 400 years. All aged between fifteen and sixteen at the time, all intimately connected to a community whose entire existence was predicated on digging coal out of the earth in order to make a living, each member of the band was profoundly hurt by the strike, be it the daily drama of its conduct or the agony of its outcome. ‘Being part of that living newsreel will be with us for ever,’ says James Dean Bradfield. ‘It made you feel like you were the vanquished.’


Thus began the failure, a condition that, for all the band’s subsequent victories – the multiple awards, headlining every major UK music festival, an ongoing string of hit records – remains a constant worm in the Manic Street Preachers’ gut. As Sean Moore once observed, ‘We’re an experiment gone wrong.’1


Four kids from an obscure locale, drunk on the residue of punk’s idealist/nihilist elixir and bonded by ties of blood and friendship into a tight unit, each with strictly demarcated roles: cousins Bradfield and Moore would be the musical engine, while Richey Edwards and Nicky Wire supplied the intellectual fuel, weaving dense political and philosophical theories into slogans-cum-lyrics, while constantly feeding the media an inflammable mix of conviction and provocation. The Manics pledged to release just one multi-million-selling double album then split up, having obviated any need to make another, leaving behind an indelible cultural legend. They signed a record deal with Sony, titled their definitive opus Generation Terrorists, and affirmed the purity of their kamikaze mission when Richey Edwards cut ‘4 Real’ into his arm with a razor blade while chatting to NME journalist Steve Lamacq.


But reality bit hard. The apocalyptic spectacle gave way to the attritional grind of the rock ’n’ roll trenches, dragging a patchy second album to mid-sized venues with chart numbers rattling around the lower end of respectable, playing the game to diminishing returns. Something had to give. And despite the initial burst of Situationist rhetoric, it would be their Valleys hinterland’s traditional moral code and ingrained work ethic that saw them through: the Manics kept digging, and eventually found their true voice.


‘I think if you can come back from failure, as a human being or as a band, or both in my case, then it just makes your life richer,’ says Nicky Wire. ‘When bands are on a linear line of perfection and success, it’s not that interesting. [The Clash’s] Sandinista always came across as a disaster when you read about it: lost money, no hits, didn’t sell. But through time it became really influential. We always knew that there was going to be a lot of fucked-up failure in the band and massive highs and lows were going to be in our DNA.’


I first met a Manic Street Preacher in early February 1994, at the newly rebranded NME ‘Brat’ Awards ceremony in London. The event coincided with the first flush of Britpop: Suede, Elastica and Radiohead were among the winners, while members of Blur sauntered about the place, drinking in the buzz around the imminent release of their new album Parklife and confident that this time next year it would all be about them. There were no awards for Manic Street Preachers, however, who attended the evening purely to honour the memory of their manager Philip Hall, who had died two months earlier and in whose name a special ‘Best New Act’ category had been created. Wandering the edges of the post-show party, I bumped into a colleague searching for a quiet corner to do an interview with his companion, who was unmistakeable in spite of his wearing what looked like a vintage police jacket.


‘It’s very nice to meet you,’ said Richey Edwards. I began to apologise for the crass and ill-considered review of Gold Against The Soul I’d written the previous year, but seeing Richey’s gaze drift down to the floor, I instead offered my condolences about Philip and we went our respective ways. Within two weeks, Richey and his bandmates took up residence in a cheap studio on one of Cardiff’s meaner streets and began recording The Holy Bible – the album that would turn me from a Manics sceptic into a believer.


Three years earlier, wowed by ‘Motown Junk’, my view of the band had been somewhere in between. The UK music weekly Sounds gave the Manics their first magazine front cover in late January 1991. As Sounds’ Reviews Editor, I was subsequently invited onto the BBC daytime television chat show Kilroy to debate the role of politics in pop music, alongside card-carrying Tory prog-rock god Rick Wakeman, socialist comedian Mark Steel, a member of Liverpool band The Real People, and what seemed like a sizeable delegation of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Asked to justify championing a group which sang ‘Repeat after me, fuck Queen and country’, I replied that the Manics were intelligent young men simply doing their job and that we needed ‘more of this sort of thing’, much to Rick Wakeman’s evident distaste.


By the time of Gold Against The Soul, however, the struggle to marry the conceptual rhetoric with an expedient musical vehicle had led the Manics to an impasse. The Holy Bible would resolve that: for all its jagged edges and inner torments, this was the sound of a band truly at ease with itself. ‘The lesson was that we were a rock ’n’ roll band – we weren’t an art installation,’ James Dean Bradfield later reflected. ‘The Holy Bible might be deeply skewed and twisted but it’s still a rock ’n’ roll record. And Richey was really on-message with never censoring himself. It was a good, healthy environment.’


Soon enough, Richey Edwards’s health became the dominant narrative around Manic Street Preachers. Six months after the encounter at the NME Awards, I interviewed James and Nicky for the first time, shortly before the release of The Holy Bible. Richey was absent, having been admitted to The Priory, a private psychiatric facility in south-west London that specialises in treating addictions and eating disorders. The band played four festivals as a trio in order to pay for his care. With Edwards restored to the line-up, the Manics then undertook three months of touring, finishing with a residency at the London Astoria, smashing all their equipment at the end of the third night, 21 December 1994 – Richey’s final public act as a Manic Street Preacher.


The disappearance of Richey Edwards continues to be the casual observer’s main reference point for the band. Add this to the bittersweet miracle of the remaining trio not only surviving but prospering – in less than five years they had two million-selling albums and sold out Cardiff’s Millennium Stadium – and it’s easy to mistake their ongoing presence as an inevitability. There’s a sense that the Manics’ musical achievements are taken for granted, a byproduct of the fact they never broke up, even at the moment when their situation appeared utterly broken. Also, because their individual components are so idiosyncratic, the Manics have had a surprisingly limited musical influence. Apple Music’s ‘Inspired By Manic Street Preachers’ playlist is thinly spread over fifteen tracks of mostly generic nineties alt-rock, and even features one solo track each by James Dean Bradfield and Nicky Wire to bulk up the numbers.


On the other hand, a search for ‘Manic Street Preachers’ on the academic digital library JSTOR brings 858 results. More scholarly papers have been written about the Manics than bands formed in emulation. This partly explains why other groups of their generation are playing stadiums on the nostalgia circuit, yet the Manics have always dealt in a different currency. Anyone seeking to fathom today’s contemporary landscape of tech-dysfunction and resurgent fascist demagogues could do worse than sift these 168 songs for clues from history. Educators as well as entertainers, there’s something glorious about their desire to continue the dialogue. As Sean Moore says, ‘To achieve the perfect song – that’s the only thing that keeps us going.’


Songs made the Manics, offered them a means to escape, to transcend and to celebrate themselves, and songs saved them and sustain them still. The moment they finished making their fifteenth album, 2025’s Critical Thinking, thoughts turned to what lies ahead. James tells a great anecdote about his teenage self writing a fan letter to Mike Scott, after an all-night session listening to The Waterboys, even burning the edges of the paper to make it look ancient. Many years later, he found himself on the same plane as Scott, and after some agonised deliberation went over to introduce himself. Scott looked up and said, ‘I got your letter.’ More recently, asked to describe how The Waterboys’ 1984 album A Pagan Place had affected him, Bradfield replied, ‘Mike Scott’s not trying to romanticise reality, it’s how he sees the world.’2


James might as well have been talking about his own band. Manic Street Preachers built their own reality, then rebuilt it multiple times. Hopefully this book will explain how and why.
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Suicide Alley


Recorded: Sound Bank Studios, Blackwood


Producers: Glenn Powell and Tony Wilson


Released: Autumn 1988 (single, SBS Records)


‘Hell, I tried – didn’t I?’


– R.P. McMurphy in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest


For a little group of glam-punks being chased by the local toughs, ‘Suicide Alley’ was both a state of mind – ‘where I can be what I want to be’ – and an actual physical space: an escape route off Blackwood’s main drag, just up from the Pizza House (where, as James Dean Bradfield recalls approvingly, ‘the cheese wasn’t Mozzarella, it was cheddar’).


The debut Manic Street Preachers single gave this place a soundtrack. Its vision of rackety poundshop punk rock was written by James Dean Bradfield in his parents’ front room at 20 Sir Ivor’s Road, Pontllanfraith, one of the satellite communities clustered around Blackwood. The first version of ‘Suicide Alley’ came together on a farm in Mynyddislwyn – ‘Islwyn Mountain’ – where recording engineer Glenn Powell and his friend Tony Wilson had a studio, Sound Bank, a five-minute drive up twisty, ever-narrowing roads from Pontllanfraith. Although a rush-job, the recording still got the Manic Street Preachers their first play on BBC Radio Wales, which on Saturday mornings aired demos from new bands. ‘That was “Suicide Alley” by a band from Blackwood up in the Valleys,’ the DJ announced, ‘called the Man Who Eats Peaches.’ Bradfield flinched. Still, he thought, it had sounded amazing.


By June 1988, Sound Bank had moved two miles down the Sirhowy Valley, to the basement of Cwmfelinfach Workingmen’s Institute. Powell suggested that the Manics re-record ‘Suicide Alley’ ‘properly’ – ‘as in, “that was the demo, but this is your breakthrough song”,’ says Bradfield. The process took two days, the first of which was wasted in a wholly counter-intuitive attempt to record each instrument in isolation, starting with the individual components of Sean Moore’s drum kit. This might have been how Mutt Lange worked with Def Leppard, but the method was incompatible with the song’s frantic energy and the band’s rudimentary abilities. Taking a simpler approach on day two brought results. ‘The moment we started playing “Suicide Alley” on the second day of that session, I felt we were going somewhere straight away,’ says Bradfield. ‘I actually felt really comfortable in the band, like we were meant to be here. I felt like we all understood each other – which is fifty per cent of whether a band’s going to work or not.’


The mutual understanding extended to the fact that Nicky Wire isn’t on the final recording – with the clock running down, Bradfield did as Steve Jones had done in the Sex Pistols and quickly added bass, thereby establishing a precedent for the Manics whereby the individual’s role was subservient to the collective. Likewise, the division of labour, with Bradfield singing Wire’s internal monologue, proclaiming this vision of ‘a Scorsese-esque journey through a one-horse town’, as Wire now puts it, revelling in the danger of daring to stand out from the herd, the tension of walking down Blackwood High Street on a Friday night and being asked why he was wearing a blouse. ‘It was a celebration of “othering”,’ says Wire. ‘Which seemed really prevalent when we were growing up. You didn’t want inclusivity, you wanted exclusivity – “I don’t want to be part of this shit.”’


The song is elevated beyond high-velocity routine by a key-shift in its final third, suggested by Moore, accompanying Bradfield in the front room at 20 St Ivor’s Road on a Casio keyboard. ‘Sean said, “You haven’t used this lyric: ‘You can’t eat away at my mind with your ideas of decency.’” I said, “Yeah, I couldn’t fit those in.” He said, “What about this?!” He went from the E major to the G sharp. So Sean wrote the outro. We just sat there, about six o’clock on a summer evening, and I thought, “Wow – that’s how collaboration works.”’


The idea of adding a guitar solo to counterpoint the outro’s vocal – a conscious mirroring of the duel between Mick Jones and Joe Strummer at the end of The Clash’s ‘Complete Control’ – came from Richey Edwards. Still yet to join the band, Edwards’s input and presence were already key to its aesthetic direction. Older than the others by six months (Moore) to over a year (Bradfield and Wire), he provided a confident, calm presence in the studio. He also took the photograph of Bradfield, Moore and Wire standing in ‘Suicide Alley’ that would appear on the record’s sleeve, echoing the image of Jones, Simonon and Strummer on The Clash’s debut album: a temporary trio awaiting its essential fourth component. ‘We looked ready,’ says Bradfield. ‘Ready to go into action.’
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Tennessee (I Get Low)


Recorded: Sound Bank Studios, Blackwood


Producers: Glenn Powell and Tony Wilson


Released: Autumn 1988 (‘Suicide Alley’ B-side, SBS Records)


‘There ain’t nothin’ more powerful than the odour of mendacity … It smells like death.’


– Tennessee Williams, Cat On A Hot Tin Roof


Although in its quaint way a perfect initial declaration of self, ‘Suicide Alley’ was a musical dead-end. Its B-side, on the other hand, had ambitions wider than mere utilitarian Clash homage: the hanging power chords and shrill distorted guitars suggestive of The Jesus and Mary Chain covering The Who, while Moore broke out of his punk regimentation with flailing drum rolls, driving a narrative of escape and fearlessness.


Philosophically too, the song reached beyond Blackwood and its enclave mentality, taking inspiration from a trip to the US undertaken by Wire’s brother Patrick Jones in 1987 as part of his American Studies degree. Patrick returned with his head full of romantic adventure (he’d secretly got married), bags of Beat Generation literature, and a cassette of Warehouse: Songs And Stories, the valedictory double album by Minneapolis trio Hüsker Dü. Wire soaked it up into a love lyric that coupled the road’s simmering promise of eternal redemption with intimations of drug tragedy: ‘Take those pills and now she’ll dream on/Tennessee’s eyes orange once blue’. The overdose and the reprised verse’s declaration ‘I’ll never forget you’ echoed two songs, ‘Pink Turns To Blue’ and ‘I’ll Never Forget You’, from Zen Arcade, an earlier Hüsker Dü double set that reframed The Who’s existentialist saga Quadrophenia for the post-punk era. ‘The Who were a huge influence, much bigger than we admitted,’ says Wire. ‘Brutal yet so artistic.’ Bradfield’s reading of the lyric – ‘a long-time longing, emotional pathfinding, trying the key that blocks the secret of everything’ – prompted his suitably heroic chord shape: ‘I put a G against a floating suspended A, and I’m thinking that’s kind of “I Can See For Miles”, sounds amazing. Nick says, “Oh, that’s ‘Just Like Paradise’ by David Lee Roth …” You wanker!’


Although a favourite amid the band’s shows during 1989–90, little of ‘Tennessee (I Get Low)’s transcendent yearning spirit survived its subsequent makeover, as simply ‘Tennessee’, on Generation Terrorists. In Richey Edwards’s rewrite, corrupted innocence became ‘ultimate nihilistic love’, with side helpings of American race-hate (‘The white man is disease’), and all dynamic nuance vacuumed away amid producer Steve Brown’s preferred template of turbo-rock gloss and programmed drums – much to Bradfield’s subsequent dismay. ‘There are only a few moments in our career where I can actually remember not being into it. And that’s definitely one of those. The original “Tennessee” felt like a new way of expressing ourselves and we had to chase it. I don’t think the rewrite does it any favours.’
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New Art Riot


Recorded: Workshop Studios, Redditch


Producer: Mark Tempest


Released: 25 June 1990 (New Art Riot E.P., Damaged Goods)


‘I don’t want charity, just half a chance.’


– The Mighty Wah!, ‘Come Back’


Manic Street Preachers were blessed and cursed from the very start. Cursed to come of age in South Wales just as the region’s descent into the post-industrial economic darklands was hastened by the outcome of the 1984–85 miners’ strike. And blessed by the binding ties of family and collective purpose that traditionally define working-class communities, for better and worse, in good times and bad. Together, these forces instilled a blinkered sense of defiance and esprit de corps that would sustain the band throughout its existence. It was blazingly evident even amid the scrawny routines of their early records, beginning with ‘New Art Riot’.


Among the first three lyrics co-written by Richey Edwards and Nicky Wire, ‘New Art Riot’ was the most striking, and the first truly emblematic example of what soon became a Manic hallmark: a metrically convoluted jostle of philosophical and political placards, given plausibility by the music’s heroic uplift. When Bradfield read the lyric sheet, one line in particular leapt out: ‘Hospital closures kill more than car bombs ever will’. He recognised at that moment that his band were at complete variance with the entirety of the UK’s musical landscape, in particular the druggy hedonism of acid house and Madchester. ‘It was the first song that felt like a manifesto,’ he says. ‘It’s a misconception to think that statement was there to shock. It’s just saying, “This is the people we are, this is where we come from and this is our intent.” It put across how brutal Thatcher’s government had been to us, literally coming into our town and going, “Fuck you, you’re useless.”’


With Moore now ‘more in girlfriend territory than me’, Bradfield wrote the music alone in his bedroom at Sir Ivor’s Road, during early 1989. ‘I had my little tape recorder, my goldfish – well, Sean’s goldfish which he made me look after – and words from Nick and Richey. I had a ball for about a month.’


Seeking ‘an emotional motivation’ worthy of the verses’ Year Zero indictments and exhortations (‘Revolution soon dies, sold out for a pay rise’; ‘Wipe out aristocracy now/Kill kill kill-kill-kill!’), he prefaced a gyroscopic chord sequence with a brace of staccato stabs, a structure considerably indebted to My Bloody Valentine’s 1986 EP track ‘Lovelee Sweet Darlene’. The more oblique chorus (‘Museums are dead, take a new art stance/Paint mass suicide on the aspiration diktat’) was shored up by a series of choppy downstrokes, while a bridge section overlaid the verse with a brief solo guitar flare-out. ‘The music had to be “bam-bam-bam”, but I didn’t want to just chug like Sham 69,’ he says. ‘I loved the way “(I’m) Stranded” by The Saints had such freedom to it. I thought “New Art Riot” was on the way to showing how the art and the politics are going to bleed into each other.’


Although the recording still erred on the side of homespun, ‘New Art Riot’ represented a considerable upgrade from its predecessor, with Bradfield in particular benefiting from Blackwood musician Reno Lusardi lending him an early sixties gold top Gibson Les Paul. Lusardi ran the Dorothy café on Blackwood High Street, where the fledgling band would meet to scheme up their next move, and he also sold copies of ‘Suicide Alley’ from behind the counter. Grateful as they were to such staunch local champions, the Manics were determined that their second release would be with a bona fide record label.


Ian Ballard had seen the Manics’ first London gig, 22 September 1989 at the Horse and Groom pub on Great Portland Street – the set opened with ‘New Art Riot’, which was also one of the slogans spray-painted on the band’s shirts and guitars – and subsequently offered to release a single on his east London-based retro-punk imprint Damaged Goods. Despite sending copies of ‘Suicide Alley’ to every major record label in London, no other offers were on the table, so in spring 1990 the band found themselves in a studio in the West Midlands town of Redditch that Damaged Goods had used previously. ‘We slept in a school gymnasium,’ says Wire. ‘The owner of the studio had the keys. He said, “I’ll put you up in here, on the floor.” I think we had sleeping bags. I remember thinking, “How are we going to get out if there’s a fire? What are we actually doing here?!” It was odd. Nice guys. But the sound was just so indie. There’s no frisson in any of the recordings at all.’


‘New Art Riot’ was too awkward to qualify as regulation ruminant agitpunk, nor did it fit with anything else in 1990’s Summer of Love Redux. Which was exactly how the Manics felt too. ‘We knew it was gonna be hard to pull this off when we were completely on our own,’ says Wire. ‘It wasn’t like there wasn’t anything happening in Britain at that point, it was actually really exciting. But we thought a title like that had to be worth it. “New Art Riot” is probably the first great lyric we wrote.’


Having quickly fallen out of setlists by the end of 1990, ‘New Art Riot’ was rarely played live thereafter, barring a brief return in 1994 and a solitary reprise in Tokyo on 18 May 2012. In the era of Brexit, however, the song was revealed to be surprisingly prescient. In 1990, twelve gold stars on a blue field was not a common cultural signifier, and with little obvious indication that it would become so. The ‘New Art Riot’ sleeve featured ‘Collapsed European Stars’, a representation of the Flag of Europe. In conjunction with the back cover’s statement that ‘Nationalism Is An Invented Product’, the song’s opening lyric – ‘Vintage aromas and vintage ideals/Old men greying to a dying country’s needs’ – suggests that whatever an ‘aspiration diktat’ might be, its repercussions continue to be felt well into the twenty-first century.
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Strip It Down


Recorded: Workshop Studios, Redditch


Producer: Mark Tempest


Released: 25 June 1990 (New Art Riot E.P., Damaged Goods); Live version: 7 May 1991 (‘You Love Us’ B-side, Heavenly); 14 July 2003 (Lipstick Traces, Epic)


‘But still, we must forsake all to win.’


– Dexys Midnight Runners, ‘Let’s Make This Precious’


As with ‘New Art Riot’, the finished recording of its more tightly structured EP companion left the Manics feeling dissatisfied. ‘Strip It Down’ was an important song, one in which they felt emotionally invested: an exercise in deriving strength from the despair of their mid-eighties environment. ‘We’d seen defeat in front of our eyes,’ says Bradfield. ‘It was a bitter irony – to feel as if we were a backwater, never mentioned in films or music or literature, and then we’re on TV. Why is that? Because of the miners’ strike. We’re watching our own defeat, on TV and in real life. So we were trying to carve out something new for ourselves from the ruins around us: bad fashion, bad music and bad political decisions.’


The creative fuel for the Manics’ latest counterblast was, once again, The Clash – but ‘Strip It Down’ was a long way from ‘Suicide Alley’, much as ‘White Riot’s spindly rush had muscled up into the siren power of ‘Complete Control’, The Clash’s first recording with drummer Topper Headon and the point at which they were revealed as a multi-faceted rock band, instead of ‘mere’ punks. ‘Sean had a real Topper groove on “Strip It Down”,’ says Wire. ‘The amount of Sex Pistols and Clash we were listening to then, and absolutely loving, it had such a subconscious stain on our musicality and our lyrics. We weren’t purposely trying to rip stuff off, it was just really deep in our veins.’ The Pistols’ nihilistic yang to The Clash’s yin was evident in the Edwards/Wire lyric, broadly a critique of consumerism’s dehumanising subtext: in particular, ‘Hate is art and we steal cars/Decaying flowers in the playground of the rich’, recalled ‘God Save The Queen’s ‘flowers in the dustbin’, while the phrase ‘cheap appeal’ echoed another Pistols song, ‘EMI’ (indeed, Never Mind The Bollocks’ closing track would find its way into another key early Manics song soon enough; see ‘You Love Us’).


By fusing the two bands’ distinct ethics, Manic Street Preachers synthesised their own: ‘Denialism’, which according to Bradfield, meant abjuring ‘happiness’ and other typical teenage distractions. ‘We wanted to try and get rid of all decadence, in our souls, to have a sense of purpose.’ In the case of ‘Strip It Down’, denialism extended to the absence of a chorus. Its four verses, with their clipped, military bearing, said all that was required.


‘Strip It Down’ stuck around in live setlists until the end of 1992, far longer than many of its contemporaries. The band’s frustration at its recording was evident when a live version from Bath Moles Club on the Motown Junk tour was released as a B-side in 1991 (and later included on the Lipstick Traces compilation). Although lacking the original’s exultant group shout of ‘strip it down’, it’s otherwise the closest to a definitive version that exists – a steaming blast of the pure stuff. ‘I wish it had been on the first album,’ says Bradfield. ‘It was one of our great live songs.’
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Motown Junk


Recorded: Power Plant Studios, London


Producer: Robin Evans


Released: 21 January 1991 (single, Heavenly)


‘Let that shit die
And find out the new goal.’


– Sonic Youth, ‘Kill Yr Idols’


By the summer of 1990, the Manics’ resourceful self-promotion had begun to open doors out of Blackwood and into the UK music business. Published in August 1989, NME’s Single of the Week review of ‘Suicide Alley’ opened with writer Steven Wells citing an accompanying letter sent to him by James Dean Bradfield (‘We are the suicide of the Non-Generation …’)1 before he eventually considered the merits of the music itself (‘Retrogressive, exciting and inspired. You’ll probably hate it’).2 A month later, on 22 September, Manic Street Preachers played their debut London gig, thanks to fanzine editor Kevin Pearce, a regular recipient of impassioned missives from Richey Edwards, inviting them to open for his band The Claim in the upstairs room at the Horse and Groom.


One of the few witnesses that night was journalist Bob Stanley, whose subsequent gig review in Melody Maker instigated a regular correspondence between himself and Richey, eventually resulting in the Manics’ first national press interview, published in April 1990 under the headline ‘Manic Street Preachers – The Ugly Face of the New Art Riot’. Now officially a band member, Edwards was the only Manic quoted in Stanley’s short feature article, dispensing Marxist critique of the burgeoning Madchester scene – ‘Everyone likes Happy Mondays ’cos when the working class dance nothing changes except prole fashion’3 – and a geopolitical assessment of the band’s home town: ‘[Blackwood is] a soul-destroying place, we’d rather say we’re from Europe.’4


Edwards’s first letter to Bob Stanley had been a brief, simple challenge: ‘Dear Bob, inspire me, Richey.’5 Stanley was so inspired by Edwards that he formed the band Saint Etienne, ‘despite not being able to play an instrument’.6 Another journalist in the band’s sights was Steve Lamacq. NME’s news editor had already been sent a copy of ‘Suicide Alley’, with an accompanying letter that featured a photograph of himself cut out of the paper’s singles reviews page and inscribed ‘Cheekbone Charisma’, and in due course received a cassette of demos, including ‘New Art Riot’, which his friend Ian Ballard would soon release as a single. Lamacq also commissioned the NME ‘On’ section, devoted to discovering the week’s most exciting new acts, where Bradfield had read about a certain ‘Philip Hall’ representing a band named Loves Young Nightmare. Noting that NME’s masthead printed staff members’ direct phone numbers, Bradfield decided to give Lamacq a call. By the end of their conversation, he had secured the address of Hall’s PR company, Hall Or Nothing.


A former publicist at Stiff Records, Philip Hall’s artist roster included The Pogues and The Stone Roses, and he was now also seeking a band to manage in partnership with his brother Martin. Whereupon a foaming communiqué arrived in Hall Or Nothing’s Fulham Broadway office with a South Wales postmark – the Richey Edwards letter that would change the lives of all concerned.


‘It basically said, “We are your future,”’ Martin Hall recalled. ‘A load of mad stuff, like “thin-skinned exhaustion”, and there was a photograph of all of them wearing leather jackets, standing against a wall and smoking. Which was ironic, because none of them actually did smoke. Looking hard. The music was OK, but Philip was intrigued by the letter and he said, “Why don’t you follow it up with a phone call?”’


It was Edwards’s mother who answered. ‘“Richard! Phone for yooou!” He was über-polite,’ Hall said. ‘We arranged to see them rehearsing in Newbridge, at a little primary school in the Valleys.’


The initial meeting with the Halls was tinged with farce. Nervous, the band rehearsed beforehand, during which Wire cut his head open on a tuning key while practising his Paul Simonon bass moves. ‘So they walk in and Nick is streaming blood,’ Bradfield recalled. ‘Richey was completely open and started spouting an essay in their faces. Sean didn’t speak to them, and I walked past them because I was incredibly shy, but they just thought I was being aggressive.’ Martin Hall was aghast. ‘Five minutes,’ he muttered to his brother, ‘then we’re back in the car.’


But Philip Hall got it, smiling as the band tore through a brief set – ‘New Art Riot’, ‘Repeat’ (with its refrain ‘Repeat after me, fuck queen and country’), ‘Faceless Sense Of Void’ (which later became ‘Love’s Sweet Exile’), and ‘Motown Junk’. He was still smiling during a lunch of chicken curry and chips in the nearby Plas Hotel in Blackwood, where Edwards and Wire went into manifesto overdrive. ‘Philip didn’t seem intimidated by any of it,’ Bradfield said. ‘I remember Martin saying, “There’s only one song in there, ‘Motown Junk’, I think you need to write more songs.” And I could tell Philip didn’t care, he thought the songs would come. He thought they’re just such a mad bunch of unfashionable Welsh dickheads that something good’s gonna come of this. Good stuff happens when it seems improbable.’


On 30 August 1990, Manic Street Preachers had mid-billing at the Rock Garden, a cattle-market-level music industry haunt on London’s Covent Garden Piazza, where bands typically paid to play. Among the handful of people watching were Bob Stanley, the Hall brothers, and Jeff Barrett and Martin Kelly, whose new record label Heavenly had recently released the first Saint Etienne single.


‘We’d heard noises about the Manics from Kevin Pearce,’ Kelly recalled. ‘I saw a couple of these impassioned letters they’d written to him. We knew Philip, and he asked us to go down and see them at the Rock Garden. I reckon there were literally eight people in there. Maybe ten. Just me and Jeff and a few tourists who happened to be in Covent Garden at the time. And out came the Manics, who blazed like they were playing a stadium. Pulling shapes, jumping around … Jeff and I were pissing ourselves laughing. Not because they were shit – we thought they were brilliant, but it just seemed so mental, this band burning with so much conviction in front of an audience of none.’


An amiably intense advocate for rock ’n’ roll righteousness, at twenty-eight Barrett had already self-taught himself across various roles in the record industry’s service sector: retail buyer, gig promoter, and latterly publicist – his Capersville agency represented Primal Scream, The KLF, Happy Mondays and New Order. With hedonistic appetites to match those of his illustrious clients, and an enthusiastic convert to the ecstatic communion of rave culture and acid house, Barrett’s label didn’t seem the natural home for a group of punk rock denialists. Approaching the Manics at the Rock Garden, he and Kelly were initially scorned, until the word ‘Heavenly’ was mentioned.


‘They became instantly friendly,’ Kelly says, ‘because they really liked Saint Etienne. We did a deal very quickly with Philip, for two singles. They were always very straight with us, told us they wanted to be on a major label, they didn’t want to be an indie band – they wanted to be huge. It was a really weird band for anyone to sign at that time, me and Jeff got ridiculed by lots of people. Acid house was prevailing, the Mondays and the Roses had broken through, it seemed so out of step that four kids from Wales should be doing this. They were completely out of step with everything. And that was what Jeff and I loved.’


In Heavenly, the Manics were aligning with another outsider clique influenced by punk and its mischievous deployment of gesture politics. There was also a pragmatic consideration: they didn’t have any other offers. Applying a publicist’s instincts to his first foray into management, Philip Hall regarded the band’s incongruity with Heavenly’s other acts – the twenty-four-hour party animal house of Flowered Up, Kelly’s Byrdsian janglers East Village, and Saint Etienne’s elegiac synth-pop – as a talking-point, and therefore an asset.


‘As soon as we were on Heavenly, people thought, “Perhaps there’s something else to this band rather than just being derivative Welsh punks,”’ Bradfield says. ‘Heavenly helped overcome people’s perception of us. Which was part of Philip’s reasoning. There was something quite maverick about them. Plus, Philip loved Jeff and Martin, especially Jeff. He only liked characters. At this point Jeff had long Robert Plant hair – that was shocking! Philip was a quintessential inscrutable Englishman but with a lot of charm – on paper they would have been a mismatch, but they really got on. Having started out at Stiff, Philip’s raison d’être for being in the record industry was to hang out with functioning nutters.’


Hall felt confident that the band’s musical capabilities would soon match their brains and ambition. Until then, and indeed to accelerate the process, those latter qualities were to be unleashed into the public arena, be it on stage or in the press. One month before the Rock Garden meeting with Heavenly, Hall had flexed the credit that came with representing The Stone Roses – the UK’s hottest band, at that moment enjoying a Top 5 hit single and having just played to 25,000 at Spike Island, the Madchester generation’s Woodstock equivalent – and secured the Manics interviews in the main three weekly music papers. ‘At our second ever meeting with Philip, he told us his plan,’ Bradfield remembered. ‘He said, “You’ve got to play lots of gigs, and journalists have got to meet Nick and Richey. Talk to them like you talk to me.” That’s what I liked about him – he understood. The band I was living in had these two mad intellectuals with Tourette’s syndrome, and Philip got that.’


Confronted with Steven Wells, NME’s gonzoid amalgam of Lester Bangs and Leon Trotsky, an erstwhile ranting poet and member of the Socialist Workers Party who valued a rock band’s revolutionary potential far more than specific musical attributes, Edwards and Wire funnelled years of wishful schemes into pithy self-mythology. ‘We wanna be the biggest rock ’n’ roll nightmare ever and we wanna take the monarchy and the House of Lords with us … We’ve spray-painted our school shirts to wipe out the brainwash and the boredom … When we jump onstage it is not rock ’n’ roll cliché but the geometry of contempt.’7 Wells was bedazzled. ‘They have more energy and anger and intelligence than any other band I have ever interviewed,’ he declared.


Melody Maker’s Bob Stanley was treated to similar hot metal gold: ‘We want to set fire to ourselves on Top of the Pops!’8 Meanwhile, Andy Peart of Sounds asked where the Manic Street Preachers might be in twenty years’ time. ‘In the grave,’ Wire declared, with Richey adding: ‘Hopefully.’9


Bradfield and Moore were content to sit quietly and watch the blitzkrieg unfold, productively channelling any qualms that the bad’s next record might struggle to match such rhetoric. In the end, ‘Motown Junk’ proved good enough. ‘It was down to us being ready,’ Bradfield said. ‘We’d rehearsed a lot. We made sure that we were prepared, because we were nervous. We knew that Philip, Martin and Terri were pulling us favours and that we were going to a proper studio.’


Thanks to Philip Hall’s wife, Terri, whose company This Much Talent managed the in-house producers at Power Plant on Willesden High Road, north-west London, Manic Street Preachers recorded their third single in the same room where Rod Stewart made ‘Maggie May’, on a Harrison console described as ‘full of beefy goodness’ by the Power Plant owner Robin Millar, whose own production credits included Sade’s Diamond Life.10 Bradfield played a vintage Gibson Les Paul Standard owned by musician Pete Brown, whose sister, the renowned singer Sam Brown, was married to the session’s producer Robin Evans. ‘As soon as I picked it up it sang to me,’ says James. ‘I’d never played a guitar that good before.’


Aware that this was, in every sense, a long way from the Workshop in Redditch, let alone Cwmfelinfach Workingmen’s Institute, for the duration of the session the band slept in their van, parked in the street outside the studio, despite the fact that Bradfield had a bad cold. ‘It was freezing,’ he said. ‘And a bit hairy round there. We were valley boys, slightly fish out of water. But we walked in and there’s a big twirly staircase that went up to our studio. It was like Stardust or Rock Follies, everything I thought a studio should be.’


The ‘one song’ Martin Hall rated at Newbridge School, ‘Motown Junk’ had evolved considerably by the time it got to the Power Plant. An initial draft lyric dated from the same period as ‘Tennessee (I Get Low)’ (see here), and was likewise a Nicky Wire solo effort, with strong hits of doomed Beat romance. The lyric printed in the twentieth-anniversary edition of Generation Terrorists opens: ‘I only ever wanted to be with you/Last words of your life spoken in blue’. As with the original ‘Tennessee’, this version can be read as a cautionary drug lament, with ‘Motown junk’ literally heroin from ‘Motortown’ (that is, Detroit), and the lines ‘Motown junk it gets so vicious/Stops your heart beating for 68 seconds’ suggesting an accidental overdose.


‘At the time, my lyrics were much more influenced by American literature, because my brother had brought all this stuff back in particular,’ says Wire. ‘I came up with the title “Motown Junk”. And Richey moulded it into a much cleverer lyric than it was.’


Even in the familiar Edwards/Wire version, ‘Motown Junk’s opening lyric – ‘Never ever wanted to be with you’ – reads like a declaration of thwarted love. (Wire: ‘It might not even have been that deep.’) Thereafter, however, it throttles swiftly into the accusatory rebellious jukeboxing that was already the band’s hallmark, albeit now with heightened impact. Wire’s revised ‘Stops your heart beating for 168 seconds/Stops your brain thinking for 168 seconds’ couplet referred to ‘some spurious theory in the NME where that was the perfect length for a pop single’, a pop single quite possibly released on Motown. Therefore, at 2 minutes 48 seconds’ duration, both Smokey Robinson & The Miracles’ ‘I Second That Emotion’ and ‘You’re All I Need To Get By’ by Marvin Gaye & Tammi Terrell would fit the bill perfectly. The Temptations’ ‘My Girl’ and The Four Tops’ ‘I Can’t Help Myself (Sugar Pie Honey Bunch)’ came agonisingly close at 2:45, with The Supremes’ ‘Stop! In The Name Of Love’ a mere four seconds too long. All these and a great many more were grist to the song’s hard-but-fair Marxist takedown: ‘Love songs echo underclass betrayal.’


When he was handed the finished lyric, Bradfield’s first thought was: ‘“Great title, but … I love Motown.” Then I read the lyric, and of course I got it straight away. It was the right song, a very concise message, with some great lines. “All your slut heroes offer is a fear of the future” – it’s such a lovely, beautifully scanned line. Nick and Richey are just bouncing off each other in a beautiful way.’


‘Motown Junk’ features hardly any of the awkward metre that Bradfield and Moore would often be tasked with turning into songs. In terms of awkwardness, however, one Richey Edwards line would duly earn lasting notoriety: ‘I laughed when Lennon got shot’. ‘The mad thing is, I don’t even think we had a second thought about it at the time,’ Wire says. ‘There was never any discussion. Certainly no regret, not until much later on.’


Bradfield began self-censoring the lyric in live performance by the mid-nineties, roughly the point when The Beatles had become decisively re-canonised by contemporary enthusiasts from Oasis downwards. ‘The line does cause harm,’ he says. ‘And we do regret it. “I laughed when Lennon got shot” – it’s awful. We came out trying to prove too many things to too many people too quickly. I don’t even like thinking about that line.’


Jeff Barrett and Martin Kelly appreciated the logic behind the band’s reflexive assaults on rock’s high temple. As James recalled: ‘Richey would say things like, “We fucking despise Bob Dylan” to cause a reaction. I remember Jeff saying, “We know why you’re saying that and we’re going to let you get away with it.”’ The proposed sleeve art for ‘Motown Junk’, however, went too far – and in this instance the transgressors weren’t the band. A collage by Heavenly associate Paul Cannell, the central image was a photograph of John Lennon and Yoko Ono, with a gun pointing at Lennon’s head. The artwork’s other main detail accrued eerie prescience following the 9/11 attack on New York: an airliner flying towards one of the World Trade Center’s Twin Towers.


‘It was presented to us and we were like, “Well, it looks good, but we can’t use it,”’ says James. Instead, the band collaborated with Simon Ryan on an alternative design featuring a watch found amid the ruins of Hiroshima, its hands burnt to a stop at 8:15, the time when the atomic bomb was dropped on 6 August 1945. Although the Cannell design literally referenced the song, the released artwork delivered a more nuanced jolt to an acquiescent pop culture, while also invoking themes that would recur in the band’s work.


However offensive to some, claiming to have laughed at the murder of John Lennon seems a straightforwardly blunt, if extreme, example of the heresy that was the lingua franca of the Manics’ punk forebears – The Clash’s song ‘1977’ declared ‘No Elvis, Beatles or Rolling Stones’, despite the band’s fond appreciation of at least two of the three. Nicky Wire recalls Edwards describing ‘I laughed when Lennon got shot’ as the Manics’ ‘Pol Pot moment’: an act of generation terror, negating the old order in the style of Johnny Rotten singing ‘I am an antichrist’ or wearing his ‘I hate Pink Floyd’ T-shirt. Three months after the single’s release, the Manics opened their debut New York gig with Nicky declaring, ‘The best thing that New York ever did was kill John Lennon’, to audible gasps from the sparsely attended Limelight club. Yet given its subsequent notoriety, it’s interesting to note how little media comment the lyric provoked at the time of ‘Motown Junk’s release, when interviewers seemed more preoccupied with the feasibility of the band’s self-proclaimed kamikaze mission: ‘The most important thing we can do is get massive and throw it all away … One double album that goes to Number 1 worldwide. Then we split. If it doesn’t work, we split anyway. Either way, after one album, we’re finished.’11


Manic Street Preachers placed a premium value on fuelling the music press sausage grinder. Each week had the potential to create new stars from well-turned hyperbole and a half-decent single. So perhaps the most shocking aspect of ‘Motown Junk’ was just how good a record it was. Post-Newbridge School, a demo version had been recorded in south-east London. Although in Bradfield’s estimation ‘a bit slow and ponderous’, the Hall brothers remained convinced the song was fit for purpose – effectively the band’s second debut single. And at Power Plant, Robin Evans’s balance of technique and art contrasted with the more rigid sensibilities of their previous engineers. ‘He was amazing, instinctive and skilled,’ Bradfield says. ‘And he believed in us straight away. Robin could hear the chemistry between us. He said, “I love the songs, you’re not writing like anybody else at the moment, this is going to be amazing. Please, just trust me.”’


Bradfield wanted to embellish the brief guitar solo following the first chorus, but Evans demurred. ‘He said, “No, that’s a really natural, off-the-cuff solo, like somebody’s confident they’ve got something else in their locker – it’s perfect as it is.”’ Amid the discordant bridge after the second verse and chorus, Bradfield flipped his pickup selector, Pete Townshend-style, then asked to re-record it. ‘Robin went, “No, it drags your ear to it, you’re thinking something’s gone wrong – there’s chaos, it’s good.” He was confident in everything we did.’


‘Motown Junk’s recording fed off the ghosts in the room – before ‘Maggie May’, the former Morgan Studio 1 had played host to Free’s ‘All Right Now’ and The Who’s ‘Pinball Wizard’ – as well as the Manics’ own slut heroes. Bradfield’s cold slightly deepened his normal vocal register, lending ‘a little bit of Joe Strummer hoarseness’. The decision to add a layer of Hammond organ, played by the studio’s rookie tape operator Dave Eringa, was taken only after debating whether, in Bradfield’s words, ‘it might be going outside the bounds of what The Clash would do at that point in their careers’. Even Eringa’s presence as assistant engineer at the session came framed by The Clash: ‘Terri Hall asked me did I want to make tea for the new Clash, and I thought, “That’ll be good.”’12


Although their public statements soon began to repudiate The Clash – in favour of Guns N’ Roses and Public Enemy – ‘Motown Junk’s key sonic influence was clear enough. After running his guitar parts through one of the studio’s old Marshall amps, James asked Robin Evans: ‘Have you got something with a bit more gain to it, a bit more … fizz?’ By way of reference, he then dug out a cassette and played the producer The Clash’s ‘Complete Control’ and ‘Tommy Gun’. The collective space inhabited by those two contains ‘Motown Junk’s brawny, fissile guitar tones – now played through the studio’s Burman amp – as powered by Sean Moore’s martial drumming and pliant, textural bass that belied the notion of Nicky Wire as little more than a rudimentary player. The band’s first quantum leap forward, ‘Motown Junk’ distilled a fresh vocabulary for rock from a young lifetime’s worth of accumulated emotion, its kinetic surges and melodic élan ultimately transporting the likes of ‘Twenty-one years of living and nothing means anything to me’ beyond utopian rhetoric and into the realm of the possible … if only for 238 seconds.


Bradfield: ‘Everything lined up. You won’t hear me say it much, but “Motown Junk” is perfection.’


It wouldn’t resolve the debate over the perfect pop single’s optimum duration, but ‘Motown Junk’ did provide its creators with a daunting new benchmark. Had they never made another record, here was a definitive declaration of self, even down to the fine details of the two samples which open and close the song: a looped shout of ‘revolution!’ from Public Enemy’s ‘Countdown To Armageddon’ counterpointed by the mechanised guitar clang of Skids’ ‘Charles’, a song about a factory worker turned into a robot, which slows down into obsolescence after Bradfield’s valedictory chant: ‘We live in urban hell, we destroy rock and roll’. Revolution come and gone in just under four minutes – a very Manics metaphor for the human condition.


‘I don’t think we ever sounded like that again,’ Wire says. ‘Nothing’s ever been as good as that was … that moment.’
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Sorrow 16


Recorded: Power Plant Studios, London


Producer: Robin Evans


Released: 21 January 1991 (‘Motown Junk’ B-side, Heavenly); 14 July 2003 (Lipstick Traces, Epic)


‘There was nowhere to go but everywhere,
so just keep on rolling under the stars.’


– Jack Kerouac, On The Road


On the day of ‘Motown Junk’s release, the Manics were given a two-minute segment of BBC’s Snub TV, featuring live footage from a spectacularly chaotic London gig six weeks earlier, and a group interview-cum-monologue. Among the many verbal hostages to fortune was Nicky Wire’s ‘We will never write a love song, ever. Full stop.’ He’d already said as much on ‘Sorrow 16’: making his first Manics vocal interjection, Wire appended the refrain ‘I feel like falling, feel like falling’ with a gleeful ‘in HATE!’


The recording provided an early textbook example of how fruitfully the band’s intense creative chemistry could translate to a studio. After the final take of ‘Motown Junk’, everyone looked to the control room gallery, expecting Robin Evans to beckon them up for a listen. Instead, the producer insisted: ‘Stay in the groove and do “Sorrow 16”.’ Evans was keen to slipstream the session’s first-day momentum and sprinkle some ‘Motown Junk’ gold dust on an older song – about which Bradfield, at least, felt ambivalent.


‘For me, “good” punk was a kind of classic rock ’n’ roll,’ he says. ‘Like the Pistols, The Clash, Buzzcocks, The Saints. I didn’t like things that were too punk, whether it be Abrasive Wheels, Slaughter & The Dogs, Sham 69 … So I had a bee in my bonnet about “Sorrow 16” being too suburban-band-in-blues-club punk, just chugging all the way through. I wasn’t happy about recording it, and I let Nick and Sean take control.’


On a bootleg recording of the 22 September 1989 Horse and Groom gig, there’s certainly not much to differentiate the song from hi-velocity scrappers like Anti-Love and Destroy The Dancefloor. But the Power Plant version, where Sean Moore instils focus with half-time beat, shows why ‘Sorrow 16’ was still being played live regularly into 1993 while its lumpen bedfellows never made it beyond the toilet circuit. Amid the lyric’s mostly routine Beatnik-into-Mod nihilism – ‘Cut your hair in front of businessmen’, suggests disillusioned Jimmy, the hero of The Who’s Quadrophenia, singing ‘Cut My Hair’ – and residual echoes of The Jam (‘too many numbers’), a string of unexpected musical flourishes elevate ‘Sorrow 16’ to its place of modest transcendence, notably the Kerouacian regret of ‘Oh the road is beautiful’ crowned by Bradfield’s spelling out the word ‘B-E-A-U-T-I-F-U-L’, marking the first instance of a recurring Manic trope. Even the singer came round in the end and stretched his creative loins, enthusiastically playing slide guitar and becoming his own mini-choir for the ‘I feel like falling’ section.


‘Robin Evans suggested that,’ Bradfield says. ‘I had a background in choir, so I knew how to harmonise. By the end of that second day we’d put a lot of overdubs on “Sorrow 16”, and there’s been a bit of serendipity at play. I didn’t like what Nick and Sean had done with the half-time and the chugging, but I could see it had started to work. I realised that’s what band dynamic is: you do what other people want sometimes and you fit around them, and then they bring something out of you. That’s what it’s all about.’


The title, incidentally, isn’t mentioned anywhere in the lyric. ‘It was originally inspired by The Pretty Things’ S.F. Sorrow,’ says Wire. ‘I’d always wanted to get “Sorow” in, because it’s one of my favourite words. And “16” is the age – 16 being peak. “The wall is a reason to believe” – that was Richey’s line. It’s a youth song. Some great in-the-pocket guitar solos on this as well.’ He laughs. ‘Before James got too fast!’


Even more incidentally: The Pretty Things’ 1968 psychedelic rock opera S.F. Sorrow initially went unreleased in the US. It eventually appeared in mid-1969 on Rare Earth – the newly launched and ultimately ill-fated rock imprint of the Motown Recording Corporation.
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We Her Majesty’s Prisoners


Recorded: Power Plant Studios, London


Producer: Robin Evans


Released: 21 January 1991 (‘Motown Junk’ B-side, Heavenly); 14 July 2003 (Lipstick Traces, Epic)


‘She looked young: for a moment she had turned back from a figurehead into the young woman she was, before monarchy froze her and made her a thing, a thing which only had meaning when it was exposed, a thing that existed only to be looked at.’


– Hilary Mantel, ‘Royal Bodies’


In some respects, ‘We Her Majesty’s Prisoners’ perfectly fits the profile of an anti-royal family song by the young Manic Street Preachers. If ‘Motown Junk’ was their best possible tribute to The Clash, then its B-side invoked the Sex Pistols, specifically ‘God Save The Queen’. No mere ‘fascist regime’, however, here Elizabeth II is equated to an actual Nazi concentration camp (‘So celebrate Buchenwald as her majesty’s heir’), bolstering a shock quotient that was already rising nicely thanks to the chorus refrain ‘ceremonial rape machine’ – originally the song’s title until Heavenly gently suggested considering an alternative. The monarch is repeatedly indicted for being an all-pervasive agent of colonial oppression (‘England’s glory lives on in worldwide genocide’), inequality (‘Underneath silk riches 66 million giving slaves’) and mass delusion (‘Faces pressed at gates of anniversary torture’). For good measure, the charge sheet adds the monarch’s role of fidei defensor (‘This needle of religion’s gonna rust in my skin’); antipathy towards religion, state-sponsored or otherwise, would become a familiar Richey Edwards preoccupation.


For all its intemperance, however, the lyric is structurally disciplined: three compact four-line verses, a four-line bridge and four iterations of a repeated two-line chorus. Its only rogue element comes just before the first refrain when Nicky Wire steals forward gleefully to command, ‘Bow down!’, like an overexcited theatre prompt.


‘It’s definitely a 75–80 per cent Richey lyric,’ says Wire. ‘Fair play to him – it’s brilliant. I’m not sure how James wrote it, because the lines are quite hard to sing. I don’t think we ever played this together until we recorded it.’


Bradfield was immediately enthused upon receiving the lyric. The Manics already had an anti-royal song in their live set, the route-one rabble-rouser ‘Repeat’ (‘Fuck queen and country!’), and he was keen to try a different approach. ‘Already the response to “Repeat” was, “Oh, they’re just doing that do get a reaction …” No, we actually felt like that. I’ve truly got great distaste for anything that mob, those German cattle rustlers, are connected to. So I thought this lyric wasn’t as obvious, but still as deeply felt.’ Bradfield was particularly struck by the line ‘Leaving us like butterflies trapped in the frost’, the first instance of a recurring Manic trope: animals pitifully depicted as an analogue for human pain. ‘It was something a bit more abstract,’ Bradfield says. ‘This song wasn’t so linked into a punk methodology.’


In both the languidly menacing opening riff and the chorus’s tingling piano underlay, the obvious musical reference is The Rolling Stones in all their late-sixties satanic majesty – although Edwards teased Bradfield that the riff more closely resembled ‘Rock And A Hard Place’ from 1990’s Steel Wheels. ‘Richey said, “You’ve not just copied the Stones, you’ve copied the shit modern Stones!” Stuff goes in by osmosis, obviously,’ James says, ‘but I would never have done that.’ The piano, recurrently giving voice to a character never actually seen, was inspired by Nicky Hopkins in the outro of ‘Street Fighting Man’. ‘We recorded this song because we didn’t have any others ready,’ Bradfield admits, ‘but it was exciting not knowing what it was going to be. Nobody’s locked in with each other, everybody’s floating in their own space.’


That space, rushing over and beneath the song’s taut-yet-loose groove, possibly owed something to Bradfield’s shifts behind the bar at Newbridge Memo Hall, a bikers’ haunt where resident DJ Disco Dick would plays lots of Hawkwind. There’s even a touch of the Charlie Watts drag to Sean Moore’s drumming. ‘Sean’s not really accenting the vocals like he would have something else,’ Bradfield considers. ‘He’s not locked in with Nick, everyone’s quite free. Robin Evans jumped straight on that, he went for a very minimalist approach, a very pure sound on the rhythm section.’


Evans (‘kind of an old hippy who knew punk,’ says Wire) also felt the whiff of Hawkwind, and encouraged the psychedelic noise section which comprises the atypically long song’s final third, wrapping Bradfield’s guitar solo in echoey doom courtesy of an AMS digital delay unit. Amid the tumult, gleeful MC Wire pops up once again, cooing, ‘Hello future, you’re my lover’. Despite Richey’s protestations that ‘we don’t do trip-outs’ (as denounced in the band’s Snub TV manifesto along with love songs and ballads), it was the perfect finale, contravening the band’s own self-declared Magna Carta even as the ink dried on the parchment.


In asserting the right to break their own rules, ‘We Her Majesty’s Prisoners’ is the last critical element in the Manics’ first essential artefact. Untypical of the group’s material at this stage, its proximity to ‘Motown Junk’s clarion conviction saw it overlooked and rarely ever performed live. Yet it was a key signifier that there was more going on here than first appeared, perhaps more than even the Manics themselves were ready to admit or embrace: the music’s elegiac qualities counterpointed the harsh words, evincing ambiguous feelings, even sympathy, for the devil. So yeah, fuck queen and country, but … Accompanied by that eerie piano – played by Dave Eringa – and Bradfield’s wounded supplicant howl, ‘Ceremonial rape machine/Love won’t corrode you’, could read as a feminist critique of monarchy, pitying the royal women valued only for their bodies’ reproductive function, lamenting the lead-lined cruelty of an institution that owes its longevity to ‘fake images’.


‘It’s the eternal jubilee,’ says Wire. ‘“Repeat”’s obviously much more direct, but there was more existential threat to “We Her Majesty’s Prisoners”, it says something more about hierarchical society. Whenever I listen to it now, I’m quite startled at the classicism of it, and the playing. I didn’t feel like we were capable of that.’
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You Love Us


Recorded: Power Plant Studios, London


Producer: Robin Evans


Released: 7 May 1991 (single, Heavenly)


Second version recorded: Black Barn, Surrey, August–December 1991. Producer: Steve Brown. Released: 20 January 1992 (single, Columbia); 10 February 1992 (Generation Terrorists, Columbia)


‘What is this shit?’


– Greil Marcus, review in Rolling Stone of Bob Dylan, Self Portrait


After ‘Motown Junk’s sleeve evocation of nuclear Armageddon, the next Manic Street Preachers single went straight back to hell. ‘You Love Us’ opens with a sample of Threnody To The Victims Of Hiroshima, Krzysztof Penderecki’s 1960 composition for fifty-two string instruments, famed for its extreme dissonance. The fifteen-year-old James Dean Bradfield came home from school one day to find Sean Moore listening to the piece as part of his A-level music studies at Crosskeys College. ‘It was exactly at the point where the strings are being plucked and they’re supposed to be like flesh dripping, which is obviously horrific. It had a massive effect on me – like, this is what people can do with music.’


An attempt at emulating with acoustic instruments the electronic sounds Penderecki discovered while studying at Warsaw’s Polish Radio Experimental Studio in the late fifties, Threnody was a radical piece of music. Penderecki had a traditional conservatory education, but after hearing Karlheinz Stockhausen and musique concrète he sought to create a new, freer form of classical music, focused on texture and rejecting traditional notation. Originally titled 8’37” – in reference to John Cage’s 4’33” – the composer dedicated Threnody to Hiroshima’s victims after he witnessed the raw, disturbing emotional power of the performed piece. Some orchestras refused to perform it, with one Italian radio ensemble claiming the unorthodox percussive techniques would destroy their instruments. Which was exactly the kind of vehement reaction the Manics hoped to provoke with ‘You Love Us’.


If ‘Motown Junk’ was the breach in the wall, then its follow-up had to be the vanguard of full-on cultural revolution. Or at the very least, a Top 40 hit. ‘This is a song that was self-anointed as our big single, as soon as Nick and Richey wrote the lyrics, without us even writing any music,’ Bradfield says. ‘Which shows the way we thought – especially the way Nick and Richey thought.’


Bradfield and Moore knew the stakes were high when they saw the title, an inversion of ‘We Love You’, The Rolling Stones’ somewhat half-baked attempt to join 1967’s Summer of Love carnival. A quarter of a century on, the Manics wanted to invoke a Summer of Hate, to shock the post-acid house indie generation out of its loved-up loose-fit complacency. ‘Nowadays it’s all about the audience,’ Wire says. ‘You know, “The audience is amazing, they make the gig.” We were the exact opposite of that. We were searching for the ultimate nihilistic statement, and we couldn’t get it. When Richey came up with “you love us”, that was a real light-bulb moment, and there was a fair bit of lyric rewriting at that point.’


Faced by hostility from live audiences and scepticism from music journalists, the Manics now reflected back the adversarial energy, a textbook punk move derived from Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren’s fascination with obscure sixties, European intellectual provocateurs the Situationists. In ‘You Love Us’, acid was no longer the euphoric ‘Aciiieeed’ but a weapon ‘thrown into your face’. The Manics would ‘pollute’ the pilled-up drones’ ‘mineral water with a strychnine taste’. A classic yin/yang Edwards/Wire collaboration, with a generous pinch of Public Enemy’s ‘911 Is A Joke’ in the couplet ‘Parliament’s a fake life saver/You better wake up and smell the real flavour’, for the most part, however, it’s the most utilitarian Manic Street Preachers lyric of the period, built around relentless repetition of a chorus – which itself was simply a repetition of the title. ‘Richey was trying to get some extra words in,’ says Wire, ‘but we wanted a Pistols-esque yob rock thing.’


Bradfield and Moore delivered that much at least from their regular writing lair in the kitchen at 20 Sir Ivor’s Road, Pontllanfraith. ‘Sean wrote the verse – F-C-G – and then we both stumbled upon the bridge, D to B to C,’ James recalls. ‘I already had the chorus, a Pistols sliding-into-the-main chord thing. We were dead happy with ourselves – the whole riposte to the Stones’ “We Love You”, refracting that working-class arrogance through our young crazy narcissism. I remember practising it in my living room with the boys, thinking, “Yeah! This is as good as anything the Pistols ever did!” before going downstairs and cooking the fish finger sandwiches. And then we went back to the Power Plant.’


Returning to north-west London, to the scene of ‘Motown Junk’, with the same producer and engineer, all made perfect sense. Even the freezing cold weather did its bit to replicate the circumstances of that previous session. This time, however, the Manics were in the Power Plant’s second studio, known as the Jade Room, as opposed to Studio 1, the ‘Maggie May’ room. ‘Everybody said it was the better room, the desk was better, it had flying faders, all that,’ says Bradfield. ‘But as soon as we starting recording “You Love Us”, I knew it wasn’t as good, the drum sound wasn’t as good, it was a bit more processed. All the way through the session, I was thinking “I wish we were in the big gallery room.” So I was worried.’


Misgivings led to overcompensation. Bradfield did some guitar harmonics through the chorus – Wire: ‘I liked it, but it wasn’t very Pistolsy’ – which Robin Evans said sounded ‘“a bit like Eddie Van Halen”.’ Adding ‘ooh-ooh-oohs’ to the verse didn’t exactly boost the Bollocks quotient. Even the Penderecki sample, albeit a startling gesture, felt like putting vinaigrette on a bag of chips. That the song had already become a live favourite, the setlist opener on the January/February Motown Junk tour, only heightened frustration in the studio. An outro section was cooked up, wherein James spiels nihilistic insurrectionary jivetalk (‘Fall out scream, death melody’; ‘Hey passive electorate, die die die!’) over a sample of Iggy Pop’s ‘Lust For Life’. ‘I thought it was a bit too cheeky,’ says James, ‘I was like, “I’m not sure about this, boys.” But Nick and Richey were saying, “Ah, fuck it.”’ Ironically, the outro had the crunch the rest of the recording lacked. For a final coup de théâtre, the cheapest guitar the band owned, a blue Aria pro, was smashed and its dying groans added onto the end. The Manics were, as Bradfield acknowledges in baseball parlance, ‘swinging for the fence’ – and it would not be the last time.


The Heavenly version of ‘You Love Us’ inadvertently confirmed ‘Motown Junk’ had been a case of supernatural alchemy. That Pistols-esque yob-rock vision turned into something closer to the camped-up glammery of Malcolm McLaren’s original Situationist pop project, the New York Dolls: an overthought, undercooked indie record that can’t quite realise its grand vision. ‘I don’t know what happened,’ Wire says. ‘Everything sounds like it’s recorded with a tea towel over it.’ On 15 May, one week after releasing an interesting indie artefact rather than the soundtrack for cultural erasure, overcompensation took a disturbing turn when Richey warmed down from an interview with NME journalist Steve Lamacq by razoring a chunk of ‘You Love Us’ (‘Our voices are for real’) into his left forearm. Days later, however, he was all smiles as the band signed a six-figure deal with Columbia, the world’s oldest and most prestigious record company. After posing for photographs in the label’s London boardroom, the band played a gig at the Marquee club. ‘You Love Us’ both opened and closed the set. The following week, the single entered the UK chart at number 62. Nicky Wire felt ‘disappointed’.


As 1991 progressed, the band struggled to reconcile the recorded incarnation of ‘You Love Us’ with the song’s central role in their self-mythology. During the Power Plant session, Robin Millar had been passing the Jade Room and listened for a moment or two. ‘That song’s a hit,’ he confided to Dave Eringa. ‘Not yet, but it will be.’


Inevitably, they took another swing at it during the Generation Terrorists album sessions. At Black Barn Studios in Surrey, under the sharp-eyed auspices of producer Steve Brown – maker of hits for Boomtown Rats, The Cult and Wham! – ‘You Love Us’ was transformed from gauchely artful glam-pop into tungsten-veined testostorock. There was no room for subtlety, no guitar harmonics or ooh-oohs. Out went Penderecki, in came the annihilatory pounding of programmed drums and multiple guitar parts so glossy they stung. The new coda saw Iggy replaced by Slash, as Bradfield effectively rewrote the ending to ‘Paradise City’, Guns N’ Roses by now firmly installed as the Manics’ new last gang in town. Even James himself wondered if this final piece of rock ’n’ roll onanism was too much.


‘I remember thinking, “I’m surrounded by nutters.” I came in from one of those solo takes and Steve Brown was going, “Nicky, I’ve worked with Lemmy, I’ve worked with Elton John, I’ve worked with George Michael. I’ve met a lot of leopards in my life – and you, my friend, are a rock ’n’ roll leopard!” Nick and Richey were egging me on, Sean was a bit circumspect, but Steve was just blazing. I love playing guitar, it was just that end section I wasn’t sure about. But Steve did a good job – he did what the record company wanted him do.’


On 1 February 1992, Robin Millar’s prediction came to pass: ‘You Love Us’ entered the Top 30 and Manic Street Preachers duly made their debut appearance on Top of the Pops, the BBC-approved portal to the Great British Living Room. Nicky went down on James’s guitar à la Bowie/Ronson, Richey threw immaculate shapes, James changed ‘mineral water’ to ‘marijuana’, and from his giant riser Sean had the best view of the pyrotechnics. Mission accomplished.


Ultimately, neither version of ‘You Love Us’ adequately conveys just why it’s been performed more than any other Manic Street Preachers song, featuring in almost every setlist since January 1991. Which may explain its durability: it continues to make demands on both the performer and the audience. The band can’t fake it, because there is no definitive ‘it’ to fake – it’s got to be for real every time. The fans, meanwhile, never tire of living up to the core provocation – can they prove they’re really worthy of this? ‘Every line is a killer,’ says Wire. ‘To this day it makes me wince, which is a good sign. You’re playing a song that you’re expecting a lot of your audience to accept.’
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Spectators Of Suicide


Recorded: Power Plant Studios, London


Producer: Robin Evans


Released: 7 May 1991 (‘You Love Us’ B-side, Heavenly); 14 July 2003 (Lipstick Traces, Epic)


Second version recorded: Black Barn, Surrey, August–December 1991. Producer: Steve Brown. Released: 10 February 1992 (Generation Terrorists, Columbia)


Third version recorded: Door To The River Studios, Newport, 2020. Producer: Loz Williams. Released: 17 December 2020 (download, Heavenly)


‘All that was once directly lived has become mere representation.’


– Guy Debord, The Society of The Spectacle


On 28 September 1990, Nicky Wire received a book that changed his life. ‘To Nick love Richey, James and Sean’, read the inscription on the inside cover. Published in July 1989, Lipstick Traces was the latest volume of cultural archaeology by American music journalist Greil Marcus, an epic trek across the twentieth century discovering connections between politics, art, philosophy and music: in particular the Dadaist avant-garde, the utopian Marxist ideas of a tiny intellectual sect called the Situationist International, and the Sex Pistols, the band that Marcus contended had stripped rock ’n’ roll ‘down to essentials of speed, noise, fury and manic glee’1 and whose first record, ‘Anarchy In The UK’, ‘launched a transformation of pop music all over the world’.2


Along the way, he pointed out that the ‘Holidays In The Sun’ lyric ‘A cheap holiday in other people’s misery’ was adapted from a Situationist slogan written in graffiti during the May 1968 Paris uprising, the event that catalysed a generation of malcontents, notably frustrated Croydon School of Art student Malcolm McLaren.


Marcus’s levitational text fizzed through the Manics’ collective brain until it blew open. ‘It persuaded us that we could attempt to create art that just might deeply resonate with people in the way that the book had resonated with us,’ Wire wrote in a foreword for the twentieth-anniversary edition of Lipstick Traces, where he acknowledged the traces left by the book throughout his band’s work, particularly in this foundational period – beginning with ‘Spectators Of Suicide’.3


The song’s title derived from The Society of The Spectacle, the 1967 text by Situationist International founder Guy Debord, which critiqued advanced-stage capitalism’s alienating impulses in a numbered series of ‘Theses’, aphorisms and slogans. Chapter I (‘The Culmination of Separation’), Thesis 34 states: ‘The spectacle is capital accumulated to the point where it becomes images’.4 Debord was essentially updating Marx for the age of mass media and its visual fusillade of advertisements, inducements, nudges. ‘The domination of the economy’ had progressively degraded life from ‘being into having’5; technology was now evolving the misery of item commodification on to the passive consumption of images, ideas, culture. The Situationists’ response to the spectacle was typically esoteric: they urged its negation, via the ‘détournement’, or diversion, of events or language – as per ‘Cheap holiday in other people’s misery’, which hijacked the sales pitch for Club Med, the French tourist company owned by banker Edmond de Rothschild.


In contrast to their interviews’ gung-ho rhetoric, ‘Spectators Of Suicide’ suggested the Manics felt the condition diagnosed by Debord overwhelmed any feasible solutions. Beyond Moore’s opening rolls over a sample of Black Panther Bobby Seale in exhortatory mode (‘We’re going to walk on this racist power structure and say to the whole damn government, “stick ’em up motherfucker”’), this was an elegy for the vanquished, all hope crushed by the sheer weight of circumstance. With a requiem for a chorus – ‘Spectators of suicide/Exploding in society’s eye/Spitting glass from our mouths/Dying like yesterday’ – here was a first flowering of the luxuriant grace, both lyrical and musical, that would become a defining characteristic. Indeed, ‘Spectators Of Suicide’ was itself an example of détournement: a lyric directly inspired by an invocation of punk’s disruptive energy set to music that didn’t sound punk at all.


‘When I started reading the lyric, obviously I recognised the Guy Debord stuff, the society as spectacle,’ says Bradfield. ‘It was wantonly placing “us” – the few people we knew that we thought were like-minded, and us in particular – as the resistance in the supposed wasteland that we were living in at the time. But musically I was looking for something that had a bit more air and space in it, a dreamlike quality. I had this fear that we were just going to be called a punk band as soon as we left the gates, which proved to be true. Because I had massive ambitions for us being lots of things. We all did. So I was always trying to write something that would redefine, so people would think they could expect more from us.’


The basic riff repurposed the older Colt 45 Rusty James – inspired by Francis Ford Coppola’s film adaptation of S.E. Hinton’s novel Rumble Fish, ‘a vignette, rather than a proper song’, according to Bradfield, which never made it past the demo stage – but as ‘Spectators Of Suicide’, retitled by Edwards and with a lyric substantially rewritten under the aegis of Greil Marcus, the song had real presence. The naive Who shadings of ‘Tennessee’ now had sharper definition, and Moore’s drums locked in tightly as Bradfield tracked acoustic and electric guitars playing the same part for the first time. ‘I remember thinking, “Oh, that’s what Johnny Marr does” – that was a lightbulb moment for somebody as inexperienced as me.’ The mood spoke to producer Robin Evans’s ‘hippy instinct’, as Wire puts it. ‘James’s guitar work is really beautiful, it doesn’t sound like he has up to that point. In some ways it was a false dawn, because it’s not like we kicked on with that at all. It’s quite Pink Floyd – actually, very Dave Gilmour. James would hate me for saying that …’


On the contrary, Pink Floyd was exactly the template for the spectral quality Bradfield was after, albeit covertly, lest he breach the ‘no trip-out’ party line. ‘Robin Evans said he had an effect that would make me sound like David Gilmour. I was like, “Shut the fuck up, Robin, if you say that any louder you’ll get us in trouble.” Bear in mind, I hadn’t played with any pedals at all except for distortion at that point. But he pulled the effect up and I just flipped out, absolutely loving it. I remember thinking Heavenly might really like this one. So “Spectators”, [laughs] despite the lyric, gave me quite a lot of hope.’


Jeff Barrett and Martin Kelly’s reaction to the finished recording was one of awe tinged with regret. ‘Spectators Of Suicide’ signified a band with a far richer musical aesthetic than their records or pronouncements up to that point had suggested, yet Heavenly were well aware that with the fulfilment of their two-single deal the Manics’ next record would be with a major label. ‘When we heard “Spectators Of Suicide”, that was a big moment,’ Kelly says. ‘I remember James saying, “Ah, that’s easy shit, that is.” Little did they know they would make their trademark with that sound, it’s almost like a blueprint for Everything Must Go. They weren’t afraid to do a song like that, they definitely had ambition. I would have loved to have had that first album on Heavenly. I think it would have been quite a different record.’


Given how intrinsic the song was to their collective ethos, it makes sense that the band would re-record ‘Spectators Of Suicide’ for their self-decreed one-shot-to-the-moon debut album. The original could certainly have benefited from Bradfield’s verse vocals being more prominent. It made no sense, however, for the song to be rearranged into a vaguely funky ballad worthy of a cruise liner Guns N ’Roses tribute act. Gone was the Heavenly version’s psychedelic rush, replaced by synthetic bongos and claves, and blues-wailing ‘vibes’ from the hack rock school of songwriter-producer Desmond Child. Although artistically contentious, most of Steve Brown’s production implants to the core Manics sound could at least be justified on commercial grounds, if not always complete efficacy. This, however, was simply bizarre. ‘It’s an abomination,’ says Bradfield. ‘An absolute crime on every level.’


Compounding the affront to the original, Edwards rewrote some of the lyrics, generally erring on blunt spectacle over poetry. ‘Spitting glass from our mouths/Dying like yesterday’ became ‘Democracy is an empty lie/Dead like our yesterdays tonight.’


‘I don’t know what we were doing,’ Wire says. ‘Trying to pad the album out, plus Brownie was keen to get some words that also fitted better – he was trying to smooth out a lot of rough edges, let’s face it. Richey was always willing to rewrite stuff, and he was probably just bored. There’s no redeeming features to it.’


Sullied in the minds of all concerned, the song would not be played live until 2008, when the Manics appeared as part of Forever Heavenly, a celebration of their former record label’s twentieth anniversary at London’s Royal Festival Hall. The six-song set comprised the entirety of their Heavenly catalogue, beginning with ‘Motown Junk’, ending with ‘You Love Us’, and the penultimate ‘Spectators Of Suicide’ now revealed as a cosmically charged electric folk anthem worthy of Sonic Youth. Four years later, the Heavenly version’s inclusion on a Generation Terrorists box set reinforced the original’s virtues in unforgiving proximity to the re-recording’s clave calamity.


At last, in December 2020, almost thirty years after it was written, the song came home. To honour the publication of a Heavenly book written by long-time consigliere Robin Turner, the Manics recorded a third ‘Spectators Of Suicide’ in just two live takes at their own Door To The River studio near Newport. The original’s brittle grace was now powered by the weight of three decades’ worth of life experience, embellished by hammered dulcimer, and transported to the upper echelons of the band’s finest work with a guest vocal by Gwenno, a twenty-first-century Heavenly star (Wire: ‘I’d say Gwen’s version has reclaimed it’). She even sang a version in Welsh. The spectacle finally found its definitive voice.


‘We thought Gwenno could sing this song perfectly, and she did,’ Bradfield says. ‘It just shows that song is in our bones. It’s always had an ease to it. On the wrong day, I could have written something very much more Holy Bible-esque to that lyric. But it caught me on a good day! I think we did a good job.’
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