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FOREWORD


When I look at Tom’s photos of us they start, appropriately, in Oxford, on Keble Road, in 1992 and end up eleven years later in NYC, which also feels kind of appropriate. It reflects the kind of journey that we went on in those years and, coincidentally or not, Tom was often with us, snapping away at some of those defining moments. The first ever shoot for the Melody Maker. Our first visit to America and LA. The launch of OK Computer to the world in Tokyo and Barcelona. The Tibetan Freedom Concert in ’98. Taking Kid A out onto the road. These were all big moments for us, and he was there because we trusted him. And he was good.


We didn’t let many in, partly because we could be awkward buggers, but also because the only thing we were interested in was making good music, getting better at our craft and connecting with our audience through shows. That, believe it or not, didn’t endear us to the British music press initially. Oh, and also the fact that we were all from middle class backgrounds, which at the beginning of the ’90s was definitely something to kick a young band about. But Tom never did. He never judged us, and with every session our friendship and trust grew ever greater.


You realize as you get older that the journey is everything. Yes, of course success can be a wonderful thing, but it’s the way you get there that counts, and with that some of the people that you meet and share these moments with. Tom is one of them. A beautiful man and a beautiful photographer.


Thank you, Tom.


With huge gratitude and love,


ED
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INTRODUCTION


I have had the pleasure of working with Radiohead for more than a decade, during which time they went from a new band to something truly inspirational.


I remember shooting them on the roof of the Capitol Records building in LA on one of our early sessions together, in 1993. They were just young guys then, putting in the hours with the salespeople, press and radio DJs etc, to try to build something. Now, thirty-odd years later, they’ve earned the right to stand on the roof of that building as one of the biggest bands in the world.


Over that time we’ve become not old friends as such, but old comrades. We’ve had a good working relationship, I think in part because I worked with them so early on, when they were still finding out who they were and in particular how they wanted to present themselves in photographs. But they’re also great people on an individual level. We might go a few years without working together, but when we do meet we can just pick up where we left off last time, sharing and recommending records, books, etc.


Radiohead are an inspirational band, so incredibly talented and creative, but they also look to what others do for their own inspiration. When I met up with Ed not long ago he gave me an Arthur Verocai album –payback, he said, for a David Crosby album I’d given him at some point. The band is like that, always fired-up by culture and on the lookout for interesting ideas and approaches. They give me not just inspiration to seek out these things myself, but also a thirst to keep going, to pick these things up. They won’t tell you to go out and read this, listen to that, but if you’re perceptive then just being around them is enough to pick things up anyway. A creative osmosis…


They’re often seen as a serious band. And they are, their music is deep and thoughtful. But funnily enough, when I think of working with them I see them laughing. When you’re working, of course they have to put on a professional face, as we all do. It’s been great to see them develop as a band, but also in our work together. In our early sessions they were unsure, still finding their image. But in our later shoots, though I’m still directing, they know what to do now.


They’re one of the most interesting bands I’ve ever worked with, not just for their music but also for what they ignite in me.


Tom Sheehan
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LONDON: JANUARY 1995


“Uh, heh-heh, what is this?” asks a teenager, as confused as he is pimply, as he watches an unseen video by an unknown band play on his television.


“Don’t worry, Butt-Head,” replies Beavis, sitting next to him on the sofa, “it gets cool in a minute.”


“It better start rocking,” grumps Butt-Head, eyeballing the singer, “or I’ll really give him something to cry about.”


Beavis tells him to shut up – the pasty English guy on TV with the choirboy voice and shaggy, bleached-blonde hair is just warming up. Then, from out of their telly it comes: a huge, jagged, furniture-shifting guitar riff. The kids explode from their couch in a frenzy of head-banging, fist-pumping and very-metal exultation.


“RAAAAAH!” shouts Beavis. “Yeah yeah yeah yeah!”


Butt-Head has changed his mind. “This is pretty cool!”


Then, suddenly, the song changes again. To their adolescent minds it’s gone back to being soft. To being uncool. “What…?” splutters Beavis. “What’s going on? How come they don’t just, like, play that cool part through the whole song?”


Ah, the mid-nineties. When MTV was a defining force in culture and the “M” in its name stood for “music”, not mindless reality TV tat. When the channel’s resident advisers – a pair of spotty, snotty, oiky, badly drawn boys in an American animation – were the culture-defining arbiters of what was hot and what was not. And for British bands trying to make a dent in the US, Mike Judge’s Beavis & Butt-Head was as brutal as it was basic as it was brilliant. You had to laugh. If you didn’t, you might cry, pack up and go back to shuffling around the UK’s indie circuit.


But if you had greater ambitions than that, you had to learn to take your cartoon licks, because undoubtedly things would get immeasurably tougher. Viewing your breakthrough anthem “Creep” as an albatross around your necks – a song you’d ultimately banish from your setlist for years at a time – wouldn’t even be the half of it. Meeting people is easy? Hardly.


But right now?


“It’s so cool to get on a programme like Beavis and Butt-Head,” Radiohead’s Thom Yorke is telling me in a hotel in central London. “That was great. My favourite bit is where Beavis goes, ‘if they didn’t have a bit of the song that sucked, then the other bit wouldn’t be so great.’ Yes!” the singer exclaims, cheerfully.


I ask if it might be the best review Radiohead have had for “Creep”, the single whose success – number 7 in the UK, a smash in a couple of dozen countries – hauled them round the world on an endless world tour. Okay, it actually lasted just shy of two years, but having been originally released a year before it was a hit, Campaign Creep had been very long indeed.


“Yes, absolutely. Wonderful!” Thom, at the time of the interview 26 years old, replies chirpily. “He should write for the music press. Once you’ve been on Beavis and Butt-Head…”


…you’ve arrived?


“Absolutely.”


Even if they’re taking the piss?


“Oh, yeah. We take ourselves far too seriously sometimes.”


I’m not gonna lie: in early 1995 I may have been Butt-Head-adjacent.


Radiohead were far from a big, or important, or must-listen-to band for me at that time. I’d seen them live, on Friday 30 October 1992, at The Venue, a tiny club in Edinburgh. They’d only been signed in Christmas week 1991, under their original name of On A Friday, their rock’n’roll nomenclature taken from the day – oh yes – on which they rehearsed. Little wonder, then, that that autumn, as demonstrated by the photographs taken by Tom Sheehan in their home town of Oxford the previous month, the band were floppy, bashful and trying on for size what it felt like to be a band. Sunglasses? Check. Leather jacket? Check. Staring meaningfully into the distance? We can do that!


Edinburgh was one stop on the now-legendary tour where the five-piece from Oxford supported not only up-and-coming Hull trio Kingmaker but also the juggler who was onstage between Radiohead and the headliners. “Creep” had been released for the first time the previous month but neither it nor the band’s set that night registered much with me. Me and my student mates did, though, snicker at the very Spinal Tap-ness of their billing.


History does not record whether any balls were dropped that cold evening in the Scottish capital, but certainly over the next year or so it seemed like Radiohead spilled a few of their own. Their debut album, Pablo Honey, came out in February 1993. It felt thin. Basic. Another British guitar album released in the dead zone between the fag-end of grunge and the birth-spasms of Britpop. Not as good as Catherine Wheel.


Even when, eventually, “Creep” crept inexorably around the world, dragging Pablo Honey behind it to the tune of 1.1 million copies purchased in less than two years – and a gold disc in the Philippines – I wasn’t sold.


Then, in January 1995 I was contacted by a commissioning editor at “CD magazine” Volume: would I like to interview Radiohead? As an eager-beaver-cub journalist, my first instinct was: “Where do you want me?” My second instinct: “Ah, yeah, but I’m not really into them…” Then again, it was a chance to travel to London. For this rookie writer, desperate for some national profile, it had the whiff of a Proper Assignment, even if I didn’t wholeheartedly view Radiohead as a Proper Band. Yes, I’m afraid I was that snotty.


Then I received an advance cassette of Radiohead’s second album, which was the reason for the interview – The Bends.


But was this really the same people? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. From the very opening, the echoing thrum of “Planet Telex”, this was an entirely different band. As if a group of schoolfriends who’d been pinballed round the world had grabbed that head-spinning energy and chaos between their collective hands and forced them into the very atoms of their songwriting. Nuclear (con)fusion. It was that powerful.


To be fair (to me), Radiohead seemed just as perplexed by this turn of events.


“It was really hard to get any judgement on the second album,” says Thom on that wintry day 29 years ago. “There was a lot of tearing ourselves to bits – and tearing what we were doing to bits as well, because we had so much to prove.”


Prefiguring the industry-shaking battles Radiohead would be having a decade or so hence, they admit that their record company – surprise – didn’t wholly help either.


“You go from being a band that’s pretty inconsequential on EMI’s worldwide roster to being up there as a priority alongside Pink Floyd,” says guitarist Ed O’Brien.
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