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  FOR SUSIE, LILY, ELEANOR AND LOTTIE . . . XXXX




  





  Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises,




  Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not.




  Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments




  Will hum about mine ears; and sometime voices,




  That, if I then had waked after long sleep,




  Will make me sleep again; and then, in dreaming,




  The clouds methought would open, and show riches




  Ready to drop upon me, that, when I waked,




  I cried to dream again.




  William Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act III, sc. ii.




  What do you call that noise that you put on? This is pop.




  ‘This Is Pop’, Andy Partridge
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  INTRODUCTION




  If the will of every man were free, that is, if every man could act as he pleased, all history would be a series of disconnected

  accidents.




  Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace




  5–4–3–2–1, counted down the introduction to Manfred Mann’s 1964 top-five hit, signalling the start of Ready Steady

  Go! I was a teenager when I first watched a Channel 4 rerun of the show, and as the declaration THE WEEKEND STARTS HERE filled the screen in bold letters, I was transported back to the heyday

  of classic British songwriting – the time of The Beatles, The Who and The Kinks. The songs put to shame many of the superficial records of the Eighties and invited me to explore a popular

  music beyond the immediate present.




  Having spent a lifetime listening to records and making my own music, I have always been intrigued by the creative process behind popular songs. I was instinctively drawn by

  the small mysterious piece of information that sat beneath each song’s title: the name of the songwriter. I was fascinated to imagine Lennon and McCartney, Pete Townshend or Raymond Douglas

  Davies plucking words and melody out of the ether, and hunted for information about composition in biographies and magazines. Disappointingly the focus was invariably on the musicians’

  lifestyle. Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, Paul Zollo wrote a book called Songwriters On Songwriting. It was a collection of interviews with many of North America’s most celebrated

  writers talking about their craft. It is a compelling and absorbing read. Sometime in the late 1990s I found myself in Borders bookshop on Charing Cross Road asking for the British equivalent. To

  my amazement, it did not exist. A seed was planted and ten years later I made up my mind to fill the gap.




  To a songwriter, the question of what comes first, the words or the music, is a tired cliché. Writing a song is a highly personal process. If successful, the result is

  shared with an audience of thousands if not millions, something that requires composers to ‘let go’ of their precious creations. When I talked with the twenty-seven songwriters in this

  book I had all my questions laid out in front of me divided into neat themes: Words; Melody; Routine; Audience/Performance; Musicality; Building a Song. I was fascinated by how differently each

  songwriter responded, and keen to follow up the unexpected insights they offered. Common themes began to emerge, as well as the idiosyncrasies of individual methods. They should be easy to find,

  whether you choose to read this book sequentially or just dip and skip. The most frequent phrase to appear is ‘There is no one way to write’. It is no surprise. The book is a

  celebration of imagination, and its insights are gained not only from the artists’ precise analysis of their own methods but also from their self-protective deflections.




  In all but two of the conversations (Pet Shop Boys and Annie Lennox) my questions were not submitted ahead of talking with the artist. As a result, what you will read here is

  the transcription of songwriters’ words as they collect their thoughts and search for the exact phrases to capture their meaning. It is likely that only a few of the musicians will remember

  what they said to me until they read this book (although Bryan Ferry, Mick Jones, Madness, Annie Lennox, Pet Shop Boys, Damon Albarn and Noel Gallagher all approved their chapters ahead of

  publication), but the threads of their thoughts reflect their deepest beliefs and working practices. A few stories may seem to be more rehearsed anecdotes from rock ’n’ roll mythology,

  but whilst they may be known by one set of fans, they may be entirely new to the next. The artists are presented chronologically, loosely based upon the timing of their initial impact in musical

  history. This arrangement reflects developments in politics, social change and recording technology, all of which affect writing, from the language of the lyrics to the equipment of the recording

  studios and the devices songwriters employ to remember ideas.




  I began writing the book by making a list of classic British rock and pop songwriters. Forty or fifty names immediately came to mind, but if the project was to cover fifty

  years, it felt right to condense the list to twenty-five artists. Since I was taking John Lennon and Paul McCartney’s composition and recording of ‘Love Me Do’ in 1962 as the

  starting point of modern British music, I decided that the songwriters also needed to be performers. I also tried to give each of the decades from the Sixties to the present day roughly equal

  representation. By now the list of artists was slimming down to a more manageable thirty names. I discussed my ambition with Richard Thomas, a man renowned for his encyclopaedic knowledge of music

  and connected to both the rock and pop and the literary worlds. His response was encouraging but also realistic. Musing on why no one had ever attempted this before, he perhaps answered his own

  question by predicting that only a third of the list would agree to participate and that the project would take at least five years to complete. I then picked up the phone, searched the Internet

  for contact numbers and names, and began to send out invitations.




  People say ‘No’ because they have not been persuaded to say ‘Yes’ – this was my maxim throughout the process. I have pestered, annoyed and

  cajoled in the pursuit of my ambition. I was convinced that the book belonged on the shelves of every music lover, musician, writer and social historian. I clung doggedly to this belief despite

  repeated rejections from within both the publishing and the music industries. Whilst this is not a definitive work by any stretch of the imagination, I would argue that the artists involved have

  all contributed uniquely to the progression of classic British songwriting. But what is meant by that term, ‘classic’?




  A song can get us from A to B as simply and effectively and with the same familiarity as a daily journey to work or a walk to the local pub. But some songwriters choose to

  take the scenic route. It’s still the same starting and finishing point, but our minds have been opened along the way and our senses excited. Along with depth, originality and imagination,

  great music that makes a lasting impression has an honest craftsmanship running through it. Over time, and often with renewed appreciation, we bestow the word ‘classic’ upon

  it.




  Equally tricky to pinpoint is the unique character of ‘British’ music. When we identify music in this way, we are making an association with the spoken voice of

  our language: dialect, slang, places and names. We recognize our accents and phrases, common codes of speech and our stresses of expression, but at the same time much of our island’s musical

  heritage is imported. It would be a bold musician indeed who would lay claim to British modern instrumental originality. In the wake of The Beatles, Sixties songwriters drew from American R&B,

  Fifties rock ’n’ roll and pre-war genres. Even punk, despite all its posturing and claims to raw self-expression, found its roots in the same music as its predecessors. The beat was

  simplified and the rhythm straightened, but the style and structures were still essentially American. Reflecting the classical compositions of Walter Carlos (Switched On Bach and A

  Clockwork Orange/Music From The Soundtrack), electronica, which found favour with so many artists in the Eighties, was born out of a European phenomenon, particularly the Seventies German

  movement that produced Faust, Can, Neu! and Kraftwerk. Musicians learn through imitation. Their originality is in the revoicing of an influence with creative imagination.




  Only four female songwriters are questioned in the book. This is a reflection of historical male dominance, though a few artists turned down invitations to participate and

  some are no longer with us, namely Sandy Denny, Kirsty MacColl and Amy Winehouse. I was keen to address the gender disparity by asking the songwriters I met for their thoughts on the subject. Their

  answers make for fascinating reading and it is no accident that the final chapters of the book, representing the most contemporary work, come from two female songwriters, Lily Allen and Laura

  Marling.




  This book chronicles a golden age of British songwriting through the artists who have made their mark on the music of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The joy of

  their work will always be in the listening: the words best sung; the music best felt. But the conversations that follow offer a privileged insight into each writer’s imagination. The

  techniques revealed range from editing and sharpening wordplay to finding rhythms and rhymes, and from pursuing melody in search of hooks to exploring studio possibilities. Isle of Noises

  challenges the notion that youth alone provides originality, whilst the wider conversation champions songwriters who have followed their artistic instincts, free from convention or commercial

  constraint. At a time when technological advances constantly distract listeners from the craft of songwriting – downloads without compositional credits; songwriting acknowledgements reduced

  to unreadable sizes on the iPod – there has never been a better moment to celebrate fifty years of classic British songwriting. God Save the Noise.




  





  
RAY DAVIES





  And just when I wanted no one to be there / All of my friends were there / Not just my friends / But their best friends too.




  Behind Ray Davies is the celebrated British music hall tradition: an era of song, laughter and alcohol. Music hall was riotous and unconstrained by the Royal

  Patent which regulated legitimate theatres, and its songs told stories in the folk tradition. Rogues, wastrels and criminals were remembered and even celebrated on the Victorian stage, like

  ‘Sam Hall’ or George Leybourne’s comic character ‘Champagne Charlie’. The created persona is also a characteristic of Ray Davies’s songwriting. Just as the

  revered Vesta Tilley was the first music hall star to dress as a man, so ‘Lola’ was the first male pop character to dress as a woman. The molly houses of eighteenth-century London

  streamed with cross-dressers and effeminate masculine personalities. Following in the tradition, music hall stars were able to offer a contrast to contemporary prudishness just as modern pop can

  challenge archaic attitudes. Hoxton-born Marie Lloyd sang the saucy ‘She’d Never Had Her Ticket Punched Before’. This story of a naive country girl arriving wide-eyed in London

  has echoes in the Davies ballads ‘Big Black Smoke’ and ‘Polly’. His songbook runs riot with sexual ambiguity as well as an eye for male vulnerability: ‘Out Of The

  Wardrobe’ and the more directly gay and fancy-free figure of ‘David Watts’. The Kinks, as their name suggested, played theatrical camp.
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      Ray Davies at home, 2009 by Chris Metzler


    


  




  





  The London of 1860 had conspicuous parallels with the world Ray Davies would mirror in song a century later. More than 50,000 prostitutes were earning a living on the streets

  of the capital. The city was rife with disease and filled with an awful stench from the Thames, and tens of thousands of families lived packed into one-room tenements. Charles Booth’s study

  of the working class revealed that almost a third of Londoners were living on or around the poverty line. In 1966, at the height of the media-proclaimed Swinging Sixties, the disparity between

  excess and bare existence was equally shocking. When England lifted the World Cup at Wembley the nation’s number one singalong was ‘Sunny Afternoon’. Davies had conceived the song in stark contrast to the mood of the age. Behind the knees-up rousing chorus the song attacked in subtle, cutting verse the big fat momma, symbol of an

  all-consuming, taxing government, and the drunkenness and cruelty of a broken-down aristocrat. ‘Dead End Street’ reflected the country’s failings with equally devastating

  observation, referring to a crack up in the ceiling and family nourishment limited to bread and honey. The song was reminiscent of Fred W. Leigh and Charles Collins’s standard

  ‘My Old Man’, which told of a couple fleeing from the burden of unpaid rent. Davies’s compositions offered musical gaiety to sweeten bitter tales. The naked E major descending

  scale of ‘The Money Go Round’ robed itself in vaudeville delivery whilst attacking the theft of intellectual property. ‘All Of My Friends Were There’ described a

  disguise of shame with a worn moustache and parted hair. Out of the circus rhythm, falling notes in F major release the song’s joviality into a beautifully segued half-time

  melancholy. Wit was a Davies tool of anger handled with precision blows.




  The great British songwriting legacy is traditionally in defiance of the establishment. Like Jagger and Richards, the outspoken Davies paid little heed to convention. A

  century earlier Harry Clifton had accepted payment from factory owners to write songs encouraging employees to graft, but ‘Work, Boys, Work and Be Contented’ reflected a very different

  mood from the industrial world of the Sixties. Davies voiced the grievances and plight of the neglected working man. His songs recognized the hardship and struggle at the propping-up end of

  society. ‘(Wish I Could Fly Like) Superman’ was a song of escapism from strikes and bills, whilst the celluloid dreamer of ‘Oklahoma USA’ asks all life we work but work

  is a bore, if life’s for livin’ then what’s livin’ for? Davies’s songbook is a chronicle capturing the pulse and heart of the British working man. His stories

  show the realities with telling insights from everyday life, and his observations blend quaint and humorous storytelling with damning indictments of authority. He tells of prosaic characters and

  their everyday rituals, such as taking afternoon tea or roast beef on a Sunday, watching football or negotiating the weights and pulls of emotional attachment. His words are

  accessible and easy to understand, and there is a magnetism in the song construction that is deceptive in its simplicity. One of The Kinks’ greatest achievements was The Village Green

  Preservation Society, celebrating a nostalgic image of a disappearing world. The village green acts as the focal point for the characters of ‘Walter’ and ‘Johnny

  Thunder’, representing a decaying of innocence. But it was not just a fondness for the past and the last good old-fashioned steam-powered trains that informed the album. There was an

  underlying sense of hope, determination and an ache for change. As the Seventies dawned, Davies would take these desires and re-examine his relationship to pop music.




  The fountainhead of Ray Davies’s imagination is London. ‘Waterloo Sunset’ conjures the unique atmosphere of the city’s famous

  river. It is the nearest pop music has to Impressionism in art. The paintings of Whistler and Monet depict the fog of London shrouding the Thames, and Davies too draws the dirty old river with

  strokes of enduring symbolism. His eye for detail came from an art-school background. As a student at Croydon Art College he regularly crossed Waterloo Bridge, and this, coupled with a brief period

  as an in-patient at St Thomas’ Hospital where he was able to watch the river flow, provided the idea for the song. His simple storytelling and eye for life’s everyday detail bring to

  mind Hogarth’s paintings and the fiction of Charles Dickens. Davies, though, connects with his audience via the highly accessible channel of popular melody. ‘Waterloo Sunset’

  rests on three sets of five-note melodies working their way lazily down one octave. Another inspirational Londoner, William Blake, published in 1794 his collection Songs Of Innocence And Of

  Experience. The poems juxtapose the contrary states of humanity that interest Davies: good with corruption; childishness with adulthood; sexual purity with lust and jealousy. Two centuries may

  divide the writings, but the common ground is clear. Like Blake before him, Davies is keenly attuned to the city and the human beings who inhabit it.




  In 1964, the newly elected Labour government, the first in thirteen years, boasted a straight-talking prime minister with a Yorkshire accent. The Kinks, too,

  traded on accent. Davies sang in his natural north London voice, establishing a semi-spoken delivery. Equally characteristic of The Kinks’ early releases was the group’s

  instrumentation. The sound of Dave Davies’s guitar on ‘You Really Got Me’ and ‘All Day And All Of The Night’ was revolutionary. Both songs rested upon raw driven chord

  movement, abrupt key changes and fierce staccato. Fifty years later Metallica re-recorded ‘You Really Got Me’ for Ray’s collaborations album. It represented a homecoming for heavy

  rock’s founding influence. Before the invention of foot pedals to change frequency dynamics at the press of switch, Ray’s younger brother experimented by skewering a knitting needle

  into his eight-amp guitar speaker. Dave’s home-modelled Green Amp, once fed through a Vox AC30, emitted a cacophonous distorted effect. It was ahead of its time and defined the early Kinks

  sound.




  The Davies brothers were born at 6 Denmark Terrace, Muswell Hill. Raymond Douglas arrived on 21 June 1944 as British troops advanced through Italy. Three years later David

  Russell Gordon completed the family of two boys and six girls. ‘Come Dancing’, written by Ray four decades on, and adapted in 2008 as an award-winning off-West End musical,

  nostalgically revisited his childhood memories: his sister dancing at the local Palais and he the unseen observer at the window watching two silhouettes saying goodnight by

  the garden gate. Tragically, on the eve of Ray’s thirteenth birthday, his older sister Rene collapsed on a West End ballroom dance floor and never recovered consciousness. Her present to him

  was a Spanish guitar. It was the birth of Ray’s complex relationship with music. The front room of Denmark Terrace offered a new space for night-time revelry. It was the home of the family

  piano and later the gramophone, and the room of entertainment, particularly when the boys’ father came home drunk from the pub over the road. The finger-picking country-and-western-styled two

  chords of ‘You Really Got Me’ were radicalized with dramatic key shifts and repetition on the front-room upright. Davies would increasingly construct ideas at the piano. He told

  Melody Maker in 1966, ‘The chords come first. The lyrics grow from fitting words to sounds . . . I’m not a good piano player. If you are reasonably good on an instrument and

  use it to compose on then you tend to get too complex – and that doesn’t work in pop music.’ Ray and Dave had served their apprenticeship in north London free-and-easies. In 1960

  The Ray Davies Quartet, augmented by school friend Pete Quaife, performed their first shows, playing local dances. The band name changed from The Ramrods to The Boll Weevils to The Ravens until a

  settled line-up with the addition of Mick Avory on drums signed to Pye Records as The Kinks on 23 January 1964. Within a year the quartet was celebrating a trio of number-one singles.




  For the next four years Davies’s rapidly developing conversational tone demanded centre stage. Band arrangements become subservient to narrative storytelling.

  ‘Where Have All The Good Times Gone’ recalled Daddy didn’t have no toys and mummy didn’t need no boys; ‘Well Respected Man’ reflects Fifties conformity

  and class, but the main character secretly adores the girl next door ’cause he’s dying to get at her; ‘Dedicated Follower Of Fashion’ points to the writer’s

  interest in subterfuge: they seek him here, they seek him there; ‘Situations Vacant’ addresses upward social mobility and ‘Mr Pleasant’ superficial domestic

  happiness. Ray was the cruel observer with a fragile vocal delivery: if I can’t have you to myself / set me free. The writing revelled in the elasticity of language: my poor

  rheumatic back / yes, yes, yes it’s my autumn almanac and was sparing in the use of the word love. Davies brought an emotional and intellectual core to popular music delivered

  with subtle satire and social commentary. His trick was to favour imagination over reportage. Unfortunately in 1966, the American Federation of Musicians of the United States withheld permits,

  preventing The Kinks from touring the country. The Davies brothers’ historical infighting on stage had fallen foul of an Anglo-American union agreement. In 1969 Ted Dreber, assistant

  president of the Federation, told Rolling Stone magazine that although there was no reference to the band on file the ‘reciprocity agreement allows either union to withhold permits

  for a group if they behave badly on stage or fail to show for scheduled performances without good reason’. In ‘Americana’ Davies described the problem

  slightly differently: . . . the English beat group known as The Kinks are banned from America / Their licence to perform has been revoked indefinitely, before centring the disagreement on

  an altercation with a television union representative: You with your red hunting jackets and your yellow frilly shirts . . . you’re never gonna work in America again. For Ray it was

  a disastrous and at the same time pivotal moment in his career. He responded by going underground. What emerged was exploratory and adventurous writing rewarded with commercial wilderness.

  Spirituality undercut ‘God’s Children’. Loss, depth and maturity blessed the endless and sacred ‘Days’. The successful writer ‘Sitting In My

  Hotel’ dressed in satin strides and two-tone daisy roots . . . writing songs for old-time vaudeville revues was a sumptuous piano ballad with unexpected movement of chords and

  melody. As the Seventies began the American ban was lifted but Davies has always felt that The Kinks were denied their greatest opportunity. The country would embrace the band again, culminating

  with a performance (including the appropriately titled ‘Give The People Want They Want’) to a sold-out Madison Square Garden in 1981, but the momentum of the Sixties had been

  irrevocably crushed.




  The British Music Hall Society motto, ‘cherishing the jewels of Britain’s musical past but actively supporting the interests of the future’ might have been

  created for The Kinks. Much of the extensive commentary on the band’s work would have you believe that Davies’s writing career halted abruptly sometime around the end of the Sixties,

  then briefly reappeared in the early Eighties, before conducting a valedictory tour in the 2000s. Music chart statistics do a great disservice by suggesting that success is directly linked to

  artistic achievement. The songwriting of Ray Davies dispels this notion single-handedly. After a breathtaking run of magnificent singles in the Sixties, he began to look outside mainstream

  expectation. A series of records investigated the possibilities of the long-player and its relationship to popular music. They were bold and daring explorations. Soap Opera addressed the

  privileges of fame, using spoken-word links. Schoolboys In Disgrace was a collected song cycle examining education whilst Preservation I and II took Davies’s

  theatrical leanings into scripted character parts. The release of Arthur (Or The Decline And Fall Of The British Empire) in 1969 coincided with The Who’s rock opera, Tommy.

  The two albums, though vastly different in conception, embraced a thematic song cycle reminiscent of Italian cantata. But whereas Pete Townshend began to sidestep the structures of the popular

  song, verse, chorus, middle eight, Davies remained episodic, allowing each song to work independently within the greater theme. In his twenties Davies had taken orchestral lessons and their

  influence has affected various of his projects since. A commissioned piece, Flatlands, in the early Eighties, recorded with the Britten Sinfonia, used a choral

  offering to evoke the atmosphere of the Norfolk landscape. The Kinks Choral Collection in 2009 allowed long-forgotten gems such as the yearning ‘Celluloid Heroes’ and the

  suburban conformity of ‘Shangri-La’ to be arranged for the Crouch End Festival Choir. Noel Gallagher employed the same voices in his debuting Noel Gallagher’s High Flying

  Birds in 2011. It was a clear tribute and a reminder of a 66-year-old’s influence in the new millennium.




  In conversation Davies has consistently and perhaps deliberately given his songs ambiguous interpretations. X-Ray: The Unauthorized Autobiography was a masterclass in

  veiled truths and opacity. He is like a crossword: the pleasure is found in the challenge, not the personality of the game-setter. Meeting for our conversation was a flirtation of phone calls,

  theatre visits and backstage bonhomie. Ray has a kind, inviting manner and is a tease when explaining the songwriting process.
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      The Kinks’ ‘Supersonic Rocket Ship’ 2” tape box, 1972


    


  




  Carol Ann Duffy suggested in an interview that words take on a greater value when they are typed because in print they seem more glamorous and

  important.




  Strangely enough, thinking back to ‘Dedicated Follower Of Fashion’, that was typed out, first draft, never changed a word, as was ‘Come Dancing’. I use a pen quite a lot.

  I do like to write things out. I keep lots of notes. She’s absolutely correct. It’s maybe an age thing, but if I see something typed out on a screen I can only really evaluate it when

  it’s in hard copy. So I’d go one step further: they have more power when you see the hard copy and even more value when they’ve been chiselled out in the lithograph.




  When you have ideas how do you remember or capture them?




  I’ve gone through periods of not writing anything down, believing if the idea is good it will stick. It’s a really good question: whatever it takes. I literally do use serviettes in

  restaurants. I carry a bag round with me sometimes with various quite thick notepads. I’ve been a bit slack this year; I’ve only used two notepads up. There’s always a few sheets

  of paper in my pocket.




  When you’re pulling ideas together do you need certain circumstances in which to write?




  I remember writing when I had my first marriage. I had the television on. I was playing music. The two kids were crawling around the floor. All right, I was twenty-two years old, but I could

  work better in that situation than in silence. I liked being bombarded with external sources. My theory at that time was, if the idea’s good it can survive all these onslaughts from the

  outside world.




  Has the capacity stayed with you?




  To a degree. I try to take the preciousness out of writing. Alone in a quiet room I tend to be too reverential of the space needed. It’s the old Jimmy Webb theory: apparently when he wrote

  ‘Up, Up And Away’ and the hits for The 5th Dimension he lived in a car and had a very transient lifestyle. According to folklore he had all the success, bought a fantastic house, put a

  studio in it and then couldn’t write.




  Did that ever happen to you when you made the move from Muswell Hill to larger houses at the peak of your success?




  It worked to a degree. Sometimes you need space. The tidier the space the tidier the ideas; and they’re not always interesting.




  I recently saw the Victoria & Albert exhibition dedicated to the artistic life of Annie Lennox. She explained how moving landscapes from taxi

  windows, tour buses or trains sparked her imagination.




  I know what she means, people writing in transit, that’s a good way to write. Like I say, the ideas have to be more durable and have to sustain themselves. If you’re in perfect

  silence . . . that’s why people drink, I suppose.




  How developed are your ideas before they are committed to a written form?




  I think the thought process is interesting. We didn’t have tape recorders when I started writing songs. You couldn’t tape ideas. I had to notate a lot of stuff. I’ve still got

  ‘You Really Got Me’ notated somewhere. Generally speaking, the good ideas stay in the head. I’ve got a couple of tunes going round my head and they won’t leave me alone

  until they’re finished. It’s something I’ve built into my artillery. I use military words for songwriting: my artillery, my weaponry. I train my brain to remember incidents and

  people; sometimes they morph into one, certainly in a work like Return To Waterloo. That was an interesting project because for a couple of years I was going up on that same route making

  notes about imaginary people: people that I’d observed. Then I wrote the screenplay for it and it all just came out. It was all in my head. The discipline of that was interesting because each

  railway station along the line had a specific memory. I didn’t realize it. I was writing that treatment for the two years I was taking that journey up on the train with it going through my

  head. When I got the commission to write it I took the journey on the train and said, ‘Yes, I remember that man, this will happen at the second part of the story and this station reflects

  that emotion.’ It’s an interesting way, sort of Pavlov’s theory of writing songs, writing a bigger piece.




  Reading the Waterloo Sunset short stories gives the impression that your songs have developed backstories much as an actor’s depth of character is

  implied by suggestion, not explicit explanation.




  You can’t do too much with a three-minute song. It’s possible to layer it in such a way and throw in lyrics, ideas that trigger the imagination of the listener. All great songs can

  do that. I like to put in backstory. My theory is this: doesn’t matter if you’re writing a novel or doing an Edward Bond play or doing a short sketch on TV; if you’ve got the

  backstory right, you know the characters right.




  Do you write in long form and then condense it down to a pop-song structure?




  I believe in the three-act structure whether it be a film, play or song. It’s a little test. Sometimes it doesn’t work, but it’s a good rule I have.




  Aristotle would say the final act is resolution.




  I guess you’ve got character, conflict and resolution. Sometimes it’s bad to write to that sort of formula. It’s a good thing to have in the artillery.




  Much of your writing thrives on other people’s lives; what is the attraction?




  One of my favourite actors is Alec Guinness. I was shocked when he was interviewed saying the reason he’s so good in all these great characters he played is because he’s like an

  empty shell. Most good actors let the character consume them. One of the first books I bought after I started writing songs was Stanislavski’s An Actor Prepares. I learnt that a lot

  of the rules that actors use can be applied to songwriting. It’s not as profound being a songwriter, but I am more interested in seeing other people. Other people’s lives have to

  resonate in me or else I couldn’t write the song. Sometimes it takes strangers that fascinate me to trigger off the creative urge. I like non-attractive people with big emotions.




  What would make you reject an idea?




  Feeling I’d done it before. I’ve got a high rejection rate and I reject too easily. There’s only so many ideas, so many things you can write about. The secret is to put things

  in it that are unique. I’m writing a couple of love songs; it’s really hard to write them. They’re the ones that go through my head all the time and I’ll put something

  unique in and I’ll find something. It’s like whittling down. I used to describe songwriting – I think it’s when I was writing ‘Waterloo Sunset’ –

  it’s like whittling down a stone and smoothing out the rough edges: it becomes perfect. You have to pitch songs to yourself. Sell it to yourself.




  Have you had to overcome dried-up periods?




  It’s not drying out, when you sit down and write . . . like this morning I got up and I wrote some things and was finishing off some unfinished work. I realized sometimes the reason

  there’s a problem with a particular song is it should be a bigger piece. So I started writing a bigger piece of music because that’s what I was trying to do, but I thought I was doing a

  three-minute song. So I got it out of my system and put some samples in and created a more orchestral pad. Sometimes the orchestra’s enough and you don’t need the lyric. It’s one

  of my ambitions to do an instrumental record with just as much narrative in it as some of my songs. Revisiting The Village Green Preservation Society was an overwhelming and humbling

  experience. I was amazed by the depth of the songs. I re-demoed every song to bring out the words. I did skeleton arrangements before they were orchestrated. I was very proactive in that area.

  There’s a narrative to it which really worked for me. It made me realize I must have known something then when I did it. Being in a band is difficult . . . I think if

  I’d approached it as a piece in its own right without the band, I’m not saying it’d be more successful; I can’t say that it stands as a great band album . . . there are many

  aspects on the record that no other band could have played, certainly some of the weirder Eastern European-sounding tracks. Only The Kinks could have done that.
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      ‘Alcohol’ lyrics, handwritten by Ray Davies


    


  




  





  Do you like re-visiting the past?




  It’s hell. The past is something you can’t take back; it’s wonderful. The joy of doing Village Green; it allowed me to interpret the songs. We didn’t change any

  notes but the arrangements stretched and allowed the songs to breathe more, which was very rewarding for me.




  Do you go back and listen to your own records?




  With songs I haven’t done live for a long time, I just get the lyric sheet out and that tells me everything. It’s interesting to note songs like ‘Misfits’ and ‘Full

  Moon’, how the songs thematically express themselves in a story-like narrative. I haven’t sung ‘Misfits’ in years and it ends like it should end. The key phrases come out.

  Songs evolve over the years. ‘Lola’ writes its own arrangement; you just sing the song. It’s always there. What I’m discovering is the value of doing things acoustically. If

  it works acoustically it will work with a big band. I never used to do that. When I was with The Kinks I always used to write songs that would suit them as an entity.




  Can you recall the sentiment behind writing ‘Lola’?




  It was about love, but not directly. The song was designed. I didn’t show the words to the band. We just rehearsed it with the la-la la-la Lo-la chorus which came first. I had a

  one-year-old daughter at the time and she was singing along to it. But I was bothered by the arpeggio guitar at the beginning. I said, ‘It’s got to be a hit in the first three

  seconds.’ Later I went back in the studio and took the phrase at the end of the verse, C C C C D E, and replayed it at the beginning to grab people’s attention. I had a new Martin

  acoustic guitar which I tracked three times all slightly out of time to give it character. And then I put a National guitar on top of it.




  What was the ambition at the turn of the Seventies behind creating more theatrical works like Arthur, Preservations I and II, Soap

  Opera or Schoolboys In Disgrace?




  The Who and The Kinks were both on a quest for the same destination but went about it in different ways. I did it with things like ‘Shangri-La’ and ‘Australia’, what

  people call the section songs: the thematic songs. I was trying to set up the idea that songs could be playlets, small theatre pieces. To put them in a format so they could

  be treated as more than a three-minute pop song. I will always aspire to write the great three-minute song. I’ve not written it yet. ‘You Really Got Me’, ‘All Day And All Of

  The Night’ and ‘Tired Of Waiting For You’ came close. I just know there’s more juice in the tank. Better performances. There’s always a better song to sing.




  You once said ‘Two Sisters’ was like playing a chess game; a couple of more mediocre lines thrown in before the killer move no longer jealous of her

  sister. Similarly ‘Wonderboy’ is about the joy of life before the pay-off refrain life is lonely.




  That’s true. I can pick up on something Jackson Browne said to me. We were doing ‘Waterloo Sunset’ on the collaborations album. He said, ‘I don’t need no

  friends?’ He said it twice. I said, ‘Yeah.’ He said, ‘That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever had to sing. It doesn’t make sense on the page but when you

  put it with the music . . .’ I hadn’t thought about it that way. The melody takes the curse off the grammar fault. The choice of words, the way they’re pronounced, sometimes gives

  an emotion that’s unexpected. Don’t is the killer word because it’s not correct. Great lines are only great because of what precedes them, maybe sometimes when they

  happen after. That’s why I’ve got complete reverence for Shakespeare as I’ve got older. When we did Schoolboys In Disgrace I had the great joy of doing a mock Shakespeare

  in the live show when the headmaster had to give a speech. It’s so great to liberate yourself to writing out the colours and the words used. It wasn’t very good but it was effective. I

  did it in a Richard Burton impersonation (laughing). Speaking of Burton, I got a copy of Under Milk Wood recently and I played it in the car to drive to Wales. Why not have some

  Dylan Thomas? The language of Polly Garter is beautiful: she says what a nose, there’s a conk! She’s a loose woman and she’s talking to one of the lovers, just great

  words and humour. Going back to the original question, I like to suppress certain words. ‘Two Sisters’ is a good example. It’s mundane. It’s ordinary and then you get a key

  change and that’s the secret: a note change with a crucial word. Sometimes it gets that serious. There’s a song called ‘Motorway’: Motorway food is the worst in the

  world, you’ve never eaten food like you’ve eaten on the motorway, motorway food is the worst in the world that goes on and on and on, goes to a chorus and at the end of the song is

  what the song is about: Mama oh mama, my dear Suzie Q, this message is sent just for you . . . my back really hurts, I never thought I’d travel so far to work. It’s saying

  different things. It’s setting it up like a list song at the beginning then it goes to the real emotion near the end. I do that. I set things up like that and sometimes

  I come in with a punchline at the end. The classic example is from an album called Everybody’s In Showbiz from the early Seventies. I played the album to the head of the record

  company and he said, ‘Why’s this album called Everybody’s In Showbiz?’ There’s a song at the end called ‘Celluloid Heroes’ which is about six and

  a half minutes long but he sat there and he sat there and on the last few bars I sing everybody’s a dreamer and everybody’s a star and everybody’s in showbiz, it doesn’t

  matter who you are. He said, ‘I get it, you set it up, I understand.’ The man took the time to listen to it. Without that delay . . . punchlines are great if they come in

  straightaway: She loves you yeah, yeah, yeah, but sometimes they need a set-up. I like the song called ‘Maximum Consumption’ from that album. It’s just making wordplay

  with menus.




  How important is truth as a starting point to a lyrical idea?




  Oh, truth . . . well I’d say if I was looking at it as an assessment you can only write something if it’s truthful to you, then you can believe it. Nothing can be honest if its

  premise is a lie. In fact there’s a song I have about a compulsive liar. I’ve had it since I first started writing songs. It’s a country song and I can’t finish it. I wrote

  a lot of songs when I was living with my sister. Then when I joined the band I wrote a second bunch of songs. It’s from then. I did a demo of it at home about four or five years ago.

  It’s an exercise for me. I set myself impossible exercises to write songs about . . . to stretch. You’ve got to do a workout sometimes. It’s like gymnasium exercises for your

  body: sometimes you need to work your brain out.




  Do you believe you must hate something or have an element of cruelty to write from true emotion?




  There’s a song called ‘Mr Reporter’, it’s one of my minor songs. Dave and I both did versions of it. He actually says I hate you, Mr Reporter but I don’t

  believe it, the word hate. Songs have to land. Musical songs land, they have a finish, a button. ‘Hello Dolly’ will have a button. The audience knows it’s over.

  You’ve got to convey ideas. A good song we did on Phobia was called ‘Hatred’: the only thing that lasts forever. Dave and I as a duet, and that worked. But in

  ‘Mr Reporter’ the word was not set up. It’s such a big word, ‘hate’. I didn’t really do my writing properly and the song didn’t land as a result.




  A curious thought: did having your brother in The Kinks offer you security or freedom to be more artistically expressive?




  When in doubt you . . . It was liberating to have him in the band. I did a song called ‘Australia’ years ago. I had to finish it really quickly; the back-track was down. I had

  Opportunities are available in all walks of life in Australia, and I thought, I don’t know what to write next. I wanted to make Dave laugh so I said

  no one beats around the bush in Australia and he laughed! That’s what’s great about bands rather than being singer-songwriters. You can try out things on the rest of the band

  and if it works for them then it’s good enough for me. I went through a phase of not letting the band hear the lyrics until we’d done the back-track ’cause I thought they’d

  laugh or be disparaging towards me, so I kept them secret. ‘Waterloo Sunset’ was like that. I didn’t want them to know what it was really about.




  Because of giving away something that’s so personal to you?




  I don’t know. I just didn’t want them to play duff notes over it or do something to screw it up, and certainly with ‘Wonderboy’: please be realistic, what’s that

  lyric all about?




  John Lennon said it was one of his favourite Kinks songs.




  People strain their eyes to see, but I see you and you see me, and ain’t that wonder? Sometimes the metre of songs . . . good lines are thrown away. Like I just said that line,

  that’s the way I’d like to sing it, but you can’t in the confines of four 4/4 bars, usually. Sometimes I let the words dictate. I’m notorious for sticking in 3/4 and 2/4

  bars on top of a rock song and going to a 9/8 bar. I’ve done that before, to the constant frustration and sometimes amusement of the musicians working with me. The words dictate the metre.

  The difference about writing then, it sounds cruel and harsh because I was young; now I’m more considered with writing.




  There’s a beautiful song you wrote called ‘Sweet Lady Genevieve’ that has the lyrics Once under a scarlet sky I told you never ending lies . . . I

  acted so slyly because you were acting so shy.




  Between that: but they were the words of a drunken vagabond who knew very well he would break your heart before long. Oh forgive me, Genevieve.




  Do you use characters to confront or disguise your own realities? ‘Mirror Of Love’ might be a similar example.




  I do use characters and that character is . . . as soon as the man starts speaking in ‘Sweet Lady Genevieve’ you don’t trust him for one moment. Good character writing, I

  guess. ‘Mirror of Love’ is completely benign, it’s innocent. It’s a man looking in the mirror saying, ‘You’re not such a bad guy after all’; two different

  emotions entirely. It sets up a thought pattern with people.




  It’s tempting to think the use of characters is a therapeutic device.




  Yeah, it is a disguise.




  No one can penetrate me, they only see what’s in their own fancy. How much of you is revealed in song?




  Less than you would imagine, more than you think. Around the later Sixties I was writing songs for a series on TV. They’d give me a brief on a Thursday, I’d write the song on a

  Friday and it’d be in the show on Saturday, but even in the songs that are just paid as a job something of you is inevitably going to transfer into that. I can’t write a song without

  putting . . . an album like Arthur, for example, which was written for a script about a character. Something of me did end up in that. It’s inevitable. There’s a lot and a

  little.




  You gotta be shrewd you gotta be strong, you’ve gotta convince yourself that you are not wrong. Whistle a tune and think of a catchy happy little song and

  look a little on the sunny side. It’s perplexing that some of your greatest writing has met with commercial silence. What gives you confidence to keep writing?




  Without going through that experience and those times I wouldn’t have come out with those songs. Getting mediocre reviews puts you in the underground for a while – what’s all

  that about?! It comes from a lack of awareness of your work. They’ve always done that with The Kinks. It’s something to do with the name, me. We set a fairly high standard with our

  first bunch of singles. They’re now regarded as something to aspire to. I often think of Usain Bolt: how much faster has it got to go? He’s a great runner but when he came second he was

  off the radar. It’s staying on the radar within myself is the important thing. I had a chat with Damon Albarn when Blur were going through the Britpop war with Oasis. I said,

  ‘You’ve just got to sit down and write your own songs and don’t think about the publicity.’ He did that, did his own thing and diversified. If I’m partly responsible

  for that I’m very happy.




  Did school recognize talent in you as an artist?




  I left school at fifteen to get some work experience. I then went back to art college and got all the qualifications I needed. The artistic side ran right beside the sporting side. I was captain

  of the sports team, fastest runner. The two worlds, art and sport, worked for me. I was acknowledged; I had something to say. I visualize songs before I write them, which comes from studying

  composition as a painter. Like the imagery in ‘Waterloo Sunset’.




  Where does melody come from? Do you believe in divine inspiration?




  You can construct a melody. I studied orchestration in my late twenties and learnt a bit about melody structure, which didn’t do me any favours as a songwriter

  because my whole philosophy of songwriting is untrained. The more I knew the less I could discover. I had a bunch of writers last week I was working with and I was trying to get to them to write

  more anthemic melodies. Great melodies are the most difficult to set lyrics to. You should interview Hal David. I had a long talk with him once at an awards ceremony. We were going to work together

  till we realized we both wrote lyrics. He said more often than not he got the melody from Burt Bacharach. They’re quite complex melodies. The art of great lyric writing with great melody

  writers is to really know your scan and your vowels. ‘Jerusalem’ was a piece of text first, then Hubert Parry wrote the music and set it. It was a musical setting, not a melody. What an

  incredible setting. If he could have written that setting without that lyric And did those feet in ancient times. In those first few bars he created something immense. The way William

  Blake’s lyrics scan, they don’t rhyme, the great words he puts in, the images he conjures up. I’d love to have been around with Parry when he was writing that, doing his

  setting.




  Do you develop vocal melody from your mind onto an instrument so you can see the notes you’re working with?




  See it in images, you mean? Interesting thing when I did the Choral album is how insignificant the melodies can look or sound if they’re not written out properly and how the great

  melodies, Beethoven’s Fifth, are very simple. Is it a triplet over 2/4 or is it a pick-up beat? ‘You Really Got Me’ if it was played on the downbeat, the first beat which is most

  people’s (hums riff), it would be different totally, but it’s a skip beat. It changes the whole emphasis. It’s very important where those things are. So the writing of

  notes is crucial. My theory is – and I don’t notate half as much as I should do – if it looks good it will sound great.




  Are you trained to notate musical ideas?




  I can to a degree; I can’t do too much complex notation. In my late twenties I’d write out the classics. I did all the Bach Riemenschneider theories and Bartok’s

  Mikrokosmos. I always got in trouble and irritated my piano teacher, the Colonel, because I was rewriting them all. I started singing in the school choir. When I did Flatlands for

  the Norwich Festival I had to write an entirely new piece of music especially for a choir, unlike Village Green which was adapted from an original rock record. I was more in control of the

  phonics. The thing I learnt by writing a new piece and using a mainly amateur choir – about forty per cent professionals – is to write simply. I learnt that very fast. If the notation

  looks good on paper it will sound good. Get the basis simple and articulated, then work on it to your heart’s desire and be as tricky as you like.




  The Kinks enjoyed greater stateside success in the Seventies and Eighties. Did your writing adapt for American consumption?




  They say that Bartok when he moved to America used to notate conversations he heard in stores. There is a different language and tempo to the way people speak and pronounce words and that

  definitely had an effect on me with songs like ‘Catch Me Now I’m Falling’. Being in the space does have an influence on the way you write.




  Later you lived in New Orleans as a solo artist?




  I went there primarily to write songs like ‘The Real World’. ‘The Getaway’ I wrote in St Louis, Mississippi, where I went for a weekend. I rehearsed ‘Acute

  Schizophrenia Paranoia Blues’ with the Preservation Hall Jazz Band for Meltdown. They acknowledged how much New Orleans music has influenced me. I was a fan of trad jazz and blues and Cajun

  music and country. It felt like a good place to go and write.




  Is it important as both a writer and producer to see a song through from its origin to its end?




  I’ve already got an idea of the way I want a song to sound before I write it. Sometimes songs are designed. I have an idea, something fires me up to write about it and I have a sound in

  mind. There’s an album called Give The People What They Want from the Eighties. We were playing big auditoriums and I wanted the drums to sound like I was sitting in row sixty. It

  didn’t work with some songs, I have to say. You never get it completely right. I certainly had that vision with ‘20th Century Man’. I’m singing as if I’m singing down

  to my chest. I don’t really want the listener in on everything I’m saying. The song almost needs subtitles.




  Face To Face in 1966 marked the beginning of your producing career.




  Shel Talmy was great at producing very quickly. It was at a time when we were trying to evolve and didn’t want to be bracketed in one sound. Each song should have its own interpretation.

  ‘Dead End Street’ we felt was rushed; it had a whirligig-type organ on it played by our road manager and a French horn doing the phrase which made it sound like the Roman soldiers

  coming home to meet the Emperor. The French horn player was a man called Albert Hall. That name stuck with me. That’s why there’s a line in ‘Session Man’: He never will

  forget at all the day he played at the Albert Hall. I wanted ‘Dead End Street’ to be a bit dour and a bit earthy and a bit working-class, and the trombone fitted beautifully. Also

  it was more of a stomp. The version Shel wanted to make was more like a pop beat version. He finished the track and said, ‘That’s great,’ and went home. Then we pretended to leave

  but came back to the studio and re-recorded the song. We played it to him the next day and he said, ‘See what I mean, there’s nothing wrong with it.’ He

  thought we were playing him his version. I had some great times with Shel and we made some great records but it was clear it was time to move on.
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      Ray Davies in Bergen, Norway, 17 June 1966 by Yan Calmeyer Friis


    


  




  





  Who or what did the character ‘Dandy’ represent?




  I’ve thought a lot about this. Sometimes I write songs . . . I think it was about someone, probably me, who needed to make his mind up about relationships. Also about my brother, who was

  flitting from one girl to another. It’s a more serious song than it seems. It’s about a man who’s trapped by his own indecision with relationships and lack of commitment.

  That’s the way I’d write it now, but when I was twenty-two or twenty-three I wrote it about a jovial person who’s a womanizer.




  Do you remember writing the intro to ‘Sunny Afternoon’?




  I do. I’d bought a little white upright piano second hand. I hadn’t written for a time. I’d been quite ill. It’s a chromatic . . . writing scales practically on the

  piano. I was living in a very Sixties-decorated house. It had orange walls and green furniture. My one-year-old daughter was crawling around on the floor and I wrote the opening riff. I remember it

  vividly. I was even wearing a polo-neck sweater. All the times when I’ve had big success it’s been at a time when I’m either ill or miserable or we’re stuck. When ‘You

  Really Got Me’ got to number one we were stuck on a train that broke down on the way back from Torquay. The press were waiting to meet us. We all got flu, freezing cold in this carriage. It

  was a joy to have a hit with ‘Sunny Afternoon’. England won the World Cup and we knocked ‘Paperback Writer’ off the number-one spot. It’s not one of their greatest

  singles but I’m a big admirer of The Beatles, an amazing band. It was quite significant.




  Was it difficult as a writer, with the emerging dominance of The Beatles and The Stones?




  You know what, sometimes they envied our freedom; we had one thing they didn’t have and that was the right to fail. We failed but we tried something really radical. We didn’t have

  the publicity machine The Beatles had. They were more accessible. They had more clearly defined roles within the show business society and hierarchy. With The Kinks, sometimes the audience are a

  little bit hesitant. It’s like, ‘What mood are they in today?’, ‘Are they going to please us or challenge us?’ I think in a strange way it’s paid off.




  Do you remember a song called ‘Yes Man’ evolving into ‘Plastic Man’?




  I wanted to write a song about a person who has no self-identity. It’s quite trendy now to be like everybody else.
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      ‘Oklahoma USA’ lyrics, handwritten by Ray Davies


    


  




  





  And the song ‘I’m Not Like Everybody Else’?




  I used my brother as a model, as I did with ‘Dandy’. Dave was always angrier; he’s three and a bit years younger than me. He’s a more outward person. He tells you what he

  thinks. It was great, liberating . . . casting a song for Dave’s character. It’s great now when I sing it. It’s like if you cast something for actors each actor will bring to a

  play their own interpretation of it. My interpretation is more psychological whereas Dave’s is more physical.




  Is there a connection between your sister Rene playing the record ‘Oklahoma’ as described in your unauthorized autobiography, X-Ray, and the song

  ‘Oklahoma USA’?




  Yes, that was intentional: She’s walkin’ on the surrey with the fringe on top. She actually died whilst she was dancing to ‘Surrey With The Fringe On Top’ when

  she was at the Lyceum Ballroom. It was written on a battered Spanish guitar, nylon strings. I barre the A chord then do the quick movement with the fingers. I pedal the A note even though I change

  the chords. John Gosling played a beautiful piano part.




  What was your thinking with the 1971 album Muswell Hillbillies? It was a radical change in sound and approach for The Kinks.




  We’d gone through a phase of expanding through the Sixties. Muswell Hillbillies was a return to what we thought we were as people. You reinvent to become yourself in the sense

  that we’d become these public personas with our haircuts and the way we dressed. We had longer hair and I was wearing country and western jackets. I figured the Muswell Hillbilly was like the

  Beverly Hillbillies. My parents come from inner Holloway, Islington. My mother was born in Barnsbury when it was a slum. People said, ‘How upper-class,’ but now it’s become

  elevated to that level because Tony Blair lived there. My parents moved out to what was in those days . . . my mother took a bus out, she said, ‘I’ve got to get out of the inner

  city.’ For her it was like moving to the Hebrides, and it was Muswell Hill. It was more affluent and harder to fit in. It’s a play on the Beverley Hillbillies. It was a change of

  identity. We felt like we were reverting back to our origins before we grew up in Muswell Hill.




  It was inspired by the Archway Tavern. The family had drifted apart; last time we were with the family properly was before ‘You Really Got Me’ and then we went on tour. This pub my

  parents and sisters went to, there was the worst Irish country and western band you’d ever seen. A guy was playing the pedal steel but it sounded like a wild music. We had a great connection

  then. Dave used to turn up. He’s very nostalgic for the family. Muswell Hillbillies came about after I went there with a writer friend of mine. It was an Irish

  pub then in the midst of all the Troubles. They burned the English flag. I made my apologies and left. It was a sign that there was undercurrent.




  There was also lot of demolition and regeneration. If you look at the pictures on the record we’re outside on a street that’s boarded up and ready to be demolished. For ‘20th

  Century Man’ I wrote a little script: it was a bigger story. He was a person that was holed up. He attached dynamite to all the doors and windows and threatened to blow himself up if they

  demolished the house. His was the last house standing in the street. That’s a fiction. But I’d worked that out, and then wrote ‘20th Century Man’. That’s why that

  emotion stays with me. And I still think of that when I perform it today.




  Muswell Hillbillies seemed to be swimming against the tide after the enormous success of ‘Lola’.




  Yeah, I know, we were a success despite ourselves. I wanted to write songs that are not as light as they sound, like ‘Acute Schizophrenia Paranoia Blues’. Songs about subjects that

  were close to me, and I wanted to write things that had an element of danger to them and an element of love. Sometimes love songs are so tender that you don’t want people to hear them,

  they’re so personal, and that’s certainly the case with ‘Oklahoma USA’ and ‘Holloway Jail’. When you’re writing about real people you want to serve their

  memory well; doing a single about them doesn’t always work.




  Why are you a songwriter?




  Good question. I still wake up in the mornings and wonder what am I’m going to do when I grow up. Why am I a songwriter? That’s the way it ended up. I’m going to write some

  long-form stuff, maybe a couple of small plays. Writing is writing; I just love writing tunes for them. I’m a very ambitious, creative person.




  





  
ROBIN GIBB





  1964. The Beatles arrive in Australia. Barry, Robin and Maurice Gibb immediately recognize kindred musical sprits. ‘The Three Kisses Of Love’

  with accompanying yeah, yeah, yeah’s was a sign. It had a three-part harmony. English pop was celebrating vocal unison and it was time for the brothers to come home.




  The Bee Gees’ affinity with The Beatles would impact throughout their career. At the height of their success they would recreate the classic album Sgt.

  Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band with George Martin producing. The sessions revealed the precise attention to vocal tuning of Barry Gibb and the unnerving ease with which the brothers

  could replicate John, Paul and George’s complex arrangements. It was impressive, but by no means unexpected. The Gibb family had emigrated in 1958 in search of better work possibilities.

  Their fledgling talents were soon spotted by Brisbane disc jockey Bill Gates at a speedway meeting where they were singing between races. Gates steered the boys onto radio and television and soon

  landed them their own TV show, The BG’s Half-Hour. Barry was the sole composer in these developing years, signing a publishing deal as a 15-year-old. Adelaide Radio recognized him as

  Composer of the Year for ‘I Was A Lover’ as his prolific writing provided hits for both his own group and for other artists.




  The Bee Gees were a vocal group. It is an important distinction to make. The concentration on voice and melody is paramount in their approach and song construction. ‘Let

  the melody dictate’ is the simple maxim that dominates Robin’s conversation. He contends that the lyrics and beat of a record are secondary to its vocal attraction. From early in the

  siblings’ career, the method of finding melody, defining it note by note and then, later, adding words, has never faltered. Robin confesses to only a rudimentary ability with his instrument,

  the keyboard, but far from being a limitation, this has diverted his focus away from rhythm towards melodic development.




  Five months before the original release of The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in June 1967, the Gibb family returned to England and within

  two weeks signed a recording deal with Brian Epstein’s working partner, Robert Stigwood. His first advice to the trio was: ‘Write for the future, now. Don’t

  write for now.’ Augmented by a drummer and a lead guitar player, the newly formed Bee Gees soon found homeland success, relying heavily upon the British dominance of popular music. The

  influence of Lennon and McCartney’s picturesque lyrics is most evident on their British debut single, ‘New York Mining Disaster 1941’. Originally titled ‘Have You Seen My

  Wife, Mr Jones?’ the song was composed in the darkness of a back stairwell at Polydor Records, helping to invoke the images of people trapped in a mine. The song’s inspiration came from

  the mining disaster in the small Welsh village of Aberfan in October 1966 which killed 116 children and 28 adults. Written by Barry and Robin, the opening guitar introduction sets the uneasy mood.

  Its sound is produced by a standard A minor open chord played by Maurice, mixed with an open D tuning of the same chord played by Barry. Karl Richardson, engineer of many Bee Gees sessions, asserts

  that Barry’s characteristic rhythm playing, invariably tuned to an open chord, helped to distinguish their recordings from traditional R&B presentation. Often his guitar would be

  submerged in a song’s mix to subtly lend weight to arrangements as a percussive driving force. By contrast, and despite record company reservations, it was Maurice’s multi-layered

  rhythm track drum stomps on ‘You Win Again’ that were largely responsible for the Bee Gees’ first number-one record of the Eighties. Had Barry not summoned himself from a creative

  slumber the track might never have existed. In the early hours he woke with a melody line and lyric running through his head. It was his habit to keep a Dictaphone by the side of the bed for such

  moments, but on this occasion the machine did not have a cassette in it. Fearing he might forget the melody, he located a blank tape and was able to record the song’s key line,

  There’s no fight you can’t fight / This battle of love with me / You win again.




  The three brothers always regarded themselves first as songwriters, second, recording artists and third, performers. Bee Gees song ideas were chiefly generated from

  Barry’s acoustic guitar. Later Maurice would be more active in developing and arranging. He had an exemplary knowledge of Beatles bass lines and allowed his admiration of Paul

  McCartney’s inventiveness to influence many early releases. ‘I’ve Gotta Get A Message To You’, recorded in B flat, is a clear homage to the booming bottom end of

  ‘Paperback Writer’ and ‘Rain’. The bass harmonizes the alternating lead vocals of Robin and Barry with flourishing movement and octave leaps. At Stigwood’s insistence

  the chorus melody was re-recorded with a three-part harmony to focus and strengthen the arrangement. The song imagined a prisoner on Death Row and their final thoughts before going to the chair. It

  was a typical narrative base with orchestral embellishment from the prodigious talents of Bill Shepherd that would define many of their first recordings.




  The brothers placed great store by the use of titles to inspire compositions. Robin explained, ‘We always believed there’s no such thing as

  a title you can’t write a song to.’ ‘Grease’ was suggested by their manager, and Barry set about defining it for the song’s chorus grease is the word before

  counselling its groove and feeling. ‘Massachusetts’ and ‘Heartbreaker’ invited immediate suggestion, but reserved revelation; they said something without

  revealing everything. ‘Tragedy’ uses its single-word heading with infectious repetition over a round of minor chords and an inventive explosion mid-song generated by Barry cupping his

  hands around the microphone and faking the noise. The verses are heralded by the distinctive first and fifth notes of D and A accenting, with on-the-beat quavers and crotchets, the oncoming drama.

  Where vocal lines stop, guitars and an overdriven synthesizer, played by Blue Weaver, bridge the changes with continuous and connecting phrases.




  Such is the strength and imitable style of the Bee Gees in their fastidious attention to detail that even when they write for others, a song will always emerge bearing their

  unique hallmark. As young boys they began by pretending they were composing for famous artists. Incredibly, the imitation game of their childhood fantasies would become adult reality. Barry and

  Robin, in particular, spent a large part of the Eighties producing and writing for other artists. For Barbra Streisand ‘Guilty’ won best pop performance at the Grammys as she celebrated

  her first number-one studio album, whilst ‘Woman In Love’, her only career number-one single, won an Ivor Novello Award for Best Song. ‘Heartbreaker’ provided Dionne Warwick

  with her biggest hit since Bacharach and David’s ‘Do You Know The Way To San Jose’, and in 1985, Diana Ross’s interpretation of the Motown-styled ‘Chain

  Reaction’ earned the former Supremes lead singer accolades to parallel her mid-Sixties heyday. ‘Islands In The Stream’, written as an R&B song with Marvin Gaye in mind, took

  its name from an Ernest Hemingway book title. Recorded by Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers, its country interpretation became the biggest-selling record in RCA history. In total, a staggering 2,500

  artists have covered the songs of the Bee Gees, including Elvis Presley, Frank Sinatra, Nina Simone, Lulu and Roy Orbison.




  The phenomenal success of the writing partnership of Barry, Robin and Maurice over five decades is without precedent. As the Bee Gees they have sold over one hundred million

  records and collected a multitude of awards, notably induction to the Songwriters’ and Rock ’n’ Roll Halls of Fame and Brit Lifetime Achievement and Legend awards. They are Grammy

  legends, have a star on the Hollywood Boulevard Walk of Fame and have been honoured with CBEs for services to music. Six consecutive number ones in the USA is a feat matched only by The Beatles. In

  fact, Lennon and McCartney are the only songwriters to have more US number ones, whilst the Gibb brothers have been responsible for twenty-two American top-spot positions.

  Saturday Night Fever was a recipient of four Grammy nominations and is the biggest-selling soundtrack album ever, with sales in excess of forty million.




  Robin Hugh Gibb was born in Douglas on the Isle of Man on 22 December 1949, an hour before his non-identical twin, Maurice Ernest, and three years after his eldest brother,

  Barry Alan Compton. The boys’ father was the leader of a dance band, the Hughie Gibb Orchestra, and when he returned with his family to Manchester in the Fifties, his drum kit took up

  residence in the front room alongside a stereogram and big band, opera and Bing Crosby records. One afternoon he heard voices coming from what he thought was the radio, singing in perfect harmony.

  He tracked down the sound to his three boys, practising singing with hairbrushes. The twins were a mere six years old, but confident enough to show off their precocious talent on stage at the local

  Gaumont Theatre in film intermissions. Hughie began to instil into the boys stage professionalism inspired by his love of the four-piece vocal group The Mills Brothers. Then Elvis Presley

  arrived.
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      Robin Gibb on a flight from Miami to London, circa 2003 by Dwina Gibb


    


  




   




  Prepubescent male voices have a natural treble before the voice breaks. The quality is then lost but can be recaptured via countertenor by some adult

  males. It was the falsetto reverberation of Barry, Robin and Maurice that would impact in mid-Seventies America and revolutionize world pop. At the turn of the decade the Bee Gees’ success

  had abruptly faltered. From the highs of selling out the Albert Hall their career had bottomed out to Variety Club dates as the pressures of initial stardom, touring, wealth and petty squabbling

  split the band, ending a glorious run of hit singles including ‘To Love Somebody’, ‘World’, ‘Words’, ‘I Started A Joke’ and ‘First Of

  May’. New direction was to be found in groove and a reawakening passion for R&B. Encouraged by producer Arif Mardin, the brothers began to explore their formative doo-wop influences, and

  duly served up Main Course. It is an exceptional release that included the lead single ‘Jive Talkin’’ and the romantic ‘Fanny Be Tender’ in which Barry and

  Robin sing the verse melody in unison ‘as one voice’. The effect is a trademark sound of the Bee Gees before the chorus opens out to a three-part harmony with Maurice’s added

  texture. Significantly, the cleverly formed ‘Nights On Broadway’ featured Barry’s first use of falsetto, pitched from middle A up to the octave above. His natural tenor crosses

  over between minor and major changes, singing them sweet sounds from vocal wholeness to vulnerability, supported by Maurice and Robin’s backing. Mid-song the shuffle groove breaks

  from the tempo, and, over extended bars, the voices explore harmony as the patient lover waits even if it takes a lifetime.




  The falsetto effect suited the brothers’ voices, and, under the umbrella of disco, the world danced to the records of the Bee Gees. Pivotal to this success was a New

  York Magazine article, ‘Tribal Rites of the New Saturday Night’, by the British journalist Nik Cohn. The Bee Gees contributed seven tracks about survival without having seen the

  Stigwood-commissioned film. With John Travolta’s downtown Brooklyn character seducing a nation to visit their nearest ballroom, a multitude of hits followed. ‘Stayin’ Alive’

  was the first record to utilize a drum loop, now standard recording practice. Two bars of real drums from a previous Bee Gees track were edited together and used as a groove foundation. The same

  loop was later employed on both ‘More Than A Woman’ and ‘Woman In Love’. After the gender non-specific words of ‘How Deep Is Your Love’, ‘Stayin’

  Alive’ spent four weeks at number one before the cleverly alternating voices of ‘Night Fever’ completed a top-spot trilogy. American radio responded by having Bee-Gee-free

  weekends, such was their impact on the airways. On 12 July 1979, during a baseball game in Chicago, protestors filled a crate with disco records before blowing up its contents. The destruction was

  a crusade against eighteen months of number-one dance dominance, and either by design or coincidence the reign ended with the Bee Gees’ sixth consecutive number-one single, ‘Love You

  Inside Out’, ahead of Gamble and Huff’s ironically titled ‘Ain’t No Stopping Us Now’.




  Robin Gibb died on 20 May 2012 after a long battle with cancer. Nine years earlier his twin, Maurice, had succumbed to a heart attack. They had both

  seen new generations of songwriters and artists inspired by their vast portfolio. Take That, Boyzone, Destiny’s Child and Steps all found success in the pop world, whilst Richard Ashcroft,

  Oasis and Ocean Colour Scene offered admiration from the rock fraternity. Robin’s belief was in the mass rather than the individual composition, and we shared a poignant afternoon in June

  2010 discussing his thoughts and techniques in the grounds of his converted eleventh-century Oxfordshire medieval home. He was charming company, relaxed in the sunshine of his peaceful garden, and

  after revealing many of his songwriting methods, Robin picked a few of his favourite compositions from the heaped vinyl stretching across the table at his side. He cited ‘How Deep Is Your

  Love’ and ‘Words’ and then ‘Emotion’, which he recalled had been written with Barry and finished in half an hour, the brothers having said, ‘Great title,

  let’s write it.’ He singled out ‘Chain Reaction’, stating ‘It’s the only song with fifteen key changes,’ and then ‘Nights On Broadway’ because

  he was so proud of the song’s construction. As a tribute to Maurice, I would like to recommend P. P. Arnold’s interpretation of ‘Bury Me Down By The River’, which Maurice

  co-wrote with Barry. When I spent time with the former Ikette in the early Nineties she marvelled at the song’s poignant and prophetic sentiment, I wasn’t born to be lucky

  ’cause luck had no future with me. With tea and home-made biscuits served, Robin picked up the conversation . . .




  





  We see ourselves first and foremost as composers, writing for ourselves and other people. We started writing when we were eight years old in Manchester.

  We used to listen to the radio and imagine what other people’s records would be. So we’d listen to a record and say, ‘Let’s imagine we’re real songwriters.’

  We’re still doing that, pretending we were writing their new record and we’d be in this imaginary world. It was a hobby with no friends.




  How much did you study other artists’ records? Would you deconstruct an Elvis or a Beatles song?




  It wouldn’t be there to deconstruct, we weren’t that savvy about music. We were completely self-taught. Our parents didn’t even know what we were doing. It was a hobby that

  even we weren’t aware of. We were just playing it the same way kids throw a ball around; we were just throwing music around. We didn’t even have instruments, really, until Barry got a

  guitar for Christmas. He plays the guitar now the same way as he did when he taught himself then. There’s been no musical education at all. Even today I don’t know the name of musical

  notes. I can’t read music.




  Is your instrument the keyboard?




  I play keyboards to compose music. I don’t play instruments to entertain people: two different things. My dad used to play the piano brilliantly and me and Barry were always very

  impressed. We used to say to him, ‘Why don’t you compose music?’ He’d say, ‘Oh, no, I can play piano . . . I’ll leave composing to others.’ So whenever

  Barry and myself approach an instrument, it’s really just to . . . how can we use it to inspire us to write a song: use chords, a chord progression, a sound.




  What sparks your lyrical imagination?




  Somebody in a conversation . . . your antennae are always up for a title; that can spark off a whole song. You hold it in your mind and because it stands out you don’t usually forget it.

  When you get a line it becomes a statement, rather than a story. Principally, we go by the melody first, then write the lyrics to that melody; never the other way around. Let the melody dictate the

  lyric and the statement. It’s very important it’s not just a story. What we always did was, ‘Let’s come up with a title and then write it.’ We always believed

  there’s no such thing as a title you can’t write a song to, like ‘Massachusetts’. We wrote that on a boat in New York harbour as a challenge. When you look back it’s

  quite a good exercise if you are songwriters to challenge yourselves to do something; we’d never been to Massachusetts. It’s an unusual title with all the S’s. (Assumes

  pompous voice.) ‘How could anybody possibly write a song called . . .’, so we did. We’ve always loved one-word titles like ‘Emotion’ and

  ‘Heartbreaker’, ‘Words’, ‘Tragedy’ without having to give too much away. It sparks the imagination for people, draws people. And colourful titles like

  ‘Chain Reaction’, ‘Islands In The Stream’. I think ‘You Win Again’ came up in a conversation. Even though it’s a very common expression it was very good:

  this battle of love . . . we do nothing but compete – it complements the title. I think the art of composition is not just the title but the statement, and also working the

  lyrics around the idea that it is a battle and you are competing: at the end it complements the statement you are making. ‘Guilty’ which we did for Streisand, the way it oughta to

  be illegal and building the legalities and crime into the song . . . There’s different ways that you compose. Your brain tells you rather than the other way. When you start composing it

  can last for hours.




  You often keep gender non-specific, which lends your songs universal appeal.




  Yes, we do that on purpose. Love is not about a particular sex. A lot of people that started out in the music industry used he and she. Love is universal and we’d go out

  of our way not to mention he or she, so like a you or babe. It’s a subtle way of doing it, but it has a way of crossing . . . there’s a lot of people

  out there who can’t really relate if you do use those expressions and we want our songs to relate to as many people as possible.




  Do you scat lyrics: dress the melody with syllables before concentrating on the words?




  We put down a pilot vocal over a basic recording for our own reference on a song we don’t have lyrics to: we’ve got the melody and just make up words as we go along. Say it’s

  ‘You Win Again’ (hums melody and meaningless syllables) then sing You win again where we think it should be. Then we’ll have the lyric session: play it over and

  over again, listen to it and somehow within that umming and aahing words form, you hear it. It’s almost like, what could we be saying there? You hear with your brain words that you

  weren’t actually saying. It’s a strange thing and that’s the formula we’ve stuck to. It’s amazing how much you can come up with like that. It’s always

  worked.




  When the three of you sat down to write words, how collaborative was the process?




  It was very collaborative. The majority of the work was done by Barry and myself: the melody and the lyric session; the idea, of course; the vocalizing; the essence of everything. The thing is

  there wasn’t a role; we’d both have ideas and come to the table with them. We’d both expand on them. We’d always go with the melody first and write the lyrics on another

  day. On the Streisand album, for instance, ‘Guilty’ and ‘Woman In Love’ and all that, we decided to do six or seven days in a row in Barry’s

  bedroom, where we just did the melodies. On one day it would be this song, the next day ‘Guilty’. The weekend we’d have off and then on Monday we’d come in and start on the

  lyrics of those melodies.




  Bee Gees melodies are very infectious and memorable. Are they worked out exactly, note for note?




  We don’t like to waste notes. We are very conscious that melody is extremely important. You’ve got seven notes to work with, everybody in the whole world has: it’s the order in

  which you use them. But melody is the most important thing about writing a song, and then you approach the lyrics and you must work them into it. If you take a lyric or a poem and try and adapt a

  song to that, I’m not saying it can’t be done; we just have never done it. We don’t think it works as well. You must let the melody dictate the flow of the song. It’s also

  the most important thing that people are attracted to. They’re not attracted to the story or the beat like everybody seems to think they are. It’s the melody first, then the rest. The

  arrangement is secondary to that. We don’t like to gild the lily too much. Space is as important. It creates an emotion and longing of its own is which also very infectious to people. A lot

  of people think that if you have a space you’ve got to fill it up with either an ad-lib or an instrument. We like to use our vocals and always use our harmonies. We’re natural

  harmonizers and it sounds fantastic if you know how to use them. These days people don’t know how to use harmonies unless they are shown on a piano where the notes go: otherwise they just

  can’t do it, it’s too hard for them.




  Can you explain how melody comes to you? You’ve previously said ‘I Started A Joke’ was inspired by the sound of a Viscount . . .




  . . . an engine. If the bells of that church over there went now I could hear a melody in that that other people couldn’t, the harmonics for instance, and my ears will pick it out, only

  because I’ve been doing it so long. The extraordinary thing is you can hear melody if you’ve got your antennae up. The ear gets an extra sense to it. It’s like playing Scrabble:

  you’re constantly looking for seven-letter words. It’s the same with songwriting: it’s what you do. I expect if you’re making movies you’re constantly looking for the

  right light. If I’ve got someone to do a harmony with me, the natural thing is people will gravitate towards the melody, whereas I will naturally stick to the harmony.




  When you start on a melody do you feel in control of its development, or are you trying to rein in something that’s somehow already out there?




  When you’re in the mood for composing you don’t always have a melody, but within five minutes of playing keyboards you could have a great one. If you’re

  in the mood you’re confident that . . . you get a buzz about something that you feel isn’t there at the moment. It’s a clean canvas: you play the keyboard, you shut the door;

  it’s a kind of meditation moment. You fiddle around with one hand on the keyboard, and it doesn’t really matter and you will find the melody. I’m not saying it’s spiritual

  or anything like that, but it will come to you because you feel good about what you’re doing, and you have patience. If it’s a job, you’ve got to get a melody that feels good and

  you’re sweating and don’t find a melody in an hour: that’s not how it works. It’s the mood and you enjoy even the idea that you might not get a melody.




  Do you record yourself trying to find an idea?




  All the time. Both Barry and myself have a memo recorder on all the time because the simplest little melody here and there can sparkle and it can be a magical moment. Even in the studio

  you’ve got a seven-and-a-half-inch tape player going to record everything so you don’t miss a thing. When you can’t remember you go back: ‘That’s what we did there; we

  hummed that there.’




  Does the number of chords in a song direct the development of the melody?




  Too many chords . . . the chords are not a problem . . . the melody will find itself. Chords aren’t the essence of a song. The melody is the essence. There are many variations of melody

  over a succession of the same chords. You could play me three or four chords of a very popular song, take the vocal or the melody off, and I could sing an entirely different melody and you

  wouldn’t guess that those chords were from that song. It’s quite normal in classical music. Billions of people all around the world only have seven notes available to them. As I said

  earlier, it is really how you use them, where you use them and the order you use them in – and not only necessarily the order that they fall, but also the spaces and the rests that you have

  and the way you let the song breathe and the speed at which the song goes. There are certain melodies that if you have just a little too fast, the song doesn’t breathe; even the melody tends

  to lose its appeal. You’ve got to make it human as well. One thing technology can’t really replace is the emotion of the human voice, much as they try; harmonies as well, and of course,

  they can’t write the melodies that the mind can construct that affect the human psyche.




  Does the instrument you use affect the writing of the melody?




  That’s arrangement really, improvisation. Once you’ve got the essence of the song that will either work or it won’t. That’s gilding the lily: if

  you have too much of a complementary instrument playing it has to really work and complement the song, otherwise there’s no point in having it. It can’t just be a guitar piece for the

  sake of it. Simple to me is pure. You mustn’t lose track of that. It isn’t necessarily ‘throw everything on it’ just so that it can be called a record. The pureness and the

  simplicity must come across so people can hear the human part of the song. That is everything. Everything must have a reason.




  Your lyrics often have unusual turns of phrase, for example, you’re a holiday or nobody gets too much heaven any more.




  ‘Holiday’ was written on an autoharp, again just ‘Holiday’ on its own. There have been songs called ‘Holiday’ since, but we were probably the first group to

  write a song called ‘Holiday’ about a relationship: you’re a holiday, such a holiday and that was the way we worked it and it went top ten in America, and it

  made sense. But until you approach it, most people wouldn’t think of it in that way. Songwriting is not so much about the obvious; it’s about going around the houses and looking at it

  from a different angle. It’s not about talking about rehab and vomiting in someone’s shoes which some people do; it may be romantic to some. People love songs about human relationships,

  even those people that are not born yet; it’s not something that goes in and out of fashion. It’s the way you talk about them. The art of composition is that you approach it from an

  angle that most people would not and yet they can relate to it at the same time.
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      Robin’s hands with an autoharp


    


  




   




  Tim Rice said that love songs were the hardest to write because you not only had to be original, but also the vocabulary is more limited because

  you generally have to use fewer syllables.




  Yes. I don’t look at it from a technical point of view. I’m a great fan of Tim’s. He’s looking at it from a lyrical point of view and he’s right. The problem with

  love songs is they are perennial as the grass and if you can get it right they will be played decades and decades from now and appeal to generations that are not around yet. If you try to be too

  fashionable . . . a lot of rap music I don’t get because it’s not my forte. I can’t even relate to that. I love music. I love melody, I always will, but we’ll stick to us

  and stick to what I know best. If you are going to try and be original . . . singing about the moon in June and Jack and Jill went up the hill and we’ll be in love

  forever, that’s the obvious and most boring route to take because that’s not the art of composition. Anybody can sing about being happy in love. A great love song is not actually

  singing about being happy, they’re not the ones that sell. The biggest sellers are torch songs: even if you get the hardest rockers, their biggest records are songs about missing people. The

  Police: their biggest record, ‘Every Breath You Take’, he’s not with her, he’s watching her with somebody else; he’s longing for her, but he’s always there.

  ‘You Don’t Have To Say You Love Me’: I’ll be close at hand, You don’t have to stay forever – it’s about going away. It’s the happy / sad

  state of the human condition that people are attracted to. Even for people that are in happy relationships, there is something about these kinds of songs that produces longing. It’s

  melancholic. It produces something unique in the human psyche that touches us. We all long for something, we don’t know what it is, and this kind of music produces that. It’s not

  because it’s sad music, either. People are happy in this particular feeling for some reason. It’s the kind of feeling that good music that affects people produces. It’s not always

  celebratory music.




  How much self-examination goes into your writing?




  If you mean biographical, you’d have a nervous breakdown.




  Having to pull out of yourself . . .




  . . . I see what you mean, yes, of course. It’s like acting: that can be draining. If you’re going to convince people and make a record, the attitude has to be right. You’ve

  got to be, put yourself in the position of, the person in the song to get that over. If it’s another person, they’ve got to do it, that’s why you make sure you have the song to

  begin with.




  So you have to draw on emotions deep within you. Are you always happy to go there for a song, do you have restricted areas that you won’t go to?




  You have a sense of what you know produces this kind of longing in people. If it does it with you, then it will do it with other people. In a way, what affects you will

  affect other people, and it’s knowing it. A lot of men, I find, or boys, who start out in this business are very self-conscious about writing about human emotions. They feel it’s not

  manly, it’s not a guy thing, but they may want to. I know a lot of hard rockers who really like our music and sometimes they’ll even perform it, but the soft underbelly of them is

  hidden. It’s not because of the music; it’s because singing about human emotions is very hard for people. What appeals to a woman generally is a male talking about emotions he’s

  feeling. There’s one ingredient in our emotions which one can miss out: apart from an angle that’s different that you approach singing about love, it’s also about the reflections

  of this guy’s own emotions in it, which very few men sing about. They see it as a sign of weakness. But that doesn’t mean he’s any less a man. It does travel over the years,

  because human relationships are not a fashion. Some of our biggest records in America, ‘How Can You Mend a Broken Heart’, which was number one for weeks, that’s a torch song.

  ‘Too Much Heaven’ for instance, there were twenty-two US number ones all about people you’re missing. Very few about, ‘Hey, we’re happy, and we’re just having a

  great time, the moon’s up and let’s party.’ That’s not something that appeals to people.




  How far will you develop an idea before rejecting it?




  Both Barry and myself will always self-check ourselves when writing. There are many songs we’ll write and not use.




  Will you always complete an idea?




  Oh no, we won’t complete a song . . . we’ll know almost before we even get to the lyric stage. Sometimes it’ll happen in the recording stage. Also you get a great song that

  doesn’t translate well in the recording studio, right away. Sometimes you get a song that we call a work record; it’s just not going to happen, then you finish it and it turns out to be

  a single and goes to number one. It’s a very strange thing being a composer. When you’ve been a composer like ourselves for so long, eight years out of the womb and you’re into

  this world and you haven’t known any other in your life. It’s a strange thing to look back and think that’s all we’ve ever done.




  How important is environment and the time of day to your writing?




  I would have to say the early hours of the morning when it’s quiet, about 2 a.m. You can’t write when there are people around. It’s a vexation to the spirit.




  Are you self-conscious if you think people are listening to your developing ideas?




  Absolutely. The creative process is a very personal thing. One problem is: don’t invite anybody to say anything critical when you are developing a song. It is crucial that you don’t.

  If you feel that you’re onto something special, that will uniquely come out special in the end, the last thing you want is somebody coming in, ‘Oh, I don’t like that . . .’.

  They may be the cleaning lady, for instance, but it has a psychological effect. You just don’t want that kind of . . . you may think, well, what does she know, what do I know; it’s not

  that. It can have a dramatic effect on how the song progresses, even to the point where you don’t finish it. It’s important even if you’re getting off on it, don’t always

  rush the idea. At that stage, everybody’s gonna hear what you’re hearing, because it isn’t finished and that’s why demos can be deadly. If you do a demo, which we

  don’t really do any more, you tend to have a rough master and you always assume that people hear what you can hear on the finished record, but of course they don’t, except for the

  person who’s going to record the song. Record companies are the worst offenders; they don’t always hear it the way you do. They always say they do. ‘But it’s only a

  demo.’ ‘It doesn’t matter, we’ll hear it . . . We know what we’re talking about.’ What’s long and slippery and has no ears? Record company executives.




  Do you remember the first song you wrote after introducing falsetto in ‘Nights On Broadway’?




  I’m trying to think . . . probably ‘You Should Be Dancing’ on the Children of the World album.




  Did the framework of R&B songs like ‘You Should Be Dancing’ and ‘Boogie Child’ with the four on the floor beat demand a different writing

  approach?




  First of all, I know people have said it looks like a definitive plan. As composers – I don’t think American composers share the same attitude – we weren’t afraid to go

  anywhere in terms of genre or what we wanted to work on; there’s no such thing as a no-go area. ‘Islands In The Stream’ is the most successful and played country song in history.

  Not many people can get into the Nashville mafia and compose songs for country artists. R&B, American black music has always been appealing to us, as kids listening to it on Australian radio

  stations, playing twenty-four-hour pop every day: Sam and Dave, Otis Redding, soul music. One of our first R&B soul records was ‘To Love Somebody’, when we first arrived in England,

  which was huge in the States as well. We’ve always been in that world and when we met Arif Mardin we explored it further and it was always natural to us.




  Working with Arif from Mr Natural on, I’m curious whether you approached creating songs as records as opposed to before when they

  were very definitely songs that became records.




  Mr Natural I would describe as a transitional album. Where do we want to go from here? We wanted to stay on the same road, but as songwriters we needed to change, but also as artists we

  needed to adapt. As a composer you can do it easily, but you’ve got to be an artist at the same time. We were never conscious of an image as artists, but we were always very much composers

  first.




  When you say ‘we changed’, how did you do that? It’s extraordinary that as composers you varied your style so phenomenally.




  If there was a change I don’t know where the definitive line . . . where we could say, ‘Oh, that’s where we sat down and designed a change.’ Because we weren’t

  afraid to try and do anything, we were actually quite confident that we could, in the same way we could try and write a song around a title like ‘Holiday’. We thought we could write any

  groove that came our way. We didn’t feel any part of music was a no-go area because it was all part and parcel of the same thing. We never saw it as dance music; there’s always been

  dance, either slow dance or fast dance from Glenn Miller to the Charleston, so music has always been danceable to. What we were doing was R&B music, which we loved: ‘You Should Be

  Dancing’, ‘Jive Talkin’’, just what we wanted to do at that particular point. We’ve always been a harmonizing group and when you do melody and harmonizing over those

  grooves it takes on a much more exciting feel. We spent a lot of time in the studio. If we had a choice between going to a nightclub we’d always go into the studio: workaholics, twenty-four

  hours a day, experimenting in the studio.




  I read Barry experimented on the song ‘Horizontal’, recording eight pianos to be inspired by the sound.




  In those days, thankfully, you didn’t have the luxury of technology to give you the same sound that everybody had. You had to go in search of a sound that was different to other people.

  You looked at what was number one, listened to it, that was great, now let’s do something different. Compete to be different rather compete to be the same, which is what a lot of people

  unfortunately do today because they all have the same sounds at their disposal. They don’t go looking for sounds that are original.




  Are you suited to writing on tap, to demand?




  We love writing to deadline. If somebody says they want something you apply yourself: your mind is on it and you do it. Deadlines have always been an important part of our

  world. We write better with deadlines, actually. It inspires us, it focuses. When you’ve got open time, you don’t apply yourself as well.




  Is a Bee Gees melody led by the lead vocalist or by what the song requires?




  Can do, if one of us is dominant in the vocal area on that idea, it might well work; that melody will work to that person’s voice. I think there’s a truth there, especially between

  me and Barry: one of us will allow the other to take over if it feels that’s where the melody is finding itself. There is a lot in that, that if you are doing something that’s special

  to that person’s voice you’ll find it and it’ll be dominant and that melody will suit. It’s not a decision, it’s what feels right. It will be organic, natural, and it

  will be unquestioned. We won’t say, ‘Now you do this.’ It wouldn’t be like that, it’s not as technical as that. It’s just a sense of what is right in the

  composing period.




  ‘I’ve Gotta Get a Message To You’ is characterized by Barry singing the second verse and you the first . . .




  . . . and third, like we do in ‘How Can You Mend a Broken Heart’. There’s another trick we play. If you listen to ‘How Deep Is Your Love’ you think it’s a

  single voice but it’s me and Barry singing in unison, which produces a nice sound, as it does on ‘New York Mining Disaster’. There’s a sound that we do, it’s almost

  like a single voice, but it isn’t, and it’s not double-tracked, it’s two voices together. It’s something that we’ve done a lot.




  How did the different writing combinations work between the three of you? As a listener I find it very hard to distinguish between songs you and Barry, or Barry and

  Maurice, have written.




  Me too (laughs). We must talk about it one day; we must get to grips with it. It’s a dichotomy wrapped in . . . whatever . . . an envelope. I don’t really like composing on

  my own. I’m a team player. I like the camaraderie. I’ve enjoyed writing with Barry, I still do. He’s the greatest songwriter in the world to work with and I wouldn’t want to

  work with anybody else, and why should I? We’ve been writing together all our lives, but together is perfect. We’re not bogged down by musical theory, or what’s musically right

  and wrong, as long as it sounds good, and that’s the whole idea. Emotionally it has to sound right; if it does, it’s done.




  What was the first song you all wrote together?




  1958, it was called ‘The Echo of Your Love’ (sings) The echo is here to stay, the echo da da da, the echo is here to stay, the echo of your love. I love the

  word echo by the way; even then I was drawn in by certain words. Love themes, eight years old: we were very young. Bill Gates the disc jockey, in Brisbane, invited

  us into his studio; he did the drive-time. He recorded these acetates and played them on his show. I’d like to get hold of them, I haven’t had them since then, they must be around

  somewhere. ‘Time Is Passing By’, ‘Let Me Love You’ and ‘The Echo of Your Love’.




  When you write for other people, does it open a different creative freedom?




  We’ve always liked writing songs for other people, and seeing them have success with our songs is no different from having success ourselves because we see ourselves as composers and

  artists as well. The good thing about being an artist is you have the ability to express, get those songs out there, whereas a composer relies just upon artists. We’ve always enjoyed having

  that two-tier career . . . especially established artists who are already having hits putting out a record of yours is always a buzz. It’s kind of an extension of what you do; it’s not,

  ‘Oh, why didn’t you keep it?’ It’s still your song and it’s a great thing. It’s created a very broad catalogue and some of these songs are very much with these

  other artists and are very much part of their trademarks now because they are associated with them.




  When you were working with artists such as Dionne Warwick or Barbra Streisand, did it bring out any unexplored areas of your writing?




  Not really, they were songs we would have recorded ourselves. We’ve always felt that if we can get a buzz off a song, other people will too. When we were approached to do that Streisand

  album we said, ‘Let’s not listen to what she’s already done, let’s give her an album that we would do, a record that radio will love.’ A lot of songwriters tend to

  write what the artist has already done. We wanted to give her a studio album with accessible songs and that’s what we centred on. We didn’t construct songs around what she’d

  already done.




  Diana Ross’s ‘Chain Reaction’ was the opposite of that.




  We’d finished writing the album and I said, ‘We don’t have the quintessential single that should be off this album.’ She thought it was finished. Barry and I got together

  one night and decided: what about writing a song like the Supremes would do, and the irony is it wouldn’t be somebody else doing it; it would actually be one of the Supremes. Well, of course,

  when we played it to her it was shock and horror: ‘I’m not doing a Supremes song . . . that’s the last thing I want to do . . . I left that.’ Revisiting a lot of skeletons

  there, we said, ‘It’s not a personal thing, we think it’s a hit record . . .’ We actually felt it was a smash, basically because ‘. . .

  you’d be doing it, and also because you are one of the Supremes, and what better person to do it than another one of the other Supremes?’ Of course that clinched it. ‘Yes, I see

  what you mean.’
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      ‘Salute To Dame Edna’ lyrics, handwritten by Robin Gibb


    


  




  





  Why do you think Americans have predominantly covered your songs?




  Well, it’s the biggest English-speaking and record market. There are more artists. Because of the way we were brought up, in actually being affected by American popular music, there is

  sophistication in the writing that doesn’t really or hasn’t existed in the UK, aside from The Beatles who were also affected by American music. Of course, there’s Andrew Lloyd

  Webber, which is stage music, but in terms of the popular song, those British songwriters that have had success in the States, it’s because they have been exposed to American music a

  tremendous amount, like Tim Rice, Andrew Lloyd Webber, Lennon and McCartney and various others. A lot of these reality TV programmes have dampened the infrastructure that encourages and supports

  and influences young, new songwriters to compose. The art of composition has been lost in this country to a degree. It’s been buried. You’ve either got to be good for X Factor

  or it’s the exit.




  Historically there are very few successful female UK singer-songwriters.




  There aren’t any. I ask the same question: why there aren’t that many really good woman politicians? They say we want our token woman, but what about talent? You’ve always got

  driven women in the States, in politics as in all fields. You’re quite right: I don’t know what the answer is. They’re just not attracted to it the same way as guys are.

  It’s a different world for females here; they feel intimidated, more so than if they were in the States, probably. It just feels different in America; it just feels that there’s more

  opportunities, more possibilities. It’s not very easy for women here if you’re a composer or an artist, and again, if you’re not selling yourself on sex or who you go out with,

  for a woman here, that’s it. You’ve got to be controversial; you’ve got to look weird. Every record for a girl has to work. Your video has got to be sexual, controversial or

  quirky. They can’t just be good composers and if they are, they don’t want to be seen. There are a lot of dynamics at work. It’s a hard business wherever you are, for women

  particularly, because you’ve got to be out of the house. You’ve got to be seen everywhere. Women by nature, without sounding sexist, really at the end of the day, if they do decide to

  have a partner and kids, it kind of takes over and becomes a priority. It’s nature. Having a child is a serious thing to a woman and a guy can still plough on and be the reckless schoolboy

  that he always was.




  Having sold millions of records, is there a point at which you ever feel overshadowed by your former glories?




  No, why would I do that?




  The pressure to keep up the success, to find new melody . . .




  . . . How many people can have that? Don’t you think McCartney suffers from that? Steven Spielberg could do that with his last movie. You’ve got to look at the bigger picture: very

  few people have achieved what we’ve achieved in this industry. If you’re competing with yourself, that’s the best people to compete with. If you’ve got one of the biggest

  catalogues in the world, how bad is that? You can go anywhere in America and turn on the radio station and hear one of our songs. That’s a living catalogue. That’s what you’ve

  worked for. It’s not about individual songs and doing well. If Elton John releases an album today, the album may not do well, in spite of his catalogue. You can still have a number-one

  record; it may not be as big as Goodbye Yellow Brick Road, but the fact is, if you’re one of the most successful artists in the world you’re always going to have those gigantic

  periods that have created you, but if you don’t have the biggest-selling catalogue in the world, and you don’t have all these people that have recorded your songs, you can’t

  always stay at a level where every record is number one all the time, McCartney, Elton John, or anyone.




  Can we talk about some of the specific songs in the Bee Gees’ catalogue and whether you can recall writing them? ‘Run To Me’ and ‘When The

  Swallow Flies’ both illustrate a style of writing that features an understated verse followed by an explosive chorus, reserving the emotional high.




  ‘When The Swallow Flies’ goes way back and I can’t remember the actual writing of that song. We’ve always had that formula, where we let the chorus blossom and the verse

  is a set-up for what we always call the pay-off, the chorus, the thing that draws everybody in. I find a lot of songs these days you feel like you never quite get to the song, you feel let down, or

  it’s a continuation and you’re back straight into the verse or what you consider the verse again and it never quite gets to another level. ‘When The Swallow Flies’ was

  typical of how we write, or was the start of what we were about, where we realized you had to have that emotional plateau to go to. If you start too big, emotionally, you don’t have that.

  ‘Run To Me’ was a few years later. We wrote that in Ibiza because my parents had a house there. Wrote it in the living room and recorded it at IBC in Portland Place. It was a big hit

  for us but it was a transitory period from the ballad stage we’d been in and the more American black music that we wanted to be in. When we did ‘When The Swallow

  Flies’ and ‘I Started A Joke’ we were still teenagers, and ‘Run To Me’ about twenty-two, still young enough to be developing. We saw that as setting up the next stage,

  in between development. You either take time off to develop or you continue working in a transitory period.




  ‘Stayin’ Alive’?




  That was written in the Honky Chateau in France. It’s now compulsory to use ‘Stayin’ Alive’ for paramedics in America because it emulates 103 beats per minute. It is the

  law. It sounds bizarre, but it is true. They trialled 2,000 songs in the past two years and it’s the only song, if you think about, that gives you 103 bpm or more. It’s now officially

  sanctioned by Washington as the song you have to use, in your mind or literally, in the ambulance or wherever to keep a person alive. It said on CNN, last year, that we weren’t conscious of

  the human heartbeat, but that was quite incorrect. We thought when we were writing it that we should emulate the human heart. We got Blue Weaver who was the keyboard player at the time to lie on

  the floor and put electrodes on his heart and put it through the control room. Then we got the drummer to play to the heartbeat. We were the first people in the world to do a drum loop based on

  that.




  Were you consciously choosing words to push the beat?




  No. We weren’t writing to the film. When Paramount said, ‘We’re making this film, Tribal Rites Of A Saturday Night, have you got any songs?’ we said,

  ‘Well, we’re doing a new studio album, we haven’t got time to sit down and write some songs for a B-movie.’ We were a little bit sceptical because it wasn’t the thing

  to write songs for a film in those days, you had to be cautious. We said, ‘We’ve got some songs written, “More Than A Woman”, “If I Can’t Have You”,

  “Night Fever”, “How Deep is Your Love”, “Stayin’ Alive”, if you want to come over and have a listen?’ So they did. About six or eight of them came

  trundling into the recording booth. As usual with people in the industry, everyone’s afraid to say, ‘Yeah, smash, number one.’ ‘“How Deep is Your Love”, a woman

  should sing that,’ that was the first. Nothing sounds like a hit until it is a hit, until then it’s crickets. Everybody looks at each other, they’re reactive, they’re not

  proactive. Nobody wants to go out on a limb and say, ‘That’s it.’ The next comment was, ‘Can we change the title “Saturday Night”?’ ‘No,

  there’s too many songs called “Saturday Night”.’ ‘“Stayin’ Alive”, mmm, sounds too much like “Buried Alive”,’ one guy said. We

  said, ‘Well it’s actually the opposite. “Buried Alive” is more pessimistic.’ I said, ‘We’ll compromise with you. We don’t like the title of the film

  Tribal Rites Of A Saturday Night but we have a song called “Night Fever”. Call it Saturday Night Fever.’ One of the guys said,

  ‘It’s too porn, sounds like a porn movie.’




  The construction of ‘Nights on Broadway’ is typical of many of your songs, switching between major and minor chords, offering a darker edge to the

  music.




  ‘Stayin’ Alive’ is the only dance record in history that is pure minor all the way through, practically. Nobody ever thought, including Arif, that any dance record could be

  made with all minors. We weren’t even aware of that until afterwards. If you’re not really conscious of musical theory you just don’t think about it. You just do what you think

  sounds good. For instance, if you get an idea for something and it works, you wouldn’t change it to be musically correct later. If it sounds good, keep it as it is.




  One of my great favourite lyrics is Fifteen kids and a family on the skids I gotta go for a Sunday drive.




  Oh, ‘Marley Purt Drive’, that was done in the Stax Studios with Tom O’Dowd. Odessa was done in pieces, some in London and some in Atlantic Studios in New York;

  ‘Marley Purt’ did the vocals there and the back-track down in Memphis.




  It’s unusual for a Bee Gees song to tap into a folk structure.




  Yeah, it’s like folk but it’s got some kind of Southern feel to it as well. A lot of what was vogue in the States at the time like the Band, Music For The Big Pink; elements

  of what underground bands were doing with a country, South feel to it.




  Where did the chorus line come from?




  It just blurted out. It’s just what happens when you’re writing songs. If you do everything by thought and design, you wouldn’t be a songwriter. Sometimes afterwards you just

  want to keep it because it sounds right; it feels part of the song.




  Was ‘Jive Talkin’’ inspired by the rhythm of a car driving over a bridge?




  Yeah, Spielberg wants to do that in a life story about us. He’s always been intrigued by that and the way we write songs because of the various documentaries he’s seen on television

  about us. We were on our way to the recording studio and we didn’t have an idea. We were crossing over the bridge and the tar ridges were making the rhythm noise against the tyres and it

  produced the rhythm of the record. When we got to the studio we gave the idea to Arif Mardin and we did the back-track that day.




  Was ‘jive’ a reference to the Fifties dance?




  It was originally; Arif, who lived in New York, said, ‘Before you start writing the lyrics, you do know what jive talkin’ means?’, because we had the title. We’d done the

  backing and we were going upstairs to the toilet to write the lyric, we always wrote in the toilet. Arif said, ‘It has a better meaning. It’s black for lying. It’d be great,

  it’s something unique now, it’s spot on . . . catch it now, while you’re doing the lyrics, and work with that premise.’




  And brother, mother from ‘Stayin’ Alive’, was that slang too?




  It could be, but it just means you’re surviving: whether you’re a brother or whether you’re a mother you’re stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive. I

  don’t think it was a black reference. The first Grammys after 9/11 they played ‘Stayin’ Alive’ as a tribute to the people who feel the city shakin’.

  It’s remarkable how it works with what happened.




  I read that ‘Harry Braff’ was written under the influence of either drink or drugs.




  Both.




  How would you assess the role of stimulants in songwriting?




  We found getting drunk gets in the way of the recording process. You can’t be drugged and drunk in the studio if you want to be creative. It’s just self-defeating. We didn’t

  find alcohol particularly inspired you to write; you just wanted to go to sleep. That’s the opposite of what you want to be in the studio. You were normally up all night in the studio; you

  never knew what time it was. The creative process is such that the brain is over-stimulated, rather than the other way, and alcohol doesn’t lend itself to that. We weren’t party people.

  I’m not saying we were saints either, but when we were working we never did that kind of stuff. The studio was certainly no place to have a good time and get stoned. I’m not saying

  there weren’t other places, but certainly not the studio. Working was our priority, we never used any excuse to take time off; the work was the most important thing. If anything we’d

  use it to get ideas, get inspired, but not in the studio. ‘Harry Braff ’, it’s still a favourite of the Gallagher brothers, all those records they love. It was written at the

  house of the head of Polydor at the time, Roland Rennie, in Reading. We wrote it one afternoon while we were hanging out. It was a fairly straightforward song about the racing driver.




  I love you deeply with the sun in my eyes.




  I thank you very much, but let’s move on (laughs). Personal feelings aside.




  Did you play the Leslie organ on that song?




  Yes, it was written in the toilet at IBC because we loved the echo in there. All of our songs were, funnily enough, written in the studio at the time we were actually recording them. A lot of

  our songs are demos really. Two hours later we were putting down the back-track. It was as simple as that. We never wrote independently in another place. We just wrote in the studios as we went.

  When we first met Arif Mardin he was a bit frightened of that, because he was used to having songs ready to go when he got to the studio, but he got used to it. We saw the empty studio as a clean

  canvas: what could it be at the end of the day. Sometimes we had ideas, but half the time we loved the idea of not having anything to start from. Some people would be intimidated by that. We saw it

  as an adventure.
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      ‘Daybreak’ lyrics, handwritten by Robin Gibb


    


  




  





  
JIMMY PAGE





  In 1955, the Encyclopædia Britannica Yearbook quaintly described rock and roll as ‘concentrated on a minimum of melodic line and a

  maximum of rhythmic noise’. Thirteen years later Led Zeppelin unleashed the wailing cry Stop what you’re doing. The electrifying ‘Communication Breakdown’ was

  bursting with staccato energy and vitality. It came from four musicians: John Bonham, John Paul Jones and the band’s two principal songwriters, Robert Plant and Jimmy Page.




  Led Zeppelin would release eight studio albums, each a musical statement capturing a given time and place. The single format was cast aside. Without the constraint and

  limitation of the three-minute pop song, the exploration of musical ideas was boundless. Page’s designs would run to unorthodox lengths and were constructed in movements more usual in

  classical composition than pop music: ‘Achilles Last Stand’ required ten minutes to frame its two-chord sequence and intercut running scales; ‘Ten Years Gone’ was

  painstakingly pieced together, orchestrating multi-layered guitars; the majestic ‘Kashmir’ ran to over eight minutes, employing strings, augmented chordal positions and Eastern melody

  to reach its grand climax. They were ambitious, bold and groundbreaking in their execution, with musical virtuosity and, ironically, a return to the simplicity of pre-psychedelic and concept-album

  wanderings.




  James Patrick Page was born on 9 January 1944, a date he shares with the American folk singer Joan Baez. When the boy was eight, the Page family moved from Hounslow to Epsom,

  Surrey. Soon afterwards, Jimmy was given a discarded guitar. He discovered an immediate and natural bond with the instrument and his untrained flair promptly attracted attention. As a 13-year-old

  he made an appearance on the BBC talent programme All Your Own playing his own composition, ‘Mama Don’t Allow No Skiffle Any More’. Page’s schoolboy ambitions of

  biological research were sidelined in the quest for musical knowledge, as he studied the guitar. His record player knew no boundaries, playing music from Django Reinhardt and the rock

  ’n’ roll styles of Cliff Gallup, Scotty Moore and James Burton to flamenco, classical and the blues licks of Hubert Sumlin, Freddie King and Elmore James. Once he

  had dismissed Bert Weedon’s Play In A Day guitar book, which offered scant stimulation, Page absorbed, imitated and responded instinctively to the simple joy of listening to

  music.




  Robert Plant, born 20 August 1948 in Worcestershire, was a jobbing Black Country musician motivated by food on the table and money in his pocket. By day his large hands were

  laying tarmacadam on West Bromwich High Street. One night when he was gigging as the frontman of the group Obs-Tweedle, Page was in the audience. The guitarist had travelled to Walsall having been

  tipped off about the incredible vocal range of this largely unknown singer. Page was flabbergasted. The kid was amazing and yet inexplicably undiscovered. Appropriate introductions were made and

  the pair spent a weekend together in Pangbourne discovering a similar taste in records. Plant was impressed by his host’s arrangement of ‘Babe I’m Gonna Leave You’ and

  realized that an appropriate vocal melody would require thoughtful attention. Where the invention of Paul McCartney or Ray Davies sweetened chord progression, Page’s constructions, assembled

  with great intricacy, demanded a more considered vocal expression. In response, Plant’s acuity for weaving and placing melody broke with the conventions of Sixties pop. As Mick Jagger has

  since observed, the phrasing of ‘Rock And Roll’ was not in the tradition of a standard blues delivery. Bonham’s drum introduction in 3/8 time sets the twelve bars each rounded off

  with the solo vocal line been a long lonely, lonely, lonely, lonely, lonely time. Plant’s carriage of melody would add a mesmerizing dimension to the duo’s writing, with the

  vocalist’s role in partnership and not customarily or necessarily as a lead instrument. To ‘pepper the music’ was his way of describing his contribution in later years on a BBC

  documentary.




  Led Zeppelin made musical declarations reflecting chapters of their surroundings. An uncle’s farm in Northamptonshire had offered the young Page a playground of

  agricultural investigation. As an adult in a world-famous rock band, the serenity of rural life would impact on his writing partnership with Plant. The inner sleeve of their third release contained

  the telling note, ‘Credit must be given to Bron-Y-Aur, a small derelict cottage in South Snowdonia, for painting a somewhat forgotten picture of true completeness which acted as an incentive

  to some of these musical statements.’ The setting encouraged natural living amongst the elements and was conducive to acoustic instrumentation. New songs breathed Welsh air. Plant wrote

  Hear the wind in the trees that Mother Nature’s proud of you and me. On one occasion the two writers found inspiration after a hike in the ragged borders. When they stopped to rest

  ‘That’s The Way’ was written and hastily captured on Page’s mobile cassette recorder, packed with his guitar in a haversack. Its dominant two-bar

  chordal palindrome in open tuning allowed Plant’s gliding vocal to sashay with assurance. Acoustic leanings had been unmistakable since the group’s first release. The notion of a

  one-dimensional rock band is a misguided judgement. The evolving range of music within Led Zeppelin’s grooves was of devastating variety. As Page recognizes, his ‘greatest achievement

  has been to create unexpected melodies and harmonies within a rock and roll framework’. The heavy riffs for which Page is lauded distract from the equally sensitive and gifted picking touch

  of his guitar approach.
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      Jimmy Page in Manticore Studios, Fulham, January 1977 by Pennie Smith


    


  




  





  Travel and location would fuel Page and Plant’s writing through and beyond Led Zeppelin. Both artists represent a major strand of British songwriting that has travelled

  with global impact. Within the lyricism are Celtic images and names evocative of ancient Britain. In ‘Thank You’, Plant’s first major contribution to the band’s lyricism, he

  romanticized If the mountains crumble to the sea there would still be you and me. ‘Immigrant Song’ told of the land of the ice and snow and ‘Ramble On’

  recalls years ago in days of old before conjuring up Gollum from the fiction of J. R. R. Tolkien and the darkest depths of Mordor. Plant rejoiced in the imagination of the past,

  with an increasing interest in the Dark Ages, Albion mythology and mysticism. The versatility of his range was the perfect foil for the bombastic musical approaches of Page and Bonham. Later, he

  recognized that his vocal style could at times stray into the hysterical, but naturally and with time his voice developed a richness of tone that has since been rewarded with solo and new

  collaborative success.




  Page’s apprenticeship as a session musician brought tremendous diversity to his songwriting and technical ability. When he was invited to contribute rhythm guitar on Jet

  Harris and Tony Meehan’s ‘Diamonds’ in 1962, he couldn’t read the musical notation placed before him. It was a steep learning curve, which he approached with youthful energy

  and a natural instinct for the way pop music was evolving. Page’s guitar playing would help shape the sound of the decade. The range of Led Zeppelin was as eclectic as the records and groups

  he lent backbone to: Joe Cocker’s ‘With A Little Help From My Friends’; Shirley Bassey’s ‘Goldfinger’; ‘Baby Please Don’t Go’ featuring a young

  Van Morrison; ‘The Crying Game’; The Rolling Stones; Donovan, with John Paul Jones in attendance; Petula Clarke. Page’s guitar was the Davies brothers’ unwelcome guest on

  early Kinks recordings; the added staccato chords on The Who’s ‘I Can’t Explain’; and even joined America’s master of melody Burt Bacharach for an instrumental release

  of his greatest hits. In 1965, Page released a debut single, ‘She Just Satisfies’, playing all the instruments except the drums. He wrote songs with Jackie DeShannon and for other acts

  too, like Fifth Avenue, Gregory Phillips and Fleur De Lys. Most contentious was ‘Beck’s Bolero’, claimed as a composition by both Page and his teenage

  friend Jeff Beck, with whom he was to play in The Yardbirds. As teenagers the pair had regularly jammed and swapped records in Page’s front room with another occasional visitor, Eric Clapton.

  The recording of the song has further historical significance. During the sessions, it is said that Who drummer Keith Moon quipped to Page with regard to his plan to form his own supergroup,

  ‘That’ll go down like a lead Zeppelin.’ It was left to manager Peter Grant to drop the ‘a’, and a band was christened.




  By the age of twenty-four, Page was bored. He was a highly accomplished musician, greatly in demand, earning well, but finding little satisfaction in playing on records he was

  unlikely to listen to. He had an urge for a wider creativity. In Led Zeppelin it was unleashed in concert. The band’s live music defied strict categorization. The four musicians jammed with

  dramatic spontaneity, embracing diverse musical references and genre shifts from Thirties blues to Fifties rock ’n’ roll. The effect was a celebration of music past and present. No

  boundaries. No rules. It was not unusual for shows to exceed three hours. Considering that The Beatles never played beyond thirty minutes, this was phenomenal. Songs were stretched way beyond their

  album times and it was not uncommon for a four-minute piece to reach a crashing end over twenty minutes later. Led Zeppelin thrived on their musical prowess and confidence. By 1973, US dates were

  breaking attendance records previously held by the Fab Four. In the UK, the band that had headlined the Albert Hall in 1970 closed the decade with two nights at Knebworth. Their albums outsold all

  their rivals. Led Zeppelin I leapfrogged The Beatles’ Abbey Road to the number-one spot in the US, spending a year and a half on the Billboard 100. By 1975,

  Physical Graffiti had two million pre-orders in the States alone. Led Zeppelin II notched up over five million copies worldwide, aided by a non-band-approved single edit of

  ‘Whole Lotta Love’ which duly achieved over one million sales. Led Zeppelin’s fourth album [image: ] carried no acknowledgement of their name or songs on the outer sleeve. It has sold

  over thirty-two million copies and is one of the ten biggest-selling albums of all time. Only three British bands have matched or bettered the phenomenon: Pink Floyd, the Bee Gees and The

  Beatles.




  ‘I could play “Stairway To Heaven” when I was twelve. Jimmy Page didn’t actually write it until he was twenty-two. I think that says quite a

  lot.’ Vim Fuego may have been the lead guitarist of spoof rock band Bad News, but his brag carries a potent charge. Page was actually twenty-seven and the song is a rite of passage for any

  would-be instrumentalist across the world. It is a classic anthem. Mystical lyrics, mostly written in a single outpouring, are backed by wooden recorders and a mellotron flute played by John Paul

  Jones, and after four minutes accompanying guitars give way to a complementary tom-drum introduction. The song crystallized the essence of Page and Plant’s writing

  partnership. The technical demands of its intricate acoustic overture and compelling electric solo reveals a seasoned writer’s creative imagination.




  Customarily, and legally, a songwriter is regarded as the originator of both words and melody. Page compositions originate from a musical riff or chordal grouping and,

  alongside Keith Richards, Pete Townshend or Johnny Marr, he signifies how a guitarist’s invention is a determining factor in a song’s formation. Page contends that songs require

  arrangement and vision to achieve completeness. Yet more than any other songwriter in these pages, he has brought into question the fine line between sources of inspiration and original

  creation.




  ‘Good artists borrow, great artists steal.’ The difficulty in finding a definitive split between invention and interpretation is a historically blurred debate;

  even the aforementioned statement is variously credited to Oscar Wilde, Pablo Picasso and Salvador Dalí. The song ‘Dazed And Confused’ first appeared on the 1967 album

  ‘The Above Ground Sound’ Of Jake Holmes. A radical rendering, complete with a violin-bowed guitar centrepiece, was performed by Page in his brief sojourn with The Yardbirds.

  Holmes’s original arrangement with descending chords and midsection breakdown was also evident in Led Zeppelin’s self-credited version on their debut album a year later, with the

  important addition of a fresh top melody. Definitions of writing are further challenged in the band’s use of traditional blues and folk song. Seeking lyrical inspiration for ‘Whole

  Lotta Love’, Robert Plant stumbled into Muddy Waters’ version of a Willie Dixon melody, Baby way down inside you need love. The latter sued in 1985 when his daughter noticed a

  resemblance to her father’s words. The usage had been significant but small, and musically there was no connection. Similarly, Memphis Minnie’s ‘When The Levee Breaks’ is

  far removed from Zeppelin’s account, yet she received a co-writing credit despite Page initiating most of the changes and riffs. Conversely, the derivation of the gospel song

  ‘Nobody’s Fault But Mine’ remains undocumented. Led Zeppelin stamped the song with radical new invention on 1976’s Presence with choreographed switches between

  major and minor keys and Plant hollering Devil he told me to roll. Correspondingly, by the time ‘Gallows Pole’ appeared on Led Zeppelin III the traditional European

  folk song had been through cen-turies of change since its first incarnation as ‘The Maid Freed From The Gallows’. Its dramatic reading offered modern verse complete with banjos and

  mandolins. It is true to say that many Page and Plant compositions can be claimed in part: ‘How Many More Times’, ‘Bring It On Home’, ‘In My Time Of Dying’ and

  many other song titles have been noted or later adapted, but it is also important to remember that the Sixties were rife with interpretation and seen as legitimate ground for

  claiming writing credits. That they were difficult to challenge and therefore easier to get away with would be an ungentlemanly suggestion, and the tradition of folk further extends the

  complication. Page has sailed close to the ideas of Davey Graham and Bert Jansch, even segmenting their instrumentals into his own.




  But it is important to maintain a level perspective. The Led Zeppelin catalogue is one of immense inventiveness and predominant originality. The records that inspired Page and

  Plant to become musicians naturally flowed into their work, but a writer’s mettle is measured in surpassing influence and discovering unique artistry.




  Astonishingly, all Led Zeppelin records were produced by Page. Like Ray Davies, he is responsible for having captured the growth of his band and navigated its multifaceted

  demands. Led Zeppelin had such talent at their disposal that to harness the musical ability was a prodigious achievement. From the outset, when Page’s session work funded the group’s

  first release, he was granted unprecedented creative freedom at the behest of Atlantic Records’ president, Ahmet Ertegun. Within five years the band would account for a quarter of the

  label’s annual sales. Led Zeppelin releases are models of recorded sound and experimentation; a two-second sample of John Bonham’s playing was programmed into a Fairlight by producer

  Trevor Horn and used as the rhythm to Frankie Goes To Hollywood number one ‘Relax’. Dynamics of light, shade, hard and soft are amongst the benchmarks of Page’s masterful

  production abilities.




  Four days before the murder of John Lennon on 8 December 1980, Led Zeppelin officially disbanded. A little over two months previously, at the age of thirty-two, John Bonham

  had died. It devastated the band. It would be fourteen years before Page and Plant’s songwriting partnership was fully revived. Prompted by an MTV Unplugged series, Led Zeppelin

  songs were dusted down and rearranged with fresh musical vigour. Alongside a batch of new material and accompaniment from an Egyptian orchestral ensemble, the London Philharmonic and musicians from

  Marrakesh, No Quarter was a triumphant return. In 1998 the duo performed one hundred and fifteen gigs in nineteen countries to promote a further set of new recordings, Walking Into

  Clarksdale. In 2007, the three remaining Led Zeppelin members reunited on stage at the London O2 for a valedictory concert in front of an audience of eighteen thousand. Twenty million

  applications had been received. The instant rapport between the players felt forty years earlier in a Chinatown rehearsal room was present once again, and the spirit of Bonham was summoned by his

  son, Jason. Jimmy Page was now OBE in recognition of his charity work in Brazil, and his band inductees of the UK Music Hall of Fame. It was a just reward for the barrage of

  critical abuse hurled at Led Zeppelin throughout their career.




  As a result, Page has rarely granted interviews. We met in his management’s offices close to west London’s Shepherd’s Bush Green. Elegant and dapper in a

  long black coat with silver hair combed back, he scanned the vinyl records of his music on the table between us and his eye was caught by a cassette (later referred to as his notebook) marked

  Rehearsals 1970–71. He took up the story of the tape’s unofficial release: ‘I was living with my first wife and some people came to the house who were sort of fans and

  involved in the bootleg market. They systematically started copying everything and then in the end, it just went. I lost a lot of soundboard tapes of Led Zeppelin that way. But let’s see what

  I can remember.’




  





  Do you have any introductory thoughts about songwriting?




  I know what my contribution is and I know how that kicks off in the early stages. Coming from the guitarist’s point of view, I’ll start with the music first. That’s the essence

  of the key ideas and then I’ll work on those. Sometimes I’ve written the lyrics myself. For example, on the first Led Zeppelin album I had a number of things where I had the chorus,

  like ‘Your Time Is Gonna Come’ . . . well, that line gets repeated a number of times so there’s not a lot of lyrics in that (laughs). ‘Good Times Bad Times’ I

  wrote the chorus. I had the music for it and I was writing for this thing that was going to be put together for the band. The whole thing on ‘Good Times Bad Times’ is recognized by John

  Bonham’s bass drum, isn’t it? Initially I had a sketch for it and then Robert supplied lyrics to the verses. I was very keen on concentrating on the music, and whoever I was going to be

  working with, for them to be coming up with lyrics. I didn’t think that my lyrics were necessarily good enough. Maybe they were in certain cases, but I preferred that very close working

  relationship with whoever was singing, whether it be Robert Plant, Paul Rodgers or David Coverdale. The starting point would always be coming from the music, whether I had written that acoustically

  or electrically.




  It’s very noticeable in your music how song structures seem far more classical than pop in their construction.




  Well, very much so, because I had very much the view that the music could set the scene. One of the things that you’ll see in the Led Zeppelin music is that every song is different to the

  others. Each one has its own character; musically as much as lyrically. For example, ‘Ten Years Gone’ or ‘The Rain Song’, which has got a whole orchestral piece before the

  vocal even comes in. So yes, it was crafted in such a way that the music was really of paramount importance to setting the scene and most probably inspired the singer, in this case Robert, to get

  set into the overall emotion, the ambience of the track of what was being presented, and then hopefully inspire him to the lyrics.




  Often we just had working titles. A good example of this and how it would change and mutate was ‘The Song Remains The Same’ leading into ‘The Rain Song’. The original

  idea I had for that was an overture – as ‘Song Remains The Same’ is – leading into an orchestral part for ‘The Rain Song’. I had a mellotron and I’d worked

  out an idea – John Paul Jones did it much better than me – coming into the very first verse. If it’d worked that way there wouldn’t have been any vocal until the first

  verse, you would have had this whole overture of guitars and then into the orchestral thing that opened up into the first verse. But as it was, when we were rehearsing it then it actually became a

  song; the structure changed, there was another bit put in and then Robert started singing. That wasn’t a bad idea to have an overture, a whole musical segment that took

  you into ‘The Rain Song’, but it worked out really well as it was (laughs). Whatever it was you were constantly thinking all the time about it.




  Writing in movements was a very unusual step to take as a songwriter, considering Led Zeppelin was preceded by predominantly verse, chorus structures to suit the

  three-minute single format.




  Although I’ve already said on the first album there were some choruses there, it got to the point where some of the things didn’t have what you’d call the hook. The reason was

  we weren’t actually writing music that was designed to go on the AM stations in the States at the time. You had FM, that were called the underground stations, and they would be playing whole

  sides of albums. Well, that’s a dream, isn’t it? – because people are going to get to hear – it’s not necessarily a concept album – the whole body of work that

  you’re doing on one side of an album and on the other. That was really a nice way to be able to craft the music into that. It was going to go like that anyway, but it was just really useful.

  The essence of the contents of these albums was going contraflow to everything else that was going on, and again this was intentional. Whereas on Zeppelin II you’ve got ‘Whole

  Lotta Love’, on Zeppelin III . . . with other bands it’d be something very close or reflective of if they’d got some sort of hit, and we just weren’t doing that. We

  were summing up the overall mood and where we were on that musical journey at each point in time.




  Did you write songs in sections and then join together collated ideas?




  I worked very much in that way. I’d be working at home on various ideas and when we were working on something in a group situation I’d think, ‘Oh, I know what I’m going

  to put in this,’ if you hadn’t already put it together. Some things, I had them really mapped out, and other things – this is as the group goes on – would be on the spot.

  ‘Ramble On’ and ‘What Is And What Should Never Be’: I had those structures complete.




  Would ‘Achilles Last Stand’ have been written lineally?




  On that one, yes it was. There was one section that sort of appeared from before and then I tied it all up from that. ‘Achilles Last Stand’ is quite an epic. It sort of grew. For me

  it was like, this is obviously the next part, and then this is obviously the next part. It’s a long map. It gave a good excuse to be able to have all these sections and then orchestrate them

  with the guitar. I wanted to set something which was not impossible to do from my end of it, from what I was going to do guitar-wise and beyond the track, but was going to be very challenging. I

  welcome that sort of challenge. I didn’t do that one at home. It was put together in Los Angeles in a studio rehearsing for the album and then it was recorded in

  Munich. We did that album (Presence) in three weeks. Literally, all recorded and all mixed. All the guitar overdubs were done in one evening. You can tell I must have been so focused at

  that point. I’d already heard what I wanted to do and then it was matter of pulling it off and getting it better than I’d heard in my head. It just goes to show the passion of what I

  was doing.




  How did you use your eight-track at home to build a song?




  By either putting down a riff that I’d know I was going to use in the situation of the rehearsals, of presenting it and saying, ‘This is what I’ve got.’ Or like

  ‘Ten Years Gone’, I had all the orchestrated parts mapped out at home beforehand. I did everything apart from the drums – the bass and the guitar parts. ‘Friends’,

  I’d already worked out the structure. Also at the same time I had the riff of ‘Immigrant Song’ and then that went into a rehearsal thing and it really kicked on. I knew how these

  things would work with the group.




  Songbooks suggest your works have surprisingly few chords. Would you build riffs from simple progressions or even think in chordal segments?




  I thought in whole chordal passages and ‘The Rain Song’ is a good example of that: there’s quite a lot of chords, but that’s relative to the melody – the movements

  of the chords. But as far as other things went it was minimalistic, if you like. Certainly a lot of it would be working from riffs. On the second album with ‘Whole Lotta Love’ I had

  that riff and the way of playing it.




  Can you explain how a riff comes to you?




  A riff will come out of . . . this whole thing of do you practise at home and all that. Well, I play at home and before I knew where I was things would be coming out and that’s those

  little sections or riffs or whatever. At that stage it’s selection and rejection. It’s whether you continue with something or you go, ‘No that’s too much like something

  else,’ and then you move into something else. If you’ve got an idea and you think that’s quite interesting then I’d work and build on it at home. ‘Rock And Roll’

  was something that came purely out of the ether. We were working on something else and John Bonham happened to play – just as you do sometimes, because we were recording – this intro

  from ‘Keep A-Knockin’’ from Little Richard and I went, ‘Oh, that’s it!’ – I did this chord and half a riff that was in my head – ‘Let’s

  do this.’ It was really quick to do and we could write like that.
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