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  Introduction

  Most music writers write for a living, but I began writing about music in order to live. My first partner, Laura Gerrard, died of cancer in August 2001 at the age of thirty-six. That the ensuing period was not a happy time for me scarcely needs to be said, and for most of it the last thing I wanted to do was to listen to music. Still, it quickly became apparent that this was no route back towards any life worthy of the name, and that to survive, let alone come to terms with my own grief, would involve coming to terms with music, not simply the music that Laura and I had shared for many, many years, but all the music that Laura would now be unable to hear. I felt I owed it to her memory, not only to pay due tribute to her spirit, but also to do all the new listening for her. If I could do this in public, moreover, then perhaps other spirits would stumble upon me, and even connect with me.

  With some considerable encouragement from others, I felt confident enough to want to approach both writing and music again, and The Church Of Me, named after the planned but unbuilt memorial to the first wife of the artist Stanley Spencer, stumbled into existence at the beginning of 2002. The blog became quickly and surprisingly popular, perhaps because there were few other websites at the time devoted to long-form analytical music writing, and fewer still with such unavoidable personal content. Certainly the latter, together with the perceived quality of the writing, struck a chord with many readers as well as other bloggers. One Toronto-based blogger, Lena Friesen, thought enough of The Church Of Me to want to get in touch with its writer and so, in 2003, what effectively began as an online penpal relationship slowly developed over the next couple of years into something more profound. We met, became engaged, married – in Toronto – in November 2007, and little over a year later she finally came to join me permanently in London. While awaiting her arrival I began a new blog – The Blue In The Air. Although this blog had no overt agenda, I found that, in retrospect, the posts did tell an accidentally profound story. While I was waiting patiently for my world to change forever and for the better, the world too seemed to be waiting for change; this period covered Barack Obama’s nomination for the Democratic presidential candidacy and eventual election as President. Despite the well-documented economic collapse which occurred towards the latter half of 2008, there did appear to be a definite air of optimism, and I hope that this feeling is palpable in the pieces which I have selected for the present collection. Indeed the sense of optimism, although cautious and mindful of wider global crises, has pervaded into the change in British politics which is currently being undertaken as I write these words.

  Of the more than two hundred posts which I made over this period to The Blue In The Air – read Joan Didion’s novel Democracy and discover the idea which inspired the title – I decided to select fifty, the half-century which collectively told the best story. I have also included the dates of their original postings in order to contextualize my situation at the time. The pieces here are not always the blog’s most celebrated works; my eleven-part essay on Portishead’s Third album, for example, is omitted as it is really a separate work which does not advance the underlying story. I have taken caution to keep the number of pieces about then-contemporary songs to a relative minimum; time and perspective may yet change my feelings about many of these.

  Although this volume does include some essays on well-known songs and performances, I have largely concentrated on those songs which have tended to become overlooked, or even lost, despite an age where any piece of music, however obscure, can be located somewhere on the internet. The unhelpful narrowcast canonization of “classics” persists, with the result that whole movements of music have become muddled, opaque in listeners’ awareness or perception of them. Much of what is written about here has become forgotten, or misunderstood, or simply never heard (of) in the first place, and it is my hope – as it should be of any music writer worth their salt – that readers will be inspired by these observations to investigate the songs under consideration, and more besides.

  A cursory reading of the book will reveal that these pieces take in an extremely broad range of musical experience, from Britney Spears to Karlheinz Stockhausen. Some may wonder about the elasticity of definition of the term “song”; indeed, one of the “songs” written about is an hour-long piece of radio drama from the 1930s, although music plays a vital part in its development, and its performance and arrangement are in themselves as musical as anything Honegger or Britten were composing at the time. I ascribe this to the joint influences of my parents – my late father, who was passionate about contemporary music of all kinds but especially post-Parker jazz, improvised music, and post-Darmstadt classical, and my mother, who continues to be a fervent fan of pop music of all stripes. It is to be hoped, however, that the revolutions instigated by the internet, particularly the ability to access virtually all music at random, will include a regeneration of eclectic interests and passions on the part of music lovers, to defy easy, profitable demographic categorisation, and this volume may go a little way towards that enviable horizon.

  The tone of the various pieces varies in accordance with the feelings inspired by the songs at the time of their writing. All of these pieces were written relatively quickly – on the turn of the proverbial dime – and I have resisted the temptation to update the content or revise my opinions with the benefit of hindsight. I have broadened the original writing out somewhat, since the assumption of shared knowledge when one is writing for a blog with a known and knowing readership cannot be transferred to a published volume aimed at a wider market. The meditation on Jay-Z’s performance at Glastonbury 2008 seems to me the pivotal piece, the marker of the point where everything did change, not just for myself but also for the world. In contrast to the considered tone of much of the other writing here, the Jay-Z piece is one of several attempts at ekphrasis – a work of art inspired by another work of a different art – but approaches from casual to formal can all be found within this book, hopefully all written in the same identifiable voice.

  Thanks are due to Tariq Goddard at Zer0 Books, who approached me with the original idea for this book at a time when I was expecting no approaches whatsoever, and to Matthew Ingram for making him aware of my existence, as well as to Mark Fisher and John Hunt for their immense help and encouragement with regard to this project. Wise words, corrections and diversions were, as always, offered, or at any rate suggested, by Mark Sinker. I also thank Ian Penman for his invaluable links. On a less personal level I am indebted to Max Harrison, David Thomson, Roger Lewis and Simon Barnes, writers in different fields who have taught me by example never to jump to the obvious conclusion, but equally never to be perverse for perversity’s sake. Above all I offer limitless love and gratitude to my dear wife Lena Friesen, without whom this book could have been neither imagined nor written.

  Marcello Carlin

  London SW6

  May 2010
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  Marty Wilde: Abergavenny

  17 September 2007

  The sui generis Sir Cliff Richard being automatically discounted, Marty Wilde has to qualify as the most durable and consistently adventurous survivor of the first Britpop boom of the late fifties – and as an active songwriter and producer as well as a singer, may well outdo Cliff. In the early seventies, while the latter was occupied making God-pestering anthems for the Festival of Light, Wilde was heroically attempting to hitch a ride in the glam carriage under the pseudonym of Zappo before turning his attention to writing for and producing son Ricky and his extraordinary, if brief, run of squalling teen anthems on the UK label (most notably 1974’s gloriously cacophonic “Teen Wave”) – and then of course his elder daughter Kim grew up, and both father and son collaborated in creating that exceptional run of meta-hits, so spellbinding that you could almost believe that a place called “East California” existed.

  Getting there, however, was a struggle. Cliff apart, all of the fifties idols suffered to a greater and lesser extent in the wake of the Beatles, and Wilde, more than most, faced the inevitable prejudices; even though he grew both hair and beard to form the Wilde Three, giving Justin Hayward his first break, he was still seen as the winsome contralto of a spent era. Undeterred, he developed his songwriting skills and enjoyed his first annus mirabilis in 1968 when, writing under the pseudonym of “Frere Manston” in collaboration with one “Jack Gellar,” the real name of Ronnie Scott (a different Ronnie Scott from the late saxophonist and club owner), he scored three top ten hits – the Mersey-flowing-into-sunshine pop balladry of the Casuals’ “Jesamine,” Lulu’s “I’m A Tiger” (about which Ms Lawrie felt much the same as she did about “Boom-Bang-A-Bang”) and Status Quo’s “Ice In The Sun.”

  Both the Casuals and Quo records suggest a light dripping of post-psychedelia with rich, unexpected chord changes, and much of this also flows into “Abergavenny”. Released under Wilde’s own name as a single in 1968 it received considerable radio play in the UK but failed to chart; undeterred, Wilde issued the single in America the following year under the alias of “Shannon” (and no, he was nothing to do with the Shannon responsible for “Let The Music Play,” “Give Me Tonight,” etc., though wouldn’t it have been nice if he had been?); it was a fairly big hit in the States and a major hit in Canada, a welcome but surprising achievement considering its inherent Britishness. From its opening fife and drums fanfare to its brooding intro of wobbly fuzztone guitar with acoustic backing, “Abergavenny” is benign bubblegum with indistinct shadows. Wilde sounds cheerful and eager about “Taking a trip (now there’s a clue) up to Abergavenny/Hoping the weather is fine” before drums and bass enter and the pace accelerates: “If you should see a red dog running free/Then you know it’s mine,” followed by an ecstatically descending piano mimicking said dog gleefully trotting downhill before landing squarely on the 4/4 beat. “I’ve got to get there and fast,” sings Wilde as though the real world is too grey to delay his “trip,” before offering a wink to the listener, or perhaps the square: “If you can’t go” – with an exaggerated Terry-Thomas emphasis on the sustained “o” of that “go” -“then I promise to show you a photograph.” In other words, you have to experience the “trip” in person; as an indirect witness it can only make sense to a certain extent.

  As strings caress the lower ground of the middle eight, Wilde offers his extremely 1968 musings about “paradise people” (who are “fine by me”) before his own voice drifts in and out of fuzzy warp as he licks the ice cream concept of “Sunshine forever/Lovely weather” before raising an eyebrow – “Don’t you wish you could beeeeeee..../TAKING a TRIP up to Abergavenny?” In order to release the escalating tension he gives his best Butlins redcoat prompt of “Everybody now!” as a brass band (plus marching band glockenspiel) parps its way into the song; not quite a summer village fete but also not quite the bierkeller pop which its pedigree might initially suggest, and by “bierkeller pop” I’m thinking of things like Chris Andrews’ “To Whom It Concerns” (the instrumental backing track of which became much better known as the theme to Irish television’s The Late, Late Show) and the Dave Clark Five’s “Red Balloon” – a genre which subsequently flourished only in Eurovision and the later hits of Peters and Lee.

  A much more relevant source of inspiration may well have been Jack Nitzsche’s stoned charts for the Turtles’ “She’d Rather Be With Me” – a number four hit at the height of the British Summer of Love – and as a British (or English, even though the subject matter is Welsh) equivalent “Abergavenny” sparkles with marveling effervescence. The record climaxes with celebratory unisons and subtle dislocation, Wilde still mocking the Old Guard with his “A leetle photo-GRAPH!” as the parade passes out of earshot towards their own nirvana, Wilde’s closing “la la” cries sounding not that far removed from Francis Rossi. Reissued on CD only recently, after being absent from British circulation for nearly forty years, listening to it conjured up my 1968 with unimaginable rapidity ... and it is easy to discern how such a mischievous spirit in music could go on to be responsible for “Chequered Love” – certainly the journey from “Abergavenny” to “Cambodia” is one of the most remarkable of any pop star of his generation. Including Cliff’s.
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  Marcel King: Reach For Love

  18 September 2007

  Ten years previously he had been at number one as the 16-year-old lead singer of Manchester soul octet Sweet Sensation, made famous by the British television talent show New Faces, with “Sad Sweet Dreamer”. The last Tony Hatch production to date to top the UK charts, the record indeed blends sadness and sweetness in a way that is uniquely British; King sings the song with a passion almost uncomfortable for a would-be child star, even a Moss Side Michael Jackson, against the swirling strings and palais band saxophones which unmistakably nail the single as Pye Records in 1974, with that very characteristic Marble Arch studio echo.

  But the fame did not last; after one more hit, the band struggled despite many fine singles (especially “Hide Away From The Sun”) and after a failed attempt to gain the British nomination for 1977 Eurovision split up. What became of Marcel King in the intervening years is unclear, but in the spring of 1984 he abruptly and unexpectedly re-emerged on Factory Records with the one-off single “Reach For Love” (FAC 92). Produced by Bernard Sumner, it received enthusiastic, if slightly baffled, notices in the music press but sold minimally, even though it filled the floor of the Haçienda regularly; to this day Shaun Ryder regards it as the best record Factory ever released. King more or less vanished again until his death in 1995 from a brain haemorrhage, aged just 38. Two years later his son Zeus was shot dead in a drug feud; he was nineteen.

  Superficially, then, here we have another story of a child prodigy who didn’t, or wasn’t allowed to, fulfill his promise. I am sure the full tale is a lot more complex and less able to fit into preordained storylines. But listening to “Reach For Love” now, it seems like a pop single just slightly out of its time – it should have been a huge hit, but Factory’s legendarily crap distribution and marketing facilities militated against that, as did lack of radio play. There is also the question of whether “Reach For Love” was slightly too intense a song and performance to become that huge a hit. The rhythm and bass lines set up at the beginning thrust themselves forward in a somewhat menacing manner, although their propulsion cannot be denied; Happy Mondays would go on to use it as their 1988-9 rhythmic template. The beats are intense enough to qualify as rock rather than dance; there is an unusual thickness to their solidity.

  When King’s voice first enters – “Girl when I first met you” -we could almost be listening to a better Bros, but he then develops a seamless union between grace (the floating stream of “so strong” in the line “Our love was so strong”) and franticity (the teeth-extracting agony of “feel” in “Now I feel everything’s going wrong,” echoed by the emergence of a high-pitched string synth). Then the track lightens for ripples of sunlit electronics to decorate the chorus of “Everybody needs love baby/Ain’t no lying/Everybody wants love babe/We’ve got to keep on...striving!” and suddenly we are in 1990 Madchester half a decade early.

  King continues to extemporize on his increasing pain – “I’ve been trying to show you better things,” he exclaims while an icy backing chorus chants “You keep on giving me shots!” (make whatever analogy you will of that) – climaxing in the bloodcurdling “freeeeeeeeeeeze” of “I freeze, baby, at the thought of leaving you behind.” This is vocal control of an exceptionally high level, both technically and emotionally. As the string synths melt into formalism behind him he is preaching to the grey skies: “Girl when you reach for love you’ve got to hold onto it!/Music is the love that helps me through EVERYTHING ...makes you hold on, move on...” and his perspective shifts from the girl to music as salvation (“Yes it does,” he whimpers, “Sweet music,” the backing chorus responds). As a dance record it is exceptionally forceful, perhaps too forceful for the general treble-friendly politesse of 1984 daytime radio; and it only ever appeared as a twelve-inch single, clocking in at just under five and a half minutes. Overall, however, there was something just too real about “Reach For Love” for it to thrive in a culture of masks, irony and timidity. Yet it now stands as one of the great pop hits that never was (or hasn’t yet been) and should be sought out and cherished to demonstrate the untapped greatness of this saddest and sweetest of dreamers.


  3

  Kevin Rowland: This Guy’s In Love With You

  19 September 2007

  This isn’t one of the big setpieces on that psychotherapeutic tool of a covers album My Beauty but it is one of the most emotionally naked of its tracks, even on a record which set new standards for emotional nakedness. “This Guy’s In Love” is another song which interpreters have to approach with extreme caution; it is easy to convert vulnerable into bland, or collapse through the trapdoor of overkill on the key line of “if not I’ll just die.” Originally composed with Chet Baker in mind – although the Chet Baker of 1968 was in no condition to tackle it – Alpert’s voice preserves Baker’s pretend nonchalance to conceal his extreme fear and uncertainty; humming to himself in the park, hands insecurely hunched in pockets, while swerving his head around every two seconds to ensure that she’s heard him. Rowland’s reading, as with much else on My Beauty, puts me in mind of Robin Williams’ character in The Fisher King; his life having been razed to ground zero, clumsily and fitfully but faithfully attempting to build a new one, needing to relearn just about everything in terms of what a human being is and how that human being relates to other ones (“After being so lost and seeing only ugliness in the world, these songs started to penetrate my frightened world” remarks Rowland in his brief sleevenote ... well, that’s why some of us build Churches ...). He keeps the song very quiet indeed, as a sort of midnight blue jazz ballad, though this is as much to do with insecurity as restraint. Guitarist Neil Hubbard and bassist John McKenzie are the epitome of discretion; indeed, for the first two lines of the song Rowland is accompanied only by Blair Cunningham’s near-inaudible brushes.

  The singer’s delivery is bluffly humble, like a broken man painfully and slowly learning to walk again; he’s trying to talk to her, to us, as best he can manage – the delivery is not refined, but it is a question of familiarizing oneself again with this sort of language so that the ability to love can be rediscovered (“my-heart-a-keeps-a-break-in’-ah”). Lush strings filter in from the left channel but are for now kept at a distance. Note the subtle changes to the lyrics – “you see, this guy” as opposed to “you say this guy,” and “what I’d give to make you mine” rather than “what I’d do” – with a radical break at the first climax where, instead of offering death as an alternative option to himself, after “say you’re in love, in love with this guy,” he extends the “guyyyyyyyyyy” as though hanging onto an umbilical cord; then the music simply slides to a halt and he offers a simple, spoken “please.”

  The trumpet instrumental break is replaced by Mark Feltham’s harmonica (we only hear a harmonica in the third and fourth lines of the first verse of Alpert’s version) while Rowland repeats to himself “come on, come on” as he does throughout the album, willing himself to believe in his own restoration, begging himself to keep breathing. When he returns for the second and final chorus it is clear that he has gradually lost his reserve; his post-Russell Mael vibrato sites his voice at the edge of tears and total breakdown (the vulnerable tightrope is a major theme on the record), and for the last, and indeed, only time, he sings, very lowly, slowly and deliberately, that crucial line, stretching it out like a noose threatening to overlap the clothes line – “if not I’ll just... die,” the “die” coming out as an exhausted bitonal baritone sob. Hubbard’s guitar ripples his consent and concern, and the song “dies” into the bluer ether. Mercifully, he has not died.
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  Sally Shapiro: Hold Me So Tight

  20 September 2007

  This year’s “Young Folks” but with added “Pacific State” input? Think spiraling oceans of synths, limpid modulations through heartbreaking chord changes, stout Cortez looking over the roof of the disco and finding Avalon. The noble, lucidly dreamt poignancy of Global Communications, Lawrence (the German techno one, not the Felt/Denim/Go-Kart Mozart chap), Casinos Versus Japan, Jeff Mills with his XL3 bathing cap on ... there is a certain kind of maximalistic, generously melodic techno to which I could listen and in which I could swim forever. Combine with the admirably hurt song structures of the Pet Shop Boys at their most distant (and yet, paradoxically, their closest) and a lyrical bent derived from the average C86 seven-inch, filtered via Saint Etienne when they let go and allow themselves to drift (side two of Tiger Bay, “How We Used To Live”), and you would have something like the six divinely felt minutes of “Hold Me So Tight.”
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