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1

Tell It Like It Is

In the Beginning

It is an early October afternoon in 1992 and I am heading down the gantry ladder to the studio floor of TC7, one of the smaller studios at Television Centre and the home of BBC2’s arts and media late-night magazine, The Late Show. New Orleans’ Neville Brothers have just given their on their cover of Steve Miller’s ‘Fly Like an Eagle’ from their sixth studio album, Family Groove, and they are now circling the floor impatiently like factory workers approaching the end of their shift. I go up to Aaron, who has massive forearms, a cross tattooed on his cheek, a prominent mole above his right eye and a permanently wary look on his face. No matter that I interviewed him for the Guardian while he hefted weights in his garage in east New Orleans when the Daniel Lanois-produced 1989 Yellow Moon album finally made the brothers a commercial proposition just three years ago, that I have enjoyed them in full flight on their home turf at Tipitina’s and at Jazz Fest, and am a massive fan, right now I am an apologist for the BBC, which is delaying their early evening escape for a flight to Germany where they are about to launch a tour. The floor manager has done his best to explain why we need another go, but the Nevilles are already tired, while up in the gallery the director Janet Fraser Crook is chafing at the bit. I mutter apologies to Aaron and plead for just one more take.

We are recording for the first Later … and Janet is working with a recalcitrant camera crew who aren’t quite on her side as she scrabbles to adapt her shooting script to capture the complex blood harmonies of the Nevilles in full flight. Aaron looks through me with the kind of infinite weariness that comes with scoring your first and only major solo hit way back in 1967 when only the Monkees’ ‘I’m a Believer’ kept his ‘Tell It Like It Is’ on the tiny local label Par-Lo from topping the Billboard Top 100. Aaron was in his mid-20s then and had been trying to live off his tremulous falsetto since he first fell in love with the plaintive sweetness of doo-wop as a teenager in the 1950s. Even when he finally scored that hit, Aaron had explained to me, he’d had to take blue-collar jobs to support his family. ‘I was a longshoreman, housepainter, ditch digger, truck driver you name it. The people on the job would say, “Man, you got no business in this shithole, you should be out there singing.”’ He and his three brothers are now musical royalty back in the Big Easy. They released their debut album back in 1978 and until recently have struggled to catch fire, remaining big fish in the small pond of New Orleans. Things have looked up since Bill Graham started managing them and Yellow Moon took off, but none of that is speeding along this taping. We haven’t even got to the plaintive ‘Tell It Like It Is’ just yet. Aaron turns to his brothers – Charles, Art and Cyril – ‘The bitch screwed it up’, he shrugs wearily and they get ready to go again.

This very first Later … with Jools Holland aired at around 23.59 on Thursday, 8 October 1992, right off the back of The Late Show with presenter Tracey MacLeod handing over the studio to Jools, his piano and a soul-themed bill featuring Brits the Christians, D’Influence and Nu Colours alongside the Nevilles. Midnight wasn’t exactly primetime – but any slot was precious, while the lateness of the hour, the day of the week and a run of ten shows arguably gave us time and space to either find our feet or fail quietly.
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Aaron Neville tells it like it is, series 1, episode 1, October 1992. (BBC film still)

First came the original titles – Jools stumbling out of a Jaguar XJ12 towards a dark and semi-deserted Television Centre. Veteran actor Lloyd Lamble’s old-school security guard explains, ‘I am sorry, sir, you can’t park here, it’s a restricted area,’ while Jools simply gestures at his watch. Before you know it, he’s hurrying through the stage door, explaining to the receptionist that he doesn’t have time to take a call – ‘I’ll take it later!’ after waving at yours truly. I am feigning sleep in a leather jacket on one of the sofas where visitors waited to be escorted into the building and production team would loiter waiting for taxis home if they’d worked late enough to be allowed to order one. On Jools sweeps, down empty corridors and past a grumbling and unimpressed cleaner in a pink polyester housecoat to TC7. Tracey greets him at the entrance like a game but wary gatekeeper as she exits The Late Show. It’s a takeover and she asks him to clean up what Jools himself has called ‘the mess’ when he’s finished.

Jools has stormed a half-asleep BBC but with the gentlest and, well, most old-fashioned of manners. There’s a cast of character actors, big band boogie-woogie as the theme tune, a fob watch, and a Bentley – hardly the stuff of cutting-edge rock ’n’ roll. Shot in a day on a Steadicam in the rush to launch this first series, the titles were a collaboration between Jools and director Janet, with Jools championing the casting of Ealing Studios’ veterans in the cameo roles. ‘Bird Cage Walk (doing the)’, the excitable and now long-serving title music, was co-written with Jools’ faithful drummer Gilson Lavis and features bassist extraordinaire Pino Palladino and what was then called the Jools Holland Big Band flexing some early muscle.

Moments later, Jools is at the piano and the Nevilles and the rest of the cast are vamping contentedly away on a simple groove that is in no rush to end. D’Influence are opposite the Nevilles, vocal group Nu Colours are gathered around the piano and the Christians are at the far end of the studio. Although the bands are all in the same room at the same time, they might as well be socially distanced. There’s not much sense of togetherness, few shots that show the geography of the whole, and Jools doesn’t get around the room, spending most of the show sitting at the piano. The bare studio walls are broken up with banners of iconic pop music imagery and Jools claps each performance enthusiastically with a little support from the twenty or thirty guests lurking behind the banners. His every piece to camera addressing the viewer is laced with the knowingly ingratiating sobriquet, ‘Ladies and gentlemen …’ and, early doors, there’s something of a mission statement. ‘So what – you are asking yourselves – are the elements of this show? Well, there’s me and there is the piano, ladies and gentlemen, there’s a studio, hopefully we’ll be having some cameras and some lights and, more importantly, we’ll be having some very carefully chosen performers and artists from every musical sphere.’

How did we get this far? The BBC hadn’t launched a new live music performance show since Janet Street-Porter, the new Head of Youth and Entertainment, called time on the already abbreviated Whistle Test in 1987 and conceived the early-evening Def II strand with interview-based music magazines like Antoine de Caunes’ Rapido, indie-centric Snub TV and Dance Energy, a day-glo Ready Steady Go! for the clubbing generation. Top of the Pops lumbered along, passing its quarter-century in 1989, but with the show’s entertainment values and squeaky-clean presenters increasingly at variance with the fragmenting charts and emergent genres like dance and hip-hop. Meanwhile Channel 4 had been casting around trying to find a show that could match the success of its irreverent music flagship The Tube, which had run out of steam in spring 1987 just as the Whistle Test ended. Music television had lost its way.

I’d been a pop writer since reviewing the Sex Pistols’ last gig in San Francisco in 1978, but my first job in television was working as a researcher on 1988’s Wired, which was led by Malcolm Gerrie who had originated The Tube and featured many of the production team who’d worked on its last few series. As a child of the 1960s I’d grown up watching music television, from Top of the Pops to Ready Steady Go!, but I knew little about it. I had been pinned back in my armchair by Talking Heads on The Old Grey Whistle Test and Fine Young Cannibals on The Tube, but I didn’t know how or why. Wired was short-lived and, if it is remembered at all, it’s either for its striking and expensive title sequence and/or for a bare-chested, forty-one-year-old Iggy Pop jumping on the technocrane at Pinewood while performing ‘I Wanna Be Your Dog’. There was a sense that pop music was growing up and so was its audience and that the time was ripe for some thoughtful journalism. But what I observed most at Wired was the relentless pressure on the live producers to deliver big names to promote international distribution. The show’s bookers seemed obliged to chase after what was big rather than champion what was good.

Wired only lasted a series, I returned to freelance writing about music and film for the Guardian and those recent monthly magazines for grown-up fans, Q and Empire. Channel 4 tried other music shows like Big World Café and Rock Steady but nothing stuck. While working on Wired I’d interviewed for the job of music researcher on BBC2’s new media magazine show, The Late Show, which launched in January 1989, but Graham Smith, another former Record Mirror writer, got the job. Graham set the template for The Late Show’s music coverage but now he was moving on, and I walked into Lime Grove to take his place on 3 January 1990. A new decade was beginning.

The Late Show was based in Lime Grove Studios in Shepherd’s Bush about half a mile from Television Centre. Gaumont Film Company had opened Lime Grove in 1915 and the BBC took it over in 1949. Steptoe and Son, Doctor Who and Top of the Pops had all once come from there but by 1990 it felt like the land that time forgot. There was black-cladded piping snaking industrially from corridor to corridor and only the odd fire escape countered the subterranean aura of the place with its nest of studios that were shortly destined to become a block of flats. Michael Jackson, editor of The Late Show, was in his early thirties but had a forensic sense of the media landscape, television history and the value and richness of the BBC archives. The Late Show harked back to the 1960s and Late Night Line-Up, the television discussion and review show that helped launch BBC2 and spun off the short-lived music show Colour Me Pop when the channel went colour in 1968. Jackson’s Late Show empowered a new generation of music and arts producers broadcasting live four nights a week with a magazine blend of short films, interviews, discussions and performances. The show was still reeling from the infamous visit of the Stone Roses in November 1989 in which the band had their power cut less than a minute into their performance of ‘Made of Stone’ after turning up the volume at the last minute. Tracey MacLeod had been obliged to jump in front of a sniggering band and introduce a VT on documentary photographer Martin Parr while lead singer Ian Brown paced the floor behind her before yelling out the wounding jibe, ‘Amateurs!’

One of the first members of The Late Show team I met that first day was the striking and glamour-power clad Janet Fraser Crook, one of the show’s two studio directors, who leaned across my empty desk and imperiously demanded that I book her lots of bands to shoot. The template for what was to be a wonderfully fruitful and sparky relationship had immediately been struck. Janet had started out in news in the south-west and now at Lime Grove she was desperate to enrich her directorial skills but felt like a fish out of water in the competitive but scruffy college common room ambience of the production office. Our best meetings were always in the canteen, which remained unchanged since the era of Ealing comedies, and the best times were in the studio where we were free to experiment, restricted only by the sense that the place truly belonged to the lighting directors, sparks, scenic artists, sound supervisors and camera crews who ruled the roost and liked to boss us televisual naïfs about.

The Stone Roses’ debacle I so narrowly missed had been occasioned by the band tripping the Ames minimum decibel limit, designed to protect the hearing of the camera crew and studio technicians, and represented by a traffic light in the corner of the studio but in the band’s line of sight. When the amps went above 80 decibels the green light went amber and then red a few seconds later, at which point the band’s power source was automatically cut. The trouble was the cut-off point was ludicrously low in volume and constricted bands who needed a level of volume to get their juices stirring. Even in 1992 when PJ Harvey and then Suede debuted on The Late Show, now based in Television Centre, each band struggled to get going at such restricted volume and resented their first experience of a television studio. Bernard Butler turned up his amp just before the band launched into ‘The Drowners’, but although the Ames minimum traffic light no longer presided over the studio, the ensuing live mix was a cavernous mess as the BBC sound supervisor struggled to adjust his balance against the sudden surge of noise coming from Bernard’s guitar.
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Janet, the author and Jools celebrating the first 50 shows, series 8 episode 1, November 1996.

The Late Show was the school that brought Janet and I together and eventually resulted in Later … First I had to find my feet – with Janet, fellow director Rena Butterwick, Tracey MacLeod (who knows and loves her music) and the rest of the team – while campaigning to get more artists into the studio and get more slots on the shows. Tracey and I both loved country music and the British record industry was determinedly trying to launch the burgeoning New Country genre in the UK while tacitly trying to lose the old ‘Country and Western’ audience of shuffling middle-aged couples in Western gear. Somehow this involved a double-decker bus driving around London with various million-selling, Stetson-sporting singers on board, stadium superstar Garth Brooks squeezing onto the tiny stage of the Cambridge Theatre and even smaller shows from the likes of Clint Black and Alan Jackson. Tracey and I produced a six-part series, New West, at Lime Grove in 1990, filming Clint, Rosanne Cash, George Strait et al. in the afternoon and early evening when that evening’s edition of The Late Show placed few demands on the studio. 

I also compiled Late Rap, a compilation of hip-hop performances from the likes of Ice-T, Queen Latifah, KRS-One, Public Enemy and Jungle Brothers. The Late Show had a generous budget at this point and each rapper had their own set. Ice-T, his hype man and his DJ had a low-lit, empty but graffitied studio in which to spar with a Steadicam that seemed to want to hunt them down. Public Enemy were surrounded by barbed wire through which director Sheree Folkson framed the twitching cheekbones of the S1W security guards who flanked Chuck D and Flavor Flav. But there were also sessions with Richard Thompson, Ahmad Jamal, R.E.M., Cowboy Junkies and so many more. I was learning about lighting, staging, camera angles and the vagaries of the artistic temperament in the pressure cooker of the studio. Michael Jackson remarked in passing that a producer was ultimately responsible for everything on-screen – the whole picture – and I took him seriously.

The live-to-air performances were the best: the adrenalin and excitement of rehearsing in the early evening, the band huddling together on the floor and then the tension and reward of band and cameras in splendid sync as we broadcast ‘to the nation’ just before midnight. I’d book the artists, secure their stage plans and the appropriate monitor system then write the introductory link in consultation with that particular show’s producer and presenter. Actress turned chanteuse Julee Cruise’s live performance of ‘Rockin’ Back Inside My Heart’ was directorial magic and a real breakthrough, Janet’s cameras waltzing in tandem with the finger-popping band, the backing singers in vintage wedding dresses, the demure Julee in eye-fluttering close-up. The band were spread out across the studio floor, emerging from darkness in James Campbell’s haunting tableau lighting while Julee glowed in close-up as she whispered Angelo Badalamenti and David Lynch’s mysterious tale of longing and picnics. Twin Peaks wouldn’t air in the UK until that October so here was an early preview of its beguiling and spooked atmospherics. I was watching Janet grow as a director in front of my eyes. 

In Lime Grove some of the tools of the trade belonged to a different era. Janet only had a small camera crew with which to conduct and capture every nuance of Julee’s performance and leading it was a giant horse-like iron contraption called the Heron. The driver sat low down at the back with a steering wheel while the camera supervisor sat mounted high astride the great beast, operating his mounted camera and grandly urging his driver on as the Heron glided across the studio floor to peer down into Julee’s endless false eyelashes. Every shot counted and built towards the total picture while the pace of the cuts and mixes between cameras built the mood. Shooting a performance in a studio is a dance in space and time; when it’s done well the rhythm of the pictures match the heart and drive of the music and make it sing.

In the autumn Janet and I flew to New York to film an early version of what became the Songwriters’ Circle show with country-folk singers Mary Chapin Carpenter, Rosanne Cash and Nanci Griffith at the Bottom Line. I was already drawn to circular shows in which artists shared a stage and collaborated. I convened a Battle of the Bands with Stan Tracey and John Harle’s large jazz bands facing each other across the studio for a Duke Ellington tribute and invited veteran double bassist Danny Thompson to collaborate in three small band line-ups – folk, jazz and world – dotted round the studio and threaded through an evening’s running order – inching towards a Later … setup. Sheree Folkson directed an extended self-portrait of Vivian Stanshall, combining Viv’s autobiographical reflections on his troubled relationship with his father with some wonderfully staged and inventively shot band performances that used the whole of the studio, uniting music and drama. Spreading His Light starred Viv in Jesus mode, walking on the water, and featured two of The Late Show’s young coordinators in lobster outfits moving cardboard waves from side to side in true panto tradition. Viv was insecure but excited to be working, back on television and confronting his demons. I’d go over to his flat in Crouch End to discuss the writing and staging of the piece as he smoked in the bedroom in which he’d fall asleep and burn himself to death a few years later. We called the fifteen-minute piece ‘Crank’, and shot it in a couple of afternoons and early evenings before handing back to the studio for that night’s Late Show links.

I was learning about wrangling artists in the hothouse of the television studio but I was still more student than producer. I’d loved Van Morrison’s music since coming across Astral Weeks at college and playing it every day for a year. I’d seen his triumphant show with the Caledonian Soul Orchestra at the Rainbow in 1973 when he stormed the stage, joyously returning to the UK after his years in the States and reclaiming and reinventing his legacy with the resulting live album … It’s Too Late to Stop Now. Van had just released 1990’s Enlightenment, the latest in a long run of spiritually centred albums searching for peace, and his new label Polydor had persuaded him to grant us his first studio performance at the BBC since the Whistle Test back in 1984. 

Van arrived unannounced at Lime Grove an hour before his call time in the middle of the afternoon while the band were still setting up on the studio floor. I took him into the Green Room on the ground floor near the building’s entrance. He marched twice around the long oval table in the room’s centre and straight back out of Lime Grove while I was still explaining that we weren’t quite ready to rehearse. This was long before mobile phones were in common usage and Polydor’s Glaswegian plugger Jimmy Devlin had no way of contacting Van. We both feared he’d gone for good, but bandleader Georgie Fame dryly reassured us he’d be back ‘sometime soon’. Van had a house in nearby Holland Park at the time and must have slipped home. When he came back an hour or so later, he was steaming. 

He stormed into the studio and soon had Devlin trapped in the camera bay where the equipment was caged overnight. Raised voices could be heard with Van raging at Devlin that he was personally ruining his life, forcing him to do promotion and destroying his privacy. Van hadn’t yet taken to wearing the low-brimmed hats and dark glasses that would become part of his post-millennium persona. Devlin had worked in management with Simple Minds at home in Scotland and was built like a burly Glasgow docker. He towered over his charge, but Van soon had him backed against the wall, jabbing his finger up at Jimmy’s chest while swearing at him in his broad Belfast accent. Out came some choice words, Jimmy turned white but soaked it up. After five minutes of mounting and noisy recrimination, Van finally stormed out of the camera bay, picked up his guitar and clicked his fingers at the band who launched straight into the soothing ‘Enlightenment’. Moments before he’d been screaming but now Van was sailing into the mystic. It was as if he’d needed to vent at Devlin long enough to calm his nerves so he could become the sage in the studio. Live that night Van was majestic, whispering wonderingly, shushing the band and the world as the cameras closed in, ‘So Quiet in Here’. After the show Van quickly disappeared into the West London night, the band looked relieved while Jimmy Devlin kept asking himself and us why he hadn’t decked him in the camera bay.
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k.d. lang coming into her own, series 1, episode 2, October 1992. (BBC film still)

I loved the studio and working first-hand with musicians to give them a platform where they could do their best work, but it was Janet who kept insisting we get real and do a proper music show while I kept fobbing her off. I’d seen so many music shows come and go on Channel 4 and all I could see were the pitfalls. I loved the wide variety of music and artists we featured but The Late Show was a Music and Arts show which needed to be both discerning and reputational but had no real obligation to be popular. But a standalone music show would be a different kettle of fish altogether. We’d been learning about collaborative shows, about staging and lighting, and if we could showcase every kind of music on The Late Show why couldn’t we showcase all those artists in the same studio at the same time? I kept shrugging and Janet kept pushing. The Late Show had a small family of presenters but the house style was stiff-backed and determined to impress, more telling than showing, and while the likes of Matt Collings and Sarah Dunant liked their music well enough, their style was too intellectual and too formal for a music show. Late Show presenters didn’t need to move or engage too much with their guests, they just needed to seem smarter than you. I talked it over with Michael Jackson who simply suggested I go and meet Jools Holland …

I’d first seen Jools on his debut tour of the US with the band that was initially obliged to be renamed UK Squeeze in North America because of a largely unknown but litigious rival outfit. Squeeze crowded on to the stage of the Old Waldorf nightclub in San Francisco’s Financial District in July 1978 to play songs from their eponymous debut album, for the most part produced by John Cale. The shocking pink cover featured the torso of a Mr Universe type muscleman and Cale had reputedly pushed the band towards a heavier, ‘less weedy’ style and seedier subject matter. As Jools later recalled, Cale was in his drinking and drugging phase and on one occasion fell asleep in the studio. Jools seized the moment by writing the ‘C’ word on Cale’s forehead in felt tip, sniggering with his bandmates when the great man woke up and led them all out to the pub without so much as glancing in a mirror. Miles Copeland, the band’s brash manager, and brother of the Police drummer Stewart Copeland, was out on the road with UK Squeeze, which perhaps explains why three-quarters of the way through their set an actual muscleman strutted out in speedos and proceeded to flex his considerable muscles up and down stage. Jools MC’d the show from behind a wobbling keyboard in a bow tie while puffing away on a cigar and had a solo spot attacking Ray Charles’ ‘(Do The) Mess Around’. The whole gig was jolly and juvenile and only hinted at the band Squeeze would rapidly become. After the show I went backstage to chat to the band as a fellow Englishman and South Londoner abroad. They had already been in the US playing virtually every night for two months and still had a couple of weeks to go. Exhaustion and sweat filled the dressing room but Jools was the life and soul of the party as he had been onstage. New Wave bands were stuffed with larger-than-life eccentrics but Jools already seemed a little large for Squeeze even though he’d formed the band with Chris Difford and Glenn Tilbrook back in 1974.

I am quite sure that Jools had no memory of this brief encounter when I bowled up at his studio near Blackheath midway through 1992. Helicon Mountain was then both a building site and a dream in progress. The chap that greeted me that day was Jools at his scruffiest: loose jeans and beaten-up old biker jacket. I would quickly learn that Jools likes to oscillate between looking like a mechanic or a besuited spiv. A ramshackle collection of outbuildings and garages perched above Westcombe Park station and looking down on the River Thames; Helicon was hidden behind ramshackle gates that gave little hint of the work-in-progress blossoming within. Jools was already transforming the place into a magic kingdom of its own with a gypsy caravan parked out front and the studio building decked out like one of those obscure railway stations that Richard Beeching had somehow missed in his Sixties’ closures. Imagine an ever-proliferating folly with fantastical Italianate features in the style of Portmeirion, the model village near Porthmadog in North Wales, that I soon learned had provided the location for Jools’ favourite television series – Patrick McGoohan’s The Prisoner. Squeeze through the front door, past the studio that was then but empty space and plaster, and up the narrow stairs to the office that Jools shared with Vic Reeves and Bob Mortimer and was run by his Aunt Val. There were books and records everywhere and photos of Jools with some of his greatest heroes, notably Dr. John and your man both dressed up in coat and tails and top hats for a piano duet. The back room was cosy enough for a chat and there was always Jools’ favourite café, Frank’s, just down the hill …

Jools was already a music television veteran when we met, although he’d barely been on British terrestrial television since he’d told viewers to ‘be there or be ungroovy fuckers’ in a live trail for The Tube early in 1987. Jools’ five years on The Tube had made him something of an icon with his distinctive blend of enthusiasm and nonchalance, his ‘TV marriage’ with Paula Yates and his camaraderie with musicians, particularly the older ones. Jools seemed to get on with Miles Davis and French and Saunders equally well and he clearly had a profound love of the roots of American music, which shone through in his own piano playing and in the occasional Channel 4 travelogue like 1985’s Walking to New Orleans. Even back at the Old Waldorf Jools had already seemed like his own creation, a man out of time building his own droll persona from a love of Ealing comedies and Ray Charles. Fourteen years later he was now busily fashioning a world consisting entirely of things he loved, whether that be boogie-woogie, vintage vehicles or Italianate follies.

After The Tube Jools had spent eighteen months flying back and forth to New York to co-host Sunday Night with saxophonist David Sanborn. Sunday Night featured sessions with jazz and soul legends, world music stars, avant-garde minimalists and roots artists, many backed by Marcus Miller’s crack house band which often included Jools on piano. Quite how NBC had been persuaded to fund the first series or how Michelob were convinced to sponsor the second syndicated outing remains a mystery, but Jools added his wit and his own considerable chops to this brilliantly high-minded musical mix, gradually shifting his own musical allegiance from the sometimes sneering world of New Wave to a simpatico sense of musical heritage. Alternative bands like Pixies and Red Hot Chili Peppers joined the jazzers on Sunday Night’s second series but executive producer Lorne Michaels and his producer John Heard had run out of road. Jools had rejoined Squeeze back in 1985 and now also set about trying to build his solo music career back in the UK, sometimes going out on the road as a duo with drummer Gilson Lavis, his old mucker from Squeeze. When Jools came across the Deptford Dance Orchestra featuring brass players Phil Veacock, Roger Goslyn and Paul Bartholomew one night in 1989, his vision of a British big band began to click into place, and he left Squeeze for a second and final time early in 1990.

While Jools had recently presented a couple of series of the revived Juke Box Jury on the BBC and had been hosting his own music and alternative comedy vehicle The Happening on BSkyB, both shows had finished in 1991. The Irish journalist Dave Fanning had presented Channel 4’s last two stabs at the grown-up music market, Rock Steady and Friday Night at the Dome, but neither had prospered. If Jools suspected a gap in the music television market or dreamed of becoming British television’s Mr Music once more, he didn’t let on. In fact, he didn’t seem too bothered about anything. I learned straight away that Jools is rarely stressed. We drank tea and chatted about our mutual South London ties and my sister’s years in a flat in nearby Blackheath. Then there was the state and history of music, what we loved and what we both thought a show should be. I talked about the diversity of genres that The Late Show hosted and filling our studio with this broad range of music ‘all at once’. We both agreed that the artists had to play live, that everybody had to be in the room together and that we should film it all live and in one go. We wondered together about what might make the presenter’s home. Neither of us wanted a desk and Jools liked the idea of roaming around the studio but he was certain that his piano should be his base, that he could interview the guests there and that it should the heart and soul of the show. We didn’t talk too long and Jools didn’t seem to have any side. Above all, he was never earnest, which all The Late Show presenters were obliged to be. I caught the train back to Charing Cross buoyed up, thinking for the first time that this could actually work.

But while Jools and I agreed on the show’s musical aesthetic, it was Janet who’d long been telling me that she had the vision of how to stage and how to shoot it. As she explains in the Later 25 programme, ‘When The Late Show had moved to Television Centre I organised a demonstration shoot in the round … The layout had a couple of chat areas, a band and art installation: all four corners utilised to maximum effect – with cameras filming in the middle of the performance areas. Although this was complex to film, particularly in working out where to “hide” the cameras as they moved around, I realised that it was something that hadn’t been attempted before, moving from one item to another with a central circle of cameras. What if this concept could be used with just music performances, completely in the round, 360 degrees, a gladiatorial ring, everyone facing each other, cameras in the middle with the audience being the viewers at home?’

Janet had drawn this for me – probably several times – with stick figures for bands and camera crew – but the minute the cameras started tracking around the room and the bands, the arrows that tracked their path soon seemed to converge into concentric circles of chaos. That’s the trouble with biro! Janet’s brilliant conception simply turned the studio inside out. The cameras would take centre stage, they would be the audience’s eyes and they would see everything first. Jools would conduct the viewer around the room and then step back as the cameras would push into the artist then taking centre stage. The cameras would share Jools’ perspective with the viewer and together they’d have the best seat in the house. Most classic music shows film the kinetic exchange between performer and audience. Think of Ready Steady Go!, Top of the Pops or Soul Train – the studio audience are half the point. We are watching the audience as well as the bands: how do they move, what are they wearing, what on Earth have they done with their hair and what are they up to with each other? We are all voyeurs and music shows had always been windows into the lives and moves of the kids, but maybe we were moving into an era that was more about the music and less about this exchange? After all, why should the viewer at home get a third-hand experience, watching the lucky few who have gone to the ball showing off in front of their favourite bands?

The truth is that I am not sure we had thought all of this through at the beginning. So many of the implications of Janet’s conception would reveal themselves in their own good time. The Late Show didn’t have an audience and our first series would piggyback on its studio so we could only have a handful of guests hiding behind the banners and whooping enthusiastically. We certainly didn’t know that Later … would soon turn both into a musical meeting place and a cutting contest. Right now, we had to sign up Jools, book some bands and persuade Michael Jackson to actually let us give it a go. The Late Show often only used the studio for live links or a short discussion late in the evening. How about we ‘borrowed’ the empty studio for the day, loaded in the gear, shot the show and then bailed, leaving an exhausted Janet to turn around and shoot that evening’s Late Show guests live to air in some rapidly installed armchairs? A small outlay for the BBC and a pilot series for us. Jools’ then manager John Lay got busy with the BBC contracts department, signing him up as associate producer with his name in the titles, I set about booking the shows while Janet and script supervisor Amelia Price started scripting the songs and scheduling equipment arrivals, soundchecks, camera rehearsals, Jools’ link rehearsals, the actual show recording and the equipment removal so there wasn’t a traffic jam in the ring road that encircled the studios at Television Centre.

As much by accident as by design, Later … began with a fully formed sense of its mission and identity that has changed very little over the years. The budget, the set and the ambition have all grown and evolved but the heart of the show has always remained Jools introducing some carefully curated artists. Later …’s only narrative has always been music. If you wanted a hi-concept pitch you’d claim it as ‘the show where a bunch of different artists all play together at the same time’. The groove that launched the first show was mostly a spur-of-the-moment decision that seemed the obvious response to having all those players so close together in a single room. That last-minute wheeze, the opening groove, would kick off the show for years to come before moving to the backend of the hour-long recorded show some time after Later … went live in 2008. It wasn’t always musical, particularly when the beat slipped or someone turned up their amp and drowned out the others, but it was a statement of democratic intent, an acknowledgement that the musicians in the room were all equal and all in this together. After all, we had no stages, and all the bands shared the same studio floor …

Initially, Jools would conduct or initiate from his piano and so the groove announces a show that’s by and for musicians. Mind you, it was always more rhythmically successful when a drummer counted off and held down the beat and when the vamp was as simple and clap-along as possible. I was always bothering Jools by suggesting riffs that seemed germane that week while Jools preferred it when a band took responsibility and led it off themselves. So too did our sound supervisor Mike Felton, tasked with rescuing something approaching coherence from a bunch of stylistically divergent bands sounding off at each other on a chord that Jools had just yelled across the room moments before. Sometimes of course the groove was an unholy row – what would you expect when Sonic Youth and Shabba Ranks share a studio? – and in the early days it felt a bit of a cheeky ask, as if we were obliging musicians to join a club or a singalong. Certainly, the more enigmatic lead singers like Brett Anderson or Morrissey would instinctively disappear behind the drum riser during the groove because it’s clearly not in their job description to be joiners. Jah Wobble was the only musician who ever directly disdained the groove after arriving in the studio with his Invaders of the Heart towards the end of our third series in June 1994. He regarded it as an insult to the seriousness of his musicianship and refused to join in with Bonnie Raitt, Jimmy Vaughan and G. Love & Special Sauce who, despite their chops, had no such qualms. Never mind. The groove wasn’t meant to be compulsory, and Wobble was right in as much as it certainly wasn’t always musical.
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k.d. lang pours her heart out, series 1, episode 2, October 1992. (BBC film still)

The variety of musical styles and moods, the age range of the performers and the low-key role of the studio audience ensured that Later … was not a lifestyle show and nor was it aimed at a particular demographic. It was never primarily about being cool or sexy, which is perhaps why it has lasted. The Word and then TFI were designed to exuberantly launch the weekend, late night or early evening on a Friday. They rocked and they shocked and they were ‘youth TV’. Later … set out its stall as a show for music lovers of all ages, whether playing in the studio or watching at home. Of course, this multi-generational approach was perhaps finding its time in the early 1990s as it became clear that the teenagers who’d fallen in love with music in the 1960s and 1970s were not about to lose interest as they grew older and nor were many of the artists they’d first fallen in love with. The Beatles and the Stones may have started out thinking they had but two or three years before they’d need to get a proper job but gradually they’d realised they’d stumbled upon a lifelong career. The chancers and ne’er-do-wells were now on a course that would eventually make them knights of the realm. Punk had thought to get rid of the ‘boring old farts’ who preceded it, but Live Aid demonstrated how the older and newer artists – and both baby boomers and their offspring – could now happily share the same stadium and the same enthusiasms. Pop music, it turned out, was for life and already had accumulated a long tail, aided and abetted by the CD revolution. The Nevilles were mostly in their fifties in 1992 while young Londoners D’Influence had just released their debut album, Good 4 We.

k.d. lang was coming to town to launch the swoonsome Ingenue album after a session for our New West country series a couple of years before, Dwight Yoakam was also passing through town, albeit not on the same day, and then there were London hillbillies the Rockingbirds and singer-songwriter Loudon Wainwright III who sadly would not return until a further 350 shows were in the can! So here was the first show we actually taped in late August 1992 and the second we TX’d. I thought we had a country theme, but after an introductory hoedown with the Rockingbirds Jools explained that ‘tonight’s musical theme is bloody exciting, ladies and gentlemen!’ k.d. couldn’t make camera rehearsals in the afternoon so Janet beavered away with her backing singer standing in, but come showtime there she was, radiating flirtatiously away in a glittering jacket with a rockabilly quiff. k.d. is still technically the best singer I ever saw on Later … with the greatest range and control and she became a star in front of our eyes that night. Catching that moment in a career when an artist realises and directs all their powers, when they enter their imperial phase, would be crucial to Later …’s longevity. While it’s great to showcase a brand-new artist announcing themselves, nothing quite matches an artist finally taking total command of their gifts and what they need to say with them.
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Nick Cave and Miles Shane MacGowan’s balancing act, series 1, episode 5, November 1992. (BBC film still)

We also get to witness Jools’ gift for putting his guests, particularly his female guests, at ease for the first time. Their chat at the piano, heads bobbing close together, is coyly flirtatious as Jools enquires after the identity of Miss Chatelaine, the subject of k.d.’s opening song. ‘Well,’ twinkles k.d., ‘Miss Chatelaine is the adolescent inside every woman who experiences emotional puberty; she’s very much like Doris Day. It’s sort of like when Doris Day goes to Paris for the first time; she’s feeling very continental but, on closer inspection, she’s actually quite naive.’ k.d. and her band the Reclines had come out of ‘alternative country’ but Ingenue was altogether more individual, blending French chanson and the confessional. Not many Canadian country artists were openly gay in the early 1990s(!) but k.d. had come out to The Advocate a couple of months before and unashamedly erotic torch songs like ‘Constant Craving’ are a celebration and exploration of her sexuality. A few country stations would subsequently ban her music and she was picketed at the Grammys but her famous 1993 Herb Ritts’ Vanity Fair cover with Cindy Crawford didn’t suggest repentance. Jools simply enjoyed k.d.’s stunning voice and recognised her fearlessness. He put her at ease because she recognised a fellow traveller and that gave Later … an immediate authority. We were up and running.

We had a studio and we wanted to fill it with as many musicians as possible. At first, I thought we’d theme all the shows. The Neville Brothers-led first show had a ‘soul’ theme, the second show was a ‘country’ stew, the third was all Black artists and the fourth had an all-female cast led by Carmel. The themes were fun but ultimately constricting. While it was important for the shows to have a shape, I just wanted to be able to book the best artists available that week across genres. So slowly but surely out went the themes and in came vive la difference! Later … was destined not only to be multi-generational in terms of acts and audience but also an almost wilfully broad church, global and multi-genre in its booking policy. The greater the variety of artists, the broader the musical narrative and the greater the contrast – or even clash – between musical styles. Old and new, loud and quiet, big band or solo, the show would henceforth be built on ringing the changes. Late Reviewer Paul Morley caught something of this fledgling eclecticism in a Guardian review of the sixth show from the first series in which Nick Cave and Shane MacGowan teamed up to sing each other’s songs and duet on ‘What A Wonderful World’, New Jill Swing stars En Vogue sang ‘Yesterday’ acapella, Felt founder Lawrence debuted his new band Denim and their affectionate yet satirical take on Seventies pop with songs like ‘The Osmonds’, and veteran singer-songwriter John Prine reprised his classic ‘Angel from Montgomery’ with the help of Jools and his rhythm section. ‘It works positively as a grown-up rock show because it owns up to the fact that there is so much music to choose from, so many past and present styles of fashions that can be jammed together …’, wrote Morley. ‘The more witty and weird the contrast of acts, the better the show.’

That first series seeded so many of the furrows that Later … would plough in the years to come. There was the Malian music of Baaba Maal and Oumou Sangaré, both of whom would return again and again and who sang together on our third show, the rather more dressed-down British indie rock of Inspiral Carpets, Denim and Morrissey, legends from Joan Baez to Smokey Robinson, classic soul from the Nevilles and Ann Peebles whose voice gave out as she finished the seventh show with her signature song, ‘I Can’t Stand the Rain’, conscious hip-hop from dc Basehead and Me Phi Me, forthright female voices like k.d. lang, Tori Amos and Mary Chapin Carpenter, one-off collaborations between first John Martyn and Andy Sheppard and then Shane MacGowan and Nick Cave, new artists like D’Influence and David Gray, whose first album wasn’t released until six months later and who would eventually top the album charts with his fourth album White Ladder in 2000, eight years later! I’d seen Gray at the tiny Troubadour on the Old Brompton Road where Dylan once did a floor spot, and booked him on our fifth show, alone in the middle of the floor, obliged to follow Joan Baez’s performance of her nostalgic love letter to Bob, ‘Diamonds and Rust’. ‘Birds Without Wings’ was twentysomething David’s very first release, a state-of-the-nation address with the frustration if not the optimism of ‘The Times They Are A-Changin’, denouncing a fractured landscape, ‘lacklustre times’ and ‘hollow people’ – ‘birds without wings’ – as only a young man can. We would become familiar with the debutant’s stare that stole over his face when he’d finished, part triumph, part sheer relief.
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Sonic Youth get loud and dirty, series 1, episode 9, December 1992. (BBC film still)

There were eccentricities too, bravura moments that were there to entrance with their sheer musicality: the late British saxophonist Barbara Thompson playing the haunting folk tune ‘The Fanaid Grove’ solo, the recently formed Russian gypsy violin quartet Loyko named after the legendary eighteenth-century violinist Loyko Zabar who was said to have given Paganini a run for his money, the percussive slide guitar of Louisiana’s Sonny Landreth, Jools duetting with Texan swamp boogie queen Katie Webster, En Vogue and Tori Amos singing acapella, albeit not on the same show! The emerging template was to be curious rather than cool. The 1980s had placed digital machines at the heart of popular music and replaced the naturalism of the music show with the big budgets and technological innovations of the video. I figured what studio television could best offer was curation and intimacy, a unique collection of artists doing something well in front of your very eyes.

Whether this eclectic mix chimed with the spirit of 1992 is another matter. The penultimate show probably came closest to putting its finger on the contemporary pulse by staging Sonic Youth opposite Shabba Ranks. ‘There are soft musical textures,’ explains Jools, caressing a note on his piano, ‘and there are hard musical textures,’ he continues, crashing discordantly down on the keys. ‘That’s the sort of direction we’re going to be going in this evening …’ By this point we were managing to beg a little money for a few of our own set pieces and designer Sarah Greenwood enclosed Sonic Youth in a metal header that refracted and distorted the lights studded around their set. As Jools introduced their opening number, ‘Drunken Butterfly’, citing their emergence from the New York ‘no wave’ scene and their influence on the then all-powerful grunge style led by Nirvana, Sonic Youth simply crashed in, amps turned up to 11, lights blazing and bouncing against the large strip of metal that framed them. Shabba Ranks had just described ragga as ‘Jamaican street culture’ while Apache Indian had volunteered that his Brummie fusion of ragga and bhangra should be called ‘bhangramuffin’. Both momentarily wilted in the face of this full-frontal assault from Sonic Youth. Fortunately, we’d managed to get our sympathetic engineering manager to forgo the Aims Minim traffic light that would surely have combusted on the spot if confronted with this sonic bombardment.

We piloted Later … with a core production team who were on the side of the music and the burgeoning demands of our ambition. Episode to episode, day to day, The Late Show studio was assigned staff from an in-house roster of technical talent – lighting, sound, set and sparks teams. But we needed our own committed team, so Janet and I set about recruiting the key personnel who would be our partners in crime. This pool of talent worked on all manner of television programmes from sitcoms to panel shows and were mostly BBC born and bred. But Later … offered a new challenge and music performance gave everybody a rare freedom to express themselves.

James Campbell was a lighting director on The Late Show where we’d first encountered his lazy eye, his soft Scottish burr and his quiet resolve. James had a rare gift for tableau lighting and loved working out of the darkness that is late-night television’s fitting backdrop, framing each group in an empathetic colour palette while giving his close-ups the shade and depth of portraiture. He gave every artist both character and definition and, by skilfully raising or lowering the lights of each position as appropriate, he orchestrated the show’s unfolding narrative, its transitions between artists and shifts of musical mood. James also had to be able to raise the lights in the room as a whole so that Jools could walk around and show off the entire cast at once. Lighting an entire studio was a rare challenge for any LD, particularly on a Music and Arts budget, but in a studio largely without a set his lighting unobtrusively animated the whole show. James Campbell was then in his early thirties and newly appointed to the role of lighting director but he rose to the challenge quietly and determinedly, giving Later … The Look.

We knew it was crucial that the musicians should like their TV sound if we were going to recruit the best artists to play the show. Although image had become more and more important during the 1980s the kind of artists who played Later … were then more focused on their sound mix than their lighting. Resources kept insisting that there was only one possible candidate for this role, although neither Janet nor I could recall meeting Mike Felton on The Late Show. Mike was already in his mid-forties, much of his hair had already vanished, and he had an abstracted, private air which could make him hard to reach. He certainly didn’t sell himself and making conversation for the sake of it still isn’t one of his fortes. We took Mike on trust and never looked back. As the show grew, we’d often accommodate four or even five band setups plus a couple of smaller and often acoustic performances, and he never said ‘No!’ Instead, he and his assistants, first Dave Lee then Tudor Davies, would lash one and sometimes two smaller mixing desks to the main sound desk and simply mix additional performances there. Most bands would have a tour manager or a sound person who’d pop into the sound gallery and advise, or often the artists themselves would pop in to listen to a playback and offer notes. Mike embraced all the music put in front of him and he loved the more musical and the more eccentric guests. The sound gallery would often be packed with artist representatives who would marvel at Mike’s quiet dignity and his brilliant mixes. Jools, Mike and I remain the only people not to miss a recording of Later … from this first series to Series 53 in 2018, some 400 shows.

But it was the camera crew who were arguably faced with the biggest challenge when Later … began. In Janet’s fiendish conception they had to be able to move from artist to artist without getting in shot. They each had to develop a constant awareness of one another’s position in the studio because their job was to be invisible and the only place to hide was behind the camera or cameras ‘on shot’ as they converged on the next target. Camera supervisor Gerry Tivers had worked on innumerable multi-camera shows – including Reginald Perrin, EastEnders and Top of the Pops – since starting at the BBC at the dawn of the 1970s. A mild but determined gentleman, Gerry not only led his six-person crew with charm and equanimity but he supported and encouraged Janet as she evolved her flowing style, cameras always on the move, the jib arm sweeping across the studio floor, the sense of space and the gift of attention. His dialogue with Janet was constant and he would always offer alternatives, expanding her vision with his own quiet suggestions. Gerry also quickly forged a crucial partnership with Jools, picking him up at the piano for his links and escorting him from stage to stage around the studio. Jools loved to tease him and try and catch him out of position or get him in shot, while Gerry was often Jools’ shepherd, gesturing which way and which artist Jools should head towards in the next link when he’d been too busy at the piano to prepare for what was coming next or when we’d run out of rehearsal time to fully walk Jools through his positioning. Gerry particularly loved his classic artists and would get Eric Clapton or Neil Diamond to sign his ped camera when they appeared on the show, which surely stuck out when he found himself shooting a sitcom later in the week. Gerry’s handpicked crew loved their music and grew with the show. Eric Metcalfe, who took over as camera supervisor when Gerry retired, had been there since the beginning and would prove as vital. This is also the team that would cover the Pyramid Stage at Glastonbury when we first went to a horrifically muddy and waterlogged Worthy Farm in 1997.

As Later … evolved so too did the camera crew’s carefully coordinated
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Old geezers up front! The Later … production team, Maidstone, 2018.
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About the Book

Dave Grohl and Alicia Keys loved it, Björk treasured it, Ed Sheeran’s life was changed by it, Kano felt at home while Nick Cave was horrified but inspired, and they all kept coming back.

This first-hand account of the BBC’s Later … with Jools Holland takes you behind the scenes of one of the world’s great musical meeting places. Legends including Sir Paul McCartney, Mary J. Blige and David Bowie found a regular welcome, alongside the next generation of superstars including Adele, Ed Sheeran and Amy Winehouse. Part of what has made the show so special is the format – all those bands, singers, stars and newbies brought together to listen as well as to perform in Jools’ circle of dreams. But there’s always been plenty of mayhem alongside the magic of convening a room full of musicians hosted by one of their own.

Written by the show’s co-creator and 26-year showrunner, music journalist Mark Cooper, this is the story of how Later … grew into a musical and TV institution. It was Mark who had to explain to Jay-Z why he couldn’t just do his numbers and split, who told Seasick Steve why he had to play ‘Dog House Boogie’ on the Hootenanny and persuaded Johnny Cash that he simply had to come in, even when The Man in Black wasn’t feeling well.

From Stormzy to Björk, from Smokey Robinson to Norah Jones, from Britpop to trip hop, here is the word on how Later … began, evolved and has endured, accompanied by exclusive interviews with some of the show’s regular stars as well as the unique pictorial record of Andre Csillag who photographed the show for over 20 years. A must-read for music fans everywhere, Later … with Jools Holland pulls back the curtain on classic performances to reveal that the show is just as magical, if even more chaotic, than you imagined.
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