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1. DEVONTÉ HYNES / BLOOD ORANGE

On the 27th of October 2013, after a long night listening to Roberta Flack, Frank Ocean and Ornette Coleman, Lou Reed died at his home in Long Island, Laurie Anderson by his side, looking out at the Atlantic Ocean. Lou Reed was a Buddhist and, in accordance with his faith, a life is celebrated for forty-nine days until, on the fiftieth, the soul is finally set free. Lou Reed’s spirit, if the Tibetans are to be believed, was released on the 18th of December 2013, fifty days after his death, during a memorial concert in Harlem’s Apollo Theater.

The Apollo Theater is just a small distance from where the junkie narrator of ‘I’m Waiting for the Man’ hopped off the Lexington Avenue subway to score. The Harlem of 2013 though was another universe from the rat-ridden outpost for Black American art Reed visited as a teenager on trips from Long Island, his heart stolen by doo-wop and Ornette Coleman’s careening, improvisational jazz. Harlem is now the scene of a different kind of plague, one drawn along the lines of luxury condominiums and the haute cuisine of Restaurant Row.

The stars were out for Lou Reed’s final night. Paul Simon and Patti Smith sat among the crowd. Debbie Harry delivered a version of ‘White Light / White Heat’, and saxophonist John Zorn represented Reed’s fondness for the avant-garde, letting rip a screeching solo of the kind he’d played alongside Reed and his wife Laurie Anderson through their uninhibited twilight years. Lou’s most punishing songs, tales of prostitution and assassination, were bookended by a Kaddish prayer, played by Philip Glass, sat alone at the piano. As a night of music, it was bewildering; as a farewell to an artist whose music traversed jazz and metal and whose interests remained intemperate to the last, it was the only thing which made sense.

Devonté Hynes had been an acolyte of Reed’s for years. He used to take a book of his lyrics to Washington Square Park, sit opposite the great marble arch and listen to ‘Street Hassle’ on a loop. Reed’s music was one of the reasons why Hynes, a boy from Essex, posted up in New York City to begin with. Hynes was at the Apollo Theater on the 18th of December too, watching Debbie Harry play from the cheap seats.

The night Lou Reed’s soul dissipated into energy was also the night Devonté lost everything he held dear. Just as he and his girlfriend emerged onto the sidewalk at the end of the show, Hynes’ phone began lighting up. It was his friend Keith, who lived on the same block as Hynes in Greenwich Village. Dev, it’s your apartment, Keith said. Be quick.

Hynes hopped on the subway and raced from Harlem to Greenwich Village, but it was too late. His entire fourth-floor apartment was gone, swallowed by a raging fire. Poor electric wiring had sparked and set the flat ablaze. In the fire Hynes lost everything his owned. Unfinished work; his piano; his computer, and his puppy Cupid. The next day, his friend Adam had to buy him new boxers and socks. Hynes had been suffering from panic attacks for weeks. The blaze pushed him over. Two days afterwards he collapsed and was hospitalised with a diagnosis of extreme exhaustion. He woke the next morning propped up in a bed with IVs running from his arms, unable to remember a thing.

This crushing low, and perhaps a good amount of the exhaustion too, came at the end of two years of perpetual highs. That year Hynes had released his second album as Blood Orange, a name he had taken from a comic book he’d scrawled in the back of a maths textbook as a kid. Cupid Deluxe was easily the most acclaimed record of his career and afforded him a new level of exposure. He’d produced his first soundtrack, for Gia Coppola’s Palo Alto, and sat down with one of his heroes, Jimmy Jam. A year earlier his songs with Solange and Sky Ferreira, ‘Losing You’ and ‘Everything Is Embarrassing’, were received as instant classics. The right places were beginning to talk about him as The Next Big Thing. Then, in a single night, two days before his twenty-fourth birthday, everything was gone.

Devonté’s first response upon waking in the hospital bed was to do the one thing he knew best: he booked a gig. By 2013, a good portion of his fans knew him only as Blood Orange but, on that night, he planned to play again as Lightspeed Champion, the moniker which earned him a cult following among the indie kids of the late 2000s, and one he hadn’t used since 2010. He played the show with his girlfriend at the Cameo Gallery in Brooklyn just hours after being discharged from the ward. In the New Year, he’d have to start again, but Hynes was more used to that than most. Once that show was over, he retired Lightspeed Champion for good.

Devonté Hynes is a renaissance man and dresses like one. He tucks fishnet vests into Levi’s jeans. He pairs Hawaiian shirts with hiking shoes, and beige, rugby-tour trousers with durags. Sometimes he looks like a creative writing teacher caught between class and a track day, other days like a tennis star with a passion for the Cocteau Twins. His clothes lean towards the feminine but, when posing for cover shoots, sat topless with his legs spread wide, a guitar strap running through bristles of chest hair, he’s all man.

Across two decades, the eclecticism of Devonté’s style has been matched only by the wild eclecticism of his music. In his late teens he was a member of a British punk band, only to go it alone and make an Americana album for his debut offering instead. He’s helped craft songs with pop stars like Kylie Minogue, Blondie, Lorde, Mariah Carey and Carly Rae Jepsen, but he’s just as likely to pop up on a hardcore record, a Vampire Weekend album, or on rap songs with Mac Miller, A$AP Rocky or Skepta. Devonté has been both a peripheral figure and central player in some of the most obvious cultural shifts of recent times, from the mainstreaming of poptimism to the re-evaluation of music which, around lines of class, race and sexuality, was once treated as far less important than music made by dudes with amps and arpeggiators.

Devonté is one of the few artists working today who acts on the idea that the sounds of rap, commercial pop, jazz and classical music do not exist on a hierarchy of merit. Despite being most famous for synth-pop songs, his first project was a punk band and his first instrument was the cello. As an adult he returned to concerts and symphonies: playing piano at the Kennedy Center, the Barbican and Carnegie Hall. He has composed his own percussive suites and symphonies, alongside a glut of film scores, including Paul Schrader’s Master Gardener and a TV show by Oscar-winner Luca Guadagnino, where the teenage protagonist is – you guessed it – a Blood Orange fan.

Despite a handful of monikers and a seemingly limitless array of extra-curricular activities, it is only under this name – Blood Orange – that Hynes melts all of his disparate interests into a single, rich stew, often within the space of a song. Records like 2016’s Freetown Sound and 2018’s Negro Swan feel distinct to the time they were made in: amalgams of funk, minimalist classical and rap, which exude a sensitive masculinity borne by the likes of Prince and Lou Reed, and a multitudinous depiction of Blackness. From the photographs which cover them to the street sounds they sample, Blood Orange albums are so distinctly American that, like Exile on Main St. and Tumbleweed Connection before them, they could only have been made by a Brit.

Devonté was born in the States, but he didn’t grow up American. His mother and father met in their twenties; two immigrants who came to London just as Thatcherism gripped the capital. His dad was Sierra Leonean, his mum – Wendella – Guyanese. His dad’s work took them to America and Devonté was born David Joseph Michael Hynes in Houston, Texas on the 23rd of December 1985. He is the youngest of three siblings. His family returned to the UK nine years later; first to Edinburgh and then to the tarmacked suburbs of Illford, east London. His mother worked as a nurse, conducting home visits for the elderly, and his dad took up the most English of all occupations: working in Marks & Spencer. They were neither poor nor rich, holding the kind of jobs familiar to anyone who grew up in working-class homes after ‘working class’ became synonymous with tills rather than tools.

The Hynes home was close; open, and talkative. Like most prefab houses, the walls were thin, and so the first soundtrack to his life was the music of his siblings, leaking through their walls into his bedroom. His sister was into ’80s pop and ’90s rock: Madonna and Prince cut with Nirvana and Blur. She was also a fan of musicals, and so some of the first songs Devonté ever tried to play were from Hair. His brother wasn’t so into Hair, and instead was embroiled in the first golden age of rap: A Tribe Called Quest, DMX, Tupac, and a particular love for Bone Thugs-n-Harmony. Every time their dad drove them in the car, Classic FM would play the whole ride through.

Wendella also loved the classical stations, but was a devotee of British soul too. These dissonant tastes led to an eventual harmony. ‘I think it explains me now,’ Devonté one day told A Tribe Called Quest’s Ali Shaheed Muhammad. ‘Hearing all those things, I just see them as all the same … and the idea of them being in conversation is so natural to me.’

When he was small, Devonté’s sister began taking piano lessons and filled the house with Bach and Beethoven as she practised. When she left Devonté would cry out of jealousy and so, in an attempt to keep him quiet, his mum let him go with her too and Devonté, a little earlier than planned, began learning too. When his primary school began a music programme and asked which instrument he wanted to learn, Dev watched as the other boys in his class said ‘guitar’ and ‘drums’ and (already suspecting a difference between himself and them) requested ‘cello’ instead.* As his teacher showed him Yo-Yo Ma and Bach and Pablo Casals, a now-teenage Hynes began a lifelong hobby of studying the words of people he admires, from Julius Eastman to Thelonious Monk. When he read that Casals practised every day into old age, he set about planning to do the same thing.

As a Black kid with an endpin between his legs, reading about great composers yielded fast lessons in the relationship between European classical music and Blackness. Devonté would later remember opening a book on the modernist composer Charles Ives and immediately finding a picture of him in blackface. Indeed, the more you hear about the men behind the art, from Richard Wagner to Heinrich Schenker (the Austrian theorist who praised Hitler) the more the classical canon begins to feel like a carnival of horrors. The idea of dismissing the beautiful art written by these reprehensible men was immortalised in the 2022 Todd Field film Tár, where Cate Blanchett’s titular conductor mocks a young student’s refusal to play Bach given all of his moral failings. Her stance is one Hynes doesn’t fall far from: ‘If he’s a piece of shit,’ he told Lauren Martin in 2016, ‘then I’m going to take some of his atonality lessons and use it for myself.’

Almost all of the albums a teenage Hynes brought into his life were found in the Virgin Megastore on Tottenham Court Road. He did his hunting in the bargain bins: primordial versions of today’s YouTube playlists, filled with X Factor cast-offs and random, discarded songs of the past. He bought Neil Young and Philip Glass CDs based on their covers alone, and listened to them with no knowledge of the men who made them. His favourite TV channel was MTV2 and, if you watched that for long enough, they would play through the gamut of popular music in all its various permutations. Destiny’s Child into LL Cool J. The Pet Shop Boys into Alice in Chains. He didn’t discriminate. Devonté treated his hobbies with an academic rigour and, as all nerdy kids come to realise eventually, that is, to certain teenagers, a mortal sin.

Hynes loathed almost every second of school. He was bullied horribly. He was called ‘faggot’ and spat at, mostly by other Black boys. He got into Slipknot and Korn and began to dress like it. He painted his nails and started hanging out with the gay kids. He tried to hide the bullying from his mum but he couldn’t disguise the evidence of his body, so she sent him to karate lessons for self-defence, which he hated just as much. ‘I was living in hell,’ he told Out in 2014. ‘I was so depressed and distraught about my existence.’

The worst of these beatings was so brutal that it sent him to hospital. He immortalised the attack on ‘Dagenham Dream’ from his album Negro Swan, a ghostly song where Hynes delivers every line like he’s peeking his head around the corner to check the coast is clear. He sings of the decision he made after he was discharged: to play down the parts of himself which had turned him into a target. The next morning, still stinging from his bruises, he stood in front of the mirror and chopped his hair, took out his piercings and buzzed a line through his eyebrow. When he arrived at school the next day one of the younger teachers saw him and started to cry.

Devonté had a dozen potential careers in mind for himself before he even started secondary school. In the late ’90s Hynes was one of the millions of English teenagers with a biblical infatuation with Sir Alex Ferguson’s Manchester United (even though he was, officially, a Tottenham fan). The posters on his childhood bedroom were split equally between pictures of Damon Albarn, The Smashing Pumpkins and posters of David Beckham, platinum hair draped across his forehead. He could have been a comic book illustrator, or scriptwriter. For a time, Hynes imagined himself as a biographer, writing the kind of tomes he’d studied about Casals and Bach. Ironically the talent which turned him into an icon was one of the few he intended to keep as a hobby.

As Blood Orange, Devonté’s music is so evocative of a particular era: that specific breed of rhythmically dynamic, funk-flavoured ‘indie’ which gathered steam at the beginning of the 2010s. What is often forgotten though is that Hynes had already been part of a distinct cultural moment even before that one, on the other side of the pond.

A decade before Cupid Deluxe, when Hynes was seventeen, ‘indie music’ began to take over the charts. Bands forged in the fires of The Libertines and Franz Ferdinand began popping up in suburbs across the country. In 2002, songs like ‘Dreaming of You’ and ‘Don’t Look Back into the Sun’ were so ubiquitous that they seized hold of the next decade of British chart music, the latest (and probably last) enactment of a tradition which lasted half a century, thrusting each new generation of British four-piece bands straight to the top of the charts. Acts like Mystery Jets, The Coral and The Zutons were more eclectic than history gives them credit for – dabbling in New York dance-punk and Liverpudlian psychedelia – but eventually those bands became so ubiquitous and derivative that, in 2008, writer Andrew Harrison began to call them ‘landfill indie’. It was as part of this ecosystem that Hynes got his start.

By the time he was twenty, Devonté had played in at least a dozen bands, beginning in the practice rooms of his east London comprehensive. Social scenes formed around them and, when they left sixth form, many of the kids kept playing, underage, around the indie club circuit of central London. It was at club nights like Kill ’Em All and AfterSkool that Devonté met Rory Attwell and Sam Mehran, with whom he would form the first of his several acts to make it. Unfortunately, they decided to name themselves Test Icicles.

To be fair to Test Icicles, they didn’t technically choose their name at all. Attwell and Mehran were already part of another group called (of course) Balls. In August 2004, when they were all eighteen, Balls’ lead singer Ferry Gouw received a call asking if the band were free to support Canadian outfit The Unicorns at The Old Angel pub in Nottingham. Gouw was out the country but, not wanting to cost his mates the spot, he told them Balls couldn’t make it but his good friends Test Icicles (a group he invented on the spot) could. After hearing the good news, Attwell and Mehran asked Devonté whether he wanted to take Gouw’s spot and, twelve hours after forming, Test Icicles played their debut gig.

There were a glut of bands starting like this every day in the summer of 2004, but Test Icicles didn’t reside in obscurity. Within a year, they were opening for Death from Above 1979, who were becoming a pretty big deal. They signed to Domino Records in 2005, and were sent on tour alongside their label-mates, Arctic Monkeys.* Test Icicles were proof that ‘landfill indie’ was not a monolith. Like Franz Ferdinand and – later – Hot Chip, they were as interested in electronic dance music as Julian Casablancas. Many of the venues they frequented were descendants of Trash, a pioneering club night which ran from 1997 to 2007 in New Oxford Street. Those nights were true sonic melting pots, where New York rock music was pressed against French house. It was at Trash that LCD Soundsystem played their first UK show in 2002, and it was that kinetic combination of squelching electronic music and noise-rock which defined Test Icicles’ only album: 2005’s For Screening Purposes Only.

There are plenty of fans of Blood Orange who wouldn’t even know that Devonté was in bands like this at all, so it’s crazy to think that he wasn’t simply in bands, but that those groups were rubbing shoulders with the biggest names of the era.

NME were absolutely rapturous about the band’s debut, calling them ‘the ticket inspectors to the wormhole of the future’, and said that ‘Test Icicles will inspire a generation who are striving for the next noise, the next trip.’ The Guardian even ran a column speculating on who would be the first to break big: Test Icicles or Arctic Monkeys?

Listening to their debut now, there’s very little of the Hynes who would eventually emerge as Blood Orange on For Screening Purposes Only. To call that record rough around the edges would be generous, as the band’s members were eager to make clear. ‘We’re not very good,’ Devonté told The Guardian in 2005. ‘We can be absolutely horrible live. And we’ve got a bad name.’ In fact, Test Icicles did not enjoy much about their first taste of fame. They embarked on a long European tour in 2005 which left them sick, tired and miserable, and split in February 2006, cancelling a US tour before it began.

It would have been reasonable to assume that, like the members of so many bands of that era, we wouldn’t be hearing from any member of Test Icicles again. Even when he was playing MTV stages though, Devonté never really stopped making music. He started a MySpace page to upload demos of folk-rock songs he was recording in his bedroom away from the band. For his profile, he tried out the names of the comic books characters he’d drawn as a kid (including Blood Orange, which was taken) and landed on ‘Lightspeed Champion’; a character he’d sketched in the back of his maths notebooks, whose superpower was saving the world by solving equations.

After breaking up Test Icicles, Devonté killed time in 2006 by performing solo shows at venues like The Barfly in Camden, covering ‘Xanadu’ and the Grease soundtrack and testing out those demos in front of crowds. Perhaps looking to recoup their losses, the founder of Domino Records – Laurence Bell – attended one of those shows and asked Hynes whether he’d been working on any new songs. In response, Devonté handed him not one but three CDs, with twenty songs apiece. Without Hynes knowing it, Bell began passing those tapes out to various producers, and the demos caught the ear of Mike Mogis. Mogis was the in-house producer for Saddle Creek, the Nebraskan label who helped craft the baroque, country-tinged sound of Bright Eyes and Jenny Lewis. Before long Domino was flying Devonté to Omaha to meet with him. He was still only nineteen.

When it became apparent that he and Mogis were a good fit, Hynes quit everything and moved to Nebraska. For the first time in a decade, he was living in America again. He stayed in a guest house decorated by Justin Oberst, the co-founder of Saddle Creek and brother of Conor. Months after trudging around the dive bars of Europe, he was thrust into small-town living, with little to do aside from dedicating his days to the studio and his nights to Wikipedia, editing pages on the Eminem/Benzino beef.

The sessions eventually took the form of the debut Lightspeed Champion album: 2008’s Falling Off the Lavender Bridge. It was a total about-face from the brittle edges of Test Icicles, its shrieking guitars replaced with pedal steel, fiddle, jaunty piano and soaring, harmonised choruses. Several songs began as rap songs from Hynes’ private mixtapes, leading to bizarre moments where he sings ‘sketchy motherfucker’ over a violin solo and a song named ‘Everyone I Know Is Listening to Krunk’. There are wonderful highlights, like the soaring chorus of lead single ‘Galaxy of the Lost’ and the epic centrepiece ‘Midnight Surprise’. There are also moments where you can practically hear Hynes straining at the walls of the new box an image-obsessed industry had squeezed him into. Now he was no longer the ‘new Bloc Party’, but ‘the English Bright Eyes’.

In truth, no one album could capture the breadth of the music Devonté was working on from his bedroom in Nebraska. He once compared the way he made music to a football fan, kicking a ball against a wall to pass the time: he did it as easily as breathing. Musicians have noodled on a Sunday afternoon since the invention of song, but only with the advent of websites like MySpace could an artist without a recording contract release entire albums the day they were made. Hynes was one of the first artists who embraced doing, in real time, what streaming services would one day allow all artists to do. Fifteen takes of ‘A Case of You’? Have them all! On the mixtapes Devonté uploaded to his MySpace page like I Wrote and Recorded This in Less Than Five Hours and House-Sitting Songs, the illusion that he was ‘a folk-rock musician’ was undermined because he was releasing raps and covers of Slipknot too. ‘I found it really funny,’ he later said. ‘Everyone thought that was all I did. To me, [that’s] just one of seven albums I made in that time.’*

When Lavender Bridge was released in 2008, Devonté toured furiously again, although only occasionally played songs from the record. At his own album’s launch party, he didn’t play a single Lightspeed Champion song, instead announcing ‘Who wants to hear some indie?’ and ripping into covers of The Strokes, Interpol and The Walkmen instead. He also formed Team Perfect with Florence Welch of Florence & The Machine, who he’d befriended when they were teenagers, hanging out in the pubs of Elephant and Castle. They played house parties together, Hynes laying into the guitar while Welch belted out Iggy Pop covers to a room of twenty-somethings trying to enjoy their Aperol spritzes. In 2007 they uploaded a mixtape to Devonté’s MySpace which was simply Green Day’s Nimrod, covered front to back.

Hynes shared his talents generously. He appeared on a Chemical Brothers song and sang at a tribute to American composer Moondog at the Barbican. He was even drafted to join the in-house banks of songwriters behind British taste-making institution The X Factor, which accidentally landed him his first ever production credit after he played guitar and drums on a song for 2008’s runner-up, Diana Vickers. ‘I was slightly horrified,’ he said about the day he received an email offering him the fee, ‘because I didn’t bother to tune anything.’ By late 2008 Devonté was spending so much time touring that, for a time, he didn’t actually have a home at all. With his visa still valid from the abandoned Test Icicles tour, he decided he might as well be a nomad in America, and decamped to New York City.

The first release Devonté wrote in the Big Apple was the second Lightspeed Champion album. It is, ironically, the most British-sounding record he’s ever made. Recorded mostly in Abbey Road and produced by Ben Allen (who has been behind the boards for Gnarls Barkley and Animal Collective), Life is Sweet! Nice to Meet You is also his safest. Allen mostly follows Mogis’ lead, but with even more bells and whistles which give it a Kinks-esque affect. There are gorgeous songs, like ‘There’s Nothing Underwater’, and a piano étude in the album’s final leg but, mostly, the songs are pretty and unobtrusive in a familiar way.

Hynes wrote its songs in late 2008 but he wouldn’t record them for almost a year, and the album wasn’t released until February 2010. After relentless touring Hynes was diagnosed with growths on his vocal cords called nodules, a painful condition which blights countless vocalists but tends to occur, as with Elton John, far later in their careers. By the time Hynes was twenty-three though, he had already been performing for a decade in punk and metal groups which demanded power and strain. Devonté had emergency surgery which left him unable to talk for two months. He needed speech therapy to get his voice back at all.

Because there was such a gap between writing the songs and recording them, Devonté’s focus was drifting away from Lightspeed’s second album before it was even finished. While unable to sing, he began composing a classical piece he called the D-List Symphony, a tribute to his favourite composers which he published the sheet music for in increments on his blog, and invited followers to submit their own recitations. In 2009 he covered around thirty albums in their entirety from his living room, and promptly filed them away on his laptop, never to be heard by anybody. He recorded two albums of cello compositions, which didn’t see the light of day either. He also began experimenting with a project he’d been teasing for some time.

For years, Devonté had been joking to crowds at Lightspeed Champion shows that he wanted to start a funk and soul group. When asked about it by The Quietus, he laughed and said that might be the direction of the third Lightspeed album, something like Marvin Gaye’s first disco record, I Want You. ‘I want to do something like that,’ he told them, ‘percussion heavy.’ In 2009, when he began getting his voice back, Devonté finally decided to channel his inner Marvin.

The clean break between Lightspeed Champion and Blood Orange does not exist. Devonté was, for a few months at least, performing as both. But, by my estimation, the very first Blood Orange song released was a cover of a doo-wop tune from the 1950s, and it was released under the name Lightspeed Champion.

The Fleetwoods were a pop group from Olympia, Washington, comprised of two girlfriends and a dude named Gary. They’re best known for ‘Come Softly to Me’, a near a cappella song built around only their three voices, guitar, and percussion played by a rattling set of car keys. It became a US number one in 1959. Often comprising little more than brushed drum skins and gently cooed vocal lines, The Fleetwoods made music of a sweetness which is almost incomprehensible today, a distinctly Christian utopia where passion exists only in glances and supple kisses. In 1961, two years after ‘Come Softly to Me’ made them a household name, The Fleetwoods released ‘(He’s) The Great Imposter’, a song where a woman’s friends watch helplessly on as she’s seduced by a malevolent man. With that positively sinister subject matter and drums which are actually drummed, for The Fleetwoods it might as well have been death metal.

At one point in 2009, ‘(He’s) The Great Imposter’ was the only song on Devonté Hynes’ iPod. He listened to it incessantly, and eventually released a cover too. His version – ‘He’s The Great Imposter’ – abandons the ambiguity of the parentheses and emphasises the song’s strangest parts. That Pacific-coast guitar riff is dragged to the fore and tuned tight and sharp, each chord striking like a flicked blade. When he uploaded the cover to his blog, he explained that he was about to begin a new project and that The Fleetwoods’ sound – a blend of oriental melodies paired with soft, lovelorn vocals – was what he wanted it to sound like.

Hynes posted the first official Blood Orange song on the 3rd of August 2009, six months before Life Is Sweet! was released. ‘S’Cooled’ is a short, strutting tune with snapping, ‘sha!’ percussion straight out of the DFA Records playbook. It’s sexy. The bassline is fatter and groovier than any which had appeared on a Lightspeed Champion song, but the biggest change was to Devonté’s voice. The shift wasn’t simply a stylistic one. After recovering from surgery, Hynes decided to sing in a way which wouldn’t do the same damage that the first decade had. To do so, he abandoned the angsty projection he’d learned from the likes of Billy Corgan and began to develop a softer, sultry tone inspired by LL Cool J and French synth-pop singer F.R. David instead.

‘S’Cooled’ would eventually land on Blood Orange’s debut album Coastal Grooves, released in August 2011 on Domino Records. Back then, the pivot from the country-pop of Lightspeed Champion to this new material felt like a complete about-face but, in retrospect, Blood Orange’s first record still evokes aspects of Hynes’ indie era, its songs deploying the stalking basslines of Franz Ferdinand and The Rapture in a way he never would again. It was an album born more directly from his bedroom experiments, playing around with the sounds which obsessed him: the melodies of Joe Hisaishi and the electronic whims of Yellow Magic Orchestra, all cut through with Chris Isaak’s brittle guitar lines and surf-punk bands like Agent Orange and The B-52s.

Working from a cramped apartment, he didn’t have much space to practise, and so he took the new songs for walks. He played them all over New York City, tweaking them live in front of half-empty bars with just a microphone, his guitar and a laptop. By the end of 2009, before Life Is Sweet! Nice to Meet You was even out, Hynes had already recorded twenty Blood Orange demos. Then, in December, he debuted Blood Orange publicly with the song ‘Forget It’, played live on MTV’s It’s On with Alexa Chung.

With everyone under the assumption that this stuff was just a side project, Devonté was able to work without the weight of expectation or pressure of time. He signed up to a basketball league in the West Village (a storied tournament set up by the Beastie Boys) and began to make more acquaintances in the American side of the industry. One of those friends was Theophilus London, a rapper and singer from Trinidad and Tobago, by way of Flatbush, Brooklyn. After Hynes heard his self-released project, This Charming Mixtape, he and London began hanging out, starting work on a new, pop-leaning EP. Theophilus would never really become a household name himself, but those sessions would give birth to somebody who would.

In the early 2010s, certain age-old dividing lines between so-called alternative music and pop began to break down for good. The collaborative spirit of rap music began to be reflected in all around it, and it became the norm to not only ask another MC from the city to hop on a beat, but for artists from entirely different worlds to coalesce on a single track. Justin Vernon of Bon Iver, the grizzled über-hipster, was a key collaborator on My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy and Yeezus, his soft drawl interacting with snarled verses by Rick Ross and JAY-Z. Kanye West was already tapped into indie music (as a noted Fiona Apple fan, he recruited her producer Jon Brion to work on his first epic, Late Registration), but Bon Iver had a different audience entirely.

Also emerging were a new crop of underground and alternative artists who didn’t feel so compelled to ride for the Pixies or die by the Backstreet Boys. Grimes, for example, began in a distinctly indie mode (she was signed to the 4AD of Cocteau Twins and Deerhunter) but her songs, like 2012’s iconic ‘Oblivion’, were not startling because of how strongly she reacted against the zeitgeist but because she didn’t. Grimes made electro-pop songs, just like Lady Gaga; she simply reimagined them on softer, shyer terms: blockbusters, as sketched in a kid’s notebook.

One of the artists who defined this particular critical moment was Sky Ferreira. Ferreira grew up around fame. Her grandmother was Michael Jackson’s stylist, and she spent her birthdays in Neverland. She was ready-made for stardom. By the time she was fifteen she was already a model with an EMI contract. They hired the directors of Britney Spears’ ‘Toxic’ video for her first single. But that single – boilerplate EDM at the height of boilerplate EDM – flopped. The budget for her second single was slashed and when that song, ‘One’, did almost as badly, rather than drop her, EMI gave her the opportunity to pursue a sound closer to her idea of herself, abandoning their plans for a chart takeover and allowing her the chance to see what she could recoup of their losses instead. She was paired with young producers like Ariel Rechtshaid (himself a landfill-indie alum who had produced Plain White T’s ‘Hey There Delilah’), and Devonté Hynes. The three of them emerged with ‘Everything Is Embarrassing’.

Released in 2012 (and again in 2013), ‘Everything is Embarrassing’ became the archetype for a new breed of pop song. It makes its pleasures known early, as most great pop songs do, with a massive clattering kick drum right out of the gate. But really, it’s all tease. Those drums press on, decorated by jagged guitar lines and a heavy, downtempo piano. Listening to it brings joy but it’s not about joy: it’s about the bottom falling out of somebody’s world. It wouldn’t work without Ferreira’s voice. She delivers a palpable yearning and her vocals are stalked, even in the song’s pretty bridge, by a pitched-down version of herself, pitching the mood of the song somewhere between devotion and utter humiliation. It’s all the things a great pop single should be – infectious, danceable, propulsive – and yet, as with Grimes, it’s more complicated and reticent than pop songs usually are. It was an enormous critical success – New York magazine called it the best song of the year – and yet an utter commercial failure, charting in only one single country: Belgium. The only difference was that, this time, landing a hit no longer seemed to be the point.

One EMI signee who did step away from her contract was Solange Knowles. She was better positioned for stardom than even Ferreira, by virtue of happening to be Beyoncé’s younger sister. She started as a backup dancer for Destiny’s Child when she was barely a teenager. Like Ferreira, she too was primed for stardom by inference and, when she turned sixteen in 2002, EMI signed her up. Her debut album, Solo Star, boasted production from Timbaland and Pharrell. With a feature from Lil’ Romeo to top it all off, what could go wrong? Well, everything did. The album didn’t even make the Billboard Top 100 and is now unavailable for sale. Her second album, a Motown-influenced departure which somehow featured both Q-Tip and Boards of Canada, did better but Solange still didn’t feel like she’d captured the sound she was vying for. She’d fallen in love with European downtempo and some of hip hop’s most involute producers, and she wanted to pursue her bliss without compromise. In 2008 she left EMI and signed with a label co-run by Chris Taylor of Grizzly Bear instead.

Solange’s first EP with Terrible Records – 2012’s True – saw her finally arriving at the sound she was after. A dance album at heart, its seven songs were both pop and the antithesis of it; a taut sound driven by pulsing, squiggly grooves and snatches of piano and bass, but almost entirely chorus-less, her vocals delivered with the nonchalance of a woman leant against a wall, delivering dispatches with one eye on the door. Its first single, ‘Losing You’, boasts one of the finest openings to a pop song ever: a stomping sample of the drums from Euro Funk’s ‘Dynomite’ paired with the sound of – well, I’ve never quite worked out what that sound is – but it sounds like a cat trying to flirt. Like ‘Everything Is Embarrassing’, it’s everything a heartbreak song shouldn’t sound like: the palette hit songs use to denote supreme confidence deployed to soundtrack extreme doubt.

The Village Voice called the track ‘a stunner’ and declared a ‘“Losing You” Week’ the day of its release. Even with the association of her sister however, the song also didn’t chart in the US.* What ‘Losing You’ did do was prove to Solange herself that she could succeed making music far more eccentric than what EMI had expected of her. When she finally released her third album, eight years after her second, it was A Seat at the Table, a genre-crossing classic which exists in the cracks between rap, soul and funk, and delivered Solange a style of her own. It was an evolution which began on True, which was produced by Devonté Hynes.

When Theophilus London first made the call to Solange, she was at the beach with her son. London and Devonté were working on his single ‘Flying Overseas’ together, building around a demo Hynes had written when he was recovering from throat surgery in his apartment. Theophilus was blown away. He was so excited by what he was hearing that he insisted that Solange needed to come straight to the studio. Don’t even wait around to find a sitter. Knowles took his enthusiasm seriously, and drove straight to the studio in central LA, baby in tow.

Solange loved ‘Flying Overseas’ and eventually lent her vocals to it, but what really captivated her was its producer. Within a single track, Devonté had melded the still-new sound of melodic, Kid Cudi-influenced rap with the electro-funk of Afrika Bambaataa and West Street Mob, and a dash of new wave drums. When Devonté played her the unreleased demos for ‘Champagne Coast’, Solange, still seeking a new direction, was ecstatic. She and Hynes hit it off in a big way. For a time they became, by their own accounts, like brother and sister, bonding over a love for Willow Smith and The S.O.S. Band. The next time they met he showed her a playlist of muses, filled with the likes of Chaka Khan and French MC Jimmy Jay. She had one which was almost identical. That day Knowles told her boyfriend: ‘I’ve found the person I want to make my next album with.’

Solange invited Devonté to Santa Barbara to join the sessions for her first Terrible Records release. At first Hynes was just one of a roster of producers but Knowles became excited only by what he was doing, and asked him to produce the entire thing instead. As the sessions began in earnest, with just the two of them in a room, Hynes quickly became a presence on every song. They made expansive, electro-funk suites spanning twelve minutes in length, which they would riff on and whittle down into pop songs. Two of the tracks – ‘Losing You’ and ‘Bad Girls’ – were developed from the Blood Orange demos Hynes used to pass around, but the rest were created by Solange, with assistance from Devonté, entirely from scratch.

Drawing from their shared playlists, Solange and Hynes pulled heavily from an iconic production duo: Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis. Producers of Janet Jackson, Mary J. Blige, Boyz II Men and The S.O.S. Band, their signature sound – the walloping kick drum of the Roland TR-808 – bore them forty-one US top ten hits and became central to the sound of True and Blood Orange too. When Devonté met Jimmy Jam for a 2013 magazine feature he told him that he had once ordered vintage keyboard magazines from the ’80s online, just because he knew that he and Lewis had been interviewed in them. After scouring the pages, Devonté downloaded software plug-ins which imitated all of the gear they’d referenced on the page so that, if he ever got his hands on the real things, he could get to work straight away.

True was a love letter to passions shared by Solange and Hynes, yet it’s easy to forget just how unique it sounded in 2012. Among critical circles, the likes of Jam and Lewis were not fashionable reference points. In 2012, music fans were well used to ’80s revivalism thanks to the ‘Quiet Storm’-infatuated ‘chill-wave’ scene, with the likes of Toro y Moi, Washed Out and How to Dress Well producing luscious, sultry music so laid back that it was often entirely flat. They may have shared some of the same musical lineage, but ‘Everything Is Embarrassing’ and ‘Losing You’ were lightning bolts in comparison: angular, potent and emotionally bare.

On the day of True’s release, Devonté and Solange took a trip to Michael Jackson’s star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame and took a picture holding a poster for Bad to celebrate. Weeks later, Hynes – drunk on too many glasses of champagne – sang ‘What Have You Done for Me Lately’ to JAY-Z at Beyoncé’s birthday party, and was hired as a consultant to his Rocawear fashion label on the spot. Nonetheless, Solange and Devonté’s partnership was short-lived. Hynes claims to have never read a review of his albums but Knowles did read reviews, and what she found there pissed her off. Journalists covering True often wrote about the EP as if it was a Devonté Hynes project, with Solange Knowles on vocals.

‘Y’all got it all the way wrong,’ she tweeted. ‘I’ve been writing and producing my own voice since 02 … I find it very disappointing when I am presented as the “face” of my music, or a “vocal muse” when I write or co-write every fucking song … Sexism in the industry ain’t nothing new.’ Sky Ferreira expressed irritation too, in her case at Devonté directly. When performing ‘Everything Is Embarrassing’ live, Hynes introduced it as a song he wrote for her, which Ferreira bristled at. Like Solange, she claims to have dramatically altered Hynes’ demos to make them what they became. These feuds were written about excitedly by publications who didn’t even comment on the singles themselves, and it caused such panic for Hynes that he traded in his iPhone for one which was less Internet-ready.*

Ferreira and Solange’s anger was a response to a framing of their work which will be familiar to many a pop artist, especially the female ones. Collaboration is a cornerstone of all music, but that truism has often been emphasised unequally depending on the type of artist and type of music being made. Some classic albums are treated as if they’re the work of a single genius, as if the engineers and session players who worked on them were effectively interchangeable. For other types of artists – the likes of pop and R&B – the inverse often occurs. Over the years, pop artists have often been treated as if they’re puppets on their own songs, fronting music which – even when great – must surely be due to the other people who worked on it.*

The alternative-pop scene which emerged around the likes of Grimes and Sky Ferreira (which Pitchfork christened ‘small pop’) proves the opposite point. Here were artists – some who rejected major label deals, others who were making music in their bedrooms – who made increasingly brilliant pop music the more they had control over it. Figures like Hynes and Rechtshaid, artists who were not in-house songwriters, instead used their talents to facilitate the creation of the kind of music Sky and Solange wanted to create. Songs like ‘Losing You’ and ‘Oblivion’ are songs which encourage more credit for their stars, not less.

It’s also music with an ongoing legacy. DIY artists like Rina Sawayama and Clarence Clarity soon began making huge, eccentric pop songs of their own, and major-label signees like Carly Rae Jepsen and Charli xcx soon stepped away from zeitgeist-chasing hits to bring weirder, more fascinating ideas into their songs. Songs like ‘Everything Is Embarrassing’ and ‘Losing You’ are proof of the magic artists like Charli are capable of when they’re given the space to do whatever they hell they please.

After releasing Coastal Grooves, Devonté didn’t plan to make another Blood Orange album. He didn’t plan not to either; he just kept making music every day, as he always had. He followed that album quickly with a Tumblr mixtape named Blood Orange Home Recordings, which features vocals from Erika Forster and Solange. When he started Blood Orange it was his first solo project; insular and experimental and made mostly in his bedroom. But now, just like the Saddle Creek sessions in Omaha, his friends were becoming woven into his process, and that excited him. Producing and writing with others had been liberating. The stakes of a song were lower when he knew he might not have to be the one to see it through. ‘I just write songs and think: this will be a cool song for someone to sing and then either it gets rejected, or everyone forgets about it,’ he told the New York Times in 2013, laughing. ‘I get my own leftovers.’

By 2012, Hynes had gone through several break-ups, romantic and creative. He had recorded dance, country and punk albums. The likes of ‘Losing You’ had even made him (to a certain, blog-reading crowd at least) a celebrity. But his discography was messy too, split between Blood Orange, the singles he helped craft with other artists, and Lightspeed Champion, which many were still expecting to hear more from. It began to seem like no single project could fit all of his disparate loves in one single space, and messy is how it would remain. That is, until it didn’t.

Even though, by the age of twenty-five, Devonté had already amassed an enviable CV, Cupid Deluxe was still a startling leap forward. Recorded over two years and released on the 18th of November 2013, it so completely eviscerates the rougher edges of his earlier records that it’s startling to realise it was released only two years after the one before it. Despite the evocative mood of Coastal Grooves, that album sounds like unfinished business, with songs which begin with great ideas before stalling into stasis. Cupid Deluxe is, on the other hand, radiant. It’s spotlit by synths which are bright and warm, shimmering beds of sound set ablaze by heavy, clattering 808s. It’s strange that this record was released (unlike all of the Blood Orange albums to follow) outside of summer, because it’s made to be paired with muggy, hot days; its details are sticky and sun-kissed, and it’s perpetually wrapped in the state of lethargy and agitation the summer heat cooks out of us. In terms of discographies, it’s an album in the vein of New Order’s Power, Corruption & Lies or Outkast’s ATLiens: a second album (technically Hynes’ fifth) where a promising, occasionally brilliant, artist suddenly delivers something masterful and complete, front to back.

Like his work with Solange and Ferreira, Cupid Deluxe’s songs are often confounding. The tempos are upbeat, its grooves borrowed from disco, and yet it often feels too melancholic to dance to. It had a legacy as a decidedly American album but Cupid Deluxe is still a deceptively British record, if you look beyond the references to Bowery Ballroom. Hynes modelled the structure of the record after Bristol’s own Massive Attack, with a smattering of Gorillaz along the way. There is a cover of ‘I Can Only Disappoint U’ by Mansun, an alt-rock band from Chester which only people of Dev’s specific age, interests and proximity could possibly remember. The Cupid Deluxe version, retitled ‘Always Let U Down’, is one of the most transformative covers I’ve ever heard, remaking a slightly stiff psych-rock tune as a slick, yearning ballad – dropping the tempo drastically and adorning it with a sample of reggae-funk from Grace Jones’ ‘Nipple to the Bottle’, and beatbox hiccups.

The LP’s singles – ‘Chamakay’ and ‘You’re Not Good Enough’ – arrived just days before the album did, and signalled something great to come. The latter became the finest song in Hynes’ catalogue the second it was released. It’s almost full-blown disco. A tight little guitar riff wrapped around shuffling drums, with a New Age organ breakdown in the second half. It’s a classic kiss-off, written about a past relationship and sung as a duet with a new girl. It takes the most horrible words you can conceive of hearing from an ex – ‘I never was in love / you were never good enough’ and delivers them softly, like a piece of sage advice. Hynes’ music had so often been sung from the perspective of the defeated lover, but here he and Samantha Urbani sound victorious: equal parts nasty and sexy.

The other, opener ‘Chamakay’, conjures a mood of pensiveness which seeps out across the rest of the record: hollow wood bouncing off thick, cavernous columns of bass. The voice of Caroline Polachek, another emerging underground-pop stalwart, joins Hynes almost as soon as the song begins. ‘I’ll never leave you if you’re thinking that it’s all the same,’ she pants over a groove which moves like lapping waves; ‘I’ll never trust you if you’re thinking that it’s just a game.’ It sounds like someone got Elizabeth Fraser of the Cocteau Twins to sing over ’80s Marvin Gaye.*

I spoke to Caroline about the making of ‘Chamakay’ back in 2011. She and Devonté had first met at an illegal basement gig in Brooklyn in 2008. ‘Even there, there was already a mystique around him then, people going “that’s Dev Hynes, that’s Dev Hynes”. Back then, that was the real fun of going out; you did hear about people first IRL before hearing about them online, which is almost unfathomable now.’ Soon after meeting her, Devonté asked Caroline to come by the studio to record. ‘“Chamakay” was wild!’ she told me. ‘I was going through a very fraught period in my life, and I showed up at a very chic studio in a high-rise where Dev was working. It had these huge glass windows which opened onto the city. When I got there, he played me a recording of an African choir where this woman was singing at full pelt and told me “I want you to try something like this”. It didn’t sound like my voice, but I was excited to try something different.

‘The whole process was quite spooky because we were barely speaking to each other. We started tracking takes, one after the other, and I almost fainted! I blacked out for lack of oxygen because I was going so hard. He added reverb and we listened back and it had this urgency and fantastic sense of atmosphere. At that point Dev showed me some lyrics. They were cast off, like he’d found them in his pocket after they’d been through the wash a couple of times. I didn’t even bother writing them out, I just started singing along to his patchwork beat along with the choir. It was one of the quickest sessions I’ve ever done. I was there for like an hour max. But there was an urgency and severity in the room; it’s so really rare to not have a warm-up chat or banter or anything. That was a very special day.’

In the 2020s, we are used to artists like Travis Scott ceding the stage of their own song to the likes of James Blake or Beyoncé, but in 2012 it felt strange to just have a singer from another group come and open your record. Hynes was hanging out with Polachek in his home studio, just having fun, and asked her to sing the words he’d recorded for himself as a jape. When he heard her voice on it though, Hynes considered the song complete for the first time.

This idea, that only an album’s named artist should be the one to sing every note of every song, was another rule which Devonté quickly discarded. He claimed that one of the main aspirations for Blood Orange was that it never sounded like a solo project, even though he wrote many of the songs alone. What’s remarkable about Cupid Deluxe is that the menagerie of voices Hynes brings to the table don’t just sound like he’s put an imaginary band together: they sound like a community of voice contributing to one single, idiosyncratic style. Despite the many guests, despite the fact he doesn’t even sing on one of the songs, it sounds like a Devonté Hynes album through and through. Visiting players like Polachek, Urbani, Tawiah, Dave Longstreth and Skepta somehow help to complete the Blood Orange ‘sound’, even though most hadn’t worked with Devonté before and wouldn’t again.*

Despite his love for The Fleetwoods and Philip Glass and Boyz II Men, the greatest sonic influence on that sound (and perhaps Blood Orange’s aesthetic in general) was Malcom McLaren. Alongside a great many other things, McLaren was curator above all else. As the man behind the Sex Pistols, one of the architects of the look of British punk, he understood the power of image intuitively and, although the Pistols are synonymous with venomous rebellion, McLaren crafted the band to suit the image in his mind, much as Simon Cowell would later do with kids from the North in skinny jeans. The look was the thing, and he pulled together myriad cultures to make it happen.

Just as McLaren pieced together bands (he’d done the same with New York Dolls and Adam and the Ants), so too did he act as a curator on his own LPs. His first, 1983’s Duck Rock, is a total Frankenstein album, taking various South American, Caribbean and South African iterations of rock music and melding them with post-disco hip hop. McLaren was the original DJ Khaled, recruiting a roster of players and slapping his name on the cover. Despite the continued acclaim for Duck Rock, I prefer his second record, 1984’s Fans, which took the same idea and applied a different equation: rap, electro-funk and opera. Yes, opera.

The first track from that record, ‘Madam Butterfly (Un Bel Dí Vedremo)’, had long been one of Devonté’s favourite songs, and the track is killer. Thumping gated drums rattle beneath a majestic soprano and it finishes off with an energetic, rapped verse from Debbie Cole. Each element works in isolation: the rhythm is crisp and heavy, Cole’s bars are joyously goofy and then there’s the opera: an element which has the potential to feel like a joke but somehow achieves the opposite. The voice of soprano Betty Ann White remains gorgeous, granting McLaren a shimmering performance whose beauty isn’t diminished by the nature of her collaborators.

‘Madam Butterfly’ suggested to Devonté – a fan of electro-funk, hip hop and classical – that it was possible to put all of those disparate components in one place and watch the sparks fly. Accordingly, the palette of Cupid Deluxe is an unbridled blend of all these different worlds. At first glance, it might feel like ’80s revivalism – a homage to electro-funk, new jack swing and disco – but the album is an open book, and the presence of other genres takes those sounds in myriad directions: there are flashes of jazz, diversion into hip hop on the Despot-featuring ‘Clipped On’, and – as on ‘Madam Butterfly’ – of classical. When the Dirty Projectors’ Dave Longstreth appears on ‘No Right Thing’ his vocals are statelier and more angular than you’re used to hearing paired with a supple, R&B instrumental: an alternative history where Jimmy Jam recruited Mark Hollis for a guest verse on Rhythm Nation 1814.

Hynes was working on several projects during the making of the record – one of them being the score for Gia Coppola’s film Palo Alto – and he carries that cinematic instinct into these Blood Orange songs. Most of them – from ‘It Is What It Is’ to ‘Chosen’ – start with serene, scene-setting introductions which are loudly shattered by booming kick drums. The remarkable third song, ‘Uncle ACE’, boasts a vamping, Blaxploitation guitar riff dancing around a motorik beat. It’s funky, but what seems like a disco song is another trick. In the song’s second half, a saxophone enters the fray and, as the wind rushes in, the whole thing collapses. The song breaks into Philip Glass-style ascending woodwinds which circle upwards frantically, a vibe become vortex.

McLaren and Devonté don’t simply play with a sandbox of sounds and styles from across popular music, but with their cultural connotations too. ‘Madam Butterfly’ isn’t simply exciting despite its blending of the supposedly high and low but perhaps because of it. It feels a little wrong, a little punk, like these two worlds – the unabashed funk of electro-funk, the soaring pomposity of opera – shouldn’t exist in the same space. Like McLaren, Hynes looks at the music of Lil Wayne or Philip Glass or Lou Reed and sees them as equals. This equal footing unlocks the potential of sounds which were once trapped in archetypes. A hungry rap verse can become melancholic; booming drums can become dreamy and sad.

That’s what happens on the LP’s last and best song, ‘Time Will Tell’. It opens with that massive sequenced beat, but this track has none of the bounce of classic electro-funk hits like The S.O.S. Band’s ‘The Finest’ or Janet Jackson’s ‘When I Think of You’. Instead the drums are left unadorned, creating vast caverns between them which Hynes slips his voice into. Stripped and alone like this, that drum loop feels cold and cruel, a Roland R-70 sounding like the machine that it is. Licks of wah-wah-drenched guitar playing limply, like spurious snippets of a lifetime of Billboard hits. There isn’t a huge chorus; a gorgeous, Puccini-esque piano part enters instead. The song’s title comes from track 5, ‘It Is What It Is’, and the aching motif ‘come to my bedroom’ is a revival of the hook of Coastal Groove’s ‘Champagne Coast’. As a writing practice, Hynes often uses lines from older songs to fill unfinished lyrics in this way, but here he just leaves them there. ‘Time Will Tell’ sounds how memory feels and, by scooping the beating heart out of classic hits and presenting their skeletons nakedly, reminds us that those memories are often soundtracked by pop songs.

One of the most beautiful things about the way music evolved in the 2010s, in a post-Internet, post-poptimist age, is that so many albums now approach music in exactly the same way. Caroline Polachek, who sang on ‘Chamakay’, became a major indie-pop star in her own right, and her solo albums – like 2023’s Desire, I Want to Turn Into You – runs roughshod over the sounds you can and cannot use on a pop record. There’s Spanish guitar, dembow, children’s choirs, trip-hop, folk and bagpipes, and all of that eclecticism hardly seems worth commenting on anymore, aside from how fun it all was. Enormous commercial albums, like Drake’s record of the same year – For the Dogs – move between beats ridden by New York classists Griselda, the punk-ish rage of Playboi Carti and ratchet dance music. On their brilliant 2022 album I Love You Jennifer B, Warp Records signees Jockstrap run the gamut of dubstep, folk and hybrids of the two. I saw them play live in Finland two years later and there was no dissonance. Sometimes their songs make you want to jump into the air, sometimes stand in poignant reflection. A paintbox has been opened up. It’s all music. If you like sound, then embrace what they’re giving you.

One of the things which made even the less radical Coastal Grooves feel so distinct from the identity of Lightspeed Champion was the way Devonté began to present his records. In the 2000s his albums featured himself prominently, in all his cardigan-wearing, bespectacled glory. Hynes’ image had changed drastically since then but, from Coastal Grooves onwards, he vanished from his sleeves entirely, and chose evocative images of Ballroom queens, shot at the height of ’80s drag culture instead. Cupid Deluxe’s music serves as an accompaniment to the stunning photograph of an androgynous queen in Manhattan which appears on its cover; stood only in bikini and bright yellow heels, hands on hips, bathed in pink light. Like the songs, it’s both glamorous and tawdry, a queen treating a battered-looking side-room like a catwalk.

As all great album covers do, those photographs create a world for the music to live in
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