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  Scott Walker: An Introduction

  

  

  
  
  
  	
  On 4 January 1965, a famous American died at home in London. He had left his homeland in his early twenties, drawn to the historic culture and literature of Europe, and had, in
  many observers eyes, become more stereotypically English than many natives of his adopted land. Perhaps more than any other, TS Eliot had made a reputation as the voice of modernist
  fracture, a poet of the disjointedness of contemporary life, shaping a diction of the horror. The Waste Land, his great 1922 poem, and its close companions The Hollow
  Men, Ash Wednesday and the later, elegiac meditation on memory, Four Quartets, described a world in ruins through a medium of shattered stanzas. Difficult language and syntax
  betrayed a wealth of cultural reference points, from the high-flown cantos of Dante and Elizabethan tragedy to the street slang he picked up in the tea rooms and fashionable salons of
  twentieth-century London.


  One month after Eliots death, an aeroplane carrying Scott Walker and two companions touched down at London Airport. It would be too fanciful to state that Walker provided a direct
  replacement for Eliot, but there are remarkable similarities between the two men. Misfit Americans who adopted England as their home. Socially awkward and scrupulously defensive about their private
  lives. Possessed of a dry, even sarcastic humour if pushed, and stern critics of the work of their contemporaries. Each of them, too, spent a portion of their artistic careers essaying more popular
  forms than their honest selves might have otherwise allowed. For Eliot it happened later in life, in the dramatic verse and theatre works he wrote following his embrace of the Church of England.
  For Walker, who has shown no obvious religious leanings, though he has talked of spiritual elements in his later songwriting, his trajectory has spanned a long and bizarre arc that
  began in the glare of pop music and light entertainment, but which has evolved over a lifetime into the composer of some of the most serious and uncompromising music of his time. By putting each of
  these phases under the microscope, this book aims to map out and understand that development and to give the most convincing explanations yet about how and why Walkers career, and his art,
  have turned out the way they did.


  The shape of Walkers professional career raises disturbing questions about whats expected of a star, an artist in the public eye, what demands an audience is
  entitled to make of him, what he is entitled to do with that idolisation. Faced with unusually intrusive, even violent, invasions of his private life while still in his twenties, Walker quickly
  converted idolisation into isolation, but that exacted a toll on his public persona. His art now takes a long time to produce; the intervals are routinely interpreted as
  reclusiveness. And in the fast-turnover media industry, being a recluse in society is viewed as a negative trait. And yet Walker does not rise to the bait, but fields these questions
  calmly and with quiet dignity. He is empowered to address these problems because he has embodied them; has lived through them, has negotiated them. The sheer contrariness of the career, that the
  man who intelligently side-stepped the underground and psychedelic whimsy, citing its insubstantiality, yet spent the first half of the seventies trotting out middle-of-the-road
  scurf. In the beginning, he followed the logic of showbusiness at a time, the mid-sixties, when no one truly understood the potential of pop and rock music; when most of the money was made by
  songwriters and publishers rather than the performers themselves, who were treated as little more than labourers on a musical production line. The Walker Brothers were part of this world of single
  takes, seat-of-the-pants orchestral sessions and sneaky after-hours floutings of Musicians Union rules to get the perfect take. The perks and pitfalls of being a public figure, with
  Londons nightlife a disorienting mixture of glamour and sleaze. The search for quality and meaning in an atmosphere of trivia and superficiality. The requirement to express ones
  opinions via a music press that had not yet developed useful critical tools or discourse other than a reinforcement of commercial agendas. Walkers looks and existentialist charisma suited
  him perfectly to the mid-sixties hit parade; his artistic temperament and avant garde tastes were incompatible.


  He was born Noel Scott Engel on 9 January 1943, in Hamilton, Ohio. His father, Noel Walter Engel, was serving in the US navy at the time, but soon took up a new post as a
  geologist with the Superior Oil Company, which was based in Texas. In fact, until Noel Sr rose to become Vice President of the company in 1967, his job ensured the family remained itinerant and
  home life was relatively unsettled for much of the time. The family was comfortably off and prosperous, but Noel, an only child, never made long-lasting friendships, and his parents divorce
  when he was six did not help matters. With his mother, Elizabeth Marie, he moved to Denver, where Scott first discovered the solace of the cinema. At ten, he suggested to his mother they move to
  New York, which they did. In the big city, Scott got in trouble, running on the fringes of local gang culture even as he received his first taste of showbusiness, when he bagged a part in a
  Broadway musical called Pipedream. This supplied him with a weekly wage over its one-and-a-half-year run, during which period he also appeared on a TV talent show billed as Scotty
  Engel, the baritone from Denver. These flirtations with the entertainment world led to the release of a teenage single, When Is A Boy A Man/Steady As A Rock, on
  RKO in 1957.


  But his itinerant lifestyle continued, and he and his mother relocated to California when he was sixteen. On the West Coast he joined the orchestra at his school, Hollywood High, as a double
  bassist. After he acquired an electric bass, still an uncommon instrument in the late fifties, he began picking up session dates at various Los Angeles studios. He was developing a talent for
  insinuating himself quickly into the local scene of wherever he found himself; the evidence is the EP he released in 1959, Meet Scott Engel, on which he was described as the gonnest
  gasser of all gassers.


  According to Mike Watkinson and Pete Andersons biography, A Deep Shade Of Blue, Scott was nevertheless leading a turbulent life on the edge of small-time crime and public nuisance,
  spending nights driving round the streets of LA with a youthful gang, vandalising street furniture and covertly invading the gardens of the rich and famous in Beverly Hills. One anecdote has Scott
  involved in pushing an outside toilet off the edge of a cliff. Although he was destined to be a massive international star in less than a decade, this image of needling the establishment from the
  inside is attractive and pertinent.


  At the end of the decade he enrolled in Chouinard Art Institute, where he was finally able to apply himself with dedication, and he obtained good grades. The college was part-owned by the Walt
  Disney corporation and Scott even briefly worked on some designs for Disney. These were the days of freedom and discovery, in which Scott was imbibing Beat literature, watching his first Ingmar
  Bergman pictures in LAs movie houses, and soaking up the West Coast jazz of Barney Kessel and Victor Feldman.


  As the sixties opened, Scott was doing odd jobs in the metaphorical backroom of the entertainment industry, driving a van for Liberty Records and performing menial tasks at Phil Spectors
  Gold Star Studios. But he had found himself a full-time manager, a man called Eddie Fisher who had been a 1950s popular music idol himself, and was married to none other than Elizabeth Taylor.
  Scotts main musical partner during these early sixties years was his high school friend John Stewart. In one of their groups variously known as The Moongooners or The Newporters, they plied
  the local gig circuit and occasionally were used as a pickup band when the likes of The Righteous Brothers or Ike & Tina Turner were in town. In those days, Scott kept bumping into another
  young man popping up in various rock n roll combos, John Maus. They had first set eyes on each other at an audition for a TV play in 1960, so the story goes, and though they
  didnt hit it off at first, whenever they found themselves thrown together on stage in impromptu engagements  Scott still playing the bass, Maus as a vocalist and guitarist 
  they always gelled musically. In early 1964 they officially tied the knot and became The Walker Brothers, by which time they had already started growing the shaggy hairdos that would become their
  signature look. Their musical tastes immediately set them apart from the prevailing zeitgeist  they werent into the folk-rock and garage punk of The Byrds, Love, etc, but preferred
  the loungey, laidback showmanship of Jack Jones and Frank Sinatra. Their single Pretty Girls Everywhere/Doin The Jerk was recorded after they received a break from Nick
  Venet, an executive at Mercury Records. Around the same time the group made a cameo in the lamentably poor surf movie Beach Ball, queuing up in their sports car during a parade at the
  end.


  When The Walkers secured a twenty-six week residency at Hollywoods Whiskey A Go Go club, they needed to tie down a regular drummer. Enter Gary Leeds, a larger-than-life character
  whod just finished a British tour with PJ Proby. What he had seen of the UK scene convinced him that the three had the potential to make it big there. A plus: being abroad would be a good
  way of avoiding being drafted to fight in the newly declared Vietnam War. They made plans to pack up and leave, but not before recording Love Her, produced by Jack Nitzsche, a single
  that properly ushered in what we now think of as The Walker Brothers sound. Venet wanted a baritone lead vocal, and so Scott was promoted to vocalist. And so they were ready to make their acte
  gratuite, their leap into the dark.


  They finally departed from Los Angeles on 17 February 1965. Within four months, the group had sorted a record deal and were interviewed by the New Musical Express in a
  flat they had just moved into in Chelsea. At the end of the interview, a man from the electricity board arrived to cut off their power.1 By the end of 1966, he told an interviewer, he
  was forced to move address every couple of days and had even had to leave a monastic retreat early because of the intrusive pursuit of girl fans.2


  Anthony Reynoldss overview of the frenzied activity that lasted throughout The Walker Brothers career in this book emphasises the provisional, fictive nature of
  this supergroup: the fact that nearly all its recordings were studio constructions way beyond the capacity of the three nominal Walkers, and even their brotherhood was a stage-managed
  conceit. Early, phenomenal success came within a few months and proved as exhilarating as it was traumatic, leaving Walker with a lifelong mistrust of celebrity, and a wariness of involvement with
  both live performance and journalistic proping. Even so, a perceptive, occasionally caustic critical judgment often shines through interviews he has given, right back to circa 1966, when he was
  being courted by the music journals of the day, so attuned to bubblegum and hype that Scotts burgeoning interest in serious musics and film went largely overlooked (or lightly
  mocked).


  Perhaps the first register that he was unsuited to the mass exposure of pop stardom came in February 1966, when he entered Quarr Abbey on the Isle of Wight, in order, as the rumour mill churned
  it, to find some peace and solitude as well as to study Gregorian chant. For two of the three weeks he still had to field the attentions of his most persistent female fans and later made his
  apologies to the Abbott. Immediately following this retreat, he was making openly cynical pronouncements in the press about his celebrity status. Reporter Keith Altham, who appears to
  have been an unusually trusted media confidant to Walker during these early years, recalled Scott even having to run a gauntlet of admirers and autograph-hunting technicians and executives on the
  way in to the Philips Studios in Central London. He signed his name with one hand, calling himself the fastest biro alive.


   You know Ive always thought it would be a laugh to do the big time bit, smiled Scott. Get myself some gold printed visiting cards and just hand them out to
  people. Dont speak, just hand out a card. Then Id get on to the phone to one of my friends and say, Hi there, this is Scott Walker. Then Id play one of my records
  immediately and follow that with Youve been listening to Scott Walker  you can read all about me in the following magazines and papers this week. We are appearing at the
  following halls and signed photos can be obtained from our fan club secretary in London. Then you follow that all up with By the way, how are you? Can you imagine the
  guys face the other end? 3


  The ennui in these remarks is palpable, and we sense the fatigue with generic repetition that Scott would sum up many years later in the comment, All that guitar-based rock stuff 
  I just feel like Ive heard it before so many times. It goes on and on and never seems to end. Its just the same narrow ground being worked over. It would drive me mad to have to work
  within those parameters.4 His response to this condition was to embark on the most productive (in terms of rate of recorded output) era in his life, during which he got a taste of
  producing and orchestrating his own material for the first time.


  An existentialist, Walker once informed a journalist, is A person who needs no other people  a world in himself. He lives for the moment. A belief in existence
  rather than essence.5 That world unto itself was amplified when Scott went solo at the end of the 1960s. If he had retired in 1970, his run of four albums, Scott 14
  (196869), would have left him with a strong and lasting reputation. Now the artisan who was attending a couple of classical concerts a week, and was immersed in the orchestral music of
  Beethoven, Brahms, Shostakovich and Sibelius, began to write songs that he couched in imaginative and vivid orchestral arrangements that owed more to the lustrous soundtracks of Michel Legrand and
  Ennio Morricone, or the Dion of 1968s Abraham, Martin & John. Even more crucial to this development, though, was Jacques Brel, introduced to him by a Playboy bunny
  girlfriend, who provided the key here, gifting Walker with Gallic pizzazz, a sense of flinging caution to the winds of fate. Less often noted but equally important was his discovery of Lo
  Ferr, the bohemian balladeer from Monaco who made a speciality, in the 1950s and sixties, of Mediterranean anarchist songs and settings of poems by Apollinaire, Baudelaire and Rimbaud.


  Convincingly separated from anything currently fashionable in psychedelia or proto-progressive rock, these solo albums were vehicles for Walkers first serious attempts at songwriting, and
  their mix of themes refracted the experience of the young, lonesome hipster, a mix of bedsit romanticism, late-night surrealism and seedy bohemiana, outlined in Nina Powers overview of
  Scott 1 and 2. Many of the songs are character sketches. As a lyricist he was developing a surprising breadth, delivering a mixture of imagined characters and lowlifes 
  The Amorous Humphrey Plugg (an uncomfortable modern parallel of Eliots Prufrock), the ageing transvestite Big Louise, The Girls From The Streets
   or stranger visions like Angels Of Ashes, in which he pleads, let the great constellation of flickering ashes be heard. In all this, the sheer size of the
  voice pushed the material way beyond parody or pastiche. Montague Terrace (In Blue) on Scott, when it briefly picks up pace, drives all before it in a wave of emotion that
  elevates its kitchen-sink scenario into something verging on operatic.


  Walker sounds at home in these albums, making free with the vast studio and instrumental resources at his disposal courtesy of Philips, fully engaged with producer Johnny Franz and his arrangers
  Wally Stott and Ivor Raymonde. Theres a clear desire to orchestrate each flutter and nuance of feeling, each peak or trough of sentiment. Big Louise, for instance, features a
  staircase effect in the violins that descends down, down, down behind the principal melody. Its an early example of a desire for aural equivalence that Scott would continue to explore at the
  end of the century, with vastly different resources and results. As Derek Walmsley points out in his piece on Scott 3 and 4, even on these albums Walker managed to reach certain tonal
  regions that still elude all analysis, to profoundly unsettling effect. Its Raining Today, the track that leads off Scott 3, is at some level a faint pre-echo of his
  later avant-garde work, underpinned with a layer of discordant droning strings, like an itch that refuses to be scratched.


  But all the while Walker was labouring under the expectations set up by The Walker Brothers commercial triumph (his fanclub membership was still 16,000 strong at the end
  of the sixties). The first two albums sold well, but the increasingly rarefied or (as some perceived it) middle-of-the-road aspects of the later two, allied to his problematic public persona,
  caused the audience to thin out considerably. At the same time, his reputation was enough to secure a contract for a six-part BBC television series, titled simply Scott, which aired for the
  first time on 4 March 1969. The idea of a celebrity-hosted variety show was common at the time  Dusty Springfield, Julie Felix and Tom Jones all had high-profile small-screen
  extravaganzas around the same time  and from the surviving audio tapes of several episodes, Scott made a reasonably good fist of playing the host with the most, bounding down a grand
  looking, but in reality flimsy staircase made of wooden crates covered with blue and white crepe paper, introducing guests such as Dudley Moore, Salena Jones, Gene Pitney, Jackie Trent and Tony
  Hatch. (At the other end of his career, in 2006, he would write a song about a washed-up TV presenter, Hand Me Ups, that features pants-wetting children and ends with a gruesome cameo
  from Donald Duck.)


  Ian Penman discusses and rehabilitates this curious interlude at length, and, via a work of imaginative projection, speculates on the fractured consciousness at work behind the dark glasses at
  the time. Penman rounds up all the splendid contradictions and conflicts ruling Walkers house in the years comprising the accompanying album, 1970s Til The Band Comes In
  and The Moviegoer, and makes a more persuasive case for the music in these underrated records  and for the entire notion of Scott as capital-e Entertainer  than ever before. A
  telling anecdote from a fan who was in the audience for one taping speaks volumes: Scott lingered on stage once the show was complete, talking to musicians or technicians and was deep in
  conversation when he suddenly looked up, shielded his eyes, and frowned as realisation dawned upon him that he was in the spotlight. He moved away into the shadows, still intent in conversation,
  the spotlight operator once more swung the light on Scott, who again stepped into the darkness. Once more the spotlight followed him and Scott laughed, seeing the joke the operator was playing on
  him. He started to fool around, much to the appreciation of the audience, running to dodge the spotlight for a few moments before chasing off to the wings. Scott then stuck out his arm from
  offstage and the spotlight illuminated his final gesture  a wave goodbye to the audience.6


  If Scott had disconnected from the soundworld of his pop contemporaries, he was also distancing himself physically. By 1969 he was living in a flat in St Johns Wood and making frequent
  trips to the continent, many of them to visit his Danish girlfriend Mette Teglbjaerg in Copenhagen. Various tours and live dates took place in the same year, and he produced a jazz album by
  flautist Ray Warleigh, a member of the band that accompanied him on a summer tour of that year.


  There were further signals that he was moving on: in 1969 he lost his manager and changed his name. Maurice King had taken The Walker Brothers under his wing back in 1965, and played the classic
  managerial role for the time. Walker was his principal protg, but after Scott caught him slipping bungs to New York lawyers in an attempt to help him evade the Vietnam draft (a
  story told in A Deep Shade Of Blue), Walker fired him. Meanwhile, in a further instance of cleaning out the closet, the songwriting credits on the label of Scott 4 read Noel
  Scott Engel, which speaks volumes about the need to emotionally reconnect with his pre-fame identity. It lends a certain double resonance to lines on one particular track, The Old
  Mans Back Again, on which Walker sings, Hed like another name/The one hes got is a curse these people cry . . .


  As an artist, Engel soon reverted to Scott Walker, but in 1970, with his TV commitments over and tours wound up, he moved to Amsterdam, stamping a clear separation from the world of London
  showbiz. Living in and exploring the continent with Mette, as well as writing the original material that would end up on that years Til The Band Comes In, he was nevertheless
  reported to be considering working as a session bassist again, naming the likes of Georgie Fame and Alan Price, and even claimed to be interested in joining the supergroup Blind Faith. In the light
  of what had gone before  and what was to come  these seem like surprising impulses, but the 1970s would be characterised by all sorts of decisions and career moves that appear, now,
  to be counterintuitive and ill judged. The interlude between 1970 and 1978 has been habitually abandoned by the majority of critics, finding the ground far too fallow: a watered-down mix of show
  tunes, Easy Listening balladeering, saying yes to too many smoky working mens club gigs and a weirdly cool-hearted, refried Country rock; a period of too much drinking, culminating in a
  Walker Brothers reunion that dragged on just that bit too long. As Walker himself said much later: I went into some kind of despair mode at that point and started drinking very heavily, more
  than I did normally, and that went on for a long time, and it didnt stop until [The Walker Brothers] did Nite Flights.7


  Til The Band is a dislocated hybrid album of ten original numbers plus five covers, all running together on side two. The originals were all credited to Scott and Ady Semel, a
  fashionable, cultured Israeli who was also Walkers new manager  of a younger pedigree than Maurice King. Semel already looked after husband-and-wife duo Esther and Abi Ofarim, who had
  a chart hit in 1968 with Cinderella Rockefella, and what he actually did to Scotts new songs  written while on holiday in Greece  is still unclear, though Scott
  claimed He acts as my censor, vetting all my lyrics and striking out the words likely to harm old ladies. Semels sleevenotes to Til The Band claim a kind of
  existential kinship: Ive known Scott for over a year now, but cant really tell whether we think alike. We tend to respect, though, each others idea of solitude and
  suspect, each in his own way, that it might be lonelier without the loneliness. There is humour in some of these songs, as treacherous as black ice. Little Things (That
  Keep Us Together) lists war, starvation and a plane crash as comfort that keep us warm and close, keep us together and help us get by. Esther Ofarim appears on a
  solitary track (Long About Now) but is credited with a guest appearance on the album as a whole; its hard to avoid the suspicion that Walkers spotlight was
  being hogged by lesser talents. In any case, this was the last time anything written by him would appear on record until Nite Flights in 1978. Income was an issue from late 1972, after his
  daughter Lee was born, and he married Mette on 18 December 1973, in Las Vegas. These events put different kinds of pressures upon his schedule; made it easier (especially in these years of UK
  recession) to say yes, harder to approach the more ambitious, less commercial impulses. Semel hooked him up with a new producer, Del Newman, and brokered a record deal with CBS which was to derail
  him, artistically, for several years, tying him in to a series of albums in which he had little creative or emotional involvement.


  In her essay on the three Country-influenced records, Amanda Petrusich does not claim these as redeemable masterpieces, but her thoughts on this manifestation of American music  created
  in stilted laboratory conditions in Britain  shed new light on this greatly misunderstood period in Walkers life. At some subconscious level, she speculates, these could have been an
  attempt to reconnect with the home from which he was exiled, during the Nixon era, one of its more ignominious periods politically speaking. Despite the title of his 1973 album, in no sense do the
  tracks on these albums stretch the form in any way (the title derives, apparently, from his colleagues nickname for Walker), which is not to say theyre not competently,
  even at times beautifully, arranged (check the funk of Use Me, the gospelised No Easy Way Down, the soul-food Delta Dawn, which you can imagine Elvis
  doing). At the same time, he was the father of a young child and, into 197475, most of his energies were taken up with keeping in touch with his family, who had moved to Mettes native
  Copenhagen. This was the period during which he was persuaded to undertake various well-paid gigs in working mens clubs and cabaret venues, and record albums of nothing but covers, a
  derailment which may well have retarded Walkers later breakthrough change of style by several years. Writing in the NME in 1977, Phil McNeill asked how the man who made some of
  the worlds most powerful records should have subsided into feeble bleats? How the lion became a lamb? Walkers sheepish answer: I should have kept pursuin what I
  was pursuin.


  Although Walker was prepared to smile and give positive quotes for his press releases in the mid-seventies, he had embarked upon this new deal in the belief that the label would be interested in
  new material from him. New material from Scott Walker, though, was not generated in the conventional way, by first producing a demo to be approved or rejected by the paymasters.
  Walker was nurtured under Philipss almost unlimited budget, in a very different economic climate, and beyond that, he simply had no appetite to play this game of rubber-stamping. As far as
  his own compositions were concerned, Scott Walker didnt do demos, didnt audition new songs in front of company executives, and needed much longer than a few months to conceive and
  complete a whole new album. In the leaner years of the mid-seventies, that attitude was largely incompatible with music-business practice. No wonder a crash was looming.


  These were strange years, in retrospect, during which Walker appears not so much to have lost control, as to have ceded it to immediate imperatives. Sunk deep in the bottle, living from one
  royalty cheque to the next appearance fee, all three ex-Walker Brothers were in freefall eight years after splitting up. In 1975 John Walker, almost destitute in California, returned to the UK and
  formed a New Walker Brothers with a winner of British talent show Opportunity Knocks. By then, Scotts marriage was on the rocks, and he was living in a West London hotel, driving an
  orange Volkswagen Beetle with a coathanger aerial. The pair of them got together again, and called Gary, who was enjoying number-one status in Italy with cover of The Easybeats Hello,
  How Are You. Ady Semel closed a new deal with GTO Records and installed the threesome in a flat above Newtons restaurant on New Kings Road. Marc Bolan, who lived nearby,
  dropped into the restaurant one day and met the Brothers there, and there are unconfirmed reports that the four of them took part in at least one bluesy jamming session. Meanwhile the trio sallied
  out on epic record-buying sprees, and listened to their purchases while sunbathing nude on the roof terrace.


  On the sleeve of The Walker Brothers comeback album, No Regrets, released in autumn 1975, they look like tanned Californian gods; Gary and Johns toothsome
  grins threaten to outshine the whole image, while Scott, clutching a can of Newcastle Brown Ale, hides his face behind an outstretched hand. The Tom Rush single that gave the album its name was a
  surprise success, levering them on to several television appearances, including the Vera Lynn Christmas Show at the end of that year. They were given a deafening ovation at the end,
  prompting Gary to comment that this was the first time any of us had experienced that one magic moment when we knew we had done something really, really special.8 In the
  surviving clips of this brief Indian summer, they genuinely seem to be enjoying themselves. But they were working hard, too, touring using public transport, holding gambling sessions as they raced
  up and down the country on British Rail. The single reached number seven in the UK top forty by January 1976, but around this time Ady Semel fades out of the picture  and from the musical
  history books  after which the group was briefly managed by David Apps, who had come from looking after the likes of Tom Jones and The Bay City Rollers. Over the next couple of years, as
  they failed to match that singles success, Scott finally appears to have acknowledged that this was not the way forward, and their increasingly sporadic gigs saw him looking less and less
  committed to the task in hand. By 1977, he was refusing offers to tour, and turning down the potential of earning thousands of pounds from the cabaret circuit. As he entered his mid-thirties, his
  ambitions in more progressive directions welled up to the moment of truth. Difficult though it might have been, decisive steps needed to be taken in order, finally, to Let the great
  constellation of flickering ashes be heard.


  In the early months of 1978, Scott Walker fulfilled the final live engagements of his career to date. By then, though, he must have already written the four tracks that
  appeared on The Walker Brothers album of that year, Nite Flights  a quartet that Phil McNeill described as entirely untainted by MOR. As he cranked out The
  Sun Aint Gonna Shine Anymore those last few times at shabby Northern nightclubs, it must have been a dislocating experience when he also had a song like The Electrician
  under his belt, and had embarked on an entirely new way of lyric writing  oblique, avant garde, syntactically difficult  at odds with the trite lines and rounded
  narratives of the songs hed been singing in recent times. The full story behind these phenomenal tracks  which, Brian Eno has been quoted as saying, remain a ne plus ultra of popular
  music to this day  is told in Biba Kopfs chapter on The Walkers seventies reunion. Some years later, the preoccupations of tracks like Nite Flights and The
  Electrician can be seen as part of a continuum of thought that has stretched across much of Walkers own output. That is to say, there is an interest in totalitarianism and its
  discontents; in the banality of evil and an insistence on portraying the perpetrators of cruelty as human beings. The Old Mans Back Again, on Scott 4, referenced Joseph
  Stalin, while Hero Of The War jauntily described the civilian impotence of a crippled ex-soldier. Leapfrogging over the lost years of the seventies, the Nite Flights tracks are
  embroiled in the murky world of torture, hypocrisy and third-world corruption, and a straight line can be drawn from there to tracks such as Bolivia 95 (Tilt) and
  Clara and Buzzers (The Drift). Bolivia 95s lines about The tiles speckling/darker and/darker//around/my feet and enigmatic
  Lemon Bloody Cola refrain, point towards the shadow side of the Coca-Cola manufacturing process, involving the harvesting and covert processing of Bolivian and Peruvian coca
  crops in the US, while the fate of the byproducts are kept a closely guarded secret. The two tracks from The Drift, meanwhile, examine the direct effects of fascism upon the flesh: on the
  body of Benito Mussolini, who appears in Clara as both lover and dictator; and upon the anonymous victim of Balkan atrocities in Buzzers: Polish the fork and
  stick the fork in him . . .


  These continuities with the early work have become more marked with each new release. There is the theme of disease, for instance, literally evident in the single The Plague
  (1967), but also in the medieval endtimes of The Seventh Seal (Scott 4), right through to Cue, which tracks the spread of a malevolent virus, and
  Darkness, the mutant gospel track  expressionistic, claustrophobic call and response  he contributed to Plague Songs, a thematic compilation curated by the 4AD
  label in 2006. There is also the insistent recurrence of angels throughout his songbook: Angels Of Ashes, Archangel, the Archangels in the city
  lights of Fat Mama Kick, to cite just three. The resonance with Walkers real surname is surely more than a coincidence.


  Nothing flowed immediately from Scott Walkers Nite Flights quartet of songs, and the terminal disintegration of The Walker Brothers upon that albums
  release passed almost unnoticed. Despite David Bowie trying to approach him to produce an album, Walker remained under the radar and terminated his GTO contract at the end of the decade. The early
  eighties were lean years during which he sold off a large tranche of his classical LP collection to keep himself financially afloat, and saw most of his back catalogue deleted. A new record deal
  with Virgin was signed in February 1980, the label acting true to type by expecting him to begin work straight away on a new recording leading to a run of albums. But if there was any ghost of new
  material in Walkers head, it had barely gestated.


  Meanwhile other, younger champions were keeping his beacon alight. Nineteen eighty-one saw the appearance of a compilation of Walkers late-sixties solo material put together by Julian
  Cope, singer with The Teardrop Explodes. The album, entitled Fire Escape In The Sky: The Godlike Genius Of Scott Walker, was released on the Teardrops label Zoo, and was critically
  well received, even though its plain grey cover and tiny, almost illegible text didnt make it a particularly appealing prospect in the record racks. Still, it was enough to keep the momentum
  going. Shortly afterwards, Phonogram cherry-picked a collection of late-sixties tracks under the banner Scott Walker Sings Jacques Brel, the first explicit acknowledgment of his close
  musical relationship with the Belgian singer. Though far removed from the work he was gearing up for, the album sold reasonably well and maintained Walkers profile as a distinctive and
  imaginative interpreter.


  And thus he entered what might be termed Walkers third phase in his artistic life, in which he came to an acceptance that time and receptiveness fit
  together.9 In interviews ever since, he has stated that songs and lyrics come to him after long periods of waiting. Occasionally, though, he may need some external stimulus to get
  the job completed. Dire Straits manager Ed Bicknell took charge of Walkers affairs in 1983, trying to revive his dormant Virgin contract by at first trying to broker Walker as a
  record producer for the label, then persuading him to buckle down and record new material of his own. To make it happen, Walker utilised the time-honoured tactic of retreating to a quiet place in
  the countryside. He rented a workmans cottage near Tunbridge Wells, south-east of London, and over two months in the late summer of 1983 completed the writing of the album that
  became Climate Of Hunter. On his return, he almost straightaway began laying the songs down during a three-month stint at Sarm West Studios with Peter Walsh, a young producer chosen by
  Walker after hearing the work he had done on Simple Minds Sparkle In The Rain. An odd gang of musicians were assembled for the sessions, including free improvisation saxophonist Evan
  Parker, guitarists Mark Knopfler and Ray Russell, trumpeter Mark Isham, and Walkers former GTO labelmate Billy Ocean. It also featured keyboardist Brian Gascoigne, who has remained one of
  Walkers core accompanists to this day. There were reports that players were required to record their parts with no knowledge of the rest of the track, nor the lyrics, while Walker himself
  hired a hall in Islington solely to test out his vocals, singing alone to backing tracks on a tape recorder. By the end of the year it was finished, and Virgin released it in the spring of
  1984.


  As Damon Krukowski explains, Climate Of Hunter marks a distinct evolution in Walkers lyric writing, and the texts of these seven originals (plus one cover, Blanket Roll
  Blues, authored by Tennessee Williams) stand up to literary scrutiny in their own right. Put under pressure by this entirely un-pop syntax, the musical arrangements are distended further to
  accommodate them, especially on tracks like Dealer and Track Six. Here, and progressively more so on Tilt, Walkers songs become a kind of modern parallel
  to the German Romantic Lied, where the musical settings are forced to enact the sense of the texts. In Schuberts Winterreise (1828), one of the definitive Lieder cycles, for instance,
  the piano was made to synchronise with the sung texts by evoking natural imagery such as winds, storms, water gurgling beneath ice, animal and bird cries and even a rusty weathercock. The
  idea is to make [the text] resonate, explained Walker at the time. If you can find a polemic in there, good for you (chuckles). But its to get this resonating factor going. I
  dont cut up, Im not that kind of writer. I can just tell you that, uh, its not easy. I have to work at it and, please, someone else work at it when theyre
  listening.10 Walker had very distinct notions of the sounds required for his words, or suggestive of moods and emotional states. Sometimes this could take the form of sound
  effects: Rawhide on Climate Of Hunter opens with the clanks of cowbells; by Tilt, he was asking percussionist Alasdair Malloy to create the scratching of claws trying to
  scrape their way out of an eggshell on The Cockfighter. Psoriatic, on The Drift, opens with the hollow noise of an internally miked big box being
  scraped with a breeze block with the intention of portraying the point of view of a pea being rolled around under a thimble. As Walkers vision has become more vividly precise, his sonic
  requirements have become ever more adventurously esoteric.


  Climate Of Hunter contained its share of continuities with his previous work, too. Listen to the opening notes of Sleepwalkers Woman, then jump back fourteen years to
  Boy Child  they are twins. The eerie string drone used on Its Raining Today and The Electrician recur on Rawhide, The
  Dealer and, as an electronic buzz, on Track Three. And an interest in evolutionary process, early agrarian civilisations and the open prairie, central to Rawhide,
  would reappear on Tilts title track and Buzzers (The Drift). The dour Blanket Roll Blues, which closes the album, was a song Walker had heard once
  in a Marlon Brando movie, but he had to scour every Brando videotape he could find until he located it in The Fugitive Kind (1959), an early vehicle for director Sidney Lumet, written by
  Tennessee Williams.


  A much-discussed sofa interview on Channel 4s live rock show The Tube, and a handful of press encounters were all that Walker was prepared to do to promote the album, but Bicknell
  did his best to keep things rolling, trying to arrange a modern covers album around 1985 that would feature Walker singing songs by Difford & Tilbrook, Mark Knopfler, Boy George, Joan
  Armatrading and others  which would have been an inappropriate throwback to the misguided covers albums of the mid-seventies. Walker didnt play ball on that one, and a more promising
  hook-up with producers Brian Eno and Daniel Lanois didnt get past the recording of a handful of backing tracks, with Robert Fripp on guitar, at Phil Manzaneras Chertsey studio. Walker
  reportedly didnt see eye to eye with Lanois and felt the sound slipping out of his control. These tracks are rumoured by several of the musician participants to have been of extremely high
  quality, but they remain locked in the vaults.


  The perception of reclusiveness which has shadowed every public move he has made since then begins here, even though as David Stubbs points out in his chapter on Walkers
  side projects and production work, he is not so much reclusive as conducting business with an extremely low profile, and not actively seeking any publicity. In the late eighties into the nineties
  he seemed to be relatively settled, living in South West London. One of the more surprising appearances for Walker watchers was a flitting cameo in a television advert for Britvic orange juice in
  1987. In an era when the charts were full of revived rock n roll numbers and sixties retro styles, this advert rounded up a number of pop idols from the era, including Eric Burdon and
  Dusty Springfield, and presented them in brief filmed vignettes. Walker is viewed through the glass window of a cafe, sipping his juice, but whats remarkable among this company is how far he
  had travelled, artistically, compared to his contemporaries.


  Until the arrival of Tilt in 1995, Climate Of Hunter could conveniently be dismissed as a baffling addendum to an otherwise quantifiable narrative of superstardom > MOR >
  decline > irrelevance. The eccentricity of an album that was barely promoted and which included four tracks titled only with numbers meant that Walker could comfortably be written off as one of
  pops holy fools. Tilt, which pushed the envelope a great deal further in all dimensions  lyrically, texturally, orchestrally, atmospherically  was also widely slated as
  a work of grande folie. Only with the appearance of The Drift in 2006 could a pattern be seen clicking into place. Now, it was clear that, although operating at a glacially slow pace (by the
  standards of quick-turnover pop music, anyway), the three records formed a continuum, which marked out a distinct late style, vastly more ambitious than anything he had previously tried. This
  impression is only confirmed by the fact that, as of early 2012, he was in the midst of recording a fourth album that, according to his manager, picks up where The Drift left
  off.


  The ideas for Tilt took a long time to brew, but when it finally appeared eleven years after Climate Of Hunter, it proved to be a confounding and entrancing experience. This was a
  music that managed to be big and psychologically intimate at the same time; all the more impressive for its small-scale, do-it-yourself origins. In a promotional interview CD released to the press,
  accompanying Tilt, Walker explained: I have a Telecaster at home, and a little five-octave keyboard  not a synthesizer, its just a piano  so I keep things simple,
  and before I prepare I get together with whoever Im working with and notate it all, the top line. In the early nineties, as the album was being written, he completed three years of an
  art course at Byam Shaw, an art college in South London, and talked about Francis Bacon  who hymned the fragmentations of TS Eliot in paint  in relation to the music on Tilt,
  which reached new heights of expressionistic power in its inventive use of orchestral textures, a massive church organ, and extended instrumental techniques.


  There was the orchestral song Farmer In The City, an epic paean to the dead spirit of Pier Paulo Pasolini, speaking from beyond the grave to his former lover, the child actor
  Ninetto Davoli, side by side with The Cocknghter, with its locust-like pattering of bows rapped on hollow bodies, and Bouncer See Bouncer . . ., where Walkers
  signature continuous string purr was replaced by a sampled loop of guitar harmonics that sounds like the rattling of a chain. We dont know what the names of the chords are but you
  just grope around until you find the appropriate sounds for that. And thats why you have to pick players that are . . . an extension of your psychological sound. Later he added,
  I want to catch this terrifying moment as much as possible, the impact of this feeling as much as possible. Thats just the way I work.


  At the same time, Walkers lyrical content became even leaner, stretching syntax, testing signification to its limits and using cross-historical cut-ups. The lyric dictates
  everything on these tracks . . . even down to the cover of the record . . . If it tells me to change the time or whatever, I will obey the lyric, cause thats where all this came from.
  So I will be listening very carefully to what thats saying to me. In the same interview, answering the accusations of difficulty of his lyrics, he cited the
  unquestioning respect shown to both James Joyce and Michael Stipe of REM: Nobody seems to give him much of a problem about it . . . but I think Im lucidity itself by
  comparison.11 Brian Mortons commentary on this album, which proved that the approach on Climate Of Hunter was no one-off, reinforces how Walkers late music
  seems destined to remain deliciously problematic, irreducible to a single interpretation. This isnt anything new, he has commented. Ive always done this.
  Its just a way to talk about the unsayable things of existence, the unnameable. Youre working around it, its a lot of edge work. Youre using language to discuss things
  that are beyond language.12


  This edge work continued, virulently, on Walkers last completed opus as of early 2012, The Drift (2006). Artistic ambition on Walkers scale could no longer be
  accommodated on a major label, and he found a new sympathetic home at the longstanding independent label 4AD, who nevertheless exhibited huge faith in investing in the orchestral and studio
  resources this project required. The songs here inhabit a series of thresholds  between death and life; between a sense of connection and disconnection; sanity and madness; waking and dream
  states; dissonance and harmony; time past and time present. The antique, candlelit home of the thimble rigger, Neath the bougie in Psoriatic, or the
  braying donkey on the streets of Galway in Jolson And Jones  this is the raucous, earthy world Walker originally heard in the songs of Brel, Brecht/Weill and Ferr, made
  deeply uncomfortable and strange by musical arrangements that frequently seem to be lurking, liminal presences rather than written-out scores. As he did with The Electrician, so he
  continued to confront barbarity, suffering and pain  the sharp end of brutal ideologies  head on in his lyrics, which resonated across a wide temporal range, from the final days of
  the Second World War to recent conflicts in the Balkans and the September 2001 attacks on Manhattan. In fact Walkers late-style is one of very few examples in a popular music idiom (however
  tenuous that connection has remained) to acknowledge the presence of war as a real, ongoing geopolitical fact lying behind the veneer of Western liberal democracy. At the end of No Regrets
  we approach this monumental achievement from several angles, with David Toop supplying a cultural context for the manifold themes addressed; Chris Sharp, who commissioned the record for 4AD,
  reminiscing about the circumstances of its construction; and a full transcript of an interview Walker gave to this writer shortly before the albums release. At the same time film maker
  Stephen Kijak was piecing together his biographical tribute, 30 Century Man, and his memoir, included in this volume, sheds extra light on Walkers unconventional studio practice.


  A pattern emerges in the various interviews Walker has given over the past thirty years or so: he generally claims to be contemplating some kind of return to live work, which never materialises;
  he also promises to work faster (a claim that similarly, rarely holds water). The nearest he has come to performing was at an event in November 2008 at Londons Barbican, entitled Drifting
  And Tilting: The Songs Of Scott Walker. Here, various vocalists including Damon Albarn, Dot Allison, Jarvis Cocker and Gavin Friday performed selections from Walkers last two albums in a
  semi-operatic multimedia staging that included a forty-two-piece orchestra, choreographed dancers and back projections. Walker did not perform, although he was manipulating the sound mix from the
  auditorium. The work he undertook in the first decade of the twenty-first century placed him closer to the role of an auteur composer, following commissions for film soundtracks (Leos Caraxs
  Pola X), art song (Scope J and Lullaby (By-By-By), written for Ute Lemper) and contemporary dance works such as the four instrumental movements he wrote for
  CandoCo in 2007. Walkers comments on And Who Shall Go To The Ball? And What Shall Go To The Ball?, which was choreographed by Rafael Bonachela for disabled and non-disabled dancers,
  give some insight into the obliquity of his musical conceptions: The music is full of edgy and staccato shapes or cuts, reflecting how we cut up the world around us as a consequence of the
  shape of our bodies. How much of a body does an intelligence need to be potentially socialised in an age of ever-developing AI? This is but one of many questions that informed the approach to the
  project.13


  While this book was in the closing stages of production, it was announced that Walker was at work on a new recording project, again with his regular band, an orchestra, and figures
  like pedal steel guitarist BJ Cole who had worked with him on his mid-seventies Country LPs. At the same time, work was ongoing for a composition as part of the Royal Opera
  Houses OperaShots series in 2013.


  TS Eliot found faith in the last years of his life, a belief which sustained him through difficult times and which fed his poetry, inspiring its changing phases and its
  mutation into dramatic pieces. While his songs occasionally hint at unattainable states of grace, and of religious imagery, there is no evidence that Scott Walker has found any faith, though he
  remains acutely aware of the role religion has played in the history and culture of the Europe he has adopted as his home. Rather, he offsets the exalted with an existentialists sense of the
  absurd.


  If theres any line at all that can be drawn between The Sun Aint Gonna Shine Anymore and Jesse, its the fact that both songs are responses to
  irrevocable changes of state: ways of going on, of coping with tragic events that offer no hope of ever going on. That is the thread that holds true over Walkers extraordinary,
  ongoing half-century career, and which only appears to be intensifying with each new project. Like Eliot, Noel Engel, whose name may even be a derivation of Angle, the Germanic race that populated
  the British Isles, has left America far behind and adopted Europe, specifically Britain, as his permanent home. And like Eliot, he has worked his way steadily towards a language  textual and
  musical  that confronts the horrors of the age. Whatever audiences and critics may make of Scott Walkers recent output, it is clear that this is music made out of necessity, not out
  of any other commercial imperative. After half a century, he is now in full control of his art and has negotiated a long and difficult transition from a popular music milieu based around
  ephemerality and fashion to a precarious position between fringe rock, contemporary composition and avant-garde sound art. The writings in No Regrets cumulatively celebrate this singular
  achievement.
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