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  Foreword


  Richard Evans


  It would be very easy to say what a peculiar decade the seventies was. If you compare the beginning of the seventies with the end of the decade, how strangely different and poles apart the two, at first, would seem. Think of the political climate. Think of the fashion. Think of the music. Think of Pink Floyd. Then think of The Damned. But think again. Is that not the case with every decade? Wasn’t 1961 a million miles away from 1970? Did 1990 bear any resemblance to 1981? By 1970 The Beatles had gone their separate ways and by 1980 so too had The Sex Pistols. Begin and end; begin and end. Was The Who’s Live at Leeds reborn as The Clash’s London Calling? Or, wait a minute, weren’t The Jam supposed to be The Who? Who emulates who? Syd Barrett? Sid Vicious? What goes round, eh? To every action there’s an equal and opposite reaction. Or at least that’s what I was taught in school.


  To have been an album cover designer in the seventies was to be working in a decade that strutted in dressed like a pompadoured harlot and left, disillusioned, in rags. My own beginnings in album cover design began with Hipgnosis in 1973. Aubrey Powell had asked me to help them with the graphics on the Floyd’s A Nice Pair album. The gatefold cover was one of those elaborate cosmic designs that Hipgnosis did so well. Visual puns and surreal mystery flowed from every corner. But on the inside we made it look as if the designer had got bored with his neatness and had let things slip. The photographs had rips and tears in them. There was a coffee cup ring on one of the prints and blow me down if the designer hadn’t scribbled his date’s phone number on the artwork! I remember how difficult it had been to make the artwork look authentically messy. And yet, within four years I was packing my airbrush away for good, bleaching my, now spiky, hair and learning how to vomit on my artwork like the best of them. Anarchy in the UK!


  Nevertheless, whether you remember the seventies because of the striking originality of Dark Side of the Moon or the campness of David Bowie’s Aladdin Sane or because of The Sex Pistols’ Never Mind the Bollocks or Blondie’s Parallel Lines, the fact remains that those covers perfectly echoed the time, the place, the climate and the circumstance. Compare The Doors’ Morrison Hotel with Ian Dury’s New Boots and Panties. Compare Led Zeppelin III with PIL’s Metal Box. Visual similarities true, but the major connection is that they were all just right for their own time. Every dog really does have his day. But at the end of the day the song remains the same.


  I think it was Mick Jones of The Clash who once said, ‘I’ve never listened to a Led Zeppelin album. I don’t have to. Just looking at their album covers makes me want to puke.’ But wait, hasn’t PIL’s elaborate Metal Box now become as pompous as Led Zeppelin’s Presence? Watch Out! What you resist, you become.


  Now, do I put a cow on my album cover or a flying pig?


  [image: ]


  Richard Evans has been involved in the visual side of the music industry for more than twenty five years. He has designed album covers for artists as diverse as Public Image Limited and Robert Plant. He lives in Hay on Wye.


  Introduction


  By and large, the seventies were a mean, gloomy, dark and turbulent decade. America was still involved in its ignoble and ungracious defeat in Vietnam. And if that wasn’t bad enough, it was also rocked by the Watergate scandal.


  Britain was scarcely a better place. It voted out Prime Minister Wilson’s youthful, dreamy, swinging, socialist Utopia in favour of Edward Heath’s Conservative misrule, which led to widespread union unrest, power cuts and the enforced three-day working week.


  Wilson returned to office in 1974 but, with inflation spiralling out of control, he never recovered the popularity he had enjoyed in the sixties.


  And what of the rest of the world in the seventies? The Middle East war of 1973 bequeathed to the West the oil price rises which fuelled inflation everywhere (and for a while threatened the record industry with a world-wide vinyl shortage). Vietnam’s trauma was increased by America denying the war-ravaged land economic aid and reparation. Cambodia was decimated by Pol Pot’s genocidal policies. West Germany responded to the terrorist rage of the Baader-Meinhof group with computer surveillance of its populace.


  The seventies were indeed a gloomy and often vile time.


  In a way, the best thing about the seventies was the speed with which it dispatched the hippy dreams of a rock Utopia, of rock music as a binding communal or authentic experience. As the murder at the Rolling Stones’ free concert at Altamont in 1969 proved, rock Utopia could no longer deal with or contain the divergent and often conflicting desires straining to express themselves. Popular music very quickly fragmented in the beginning of the decade, resulting in rich, myriad forms of expression, and no end of strange, bastard crossbreeds, each of them illuminating different areas of experience.


  In Britain the man who irrevocably cut the seventies’ ties with the previous decade was David Bowie. With his flair for self-creating myth, he made the front cover of Melody Maker with possibly the single most exciting announcement the music press ever witnessed. Publicly proclaiming his bisexuality, he opened up the pop audience to all manner of gender experiment and sexual play.


  Under the shelter of the Glam Rock camp, flamed into being by Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust persona, young people could express their sexual preference away from proscriptive public glare. Bowie’s coming out undoubtedly furthered gay liberation.


  At a stroke, his announcement severed pop from rock’s growing denim-clad obsession with Roots and Authenticity. Bowie introduced the freedom and pleasure of self-created personae that could be discarded as soon as they had served their purpose. From his idol, Andy Warhol, he had learnt the related arts of image creation and media manipulation. His LP releases were cleverly co-ordinated campaigns, designed to establish each new Bowie persona in the public mind. After the music, the pivot of the campaign would be the cover artwork.


  In the days before the pop video, the record sleeve was the most important shot the artist had at getting across his self-image. In Bowie’s case it was all important for his sleeves to introduce the characters he would later bring to life when he toured. Added to that, he fully understood how well they served, both as points of sale, and as pin-ups in teenagers’ bedrooms. Whatever his reasoning, Bowie undoubtedly created the most memorable characters of the early to mid-seventies, and the cover art helped fix them – Ziggy Stardust, Aladdin Sane, the Thin White Duke (from Station to Station) – in the popular imagination.


  In Britain, Bowie was not alone in his glamorization of popular music. The early Roxy Music were arguably even more sophisticated in their fusion of art and pop. They matched their delirious and deliberately artificial electronic treatments of rock – constructed Frankenstein fashion from dead rock ’n’ roll riffs, science fiction and B-movie imagery – to cover girl sleeves that projected a past ideal of beauty into the day after tomorrow.


  Others were sheltering under the umbrella of Glam, like those brickies in Boots’ make-up The Sweet, who took Bowie to trashier and tackier extremes. In the USA the schlock theatrical horror merchant Alice Cooper and the New York Dolls, who came on like heroin-addled hookers mimicking Mick Jagger and Keith Richards, were discovering much the same things.


  Not everyone in rock blurred sexualities and genres; indeed, many rock artists, although rooted in the sixties, seemed conservative in comparison with their more outrageous colleagues.


  In retrospect, stars of the seventies seemed to be making music against impossible odds. For one, they had the soured sixties’ dream of rock Utopia to live down or live up to, and along with this the sense that music would never been that good, clear or innocent again. Even harder, they had to deal with their own exhaustion after the sixties’ debilitating adventures in drugs, combined with their phenomenally fast rise to stardom.


  Hardest of all, music was no longer the social pivot it had been just a few years earlier. The more rock stars took time out to recover from their excesses in the sixties and prepare themselves for the yet greater debaucheries that their newfound status afforded them, the more isolated they became from the world experienced by their fans.


  The communal impulse behind such massive tribal gatherings as the Woodstock festival in the sixties was erased in the seventies by the money-spinning capacity of the sports-stadium rock concerts that marked the music industry’s ‘coming of age’. New studio technology provided musicians with previously unheard of multitrack facilities, which allowed them to run up massive bills through endless overdubs. Thus art – or progressive – rock was born.


  This genre seemed to spring out of an attempt to dignify rock itself with classical and artistic pretensions, and resulted in tricky musical structures laden with berserk baroque keyboard blasts and ornate guitar solos. The sleeves of this time serve as pointers to the depth of their pretentions, with artwork that was frequently fascinating, but completely in a world of its own.


  In the case of Yes, artist Roger Dean created a Tolkien-like universe for the group’s music to expand into.


  However, the more complicated the music, the longer it took to make albums. Extended studio time placed musicians at an even farther remove from reality. And increased costs had to be recouped through higher record sales. Thus the rock industry devised a ruthlessly efficient cycle of recording, record release and stadium tour to maximize the profits. Now rock stars’ status was no longer measured in their music, but in the size of the stadiums they filled, and the number of units (that is, records) they shifted.


  In order to fill the stadiums, music had to pump itself up in size. It did so either through taking the progressive rock route of over-elaboration or, more acceptably, by simply turning up the volume. The heavy metal pioneered by the likes of Led Zeppelin seemed tailor-made to be played in American stadiums.


  Although if their prime concern was the physical impact of brutalized blues riffs played at peak volume to sensation-hungry male teens, Led Zeppelin had, in addition, their own agenda of power and magic to get across. This was accomplished through the runes and other mystic references they spread through their record cover artworks and music, and the eastern motifs they wove through some of the densest and most potent records ever made.


  When the Sex Pistols burst like teen-pimple pus on the mirror they held up to 1976 Britain, all the frustration of growing
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