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Praise for the series:

Passionate, obsessive, and smart—Nylon

Religious tracts for the rock’n’roll faithful—Boldtype

Each volume has a distinct, almost militantly personal take on a beloved long-player … the books that have resulted are like the albums themselves—filled with moments of shimmering beauty, forgivable flaws, and stubborn eccentricity—Tracks Magazine

At their best, these books make rich, thought-provoking arguments for the song collections at hand—The Philadelphia Inquirer

Reading about rock isn’t quite the same as listening to it, but this series comes pretty damn close—Neon NYC

The sort of great idea you can’t believe hasn’t been done before—Boston Phoenix

For reviews of individual titles in the series, please visit our website at www.bloomsbury.com
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Where should this music be? i’ th’ air or th’ earth?

—The Tempest, Act 1, Scene 2

Mystery is not about darkness. It’s about intrigue. There’s a fine line in between, of course. Not even a fine line … it’s a gossamer thread.

—Robert Plant

INTRODUCTION:

OVER THE HILLS AND FAR AWAY

A few years ago, a British friend and I drove down to Cornwall to ring in the summer solstice at a small sylvan estate called Woodfield. Mark brought a raft of CDs—obscure garage, Japanese psychedelia, Finnish prog—but the rental car only had a tape deck. Driving along the M5 was boring, so when we hit a pit stop, I casually scanned the racks of overpriced cassettes. Nothing grabbed me until my eyes fell across an old codger lugging a load of wood along a country road—or rather the image of said codger, framed against a peeling wall. It was a copy of that literally nameless slab of luminous rune-rock we must stoop to dub Led Zeppelin IV, or Four Symbols, or Zoso. Though it was never my favorite Zep record—I alternate between III and Physical Graffiti—I picked up the tape, figuring that ten quid wasn’t too terribly much for a nostalgic lark on a dull journey.

It was my first time in southwestern England, and Mark suggested that we get off the M5 and take a detour through Glastonbury, which lies in the shire, or whatever you call it, of Somerset. Glastonbury is Britain’s mystic Mecca, a densely layered faery cake of fantasy and lore that stretches back into the ages. And it is a weird place. Besides a ruined Gothic abbey and a reconstructed sacred well, the hamlet features a high hill known as the Tor: an odd natural feature, topped with a lonely tower, that looms over the surrounding landscape like some pagan barrow mound. Glastonbury was once surrounded by swamps, and ancient tales identified the place as the Isle of Avalon, the Celtic other-world where the wounded King Arthur was dragged to die. Other celebrity visitors are supposed to have included Joseph of Arimathea, said to have sailed from Jerusalem to Glastonbury with the Holy Grail in hand, there to found one of the first churches in Christendom. During the middle ages, Glastonbury’s monks made much of these tales, going so far as to dig up the bones of Arthur. Their marketing savvy made the abbey England’s holiest pilgrimage site until Henry VIII had the abbot drawn and quartered on the Tor. In the nineteenth century, the crumbling monastery and a ferrous spring nearby started attracting British occultists, and today the Tor is routinely topped with New Agers, grotty hippies, and crop circle chasers measuring ley lines with curious electrical machines.

We approached the town from the east, driving into the enveloping dusk. Despite a wince from Mark, I had slapped on the Zep tape after getting off the M5, settling into grooves so familiar that the car speakers seemed merely to amplify waveforms lifted from my own neural circuitry. As the chiming “The Battle of Evermore” faded into the opening flutter of “Stairway to Heaven,” that matchless and ridiculous wedding song, the Tor rose up before us against bruised and blazing clouds. A splash of light suddenly illuminated the tower, as if myriad wee folk had just whipped out their Bics. As the band clambered up their sonic stairway, I melted into a profound and adolescent reverie. I recalled a childhood dream of Nordic fjords, and a particularly skunky bong-load beneath the California stars, and my most incandescent high school crush, a blond named Barbara Zinke whom I half-believed was a white witch. I gazed past the Tor, past the golden heaps of cloud beyond. And there was a feeling I got, as I looked to the west, a feeling that reminds me now of a passage from Lord Dunsany, one of the first and finest writers of the modern fantasy tale:

… in the blood of man there is a tide, an old sea-current rather, that is somehow akin to the twilight, which brings him rumors of beauty from however far away, as driftwood is found at sea from islands not yet discovered: and this spring-tide of current that visits the blood of man comes from the fabulous quarter of his lineage, from the legendary, the old; it takes him out to the woodlands, out to the hills; he listens to ancient song.1

Now what I was listening to was “Stairway to Heaven,” the anthem that launched a thousand keggers, a song more tired than ancient, like a coin worn thin or an old Polack joke. And yet I felt the same tide of pagan legend surging through my chest. So it was with a peculiar blend of awe and shame that I turned to Mark and said: “You have no idea what this moment means.” He just laughed at me, and we and our shadows turned from the Tor and drove into town.

I want to stay with this moment a bit, because when you want to write about an album as massive and canonical as the fourth Led Zeppelin record, you need an in, and this twilight reverie is my in. For twilight was not a power lost on this band. Their Swan Song logo was ripped from an obscure nineteenth century painting called “Evening (Fall of the Day),” while their last great ode to sexual angst was “In the Evening.” But my favorite moment of crepuscular Zep occurred in 1970, when the band turned down high-paying gigs in Boston and New Haven to play a major outdoor summer festival at Bath, which happens to lie about thirty miles from Glastonbury Tor. At the time, America had already showered the band with love and lucre, but England was playing hard to get. Bath, with its ace line-up and 150,000 attendees, was the chance for Led Zeppelin to triumph on their own turf.

The weather was crap during the day, but by the










Bloomsbury Academic
An imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc



	50 Bedford Square

	1385 Broadway




	London

	New York




	WC1B 3DP

	NY 10018




	UK

	USA





www.bloomsbury.com

Bloomsbury is a registered trade mark of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

© Erik Davis, 2005

Erik Davis has asserted his right under the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

No responsibility for loss caused to any individual or organization acting on or refraining from action as a result of the material in this publication can be accepted by Bloomsbury or the author.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: PB: 978-0-8264-1658-2
ePUB: 978-1-4411-1422-8
ePDF: 978-1-4411-9430-5

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

ops/images/f000i-01.jpg





ops/images/f000i-02.jpg






ops/images/9781441114228.jpg
A O®

by Erik Davis









ops/images/pub.jpg
B LOOMS B URTY

LONDON « NEW DELHET « NEW YORE « SYDNRY





