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			JAMES ACASTER was born in Kettering, Northamptonshire in 1985. He left school age 17 so he could play drums in a band called The Wow! Scenario with his friend Graeme. Three people, including the people in the band, liked the band. He began performing stand-up comedy in January 2008. He has been nominated for the Edinburgh Comedy Award five times. In 2018 he became the first comedian to release a four-part Netflix stand-up special, entitled Repertoire. His first book, Classic Scrapes, was a Sunday Times bestseller. He can currently be heard co-hosting the Off Menu podcast with Ed Gamble.

		


		
			Praise for James Acaster

			‘James is a phenomenally talented comedian and his music taste is second only to mine.’  Romesh Ranganathan

			‘If, as the pundits say, comedy is like jazz then I’m against it. I didn’t drill power chords and feedback techniques just to go fannying about looking for the melody. James Acaster, though, is a bit of an outlier. He’s a music wonk with a sense of the ridiculous and his controversial theory that 2016 was the greatest year for music ever is off by a mere five decades. Interesting take, though.’ David St. Hubbins, Spinal Tap

			‘James Acaster has a brilliant comic mind, crackling with energy every bit as much as his corduroy slacks.’ Milton Jones

		


		
			About the Book

			January, 2017.

			James Acaster wakes up heartbroken in New York, a day of disastrous meetings leading him to wonder if comedy is really what he wants to be doing any more. 

			A constant comfort in James’s life is music, but he’s not listened to anything new for a very long time. Idly browsing ‘best of’ lists for the previous year, he’s surprised to see how many albums pique his interest. And so begins a life-changing musical odyssey, as James sets himself the challenge of listening to as much music as he can that was released in 2016.

			Some albums are absolute masterpieces, others are ‘Howdilly Doodilly’ by Okilly Dokilly, a Ned Flanders-themed metalcore album. Reflecting on this year-long obsession, parallels begin to grow between the music and James’s own life: his relationships, the highs and lows of human connection, residual Christian guilt, and mental health issues that have been bubbling under the surface for years.

			This is the story of one man’s quest to defeat the bullshit of one year with the beauty of another. Because that one man is James Acaster, it also includes tales of befouling himself in a Los Angeles steakhouse, stealing a cookie from Clint Eastwood, and giving drunk, unsolicited pep talks to urinating strangers. 

		


		
			

			By James Acaster and available from Headline

			James Acaster’s Classic Scrapes

		


		
			

			For Oscar. 

			I promise to listen to every album you ever recommend me xx
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			Foreword by Matthew Crosby

			In this book my friend James will propose his theory that 2016 was the Greatest Year For Music Of All Time – a notion that dawned on him thanks, in part, to the album WORRY. by Jeff Rosenstock. In fact the title of this book is the final song from that very album. And who introduced him to that album? You guessed it. Me, baby! Am I suggesting that hipping James to this record was the key catalyst in his realisation that 2016 was the Greatest Year For Music Of All Time? Yes, I am. Why not, eh? If James is allowed to publish his own wild hypothesis, why can’t I? Isaac Newton will get his chance in just a few pages; first let’s hear from the apple.

			Maybe it’s part of getting older, maybe it’s just life getting under my feet, but it seems like fewer and fewer albums grab me by the throat and kiss me on the lips these days. Of course, when I was a kid it seemed that every week a handful of such albums would arrive in my local record shop. Albums whose mere existence – from cover art to final chord – could take my teenaged brain in its hands and snap it in two. I still return to many of them, looking to feel that same chaotic adolescent buzz. Some still deliver; transporting me back with Moon Landing precision to the exact moment I heard them for the first time. A ride home from Bromley town centre on the top deck of the 261 bus hearing the portentous dischord of ‘Serve The Servants’ in the headphones of my Walkman. Lying on my bed, doing nothing more or less than listening to McLusky Do Dallas straight through, like a teenager in a coming-of-age movie about the 70s. Or Pavement’s Wowee Zowee, listened to on repeat in the garage behind our house as I spent a frantic Saturday attempting to cram a term’s worth of DT homework into a single day. My chosen project: to design and build a working guitar amp shaped like a rocket. The album earned an immediate A+ from the examining board of my heart; even if the DT project itself was deemed, by all who saw it, both an aesthetic and a technical failure.

			Nowadays I find that, while it’s easy to access that nostalgic joy, it’s harder to find ‘new thrills!!!’ Which is why I loved falling head over heels for WORRY. by Jeff Rosenstock (released 14 October 2016, though not the day I first heard it). Its impact was immediate. From the opening piano of ‘We Begged 2 Explode’ to the urgent open-throated vocals of ‘Perfect Sound Whatever’. It instantly became my total obsession. I even bought a T-shirt that literally read ‘I like Jeff Rosenstock’ with the album’s title written several times over in a big font (I had to work hard to convince a therapist I was seeing that this wasn’t a cry for help). I would talk about this record to anyone who would listen. One of those people was James Acaster.

			James hadn’t yet begun his odyssey-cum-breakdown when I recommended WORRY. to him. He was simply attempting, like so many music fans before him, to compile a Best of the Year playlist. I steered him in the direction of WORRY.’s opening song, ‘We Begged 2 Explode’, fate played the straight man and here we are today.

			As I said at the beginning of this introduction, I firmly believe, were it not for me introducing James to this album, this book you’re holding in your hands – or propping on the table in front of you or whatever your preferred reading technique is – would not exist. Consider that! One less book in the world! Sure, when I put it like that it doesn’t sound that big a deal, but, and let’s be honest with ourselves, this book is the Bible for those who believe that 2016 was the Greatest Year For Music Of All Time.

			So what does that make you? The readers? The disciples? Surely, if we’re tipping hats willy-nilly, you also want a slice of the kudos pie; and who am I to block the kitchen door? Let’s face it, this book would not truly have existed had you not bought it. A book only becomes a book in the reading. Unopened it would merely exist as a brick of pulped tree-matter, sitting unloved and unread in cryogenic stasis on the display counter at Waterstones. Firstly under ‘New Releases’, eventually travelling hourly between ‘Humour’ and ‘Music’, placed and replaced by two employees who just can’t seem to see eye to eye. Without you, the reader, there would be no book. We are the true heroes of this undertaking.

			That said, James has returned the favour we’ve done for him by chasing down and disseminating his idea that 2016 was the Greatest Year For Music Of All Time. And what a boon that is. Because, once you know James’s hypothesis, the universe seems bent on proving it over and over again. I still find myself discovering new songs and artists; only to realise happily that the unfamiliar music was released in that hallowed year. And not just the album and artists contained within these pages. New albums still emerge from 2016 on an alarmingly regular basis. Such is the power of 2016! I guess the year is bigger than all of us. Maybe none of us can claim credit after all? Was James nothing more than the tallest lightning rod during a 366 day electrical storm of musical creativity?

			Of course he wasn’t. And as much as I would like to rob James of all credit for this book in an attempt to salve my own scabby ego, I can’t. He really is the soul of this project. This is his ‘guitar amp shaped like a rocket’. Only, in James’s case, this one actually works. A+.

			Sure, you and I deserve a small mention. And there’s certainly no denying that 2016 was a rich salmagundi of mellifluous and cacophonous delights. But, at the end of the day, this whole venture is pure Acaster. Who else could embark on such a hilariously wilful mission? Who else could come up with a project so obsessive and unique? And who else could imbue this singularly personal study with such universal appeal? Within these pages lie our own lives in music: evenings alone forensically studying a single track; bus rides elevated to life-changing status through the discovery of our New Favourite Song; friendships forged over a mutual love of a wonky middle eight; that ineffable feeling that a collection of sounds assembled by a total stranger on the other side of the world is somehow speaking directly to you. If 2016 was the Greatest Year For Music Of All Time, then James Acaster is the Greatest Man for the job of convincing even the most cynical and ageing musos to sit up and listen to his truth. All he needed was a little direction.
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			The ‘To Pimp a Butterfly’ effect

			In 2015, iconic Compton rapper and songwriter Kendrick Lamar dropped the all-time classic To Pimp A Butterfly – an incredibly dense collection of jazz-infused hip hop with a running narrative, socio-political commentary, an inspired selection of samples and tight instrumentals performed by a stellar lineup of sought-after musicians. TPAB dominated all conversations regarding music in 2015 and rumour has it that many of Kendrick’s contemporaries chose to delay the release of their own material so as not to be overshadowed by this work of genius. This gave the artists more time to refine and perfect their latest projects and meant that more industry giants than usual released new albums the following year – it was almost as if two years of amazing music got crammed into one. The greatest year for music of all time: 2016.

			Too Significant to Ignore

			2016 was the greatest year for music of all time. I know I’m meant to say that some year in the 70s was the greatest, but I’d only be saying that because I’ve been told it’s the best by other people, I wouldn’t genuinely believe it myself, so that would make me a liar, especially when I know for a fact that 2016 obliterates any year that came before or after it into smithereens. I’ve opened with a bold statement and it felt really good. Welcome to the book.

			In 2017 I bought no fewer than 366 albums, all of which were released in 2016. I did this because 2017 wasn’t a vintage year for me – my girlfriend and I broke up, my professional relationship with my agent broke down, years of not looking after my mental health came to a head and I was struggling to cope. Buying these albums was weirdly therapeutic and what started as a mild distraction gradually grew into an obsession that ultimately changed my life.

			This book is a guide to reconnecting with current music, it’s the story of a rubbish personal year and the albums that made it better (many of the artists have been kind enough to let me interview them in order to tell their stories the best I can). But, most importantly, this book is page upon page of proof that 2016 was the greatest year for music of all time. I know you think I’m wrong but trust me – I know what I’m on about.

			The Greatest Album of All Time

			I first heard the greatest album of all time at age six while eating lemon and scampi Nik Naks in a bungalow. It was the greatest album of all time for two reasons: number one – at this stage in my life it was the only album I’d ever listened to all the way through; and number two – it was called The Greatest Album of All Time. It was a compilation album of party music; my parents had taken me to a friend of the family’s birthday for the day and I remember being in a big living room, watching all the guests dancing and singing along to every song. That album was the greatest thing I’d encountered in life so far. I’m not totally sure if it was definitely called The Greatest Album of All Time – it may have been called The Best Party Album Ever or The Greatest Most Incredible Songs Ever Committed to Record by a Living Being – but it was definitely a variation on the general ‘best ever’ title that pretty much all compilations have to adhere to these days. Because once one compilation has called itself ‘the best ever’, then everybody else has to follow suit. If someone has released ‘the best ever’ and then you release ‘not the best ever but still pretty good’, then which one are people going to buy? So everyone released a ‘best ever’ and we now have an infinite amount of ‘best evers’ to choose from, which puts the customer right back at square one and we have to read the actual track listing of every ‘best ever’ and then make a decision on what we think is the real ‘best ever’ based on personal preference. It’s like calling something the ‘best ever’ doesn’t even mean anything and all we’ve really got to go on is our own personal ‘best evers’. There are exceptions to this rule, obviously, like the year 2016, which is officially the greatest year for music of all time and subjectivity doesn’t even come into it.

			Highlights on The Greatest Album of All Time included ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’, ‘Rockin’ All Over the World’, ‘Down Under’ and ‘Centerfold’, all of which were perfect gateways into the world of pop music for a six-year-old: extremely catchy songs that were fun and had a sense of humour to them. At that age I didn’t like anything unless it was funny, I didn’t see the point in TV shows or films unless they were comedies, and I certainly didn’t want to waste my time listening to a song for upwards of three minutes if there wasn’t a line about a Vegemite sandwich in it or the hysterical image of flies in someone’s pea soup. Obviously these might not seem like hilarious gags to an adult, but to a child the notion of someone rockin’ all over the world is insane and the story of a man discovering the love of his life is now posing in a sexy magazine is a real gut-buster. I think it was just easy for me as a child to tell people that I liked music ‘because it’s funny’. Everything else I liked about music I was unable to articulate, it was all so abstract and didn’t make sense to me – it still doesn’t in many respects. I still can’t fully comprehend how a group of notes strung together can cause specific emotions to occur in my human body whenever I hear them and make me feel understood in a way I don’t understand. Maybe if I did understand it, then the whole thing would be ruined or maybe it’d be even better and I could harness that power and never feel alone again. Either way, it’s that intangible quality found only in music that decades later would save my life and carry me through something of a rough patch. My relationship with music began that day at that house party, the same day my relationship with lemon and scampi Nik Naks ended (the worst-tasting sick that has ever come out of me).

			•

			In 2016, Canadian singer/songwriter Andy Shauf released a concept album all about the dysfunctional cast of characters at a house party. On The Party, Shauf gently examines social awkwardness and botched interactions while always remaining empathetic with his chosen subjects. He creates a world of obnoxious boyfriends, long-suffering girlfriends, anxiety, self-pity and, of course, magicians. He deals with the pains of showing up early and having to kill time, the exhaustion brought on by attempting to impress others, the forced conversations, numerous misread signals and paranoia, all handled with dry humour and set to an endearing collection of understated instrumentals. With this record, Shauf finds a neat way to analyse how human beings relate to one another, introverts and extroverts alike. How we all find it a challenge to be around people but also struggle to be alone and how the amount of enjoyment we get from social occasions is all down to the filter we see them through and the way we feel about ourselves.

			The Party

			I began 2016 in Auckland. My girlfriend at the time was from New Zealand and we’d just spent a lovely Christmas 2015 with her family. Everyone decided to celebrate New Year’s together at Becky’s nan’s house. Becky was the name of my girlfriend. It wasn’t, but I’ve changed her name for the book because it felt weird using her real name. I changed her name to Becky because it links in with an album from 2016 where someone else’s name was changed to Becky (for entirely different reasons). So her name is Becky. Full name – Becky With The Good Hair. Back to the story. The idea of a theme was floated on the WhatsApp group and everyone agreed that a pyjama party would be lighthearted and easy to arrange last minute. There were five of us there at the start of the night – BWTGH and I had put dressing gowns on over our normal attire, while her nan, brother and sister-in-law were wearing full pyjamas. Then a family of three arrived who none of us had ever met before. They were friends of BWTGH’s aunt and uncle, had been invited without our knowledge and were dressed in normal, non-pyjama, clothing. The mum, dad and ten-year-old boy walked in and awkwardly sat among us. When everyone is sitting around wearing pyjamas together it’s fine, but when not everyone is wearing pyjamas and the people not in pyjamas have never met the people in pyjamas, it’s a tad uncomfortable. BWTGH’s aunt and uncle eventually showed up and brought with them two more friends, a Chinese exchange student who used to live with them and his girlfriend. None of them were wearing pyjamas and were all dressed in normal civilian clothing. And then BWTGH’s dad arrived, wearing pyjamas, but his pyjamas looked so cool that they basically passed for normal clothes and no one even realised he was wearing pyjamas. We were now outnumbered. There were more people not in pyjamas than there were in pyjamas and, I’m not proud of this, but BWTGH and I could not handle the awkwardness and we ditched our dressing gowns in our bedroom so we were now also dressed normally, leaving her nan, brother and sister-in-law high and dry. We were the worst people at that party – we showed zero solidarity and joined the masses like cowards. BWTGH’s nan could’ve changed as well, but she’s a better person than us and stuck to her guns. BWTGH’s brother and sister-in-law, however, had no choice. They had turned up in pyjamas and had not brought a change of clothes with them, and I’m really glad they saw the funny side of it because it meant I was allowed to laugh at the situation, which I frequently did, for the rest of the evening. So I began 2016 laughing, among people who meant a lot to me, in a beautiful part of the world.

			Blackstar. Lemonade. Blonde.

			Everyone hated 2016. Until then I’d not experienced a year like it – it felt like every day some new tragedy happened, making everyone miserable and angry, even the winners. When Trump became president and Britain voted to leave the EU, even the people who wanted those things to happen were furious (not with the outcome but just in general, and if you’re reading this and getting angry because I called you furious, then this is exactly the sort of thing I’m talking about). Celebrity deaths were at an all-time high, and every time we lost another famous person we’d despair on social media as if we knew the departed personally. It was a rough 12 months.

			•

			David Bowie turned 69 on 8 January 2016 and on his birthday he released his final album, Blackstar, an album all about death; examining the subject from every angle, exploring his own feelings about dying and musing on what happens once you’re dead. It wasn’t public knowledge that Bowie had been battling cancer for 18 months when the record was released; we only learnt about this when he passed away two days later, on 10 January. The day in between the record’s release and Bowie’s death, 9 January, was my birthday.

			On 9 January 2016, I went to Taronga Zoo in Sydney with BWTGH and a group of friends. We were all comedians and had been performing at the Sydney Festival in a Spiegeltent in Hyde Park. It was a lineup of five comics, same lineup every night, and we played to near apathy every time. One night we all bombed so badly that an audience member took us out on his yacht the following day because he felt sorry for us. On that yacht we ate a platter of fresh shrimp and watermelon with lime juice squeezed all over it which still remains one of the most delicious and refreshing meals I’ve ever eaten. I wish every time I failed at my job I got taken out on a yacht to eat shrimp and watermelon, as I’d officially have the greatest job in the world and, looking back at my gig history, there’d be some months where I’d be on a yacht eating shrimp and watermelon non-stop. Taronga Zoo is a wonderful place, although I will say that on the day we went there, my 31st birthday, we looked inside most of the enclosures to see a sign informing us that the animals were sleeping, usually in a secluded area away from human eyes. This is the second amendment I’d like to make to my job. Some nights I’d like my paying audience to sit down in the theatre and the curtains open only to reveal a sign letting them know that I’m still in bed because I was feeling tired. I know this might anger them, but that’s still a win for me because the worse the show goes, the more shrimp and watermelon I’ll be eating on my now all too familiar yacht.

			I remember seeing posters for Blackstar before it came out and am now embarrassed about my thoughts upon seeing them. I thought how odd it was that Bowie was still releasing music when his best days were behind him, like why bother? – it’s not like it’ll ever be as good as Hunky Dory or Ziggy Stardust. This is the person I was at the start of 2016. An idiot. I hadn’t been keeping up with Bowie’s career, so had no idea that his recent albums had been extremely well received; also I seemed to believe that if you’ve made a classic album, then that means you’ll never produce anything worthwhile ever again. Which makes zero sense. Sure, there are some musicians who released a classic and then pushed out turds for ever, but there are also artists like David Bowie, who released classics and then continued to be creative and inventive and put out high-quality albums that some people even prefer to their more celebrated work, and writing them off only means you miss out on some remarkable music. Sadly some of our greatest recording artists often have their later work overlooked due to this sort of public ignorance, unless of course they die two days after releasing their new album and all the songs are musings on their own death, causing everyone to pay attention and have their minds blown all over again.

			Blackstar was the first great record of 2016 (the greatest year for music of all time) not just because of the subject matter but also for the music itself. You could hear that Bowie was still pushing himself until the end, producing a dark and eerie jazz-rock record full of epic compositions that held the listener in a contemplative and mournful state. I can’t think of many other albums that embody our relationship to our own mortality quite as perfectly as Blackstar does, not painting death as something terrifying or even beautiful but as a mystery, inevitable and something that we all have to make peace with. Weirdly, one of the only other albums I can think of that does this is Leonard Cohen’s You Want It Darker, an album released in October 2016 with Cohen passing away less than a month later.

			Restricted to his house due to numerous physical problems, Cohen recorded all of his parts in his living room with his producer and son, Adam Cohen. You Want It Darker took a different approach to its subject matter from Blackstar: it manages to be simultaneously gloomy and amusing, and it doesn’t feel like Cohen is saying goodbye like Bowie did, just singing about death and God from his own skewed perspective. Having said that, both albums convey a strong feeling of acceptance in the face of death; in fact, while promoting You Want It Darker Cohen declared that he was ‘ready to die’, but when this upset many of his fans he backtracked and said he intended to live for ever. It’s my favourite backtrack ever and I love that he just jumped to the opposite end of the scale straight to immortality. A textbook move from someone who’s ready to sign off but still has a sense of humour about life. You Want It Darker is a powerful and brooding blues record, at times minimal, but every element carries so much weight, whether it’s Cohen’s voice which is deeper and more gravelly than ever before, or the cinematic and sombre string arrangements that characterise many of the songs. With this album Leonard Cohen, like Bowie, went out triumphantly, with class, and on a high.

			•

			Even though I was hearing amazing things about Blackstar during 2016, I didn’t bother buying it straight away. For many years I had written off new music and had it in my head that nobody makes great albums any more, only great singles, especially artists in the mainstream. So even though I was still discovering albums from previous eras, I simply did not engage with current music. And then, in April 2016, Beyoncé released Lemonade.

			Lemonade was significant for me because it was something I thought couldn’t happen any more – a high-concept album by one of the biggest recording artists in the world. I didn’t think artists who had everybody’s eyes on them bothered to experiment and progress forward these days, I thought they just churned out a couple of big singles and then phoned the rest of the album in. Some of you will be reading this and saying that plenty of high-profile artists were coming out with exciting albums that pushed the boundaries of music during the 2000s, and of course you’re right, but none of them resonated with everybody so much and rose so high above the noise that I found them impossible to ignore. I didn’t go looking for Lemonade, it was everywhere, and my social media was awash with people obsessing over it. The muso crowd were raving about it instead of being snobs and writing it off. The more casual, mainstream crowd were enthusiastically preaching about it instead of skipping to their favourite songs and moving on to the next big commercial album. And the album was about something. Her husband, rapper Jay-Z, had cheated on her numerous times, so Beyoncé seized the opportunity to repeatedly stamp on his unfaithful nuts for an entire record. Along the way, she manages to sum up every emotion at every stage of this conflict; pain, anger, respecting and valuing yourself, all the way through to trying to make it work and loving them despite their infidelities. She presents us with a complex narrative and message that’s thought-provoking for some, empowering for others and challenging to most of us for different reasons. Lemonade wasn’t just a concept album but a visual album also, with a music video for every song, intended to be viewed as one 65-minute film and featuring the likes of Serena Williams because Beyoncé is really cool and Serena Williams will be in her music videos. The whole thing felt important. An important album was happening right now. Again, I didn’t buy it immediately, though; it was only when I heard somebody criticise Lemonade for not having ‘enough bangers’ on it that I decided to buy it. For some reason hearing somebody slag it off made Beyoncé’s decision to make this record seem even cooler to me. For every person she connected with there were always going to be others who only give things one listen before reaching a negative verdict, and she would’ve known this when she chose to go in such an ambitious direction. I couldn’t criticise these one-listen people though, as I’d been even more ignorant until now – I was a no-listen guy, assuming that modern pop music was trite and of no value without ever giving it a go. So I listened to Lemonade and it changed my mind for ever.

			•

			Even though Blackstar had been huge and I’d bought and loved Lemonade, I somehow hadn’t realised I was living in the greatest year for music of all time yet. One more album had to be released before I even began to suspect such a thing.

			I spent August 2016 at the Edinburgh Fringe festival. As a comic I had been doing this every year since 2008, and this year I was sharing a flat with a number of inspirational comedians and also Nish Kumar. One morning Nish was playing a song from his laptop in the living room. The living room was a communal area, so one individual dominating it with their music was pretty disrespectful, but the rest of us let it slide. It was a stripped-down track, electric guitar and vocals, and I already felt like I’d known it for ever. The way the melodies of both instruments ran smoothly alongside one another, with each hook merging into the next, meant there wasn’t a second that didn’t trigger an emotion, usually melancholy (my favourite of all the emotions). Naturally, I assumed this song must be an old classic that had somehow passed me by, so asked Nish its name, ready to receive the standard amount of judgement for not knowing one of the all-time greats, but was surprised to learn that the song had been released for the first time ever that morning. It had been four years since the release of his celebrated debut album, Channel Orange, and a lot of anticipation from the music press and fans alike had mounted up in that time, but Frank Ocean had finally released his sophomore record, Blonde.

			The song was called ‘Ivy’ and Nish listened to it every day of the festival during his walk from the flat to his show. The Edinburgh festival can be a daunting experience and the music you listen to on the way to your show is more important than you might think – it needs to make you feel confident and fearless. But because I need to feel confident and fearless, I have regularly ended up listening to uncool music on the way to my Edinburgh shows. I need a song that makes me feel invincible but also comforts me, like the songs they use in adverts. I wish I could be cool like Nish and listen to Frank Ocean, but one Fringe I listened to a song by Maroon 5 every single day. It wasn’t even one of their hits, it was a song called ‘A Little of Your Time’ – an album track. I listened to Maroon 5 deep cuts on the way to my show every day for a whole month and still expected to be lauded by critics and adored by my audience for the ‘art’ I had created. Also, for the record – I absolutely love ‘A Little of Your Time’ by Maroon 5 and will always listen to it as long as I live.

			The expectation hanging over Blonde was enormous. Ocean had quenched people’s thirst a little by releasing Endless earlier the same year, a visual album that confused to begin with but is now held in similar regard to Blonde. It’s the ideal companion piece, with enough avant-garde R&B and eccentricity throughout its tracklist to satisfy his dedicated fan base. But Ocean seemed to be using Endless to set the stage for something else, like a warm-up act prepping the audience for what’s to come – which makes sense given his reputation as a perfectionist of Kubrick proportions. Before Blonde’s release, Ocean changed almost everything about the record several times over: the mixes, the tracklist, the name; and when he eventually did release it – it was weird. He didn’t make an easy pop record for the masses, he made the album he wanted to make and nothing else. At times it felt like Ocean was trying to shed his fairweather fans by utilising some oddness, leaving him only with loyal followers who trusted him and wouldn’t restrict his creativity going forward. While tracks like ‘Ivy’ are more immediate, Blonde is an emotionally complex album full of subtle beauty that gradually reveals itself with repeat listens.

			When Blonde was released I stopped seeing Lemonade as a one-off. There was clearly plenty of experimentation and rule bending going on in modern pop music, but I hadn’t realised because I’d been listening to Maroon 5 album tracks and wondering why I didn’t feel happy inside. Lemonade and Blonde made me realise that experimentation is not only still happening in pop music but that pop music, or more specifically R&B and hip hop, is very much where experimentation is happening in music today. There’s something about hip hop especially that means it evolves at a faster pace than most music, sounds become dated much faster because artists are constantly trying to better each other and get to the next thing before their peers. It’s why hip hop albums often get declared classics so soon after their release – the genre’s moving so fast that these things have to be acknowledged quickly before the next classic comes along.

			I got back from the 2016 Edinburgh Fringe, keen to discover more. I wanted to listen to everything and introduce myself to new geniuses one after the other. Musically, Blonde and Lemonade both took so many risks, plus they had so much pressure on them to be good and still didn’t play it safe, and both albums came out in the same year, the same year as Blackstar, Bowie’s swansong. Three albums in one year that already felt like they were going to stand the test of time and be remembered. Three potential classics. I started to think that maybe 2016 was a particularly good year for music and I didn’t want to miss out on it. I was always listening to old stuff but not engaging with my own era and suddenly that made no sense to me. I needed to reconnect with music as it is now, in its current form – new music being made and released today. Reminder! It was still 2016 at this point, I was still with my girlfriend, my relationship with my agent was good and I felt totally fine – I was just a regular guy who wanted to listen to some new music.

			•

			People always say they have no idea how to discover new bands or new artists, they claim they just don’t know where to start. Personally, I googled ‘best songs of 2016 so far’ and loads of results popped up; links to lists of people’s favourite songs of the year, some by magazines or websites, others by members of the public on their blog, so I clicked on loads of them, read the lists, listened to all the songs and bought my favourites. It’s literally never been easier to discover new music. I’d decided to only buy individual songs because I doubted there would be many more amazing albums released in 2016 – three in one year was already unheard of, so I highly doubted there were any more knocking around. From the first batch of ‘best songs of 2016’ lists I bought two very special songs. And these two songs will form the next phase of my argument.

			Ultralight Beam

			The Life Of Pablo is the seventh studio album by Kanye West and its opening track, ‘Ultralight Beam’, was being hailed as one of the best songs of the year by every publication I could find, so naturally I had to buy it. But I quickly learnt that I couldn’t buy ‘Ultralight Beam’ on its own; the only place I could buy the track was his website as part of the album as a whole. So I bought The Life of Pablo. This felt like a crazy move to me at the time because I actually didn’t own any other Kanye West albums. I may be the only person in the world whose entry Kanye album was The Life of Pablo – a difficult record that divided fans and features an awful line about a bleached asshole.

			‘Ultralight Beam’ starts with a sample of a four-year-old girl named Natalie Green, who West found on Instagram ­testifying in the back of a car. The sample features lines like ‘We don’t want no devils in the house’, plus a lot of passionate Hallelujah-ing and a ‘Jesus Christ the Lord’ thrown in for good measure. People have interpreted this sample as representing West’s inner child asking God to release him from negative thoughts or ‘devils’, but, whatever it symbolises, it’s undeniably effective. Anyone who hears a child speaking with such passion and conviction about any religion has to have a reaction to it, positive or negative, so you’re invested in the track within the first second. ‘Ultralight Beam’ is a downtempo, minimal, gospel rap track that lasts over five minutes, and this huge, arena-filling recording artist opened his new album with it. Kanye is often referred to as a magpie, handpicking the greatest musicians in the world, putting them up in his mansion to write and record for him, then selecting the very best of what they come up with and keeping that for the record. You hear stories about musicians who’ve worked on a Kanye album, only meeting him once (briefly, when he was on his way to play ping-pong), writing and recording on their own for a week before going home without getting to say goodbye, and when the album comes out they discover he’s only used a single bar out of the countless hours of music they laid down for him. It might sound ruthless but the results speak for themselves – every element of every Kanye song is there for a reason, and unless something is indispensable it has to go. ‘Ultralight Beam’ feels like a real ensemble piece as all of these incredible singers and features get dropped into the song at various stages; Chance The Rapper, The-Dream, Kelly Price, Kirk Franklin and a ten-piece choir – all of them get their moment, perform impeccably and then they’re out. He gets what he needs from each one of them and then moves on, but it’s all executed so cleanly that you can’t disagree with a single one of his decisions. Chance’s verse is particularly astounding: he explores every character contained within his voice, flitting between half-sung lines, softly spoken bars and strained yelling – and Kanye gives him the floor for a long time, allowing Chance to tell his own personal story until it naturally finds its own ending. And the lyrics on this song aren’t exactly throwaway either: everyone is singing about their relationship with God in a way that could make those of us without faith feel a little uncomfortable. It’s a worship song – a long, slow worship song about how we can always be forgiven and we’ll never be forgotten by our Creator.

			Just Like I

			Song number two is ‘Just Like I’ by Xenia Rubinos. Xenia was born in Hartford, Connecticut, studied Jazz Composition at Berklee College of Music and now resides in Brooklyn. Her second album, Black Terry Cat, was released in June 2016 and struck a chord with many due to a new-found clarity in both her music and her lyrics. In the past, Xenia’s lyrics had always been vague, but this time around she decided not to be afraid to speak in a more literal way, celebrate her ‘otherness’ and share what was on her mind honestly and openly. Musically, Black Terry Cat saw her digging into 90s era/late 80s hip hop. Which isn’t to say she made a hip hop album, because she didn’t, she just kept one core influence running through a diverse group of songs and this made the whole record feel more streamlined. All of this was in place before the recording began: she’d written everything, she’d demoed every single song, all the prep was done and Rubinos felt the most ready she’d ever been going into the studio. Then, one morning, Xenia was sitting at her kitchen table and received a phone call. Her father, who lived in Florida, had just had a stroke, so Xenia flew to him immediately on the earliest flight she could. He had been sick for a while: he’d had Parkinson’s for the last ten years and Xenia, his only child, was his primary caregiver, travelling to Florida once a month to look after him. She would usually talk to him multiple times a day on the phone, but this news still felt very sudden and what followed was a month-long process. She wasn’t able to talk to her father as he couldn’t speak and she didn’t know how much he was processing cognitively. It’s still hard for her to say if he knew who she was or what was even happening around him, he couldn’t swallow or eat anything, so the doctors had to intubate him, and then ultimately Xenia had to decide whether or not to keep him in that state. She was able to get him out of hospital and back home with care, but eventually had to make the almost impossible decision that they should end his life. For the next couple of weeks she had to watch her father die, then afterwards she took his remains to Cuba, scattered his ashes at his favourite beach, and came home to New York.

			She felt like an alien. She didn’t recognise her home or even herself, she couldn’t
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