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For Martha





‘The straight road had been lost sight of’

Inferno, Canto 1, Dante Alighieri, translated by Seamus Heaney (1993)

‘Perfection is achieved, not when there is nothing more to add, but when there is nothing left to take away’

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Airman’s Odyssey







BEGINNINGS (Wealth of Love)

I’m not sure exactly when I bought The Colour of Spring. Fittingly, perhaps, my engagement with Talk Talk’s music has never been linear. It would have been sometime after the release of Spirit of Eden, in September 1988, but well before that of Laughing Stock in September 1991. It was most likely at some point in the second half of 1989 in Bristol, very possibly in Rayner’s at the top end of Park Street. Vinyl, of course. I would have been fifteen, shading sixteen. Still ripe for miracles. Thirsting for them.

In which case, at the time of writing I have owned my copy of The Colour of Spring for around thirty-five years.

For most of that period, the record has played cleanly, with one exception. Buried in the distended piano notes, hisses, creaks and Variophonic squalls of ‘Chameleon Day’, directly after the line ‘breathe on me’, my copy is afflicted with an aural tear, a Velcro riiiiiip, so loud and distinctive it is impossible to miss. With perfect syncopation, the sound recurs a few moments later, in the immediate wake of the same melodic refrain, this time after the vocalist, Mark Hollis, sings the words ‘killing time’ – although ‘singing’ doesn’t seem quite strong enough a verb to describe what Hollis is doing here. It felt to me then, and sometimes still, that on these lines he was hymning the English gospel so clean, hard and true that his voice simply gouged its way into the vinyl, several layers deeper than the grooves. Absurd, of course, but this music tends to encourage such flights of fancy.

So ingrained are these two moments in my personal version of the song that, when I first heard ‘Chameleon Day’ many years later via a different medium – on compact disc, probably, but perhaps even digitally – I was startled by their absence. I realised that I missed them terribly. The jolting sound of needle on imperfect vinyl had become an intrinsic and beloved element in the musical landscape of the song. Random chance: the final overdub. I like to think that Hollis and his core co-conspirators Tim Friese-Greene, Lee Harris and Paul Webb might have approved.

This tear in the fabric of the music of Talk Talk is one of the factors which distinguishes what came during and after The Colour of Spring from what came before it. It is the crackle in the wire, the precarious fault line along which many of the words in these pages will run. The disturbance of sound in space, the upending of expectations, the meeting of spontaneous accident and laborious design. A mad kind of science to it all. In the pursuit of what end? Enduring beauty. Enveloping mystery. Art that lasts and shape-shifts, that is never heard quite the same way twice. Some kind of virtue. The case for the evidence? The Colour of Spring. Spirit of Eden. Laughing Stock. Mark Hollis.

While this book tells the story of a band and the people in it, it is above all a biography of these four records. They seem to me to first create and then explore their own worlds, but also to link together to form one amorphous whole. These records are puzzles which don’t necessarily wish to be solved. That is a large part of their appeal. This book is therefore not about resolving anything, but rather immersing ourselves in the music and the various times and circumstances in which it was made, swimming around in the currents and seeing to what interesting places they might take us.

These records were not written or recorded by conventional means; or, at least, they were subjected to unconventional thought processes and practices which consciously disrupted their course. These are very particular artefacts. For all that I would argue they connect on a profoundly emotional, soulful and even spiritual level, they are, first and foremost, technical constructs. They are not mad jams, nor carelessly experimental; rather, they play with sound and space, manipulating notions of authenticity and spontaneity as cleverly and ruthlessly as any three-minute pop single. The consideration given to technology, to instrumentation, the recording environment, equipment, angles, distance, temperature, matters of millimetres and microseconds, is truly obsessive. The musicians who contributed to these records were subjected to a form of human sampling: used when needed, cast aside without any deference to reputation or ego when not. What mattered was not proficiency but character. Those that made the cut understood that they were just another tool in service of the chase for the correct feeling. The unimagined glimpse of some new beauty. Perfect imperfection.

The same instinct applies to Hollis’s words, which play with distance, obfuscation, layered meaning, borrowings, effect. Their sound is perhaps what is most important within the wider tapestry. ‘I treat my voice like an instrument,’ he once said. ‘I don’t want to create this perfect ambience and then have the vocal ride over the top without any thought.’1 But he can only get the sound, and the feeling, if he is singing something which has meaning to him. I listen, and I hear a search for something sacred. We need not put a name on it.

Writing about these records is further complicated, or perhaps simplified, by the fact that nobody who was a core member of Talk Talk will talk Talk Talk. The four men most closely involved in the making of this music have appeared sometimes to behave as though they were involved in covering up a series of grisly murders. Code: omertà. To be clear, the people who made this music really don’t wish to talk about it. They never really did.

Mark Hollis died in February 2019, sadly prematurely at the age of sixty-four. Even when alive, he was not particularly forthcoming about these albums. During what might, at a push, be called the ‘promotional cycle’, he at least went through the motions and on occasion found a path towards articulating his aims and intentions. The meaning behind the music, however, was by necessity, and wisely, mostly left unexpressed. After releasing his eponymous solo album in 1998, for the final twenty-one years of his life, Hollis had no public profile whatsoever.

Having undertaken a couple of interviews which touched on Talk Talk almost twenty years ago, Hollis’s co-writer, co-producer and all-round creative partner on these records, Tim Friese-Greene, now absolutely refuses to elaborate on his role. I have tried, and failed, to tempt him into print. His last communiqué, sent via his wife, Lee, said: ‘I’m afraid it’s a hard pass from Tim on this. He doesn’t talk about those records, even the feelings of them.’

Bass player Paul Webb left the group after Spirit of Eden and has remained the most active former member, making music most recently as Rustin Man. Webb will acknowledge his past in Talk Talk and occasionally posts fond reminiscences on Instagram or Facebook, but reveals little of the inner workings of the band. He left in 1988. It was a long time ago. He has called Talk Talk ‘a fun way to spend my twenties’.2

Drummer Lee Harris has maintained a fairly strict silence since he ceased to be a member of the band after Laughing Stock. He more or less vanished from view after he and Webb dissolved their post Talk Talk band ‘O’rang, but still plays and records, most notably on Beth Gibbons’ solo album, Lives Outgrown, released in May 2024.

The core quartet won’t speak. There will be other reasons for their silence, but chief among them is a desire to let the music speak for itself. ‘I don’t know if that is the reason why no one [else has] talked,’ said Webb. ‘But for me it’s been a thing that the less you talk about it, the bigger it is.’3 I have become sensitive and sympathetic to their wishes. (Who am I kidding? I’ve had little choice).

In any case, I have grown a little uneasy about the mounting fascination and mythology surrounding the life of Mark Hollis. There is something unsettling about the cult of devotion that has grown around him, which built steadily in the silence that grew before his death and has only grown stronger after it. It feels prickly, uncomfortable – and diverts energy and attention away from the reason anyone outside of his private life cares about Hollis at all.

He was a man who made music, much of it wonderful, and most of it with the close assistance of other people. Away from his work, Hollis made no claims to be extraordinary. ‘The man and the artist, I would say that the two sat in different worlds,’ says Nigel Reeve, who in the late 1990s worked as head of repertoire at EMI, where he collaborated closely with Hollis on catalogue business and became a friend. ‘The Mark that I socialised with was just a normal bloke. We would talk about all sorts of things. Then the music, the complexity and beauty of it, the instrument that was his voice… I felt they existed in separate worlds. When we would talk, you could tell the creative vision was part of his day-to-day life. We might be talking about the Chuckle Brothers, but there was still something… Certain things inspired him. But he lived in a very normal world. He just went about his business and people wouldn’t necessarily recognise him. He was a quiet genius, such a pure soul, and that came across in his spirit.’

The music is where he gave us his all. He followed his heart with a great intensity and otherwise lived his life, by all accounts, well and quietly. Family. Friends. Travel. Golf. Motorbikes. Pub. Garden. As Hollis surely intended, there is little else but the music to hold onto – and not even much of that. From the period this book explores – 1986 and onwards – there are few available demos; one was released online in the wake of Hollis’s death and there are some half-dozen others in existence that remain publicly unavailable. There are no meaningful outtakes. No bootlegs. I laid my hands on several snippets of studio chat from the Spirit of Eden sessions; they are closer to Derek & Clive than Private Passions. No live performances past 1986, no lyric books or documentaries.

Listeners to later-period Talk Talk have the released music and that is all. There is a clean, undeniable beauty to it.



I first heard Talk Talk in 1986. I have a clear memory of seeing the video for ‘Life’s What You Make It’ on television one Saturday morning. I remember Mark Hollis’s shaggy blonde mop, his colourised Lennon granny glasses and the way he pounded the piano and sang like a threat, a curse and a prayer, as an array of small woodland animals popped in and out of view. As a young teen feeling his way up and into the higher ground of the Waterboys and Van Morrison, the elemental, nocturnal, wood-smoked, outside-not-inside feel of the video, not to mention the pounding krautrock-on-the-farm drama of the song, would have appealed to me. I would have heard ‘Living in Another World’, too, around this time, a more dynamic, labyrinthine affair which I came to prefer.

To my recollection, there was no deeper immersion until a night in 1989 when a friend played me Spirit of Eden; I will return to that epiphany in due course. I recall later owning the album on cassette, the price sticker glued to the narrow spine of the case curling and yellowing over time. I went deep into it and, later that year, bought The Colour of Spring on vinyl.

Riiiiip.

I was late to the party. By this time, Talk Talk as a band was as good as over. There would be no more live shows, no more hit singles, no Saturday Superstore-friendly videos, precious few interviews, barely any sense of a unified group. All you could do was play the records – again and again and again. At that point, the world of Talk Talk, as far as I was concerned, consisted of just fourteen songs on two albums. In September 1991, with the release of Laughing Stock, that tally rose to twenty.

It was a long, long time before I circled back to the start of the story to listen to the first two albums, The Party’s Over and It’s My Life. When I finally did, they radiated a kind of jarring familiarity, like seeing your partner in the life they led before you knew them, with an odd haircut and wearing strange trousers, acting like a slightly different person. These albums, still, run counter to my understanding of what the band is. This is entirely my prejudice. This brighter, shinier version of Talk Talk is at times a fine one, but it’s not the band I fell in love with, nor a group that takes me out of myself or builds the imagined worlds of this book’s title. The likelihood is that our paths simply crossed at the wrong time. Grappling with the first two somewhat patchy Talk Talk albums after falling hard for Spirit of Eden and Laughing Stock felt frankly unnecessary. I already had what I needed.

By the beginning of 1985, and the making of The Colour of Spring, Hollis had sufficient resources, enough creative confidence and, crucially, a bedded-in collaborator to begin the work of fully bringing his ideas to fruition. This meant, perhaps perversely, a process of elimination. Over the next six years, Talk Talk were a band not just shedding weight but shedding form and literal meaning like blown blossom. Lyrics lose scansion and elude easy interpretation; song structures appear briefly only to dissolve. The process of addition and subtraction is not linear: you lose, you gain; you take to give. Absence is a new colour. Removal, an act of creativity. At the start of this process, there are three band members. By the end, only one remains.

One iteration of the band is not necessarily of more value than the other, but it is this version of Talk Talk that I am interested in. In addition to the band’s final trio of albums, I have included Hollis’s 1998 solo record, Mark Hollis. While being very much a work apart in and of itself, the album shares key personnel with Spirit of Eden and Laughing Stock, and also similarities in terms of the stringent working methodology, lyrical themes and musical motifs. And it’s great, too.

Four albums. Four seasons. Together, they make a world.





SPRING The Colour of Spring





i (‘Come gentle spring / Come at winter’s end’)

It is February 1986 and the sap is rising early. A new beginning is being written in rhythm.

At the start of The Colour of Spring, Talk Talk’s third album, we hear thirty-four seconds of unaccompanied drums and percussion.

It is a sound we can feel. It has the texture of good wood, quality carpentry. Something solid and artisanal. The rhythm, the grain, runs hard and true, but comes with characterful twists and knots, the steady pulse tricked out with fills and rolls, skipped beats.

What we are hearing is real, but also not quite real. You don’t get a sound like the sound on The Colour of Spring by accident.

We join Talk Talk while they still resemble a conventional group and are still observing the orthodoxies of a traditional music career. Single, video, album, promo, tour. But the fault lines are shifting.

The work on The Colour of Spring stretched from March 1985 into the late autumn. The core creatives were Mark Hollis, Paul Webb and Lee Harris, joined by co-writer, producer and auxiliary musician Tim Friese-Greene and a further cast of session musicians and engineers.

Who are these people?

Where have they been?

We will get to that. For now, let’s hear what they have been doing.

‘Happiness is Easy’ is where we start.

The song is, let’s be clear, a monster. What a way to begin a record. Not only is it six-and-a-half minutes of magnificence, but it also acts as a kind of primer for many of the sounds, themes, styles and elements which will define later-period Talk Talk.

What hits first is the sheer plushness of the music; this is deluxe craftmanship. Big, roomy, precise; an idealised construct of what a great band should sound like in a good space. As will continue to be the case, no matter what our ears are telling us, we are hearing a carefully manufactured sound. Sonically speaking, this is as executive class as Talk Talk will ever get. In future, the music is subjected to concerted attempts to leave a little more of the grit in the pearl.

The instruction to the listener at the start of ‘Happiness is Easy’ is simple: keep your ears on the drums. They are, in any case, inescapable, as they are throughout The Colour of Spring and also the albums that will follow. They will, however, steadily lose their grid-like form. ‘Mark once said something about the insistence of the snare drum being on the second and the fourth beat as being the whole central point of what record companies want,’ says Laurence Pendrous, music master at Hall School Wimbledon, which Hollis’s two sons attended; Pendrous was invited to play piano on Mark Hollis and became a personal friend. ‘You have to build material around that, [even if it’s] totally to the detriment of the artist and what he was passionate about.’ We can, in fact, track Hollis’s abdication from any intent to make mainstream music partly by the way in which the rhythm on Talk Talk records begins to divert from a rigid pattern, becoming more organic and fluid. Free time means just that: freedom.

For now, the drums are locked in. On ‘Happiness is Easy’, they are monolithic. Ansel Adams should have photographed them. Around them is a sense of space which will only grow in time to become perhaps the lead texture in the music of Talk Talk. Here, it is not so much ‘space’ as ‘room’; each instrument feels as though it has the ability to stretch its arms out into the surrounding air without touching another.

After the drum prologue, the track rolls onto the rails. Blocky piano chords, enveloping organ, some busy fretless bass, lithe flicks of acoustic guitar. Hollis enters after a full minute. Instantly, this is a voice we can believe. No artifice. ‘There is something just very special about his voice,’ says Dennis Weinreich, one of three engineers who worked on The Colour of Spring. ‘He is English from the moment he opens his mouth.’ It is a voice that catches and breaks when it strives too hard, rising sharply before falling away at the edges of each line. There is a plainness that is both honest and heart-breaking. It’s a voice with an ingrained ache, which speaks of restrained passions and inner struggle. Hollis’s voice seems to be forever reaching for a place beyond literal meaning. It carries, always, the promise of compassion.

All this we can hear on ‘Happiness is Easy’. And in the words he sings, as so often, a throughline of something sacred is glimpsed amid the interrogation of virtue, perhaps his great theme as a writer. Here, it arrives in the chorus via the voices of small children, shipped in courtesy of the Barbara Speake Stage School in East Acton, west London, which boasts a long list of famous alumni, including Phil Collins and Naomi Campbell. The credit for the choir on the inner sleeve – to ‘Miss Speake’ – is a nice play on words which presumably would have pleased Hollis.

The children are not singing as they might were they members of a trained choir doing their bit at a regional competition, say, but rather as they would at a primary-school nativity play. And, indeed, they are singing a hymn, about Jesus and Galilee and stars that shine. These wobbly young voices might easily at first be misidentified as ironic, their effect intended to mock piety, before we realise that they are being deployed as precisely what they are: missiles of innocence. Hollis is being sincere. Of course he is. The music of Talk Talk continually thrums with a tension between morality and mendacity, between what could be and what really is. On ‘Happiness is Easy’, this collision of values is articulated not just in the young voices, but in the music, through a tensile, unresolved hovering in the chorus. A single note on the acoustic guitar, scratching testily around a suddenly more primitive rhythm, represents the thin hope of the children. In contrast to the four-wheel drive smoothness on the verses, the drums turn mean, each thwack landing like a cynical slap in the face.

‘Happiness is Easy’ offers up more clues, other landmarks. The drifting wash of sound that arrives before the chorus is so quintessentially Talk Talk that it is practically a signature sound. In fact, it is a signature sound, as are the trumpet-like peals in the instrumental break which, not for the last time, reach out to Miles Davis’s Sketches of Spain. The sound is a common connecting thread in so many of these songs, both intensely atmospheric but also a clever linking device, moving the music from one place to another.

It is made by the Variophon, an electronic wind instrument designed at the University of Cologne in the 1970s. The Variophon is controlled via a pipe and operated on the same principle as a brass instrument, the sound dictated by the force, control and resonance of the player’s breath. It could imitate instruments such as trumpet, saxophone and clarinet not exactly, but with a strangely emotive blurred quality, a kind of sad drift that feels instantly nostalgic in the way that naïve imaginings of the coming space age during the 1950s now feel nostalgic. It sounds like a future that never happened.

‘It was a German synthesiser, controlled via a mouthpiece,’ says Dietmar Schillinger, who worked as an engineer on The Colour of Spring. ‘You could select a sound on it, then play the notes on a keyboard, but the control was via mouthpiece. You would blow into it to give it the power and then play. It was really hard to get anything out of it. Those brass sounds we had on the record are from that. It’s a very distinctive, absolutely brilliant instrument – and, of course, they made it their own. How lucky to find an instrument that sounds absolutely brilliant and nobody else uses it! It was a synth, but it’s a very organic way of playing.’

Tim Friese-Greene bought a stockpile of them, just in case, because they were continually malfunctioning. ‘It’s amazing that nobody else saw the potential of it,’ he said.1 Perhaps not. It took a certain kind of ear to tune in to its possibilities. Yet another engineer on the album, Peter Woolliscroft, describes the Variophon as ‘Mark’s favourite instrument’. If there is a sound that comes closest to expressing the inarticulate longing at the heart of these records, the sounds that can be imagined but in truth cannot quite be made, then the Variophon seems to have been the favoured instrument of communication. It offered a very particular synthesis of human and machine.

Talk Talk in 1986 still had some pop nous about them. Beneath the drums runs a thin click of percussion. It’s very 1980s, almost dancefloor-adjacent. Indeed, in parts of this song, we hear premonitions of the coming Bristol sound; an intimation of trip-hop in the queasy grain of strings against rhythm that would soon come to fruition in songs such as Massive Attack’s ‘Unfinished Sympathy’ and Neneh Cherry’s ‘Manchild’. Danny Thompson’s nimble double bass motif winds its way high up in the mix, then a wild swirl of organ as the song ramps up. These are people who know how to build dynamics.

And then the music falls away. The drums bash-bash-bash, almost performatively surly. The guitar beadles around anxiously in a holding pattern. The children keep singing their hearts out as the song fades into silence.

‘Happiness is Easy’. What a way to herald the new dawn.



‘MIDI’, said Mark Hollis in 1986, ‘is a four-letter word.’2

If there was a creative mantra or guiding principle behind the creation of The Colour of Spring, there it is. Six strings good; Roland MC4 bad.

Hollis made clear several times in interviews during this period that the more synthetic sounds on the first two Talk Talk albums were a matter of economic expediency. ‘People often say that there’s this huge gap between It’s My Life and The Colour of Spring, but we had a lot more money to make that album, so we used real musicians,’ he said in 1991. ‘I hate synths, they’re horrible things, but if you want to make multi-textural music, they’re a cheap way of doing it. When you get the opportunity to move on, you take it.’3

By 1985, Hollis had the opportunity to move on and he took it. Expressing how much he detested synthesisers, he dismissed them as a simulacrum of ‘the real thing’ – which is, of course, their entire purpose: to warp reality in interesting ways. Some artists simply use them more inventively than others.

The Colour of Spring would find little use for the old Talk Talk tool set: the Jupiter 8, the Prophet-5 or the Roland MC4 sequencer. Yet from the very start, this was an album created using cutting-edge technology. The writing process was completed, out of eye- and earshot, by Hollis and producer Tim Friese-Greene. Having started composing together on It’s My Life using piano, they now graduated to using Page R of the Fairlight CMI, the all-in-one digital audio workstation, synthesiser and sampler which Friese-Greene had recently bought; the cost at the time would have been in the region of £30,000 – the equivalent of a decent-sized house.

Page R was a new innovation introduced when Series II of the Fairlight launched. Working in a similar way to a sampling machine, its great strength was the graphic representation of notes, layered in horizontal streams running from left to right, easily accessible and editable. With Page R, a range of sounds could much more easily be added to or removed from a piece of music. The innovation played a major role in the punkification of music’s electronic age, a DIY step change that rendered more sophisticated or exotic sounds readily available to players who were not especially accomplished. Using Page R to write was highly impactful in opening out the potential palette of sounds and instrumentation for the next Talk Talk record.

There were more traditional inspirations, too.

Friese-Greene – who seemed to have something of the spirit of the Edwardian adventurer about him – had recently returned from a year-long sabbatical, driving 35,000 miles circumnavigating much of Africa. His trip exposed him to new sounds, instruments and textures; he was particularly enamoured of Congolese soukous. From the start, a strong, cyclical rhythmic underlay was embedded in the vision for the record.

While his partner was bringing these ideas to the table, Hollis had become more or less obsessed with early twentieth-century music. He had been listening to classical music since long before the band formed (the first song he ever learned on piano was ‘Moonlight Sonata’), but his tastes sharpened in the year leading up to The Colour of Spring. ‘I do think that there’s an area of classical music which I have an affinity for,’ he said in 1986, as the British music press guffawed behind its hand. ‘The impressionist period, around the turn of the century, is something I love very much. I love the textural quality that it has. But equally, there’s a hardness to soul music and gospel music that I like.’4

The way Hollis frames these two elements, almost as opposites, outlines in the most basic terms the binaries at play in Talk Talk at this time. At the bottom end, the direct, spare beat of soul and gospel – to which we might add the motorik pulse of krautrock. Laid over that, layers of textural nuance and painterly detail. Both sides have inbuilt space; they are, at heart, minimalist.

In terms of Hollis’s classical tastes, the big hitters largely didn’t land a punch, nor the showpiece symphonies. Almost nothing he admired pre-dated the late 1800s. He was wary of anything grandiose or bombastic. He talked particularly about Frederick Delius’s later works, the exquisite miniature tone poem ‘On Hearing the First Cuckoo in Spring’ and the larger orchestral piece ‘In a Summer Garden’. He loved Béla Bartók’s six string quartets, written between 1909 and 1939, some of the most influential classical music of the century. Robert Fripp and Steve Reich are also admirers of these pieces, which use two violins, viola and cello, and had their roots in Hungarian folk music.

When Hollis referenced the ‘Impressionist’ period of classical music, he was talking about composers such as Delius and Bartók, but also Maurice Ravel; not the chest-puffing Ravel of Bolero, but the writer of the string quartets and more reflective collaborations with the poet Stéphane Mallarmé. Mallarmé’s poetry had earlier been set to music by Claude Debussy, who would have loathed being called the Monet of musical Impressionism, but the phrase captures something of his vast influence on the loosely affiliated movement.

The classical branch of Impressionism followed in the wake of the Impressionist art movement. As a label, it was never a perfect fit. With its analogue in visual arts, musical Impressionism placed an emphasis on instrumental timbres that created a shimmering interplay of musical ‘colours’, melodies that hovered rather than resolved and a disruptive intent towards traditional musical forms. The emphasis was on creating atmosphere, on conveying the moods and emotions aroused by the subject rather than a sharp portrait of it. Colour, timbre, pointillism.

It is not especially difficult to hear where some of these features play out – consciously but also quite naturally – in the music of Talk Talk from this point onwards, nor where the sound palette of Impressionism is reached for: small clusters of strings, brass and woodwind instruments, nature-in-sound, folk inflections and pastorals, not forgetting the treatment of the piano, an instrument both Hollis and Friese-Greene truly loved. Erik Satie, Ravel, Debussy and Gabriel Fauré, the latter another artist better known for his earlier, simpler, more accessible music, such as ‘Clair de lune’, rather than the more harmonically and melodically complex compositions he wrote later in life. Hollis also liked Anton Webern and Olivier Messiaen, two sons of Impressionism, even if they weren’t quite rooted in that source.

All this came into play when he and Friese-Greene started writing loops on the Fairlight and then began to build up the songs for The Colour of Spring. In early 1985, they spent time in Nomis Studios, the vast rehearsal and recording facility in west London, mapping out the foundations which included, early on, rough melodic outlines.

‘They did all the basic backing ideas on the Fairlight,’ recalls Peter Woolliscroft. ‘It was just a working basis. They changed quite a lot. We went through and replaced the sampled sounds in the studio, the drums, the piano, things like that. The task was to run the Fairlight parts into the mixing desk live. The next step involved replacing the sampled sounds with live instruments, as the initial samples were not satisfactory.’

Many of the real instruments played on the record to replace the Fairlight parts were then manipulated using the Fairlight once again. Sections could be cut, flown out or dropped in, sampled and repeated multiple times, straightened and called to order. Most of the string parts, meanwhile, were synthetic, courtesy of the Kurzweil KC88 synthesiser, new on the market in 1984. More organic than the Fairlight CMI, it delivered a particularly crisp and clear piano sound. When that great beast of burden of 1980s electronic music, the Jupiter-8 synth, was called into service, which wasn’t often, it was bent into almost unrecognisable shapes – but it is still there.

The Colour of Spring, then, offers a glistening facsimile of naturalism. This was the new game – to conjure a roomy, organic ambience which sounded somehow truer by fixing it up with all the latest fittings. ‘Mark always was very insistent that this should sound like it’s a live band, [to] keep it very simple, keep it organic,’ says Woolliscroft. ‘So, we have a whole studio full of electronic equipment to give that impression!’

It is a point worth remembering as we listen to these records. We are being told a story. Nothing we are hearing really happened.



Talk Talk recorded The Colour of Spring over the course of many months, primarily in three different London studios. In each one, they worked with a different engineer: Woolliscroft in Battery, Dietmar Schillinger in Wessex and Dennis Weinreich at Videosonics. Talking to each of these men individually, I am sometimes put in mind of a poor spouse who discovers that her ne’er-do-well husband has been juggling a secret family for years. None of the three engineers seemed to know much about the existence of the other sessions. Each thought the album was more or less finished at the point where they stopped working on it. There were other quickie overdub sessions, too, at Capital and Roundhouse. There is the distinct whiff of creative infidelity about the making of The Colour of Spring.

There is a temptation – perhaps because this was the last time Talk Talk were a truly commercial proposition, or perhaps because the album sounds just a little more ordered and well behaved than what came later – to suppose that it was recorded in a more or less conventional fashion.

Instead, many of the changes that would define the working practices for Spirit of Eden and Laughing Stock were beginning to be implemented. There was already a dedicated attempt to build a ‘vibe’. At one studio, an oil projector was set up in the control room, spilling multi-coloured textures over the mixing desk and into the live room. It was also the first album where all the material was written entirely by Tim Friese-Greene and Mark Hollis together, with no input from any of the other band members. Much of it was played that way, too.

This process began in March 1985. For several months, Talk Talk had exclusive access to Studio 1 at Battery Studios in Willesden, north-west London. Studio 1 was located in a separate building across the road from the rest of the complex and came complete with its own kitchen and social area, as well as a three-quarter-size snooker table. These were the glory days of record company largesse; they had the run of the place for as long as they liked.

Woolliscroft initially found Hollis a dominant and somewhat peculiar presence. He ‘called everyone a cunt’ and, shortly into the sessions, began to refer to the engineer as a ‘smackhead’, half-jokingly implying that the frequency with which he left the room meant that he must be disappearing to shoot up in the toilet. In reality, Woolliscroft doesn’t remember any drugs at all being passed around at Battery. ‘Certainly nothing in the studio. If anybody did anything, it was away from there, but I don’t remember it ever being an issue. Alcohol, yes.’

Instead, the sessions ran on a drip-feed of Fox’s biscuits, which arrived by the box each day and would be decimated by the evening’s end. The exception was Friese-Greene, who was on a ‘grape-only diet’ at the time. Both he and Woolliscroft were trying to quit smoking. The air-con was on full blast all day; little wonder the atmosphere could get chilly. Hollis’s temperament tended to run hot and cold without warning; sometimes he appeared tetchy and standoffish, while on other days he was upbeat and friendly. Paul Webb and Lee Harris were more amenable, but ‘clearly operated in Mark’s shadow’. When it all got too much, Friese-Greene would retreat to the flat upstairs where his girlfriend was living, often with Hollis and co in tow, leaving Woolliscroft and tape op Paul Schroeder to continue labouring over those magnificent drum parts, which took an inordinate amount of time to perfect.

They had set up the kit with the aim of getting an ambient sound to replace the sequenced parts from the Fairlight. Harris spent a day experimenting with various snare drums before settling on a Ludwig Black Beauty worth £600.

It was not simply a case of mic’ing up the kit and then letting Harris play to a click track. On The Colour of Spring, we are hearing live drums deconstructed, with each component part played separately. Drumming along live proved challenging due to the machine-driven nature of the tracks. It was therefore decided that Harris would have three attempts at playing a full take on each song. Otherwise, they would sample each individual drum from the live kit and drop it into the track. Extensive timing adjustments were required to ensure synchronisation with the other instruments. For a track such as ‘Happiness is Easy’, those unforgettable drums fills at the start are an illusion of a complete live drum take. In reality, Harris would play the fill separately from the rest of the drum track and it would then be sampled and dropped in where desired.

During the sessions that later took place at Wessex, engineer Dietmar Schillinger recalls even more focus being placed on the drum parts. In keeping with the working methods for an album that sometimes sounds as though many of the songs were recorded afresh on three separate occasions, in Schillinger’s recollection, at Wessex the drum and bass parts were created from scratch again.

‘Lee and Paul were playing their parts when we laid down tracks at Wessex,’ he says. ‘There was a lot of work getting those drum sounds. That was not easy going. There were [many] snares in the studio and Lee would sit out there half a day, maybe longer – boing boing boing – tuning and testing one snare after another. In order to get those drum sounds on several tracks, we did all the drums separately. You couldn’t get that kind of separation by playing the drums at the same time. You get spill from the hi-hat, you get spill from ringing toms… You can only get that [sound] when you do instruments apart.’

First, Harris would play only the bass drum and snare; a table tennis bat was placed where the hi-hat would normally sit, in order that he could keep the basic rhythm driving along without creating any splash or spill. Cymbals, tom-toms, hi-hat and fills would then be recorded in a similarly separated fashion.

‘Lee is a great drummer, by the way,’ says Schillinger. ‘The drums on that record are just incredible. A lot of people think that in order to have good drums, you need to be a good drummer and be able to play everything at the same time. But sometimes I used to think you needed to be an even better drummer to play the drums separately than all of them together. Trying to get that groove going playing a snare drum or a bass drum at a time, that is really hard.’

To give the bass drum sound extra depth, they would sample the deep thwump of a thick, rubber yoga-type ball slapping the parquet floor in Wessex’s capacious live room. ‘If you blend that thump with a bass drum, you get a really good sound,’ says Schillinger. ‘There was quite a lot of that experimentation going on.’ At Battery, the drums were subjected to another twist. The tracks were played at high volume through the Bose PA system in the studio and then re-recorded to achieve a more live feel.

All this, just for the drums.

In the end, the album contains only one song on which Harris actually plays a full kit in a conventional manner: ‘I Don’t Believe in You’. After all the weeks and months of struggle to cut and paste the drums on every other track, ‘you can’t tell, really, I suppose,’ laughs Woolliscroft.



There is barely a breath of a pause between ‘Happiness is Easy’ and ‘I Don’t Believe in You’. That silvery shiver of harp at the start of the second track on The Colour of Spring is archetypal, a glimpse of Hollis’s pure love of the unrepeated sonic ‘moment’, something he always sought out and appreciated in the music that he loved. Those moments will, in some ways, come to define all these records. Here, announcing ‘I Don’t Believe in You’, it arrives as a chimeric presence, one of God’s smallest creatures rising and shaking off the dew. Then bang, and in. Those drums again. You would follow them into war.

The song, said Hollis, has as its subject the propaganda films in which the new postwar Labour government of 1945 promised the British people that ‘everything would be as fantastic’.5 The reality, the lyric suggests, was somewhat different. Hollis returned to this idea several times. ‘A New Jerusalem’ on his solo album, ruminates on more or less the same theme, this time in the aftermath of the First World War, while on ‘After the Flood’, the key phrase is ‘Lest we forget, who lay’. Originating from Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Recessional’ poem, from 1897, ‘lest we forget’ is of course now more commonly associated with the Remembrance Day memorials, a warning to be mindful of the sacrifices of battle. There seemed to be something about the betrayal of those who gave so much during wartime that touched Hollis and somehow illuminated the eternal stand-off between good and bad, right and wrong, ‘between expectation and reality’.6

Knowing this, the voice he uses at the beginning of the song can be regarded almost as actorly. It is suitably sly, a foxy croon. ‘Promises so golden / Years have proved them wrong,’ he chides. We will hear a similar vocal again, interestingly, on ‘After the Flood’. This is Hollis at his most world-aware, coolly suspicious of those doling out some poor facsimile of goodness. Yet when he reaches a higher register, his voice betrays him. It aches for humanity; it cannot hide. ‘I’m trying to leave some self-respect,’ he sings, as ‘the charade goes on.’

That instrumental break is quintessential Talk Talk, the quasi-symphonic sound of flight, of release. The ‘guitar’ solo is actually a synth played by Ian Curnow, whose presence, or lack of, was indicative of the fresh start The Colour of Spring represented. A new dawn, with new rules and new faces.

Curnow was an absolutely central figure on It’s My Life – and he played in the touring band and was involved in the demo stages for The Colour of Spring – but he found himself marginalised when it came to recording the album. ‘By then, Mark was much further down the road towards his absolute control of things,’ he says. ‘He was passionately against any synthetic sounds whatsoever, anything that wasn’t completely organic. There was no dialogue given to the musicians that this change was intended, so we all found the change pretty hard to understand, especially after making such a great album as It’s My Life. I do think it was a further step on the journey from the first album being branded as synth-pop. As I was basically the “synthesiser” player, that left me with a much reduced contribution.’

In the kind of perverse/enlightened move which in some ways characterises the thought processes behind these albums, Curnow was brought in only to solve the problem of finding the right sound for the ‘guitar solo’ on ‘I Don’t Believe in You’. The solution was to use a synthesiser, but make it sound as unlike a synth as possible by feeding it through a Mesa Boogie guitar amp, then through a full-size PA rig and mic’ed up back into several faders on the desk. ‘[It was] very experimental, very intense,’ says Curnow, who recalls one other twist that could be interpreted as ritual humiliation. Hollis secured Curnow’s hands together with gaffer tape, leaving only the thumb, first and third fingers exposed on each hand, the idea being that this would force him to play the part in as unschooled and spontaneous way as possible. ‘ “What would this solo be like if you played it like a Rhesus monkey?” It took me hours and hours to put together a decent part.’

Steve Winwood is credited with the organ solo on ‘I Don’t Believe in You’, but it’s not actually him. Unless it is. Most likely it’s Friese-Greene. But maybe not. To Winwood or not to Winwood, that was the question. His presence on the entire album remains open to debate. He has performing credits for three songs listed on the inner sleeve, which is perhaps no surprise, given Hollis counted Traffic among his all-time favourite bands and revered Winwood. Nonetheless, both Woolliscroft and Curnow insist that his Hammond parts didn’t make the final cut. He had been invited to come to a session at Battery, but instead summoned Hollis and Friese-Greene to his home studio in the Cotswolds. ‘Mark and Tim disappeared for the weekend,’ says Woolliscroft, ‘because Steve said, “I’ll do it, but I’ll do it at my place.” I came back in [to the studio] on Monday morning and said, “How did it go?” and they said, “Nah, didn’t get it.” Mark was quite disappointed. Steve was his hero.’

In Curnow’s understanding of the narrative, Hollis went as far as travelling to the US to record Winwood playing organ on many of the tracks for The Colour of Spring, before returning to the UK and deciding not to use any of it. ‘Bold…’ Whatever the actual course of events, to remove the parts of such a venerated figure from the album was a further example of Hollis’s dedication to the pursuit of the ideal, regardless of the reputations of those involved. In this case, Winwood’s flamboyant freeform style was not what they envisioned for the track. Or perhaps his character did not quite align with theirs.

Whoever is playing that organ did a fine job. ‘I Don’t Believe in You’ builds up an impressive head of steam. By the final bridge and chorus, the song is smoking. It was odd that, when visiting EMI executives heard the album initially, they could identify no obvious singles. This song, surely, would have stood out, though perhaps its stately tempo felt a little sluggish for the radio.

In the event, Hollis and Friese-Greene came up with ‘Life’s What You Make It’ to fill that hole, if not quite to order, then close. In July, following a short break in the album sessions during which Talk Talk played some overseas shows, it was time for the record company men to pay a visit to hear the album, which most of the participants felt was close to completion.

When EMI A&R man Dave Ambrose came to listen, he conformed to the stereotype of A&R men the world over by telling them none of the songs would work as a single. While the band weren’t thinking in such terms, according to Woolliscroft the pressure from the record company to return with a hit was ‘palpable’. At this point, ‘Living in Another World’ was emerging as the frontrunner, but Ambrose deemed it insufficiently immediate for radio. They needed something ‘catchy’. Hollis wasn’t impressed. ‘He wanted to push other people, but he wouldn’t be pushed,’ says Woolliscroft. ‘He got really angry about that. “Single? I’m not doing a single.” ’

In a moment of frustration, Woolliscroft recalls that Hollis confronted the label executive, asking what exactly they meant by ‘catchy’? They suggested, almost certainly as a joke, something ‘happy, snappy, like that Bran Flakes advert’ – leading to an awkward silence. For those unfamiliar with mid-’80s pop culture in the UK, Kellogg’s Bran Flakes campaign was a popular series of TV adverts for a cereal, tagged on an insistently catchy tune: ‘They’re tasty, tasty, very, very tasty / They’re very tasty!’

Back at the office, a concerned Ambrose contacted David Munns at EMI and a crisis meeting was hastily arranged at a nearby pub. Talk Talk’s manager, Keith Aspden, could see the label’s point. Rather than dismiss the suggestion of writing a single to order – Friese-Greene concedes his initial instinct was, ‘Fuck ’em!’7 – he and Hollis accepted the challenge as a kind of artistic experiment. Could they come up with a ‘catchy’ single without selling themselves out?

They quickly created a circulating drum loop on the Fairlight and Hollis began playing a simple but effective repetitive piano riff over it, his interpretation of the Bran Flakes motif with a little ‘Green Onions’ thrown in for balance. The savant simplicity of the piano figure was, metaphorically, beaten out of him in response to what he felt was record company venality. A two-bar section was sampled and looped, and ‘Life’s What You Make It’ was born.

For all that Hollis would often speak of the inspirational qualities of everyone from John Cage to John Lee Hooker, he was not averse to taking his cues from more prosaic parts of culture. Later, while working on the final stages of The Colour of Spring at Videosonics, everything would grind to a halt when he insisted on stopping work to go upstairs to watch EastEnders. ‘We were breaking all this ground, we knew what we were doing was really interesting, commercial at the same time as being daring – and then everything stopped because EastEnders was on!’ says Dennis Weinreich. ‘Mark would go and everybody would follow. It was odd but also endearing. He wasn’t difficult, but he would be single-minded. There would be something he would want and he would be quite myopic about it. “Oh, it’s EastEnders. I gotta go.” He was a complex character.’

‘Life’s What You Make It’ had other influences. Friese-Greene revealed that the approach to the relentless Fairlight-driven rhythm track, as well as the challenge of writing a song on one chord, was partly inspired by Kate Bush’s ‘Running Up That Hill’. Bush’s landmark single was released on 5 August 1985 and it is entirely feasible that, as fellow EMI artists and avowed fans of Bush, Hollis and Friese-Greene would have heard the single well in advance of its release.

In common with another Kate Bush song, ‘Hounds of Love’, as well as Prince’s recent single, ‘When Doves Cry’, there is no bass on ‘Life’s What You Make It’. The piano does all the heavy lifting at the bottom end. It’s a terrific pop song, the beauty of one great idea perfected and locked in. The blocky rhythm beneath the piano is both funky and contemporary. Immediacy, it transpired, rather suited them.

According to Hollis, the lyrics, or at least the sentiment, were inspired by Blanche DuBois in Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire, the faded heroine living in the past, clinging onto the glory days. Yesterday’s favourite. Don’t backdate it. Perhaps. Hollis often claimed dramatic or literary inspiration, yet the results often seem to struggle to convey a sense of the source beyond a generic vagueness.

David Rhodes, one of Peter Gabriel’s key collaborators, who had recently played live with Talk Talk at a summer festival in France, was asked to come to Roundhouse Studios in Chalk Farm to add what became a memorable guitar part to ‘Life’s What You Make It’. His spiralling notes punctuate the title phrase, effectively serving as a second hook. ‘They played me the track and it was pretty much there,’ says Rhodes. ‘It just needed some moments. I remember Mark saying he wanted it to sound “pox”, which was his favourite [expression] – as though it were on the edge of just breaking.’

‘Pox rock’: the logical successor to punk. For all the riches and time at their disposal, Hollis craved sounds that surprised him, which often meant one that wasn’t sonically perfect or even conventionally ‘good’. For now, this notion remained a work in progress, something to be explored further on Spirit of Eden and Laughing Stock. Rhodes set up his pedal board, plugged in, switched on and started to play around. ‘I was trying some things and Mark turned to me and he said, “Can you play like Acker Bilk?” ’

One wonders whether that was a helpful instruction.

‘It was, in a way, because you start thinking about a bloke in a bowler hat and a stripy shirt and you are away from where you are, I suppose. He did that a lot [with musicians], trying to play with their idea of themselves in the studio. Mark was always challenging people like that and he would do it in different ways.’

‘He was just pushing all the time,’ says Peter Woolliscroft. ‘If you give somebody a ridiculous request, they either say, “Piss off!” or “That’s interesting, I’ll try this.” He probably didn’t want it to sound like Acker Bilk. He just wanted somebody to do something different. The whole idea was it had to be
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