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INTRODUCTION: Dreaming Against the Times

It was the most exciting time of my life, the late 1980s and early 1990s.

I was living my dream of writing for a music paper, on the frontline of covering music, championing and mythologising a series of tumultuous sonic developments as they unfolded.

My Bloody Valentine, Sonic Youth, Cocteau Twins, Pixies, The Replacements, Dinosaur Jr., Big Black, Spacemen 3, A.R. Kane, Butthole Surfers. Nearly all of those I interviewed, most of them multiple times. I covered the slacker phenomenon, Lollapalooza, Nirvana and grunge, shoegaze, a little thing called post-rock, and even the more promising early strains of what became Britpop. And so much more.

I was twenty-two when I started freelancing for Melody Maker, one of the UK’s four weekly music papers, at the very end of 1985. Within ten months, I was a salaried staff writer. From the outside, it wouldn’t have seemed a glamorous life: the magazine’s office was shabby and messy, gigs often took place in pisshole pubs, and my lifestyle remained decidedly studenty for a good while. But, in all honesty, getting to the place I’d wanted to be for so long surpassed my expectations, in terms of the camaraderie of belonging to a gang of writers pushing a certain direction for music.

The emotional core of this book is the second half of the 1980s. We didn’t really have a name for this era as it was happening. I suppose it was post-postpunk (I promise that’s the first and last time you’ll see that clunker) and in another sense it was pre-grunge. But it felt at the time neither like an aftermath nor a prequel: much of what went on involved the active rejection of postpunk ideas, and we had no inkling that grunge would happen – in fact we were convinced that the underground would never go overground.

This was a defining feeling of the era: a sense of impossibility, the utter unlikeliness of our music ever breaking out of the underground. We were living through days of exile. The mainstream lay way out of our reach. More than that, most of the entertainment monoculture – music but television and film too – felt like the cultural mirror-image of conservative dominance, that long and seemingly never-ending reign of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, which extended to their successors John Major and George H.W. Bush. We felt aesthetically oppressed as well as politically disenfranchised. A permanent minority.

People talk about the birth of ‘indie’ or ‘alternative’ as a way of characterising this era. I’m a little cagey about using those terms to describe the contents of this book, because so much of what comes under those categories is not interesting to me. I wouldn’t want you to think that I’ll be expending many words here on The Wonder Stuff or The Wedding Present.

Two terms that only took off in the early nineties go some way towards defining the strand of underground rock I thought was the leading edge: slacker and shoegaze.

But before we go any further, I need to explain some basics about how this world worked. It’s a long time ago and so much has changed about how we engage with music.

The first thing is the music press. For most of this period there were four music papers that came out every week in the UK, along with a number of specialist monthly magazines. This crucial role of the weeklies – NME, Melody Maker, Sounds, Record Mirror – is one continuity from postpunk. The rock press continued to be the engine driving the conversation around music. I thought of the critics as accomplices to the musicians, symbiotic partners. Perhaps I flatter myself and my kind, but I also thought the artists at some level understood they couldn’t do it alone; the music didn’t always speak for itself. Our rhetoric was the ‘set and setting’ (to use the expression coined by LSD evangelist Timothy Leary) for the mind-rearranging sensations engraved in the grooves of the records.

By the late eighties, the UK weekly papers had declined in circulation as they faced competition from teenpop magazines like Smash Hits, glossy rock monthlies like Q and style magazines like The Face and i-D. But the simple fact that the weekly papers came out so much more often than the monthlies meant that they still had a strong lock on advertising with the record industry and promoters of gigs, tours and festivals. Advertising pages correlate to editorial pages, which meant that a weekly paper had tons of space to be filled by hungry, hyperactive young writers like me. And for readers who really intently followed music, getting the news and views on a weekly basis remained vital. National newspapers gave only passing attention to alternative music until Britpop took off. If the power of the inkies – so-called because a broadsheet-style paper like Melody Maker left ink on your fingers – had declined since the heyday of punk, there was still more than enough to substantiate a certain grandiosity. Arguments about the significance of different scenes and trends, and about the direction for music going forward, raged both between the different music papers, and within them, as one gang of writers would battle with a rival contingent.

In America, things were different. Although magazines with national reach like Rolling Stone and Spin covered some alternative music, the main forum was fanzines and the alternative weeklies. Modelled on the Village Voice in New York, the latter were local newspapers that mixed progressive political reportage and arts coverage. Based in scores of cities with a bohemian, post-college population, each alternative weekly had a sizeable music section that reviewed nationally released new albums as well as local shows. These music sections became bastions of intellectually acute criticism and were really the closest thing to the UK music press, because they came out every week and because they fostered high-powered debate. As with the UK music papers, the sheer amount of writing space available was a major factor in rock criticism becoming a livelihood and a career.

As for other media, in the UK the history of alternative music on television is distinctly chequered, but we did at least have the evening shows on the national pop radio station, BBC Radio 1, and above all the enduring institution of John Peel’s 10pm to midnight show. America, though, had something unique: college radio. Student-run college stations were vastly more influential than their equivalents at universities in Britain: the broadcast range was much wider, reaching not just students but any soul starved for weird, left-field music. By the 1980s, college radio had become an increasingly integrated and well-organised system for the dissemination of music released by indie labels and alternative-oriented subsidiaries of major labels. It even spawned a loose genre, college rock, which for a while rivalled indie and alternative as the term for groups like R.E.M. As with many of the British groups covered in this book, college rock groups were formed by students and former students, in towns like Boston, Massachusetts, or Athens, Georgia, that had a large concentration of universities and art schools. These were towns rife with cool record stores, DIY performance spaces and, increasingly, cheap recording studios. Often, also, there would be a local independent label, like Minneapolis’ Twin/Tone and Chicago’s Touch and Go.

Independent labels are another continuity with postpunk. Heavyweights from the original pioneering phase of setting up an independent distribution network remained important and put out releases by key groups covered in this book: Rough Trade, Mute, SST, 4AD. But there were a host of new names: Homestead, Blast First, Creation, Too Pure, Sub Pop. Printed every week in the music papers, the independent charts for singles and albums provided an alternative ranking system for indie eminence, amplifying the sense of the underground’s separateness from the mainstream.

That said, by the mid-eighties, established independents like Rough Trade and Mute entertained hopes of cracking the pop charts, not just the indie charts. Hiring radio pluggers and mounting extensive promotional campaigns, they were starting to act like small majors, with management structures and large, smart-looking offices. Whereas the new breed of fledgling record labels resembled the original postpunk imprints in their earliest days: shoe-string operations driven by the idiosyncratic taste and vision of a single individual, like Alan McGee at Creation, Blast First’s Paul Smith, or Gerard Cosloy at Homestead and then later Matador.

What united all the elements of the cultural infrastructure was that they were analogue. There was no digital culture then. Even radio was terrestrial, its signals transmitted through the air within a geographically restricted range. The bulk of the culture could only reach people as material objects that needed to be physically transported to retailers and consumers: ink-and-paper magazines and fanzines, vinyl records and cassettes. Compact discs, also solid objects, remained things for the monied middle-aged, too pricey and pristine-sounding for most alternative fans. Baulking at the cost of buying an additional playback machine, young indie-minded listeners further associated the silver-disc format with the prissy sterility of groups like Dire Straits.

This was a golden age of cool record shops. Whether specialising in new releases or in second-hand vinyl (or some combination of the two), these independently owned, local stores were often genuinely educational spaces, staffed by obsessive experts whose interactions with the customers blended evangelism and snobbishness. But, in a funny way, it was also a golden age of uncool record shops: chains like Our Price, Virgin and, in America, Tower, that had branches in most decent-sized towns and that carried substantial back catalogue. I keep saying ‘golden age’, but at the time all this was completely unremarkable: the omnipresence of record retailers of different sizes and types was just how things were, the way you got hold of the music.

Still in a Dream is about the last great phase of analogue music culture before the internet, filesharing, YouTube and, eventually, streaming and social media changed the way things worked. News, information, opinion, and the precious music itself was tangible, a material presence in your life. A new record, the latest issue of a magazine, these were things that joined the clutter of your room. As a music fiend, you had to go to specific places to get your dose and – with magazines – you had to wait for specific times of the week or month. Delay and anticipation was hardwired into the fan’s musical libido. Scarcity was a factor too: the cost of music or music-related commodities meant that you spent more time listening to each purchase, poring over a zine or music paper.

Alternative culture necessarily propagates itself through the sale of commodities like records, concert tickets, magazines and T-shirts. But even as it engages in commerce, the underground opposes itself to ‘the commercial’. How to reconcile this seeming contradiction? There is a yearning belief that buying particular records, paying to see certain performers, transcends consumerism. The significance or intensity released from a record, a performance, a music paper or fanzine, far exceeds its monetary price. Simply put, you get more than you pay for. Partly this is because the expression contained within these products is uncompromised; it’s not just entertainment. And partly it’s because involvement in a music subculture is seen as a form of participation and engagement, rather than passive spectatorship. Certain kinds of music, it’s felt, exist outside the realm of the corporate record business. The paradox of underground music as an economy is that it works through the selling of ‘no sell-out’.

That said, I also think of the underground as always having an inseparable relationship with the overground. For me, if underground simply means ‘not many people are into this’, it’s not that compelling: it slots in alongside any number of minority-interest pastimes. Underground music is actively antagonistic to pop, but rather than withdraw into a ghetto, it wants to invade and change the mainstream. One of the things shared by most of the infrastructural elements I described above – whether it’s the nationally distributed music papers, or John Peel’s state-run radio show – is that they exist on the threshold between the margins and the mainstream.

Yet all through this era, the overground felt out of reach. The best way to convey how marginal you felt as a fan of left-field rock at that time is to take a glance at the shitescape of the pop charts. On both sides of the Atlantic, these were largely guitar-free, except for the occasional U2 hit, or the glam metal of Def Leppard, or some rootsy geezer rock like Traveling Wilburys.

Go on YouTube and watch a random Top of the Pops from 1988 – a peak year for the rock underground – and it’s nonstop slop: Bros, Brother Beyond, Jason Donovan, Tiffany, Eighth Wonder, Johnny Hates Jazz, Wet Wet Wet, Climie Fisher, T-Pau, Erasure. Nowadays everyone is well-disposed to Rick Astley on account of rickrolling and his cover versions of The Smiths. But you have to imagine how unsettling a figure Astley cut then: he resembled a clean-cut marionette puppet from one of those Gerry Anderson shows like Joe 90 or Thunderbirds, with a big soulful voice booming out that didn’t seem to come from his body. Astley and other UK pop stars of the era seemed like throwbacks to 1961, that lull when rock ’n’ roll had died and The Beatles and Stones were yet to come. Hit factory producers Stock Aitken Waterman have their apologists now (and even a few back then) but the sound was cheap and nasty, all the futurist promise of synth-pop in the early eighties replaced by bouncy vapidity and bland cuteness.

As for America, let’s take a look at a random Billboard Hot 100 from June 1989. A soap opera heartthrob called Michael Damian has the top-selling single, a tie-in with a movie that no one remembers now. Unbelievably, Donny Osmond has the No. 2 record. Bette Midler, Richard Marx, and Howard fucking Jones all place high. Neneh Cherry’s ‘Buffalo Stance’ brightens the picture and there’s some solid R&B. But other than Lita Ford, Bon Jovi, and John Mellencamp, the Top 40 is a guitar-free zone.

The godawful musical mainstream of the late eighties seemed in sync with the godawful politics. Many British left-wingers thought that Thatcher’s 1979 win was a fluke and that it would soon be reversed – how could someone who presided over a tripling of unemployment be re-elected? When Thatcher won again resoundingly in 1983, and Reagan secured a re-election landslide the following year, the impact on the idealistic young was traumatic. A deep demoralisation set in: it seemed that the majority of the population simply didn’t care about unemployment or the re-intensification of the Cold War with its threat of nuclear destruction. Further electoral defeats in 1987 (in the UK) and 1988 (in America) deepened the disillusionment. Especially given the failure of Red Wedge, a movement led by musicians for the purpose of mobilising the youth vote, to improve significantly Labour’s performance in ’87.

What resulted was a kind of anti-politics: a fatalistic disengagement. You looked to hidey-holes and havens in your immediate surroundings, and you lived for the here and now. Mass unemployment was an involuntary phenomenon, something inflicted on the population. But some young people actively chose not to work, relying on the benefits system, which was then far less stringent than it is today. Which is why the slacker became a cultural archetype on both sides of the Atlantic.

University towns in the UK were synonymous with ‘dole culture’: music and other creative activities pursued by ex-students who signed on for benefits immediately after graduation, rather than step straightaway onto a career track. This unofficially state-subsidised bohemia was where I started out: not making music but co-founding a magazine about pop culture called Monitor. Graduating in the summer of 1984, I signed on for supplementary benefit and housing benefit. A fair amount of ‘self-exploration’ took place in the ensuing sixteen months, but it would not be inaccurate to say that my friends and I created employment for ourselves with Monitor. That work prepared me for the real job I had from December 1985 onwards. I didn’t consult the government, the ‘decision’ was unilateral on my part, but effectively the state made an investment in me, and it would be repaid in the form of tax taken out of my Melody Maker salary.

In one sense, slackers in Britain, America and beyond were refusing adulthood and conventional career paths, and thus running counter to the eighties archetype of the yuppie. But, in another way, many of them were as ambitious, motivated and hard-working as any ‘young urban professional’ – just responding to an internal sense of vocation, a creative calling, rather than to financial pressures. The dream was to forge a life and livelihood that was self-governed, informal, aesthetically and intellectually adventurous, as unshackled from routine and compromise as possible. For some, it would be a phase before they buckled down; others actually made a lasting life in this space.

Among other things, Still in a Dream is a soft celebration of the middle-class contribution to rock, made by one who has often romanticised ‘the streets’ as the wellspring of musical creativity but is now ready to acknowledge the strengths and sensitivities of his own kind. The Fall’s Mark E. Smith once argued that rock was ruined when the students took it over. Pointing only at some of his own favourite groups, The Velvet Underground and Can, I say, ‘Respectfully, Mark, that’s total crap.’

When I started writing this introduction, I toyed with presenting Still in a Dream as the sequel to my postpunk history Rip It Up and Start Again. But then I realised that there were hardly any characters that carried over from that era into this storyline. Also, in a profound sense, the music and the underlying principles are the antithesis of postpunk.

This inverse relationship can be seen in the organisation of sound itself. The music I’m writing about here – especially the strand that became shoegaze – is postpunk turned inside out. In postpunk, the bass came to the fore as a melodic-rhythmic focus; but, from the mid-eighties, bass starts to get relegated and guitar fills out the space of sound to a dominating degree. When I think back to postpunk, the hooks I remember are often basslines, like Talking Heads’ ‘Once in a Lifetime’ or almost anything by Public Image Ltd. And my brief fantasies of being a musician then always involved being a bassist, like Jah Wobble or Tina Weymouth. When we get to the late eighties and early nineties, well, rather often I don’t even know the name of the bass player. And I could rarely sing you a bass riff. Guitar – but, above all, guitar-texture – is paramount. But more than that, the voice too gets as drowned-out by guitar noise as is the rhythm section. Where postpunk singers usually had something urgent to say and said it assertively, the aesthetic of the late eighties favoured small, soft voices submerged in a wash of open-tuned or heavily effected guitar sound, with lyrics often barely decipherable.

In part, this was a throwback to the 1960s, fed through some new guitar effects and other technologies of the 1980s. But it’s also a very particular and narrowed notion of sixties rock, concentrated around The Velvet Underground, The Stooges, The Byrds, and The Jimi Hendrix Experience. Great swathes of the sixties sound spectrum were not taken up for rediscovery: the eighties underground focused on sensory overload, tranced-out repetition, pyromaniac explosions, the wall of noise.

Where postpunk was minimalist, all about stark lines and empty space, the late eighties underground aesthetic was maximalist and supersaturated. The notion of noise caught the indie scene’s imagination, whether it was the ear-assaulting violence of Big Black and Sonic Youth, the noisepop of The Jesus and Mary Chain and My Bloody Valentine, the lo-fi clangour and loose ends of Pavement. Another big break with postpunk made by the late eighties bands is that the music’s clear intent is to drug the listener, to disorient and entrance. Whether directly shaped by illegal chemicals or inspired by drug music from rock’s past, the result was a second psychedelia. Sixties sources became the launchpad for explorations into the unknown. There was a collective drive to push the electric guitar to its limits. What came out of this was a distinctly late-1980s sound that was antagonistic to the dominant pop of the era. Music that was of the eighties yet against the eighties.

As much as it rejected the sonic norms of the era’s mainstream pop – sequencers, synths, drum machines, the soul-powered ‘big’ vocal – the underground’s rediscovery of the 1960s also expressed the need to have somewhere to go after the fading of postpunk energies. Listeners started to hear something liberating again in precisely the musical qualities that had been expunged during the New Wave. The idea of trippy music, music that created a sense of abandon and ascension, took on the allure of forbidden fruit. In response to what I was hearing from groups like Hüsker Dü and Butthole Surfers, archaic expressions – ‘mind-blowing’, ‘wig out’, ‘kiss the sky’, ‘blissed out’ – slipped into my writing. Using sixties-scented language was a reaction against the postpunk I had grown up on. Along with many others – critics, fans, musicians – I hungered for a looser, more intuitive music, less trammelled by conscience and consciousness. It felt like postpunk – formative as it had been – had driven itself up a dead end of demystification and didacticism.

It makes a strange kind of sense that so many young people during the eighties went into cultural exile by hiding out in ‘the sixties’, for this temporal defection took place precisely at the time Thatcher and Reagan were busily rolling back the gains of that decade. Their rhetoric explicitly targeted the 1960s as the decade when things took a wrong turn, maligning it as the decade of unrealism. They admonished people to wake up from that dreaming and get real.

Alternative rock’s return to the sixties was all about the music, the hair and, for some, the drugs. But it was not a replay of the counterculture’s social experimentation (like communes) nor its confrontational politics. This was a sixties flashback stripped of the original era’s generational confidence that time and numbers were on its side. (Demographically, Generation X was simply smaller than the baby boom). The decade was fetishised, revered, clung to, but also selectively remembered and reduced in scale and scope. Instead of an actionable programme of mass liberation, it became an archive of lost hopes and foregone utopianism.

This subliminal sense of being a Lost Generation, of living in exile almost temporally as well as spiritually, expressed itself through imagery of being lost, or a loser. Like the chorus to The Jesus and Mary Chain song ‘My Little Underground’: ‘Somewhere I can’t be found/My little underground’. A year later Felt sounded a similar note with the declaration: ‘It’s better to be lost than to be found’. Defeat was more glorious than any worldly success.

Related notions of loss of self or being lost for words pervaded the culture. Groups laid out neo-psychedelic principles not just in their hazy music but in their interview statements, which had a curious quality of being articulately inarticulate. They talked eloquently about how they didn’t really know what they were doing, how there was no masterplan or concept – instead they were drifting, dazed, through both the creative process and Life. The same paradox infused my writing at the time: I wrote about the limits of language, the indescribable nature of sonic ecstasy. I seemed to be never lost for words even as I banged on about going beyond words, leaving language and meaning behind …

The production aesthetic of the era – pioneered by The Jesus and Mary Chain and Hüsker Dü, taken to the limit by My Bloody Valentine – paralleled this demotion of language by smothering the voice under shimmering waves of noise. The overload of sound dramatised the self being overwhelmed by the Sublime. You might glean a political resonance from that: an inability to speak up and speak out. Sonic power and existential-political weakness. But it also expressed a timeless impulse towards awe-struck surrender.

In response to these energies, a mystical tone entered my writing, which is odd given that I’d grown up in a completely atheist family. I picked up all the important fables of Christianity, the grammar of Western literature and art, from Scripture classes at school. But I didn’t have any sense of either sin or the sacred. Except for the kind of feelings stirred by landscapes or beloved faces, the sort that infuse Romanticism and poets like Gerard Manley Hopkins. I deeply envied the mystics but even as that kind of language slipped into my reviews I never truly felt any pull towards a spiritual discipline, never followed a seeker’s path. It was the words I found attractive – a lexicon of transcendence and the holy – and at that time this language felt applicable above all to the mysteries of music.

Bertolt Brecht famously wrote that ‘art is not a mirror to be held up to reality, but rather a hammer with which to shape it.’ Punk had been the hammer phase of rock: aggressive confrontation with social limits. New Wave was the mirror stage: observational realism, social comment, the tragicomedy of ordinary life and everyday people. Postpunk, somewhere between the two, resembled the scalpel: dissecting ideology, probing beneath the surface of life to expose the lies.

These three modes seemed to me completely spent by 1984 – even though there were exponents still actively using all of them. I now looked for music that was neither hammer nor mirror nor surgical critique. There were after all other things art could be: a door, a window, a ladder. There were other ways music worked: as dream, as drug, as magic. Something that transformed not so much your circumstances as your perceptions of them. That didn’t change the world but put you in a different world.

Dreams, dreamers, dreaming are the leitmotifs of this book. Those words crop up again and again, in band names and song titles, in lyrics and interview statements: from the very name R.E.M. (‘rapid eye movement’ being the dreamiest phase of sleep) to Hüsker Dü’s ‘Reoccurring Dreams’, from A.R. Kane’s slogan ‘dreampop’ to Spacemen 3’s ‘Dreamweapon’, from Ride’s ‘Dreams Burn Down’ to Pram’s ‘In Dreams You Too Can Fly’. Not forgetting My Bloody Valentine’s ‘(When You Wake) You’re Still in a Dream’, the source of my title. The idea comes in many inflections. Daydreaming as a refuge from reality. Dreaming as the re-enchantment of life. Dreams lost and faded. Dreams that died and dreams that lied. Night dreams and the unconscious as a reservoir of fantastical imagery and inflamed language: surrealistic irruptions that arrest your attention but evade interpretation. Dreaming, drunkenness, drowsiness restored to a privileged place, in renunciation of postpunk’s sober alertness, its refusal to be hypnotised and entranced.

Of course, these versions of dreaming are not the only story. In the make-it-big eighties, a completely different notion of the dream prevailed in mainstream culture: careerist masterplan, worldly goal. This kind of secular dream refers to a statistically unlikely but plausible ambition: wealth, fame, a big house. A modern example is the advertisement I recently saw for a mortgage company: ‘Bring us your dreams. We’ll help you own them. Own the dream.’

To dream like this is not reverie or otherworldly fantasy, but an act of motivational therapy: the profane magic of manifesting and visualisation. Positive thinking says it’s only a lack of self-belief that holds you back from success. Dream hard enough and you can’t be stopped.

‘Don’t dream it, be it’ is The Rocky Horror Show’s glam version of this idea.

‘Don’t be it, dream it,’ says the underground rock of this period.

To twist another famous quote into a slacker maxim for the era: in dreams begin irresponsibilities.

This book is my redreaming of those dreamy days. It’s the story of a musical era, and also the story of the story I spun about that music, week by week, at Melody Maker, in tandem with comrades who remain lifelong friends. A kind of macro-story, made up out of an incessant flow of smaller stories in the journalistic sense: interviews, reviews, overviews. Raves and rants – but mostly raves.

For a moment there, the power spot was us. It lasted a little less than a decade and then dispersed like any clustering of energy does – the music scattered in diverse directions, and so did we, its worshippers.

It was the most exciting time of my life.


PROLOGUE: Waiting for the Write Moment

If I had known it, the whole future must have lain all the time along those Berkhamsted streets.

That’s not the start of my book – that’s the first line of A Sort of Life, the memoir by Graham Greene, who remains my hometown’s most famous scion. But it works for me just as well: every Thursday I hurried along those Berkhamsted streets, towards my date with destiny.

The destination was WHSmith on the High Street. There, in the magazine section, lurked my ‘whole future’: the latest editions of the weekly music papers. I always bought the New Musical Express to pore over at leisure, but I flicked through the others, scrutinising Sounds most closely, mainly for the prose and provocations of Dave McCullough. This was my routine in 1981, when I enjoyed nine months of state-subsidised inactivity in between leaving school and going to university.

I’d only become aware of the rock press a few years before. The first music paper I noticed and bought was actually Melody Maker – the one I would eventually write for. Through my more street-credible younger brother, Tim, I’d heard the Sex Pistols, Ian Dury, X-Ray Spex, Buzzcocks. One day in June 1979 – I’d just turned sixteen – I spotted Malcolm McLaren looking up impishly from the lower shelf in WHSmith. It was the final instalment of a three-part Melody Maker profile of the former Pistols manager by staff writer Michael Watts that doubled as a requiem for punk. Undeterred by having missed the first two instalments, I read and reread the piece that summer. But I didn’t become a regular reader of the music press until the following year, when I remade its acquaintance through my sixth-form common room – like many around the country, they subscribed to a music paper, in this case NME. I became increasingly fascinated by the flamboyant and often challengingly dense writing within its pages, the savagery of the take-downs and the frothing purple praise. All my expectations of what music writing could be and should be were shaped by this exposure to NME.

By the time I turned eighteen – 19 June 1981 – I knew what I was going to do with the rest of my life.

In a curious way, this turned the three years of studying history at Brasenose College, Oxford, into an extended pause. I learned a lot, made lifelong friends, had experiences good and bad. But there was never any sense that the degree would lead to anything, some other occupation. I was dead set on one of the few careers in which having an Oxbridge degree verged on a disqualification, or at least something you would not draw attention to. In the rock press there lingered still a punky notion of ‘street credibility’. Although most who wrote for the papers had been through higher education, it was far cooler to have left school at eighteen – or, even better, sixteen – and plunged straight into Real Life.

So I lived in a strange state of suspension at Oxford, destiny deferred. I was simply waiting to start my life properly. But all through that time I was engaged in an unofficial course of study. Even as I wrote essays on the causes of the First World War or Reconstruction in the post-Civil War South, my spare time went to devouring critical theory, philosophy and subcultural sociology. This was the reading that prepared me for my true vocation.

My secondary education came from the music papers, where the writers I followed, like Barney Hoskyns and Ian Penman, dropped chunks of philosophy and theory into their reviews, interviews and thinkpieces. Often, it was these quotations – from The Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit of Music or ‘The Grain of the Voice’ – that directly led me to authors like Friedrich Nietzsche and Roland Barthes. These particular NME writers were my real tutors, not the dons. Only a few years older than me, these music critics were remote mentors. Particular sentences, written by the journalist or quoted from exotic thinkers – ‘saddened by dreams’, ‘the lucidity of the depths of torpor’, ‘forget meaning … beauty will be amnesiac or it will not be at all’ – reverberated through my mind for years. They sparked trails of thought and even reshaped my desires: what I looked for from music. Eventually, like the best kind of teacher, they helped me become myself – a voice, a perspective, that could stand on its own.

My first piece of published music criticism celebrated Bow Wow Wow – my favourite group then, an extension of the obsession with Malcolm McLaren, their manager-conceptualist. The essay was for a university arts mag with the stern, bristly name Radical Review. Without consulting me, editor Paul Oldfield took a scalpel to the piece, stripping out all the forced gaiety of tone (chronically imitative of NME’s Paul Morley) to leave something clear and stark. A lasting lesson in the power of a certain severity. When I saw how much the essay had been improved, I cut right back on the flowery froth. Then, in the spring term of 1982, I joined forces with Paul and other friends for a new venture, a fanzine called Margin, created as much to be notorious and a nuisance as to vent our opinions. Along with articles about pop and fashion, it contained diatribes about the student lifestyle – how shit and unimaginative parties were, for instance, or the ritualised fatuity of pot-smoking.

The second issue of Margin contained the first piece I wrote that doesn’t make me squirm with embarrassment: a screed about anti-intellectuals at Oxford. I’d arrived at the university expecting the streets to be thronged with poets and philosophers, only to be disappointed by how mundane-minded most students were. Noticing how often my contemporaries wielded put-downs like ‘pretentious’ and ‘pseud’, I proposed pretentiousness as an aspirational ideal. I was far from the first to make that move: from Eno in the 1970s and Bowie with his talk of starting a school of pretentiousness, you could trace the impulse back to the dandy aesthetes of the late nineteenth century. But I was unaware of these precedents back then: I came up with the polemic all by myself, fuelled by the frustrations of my surroundings. Perhaps in the back of my mind was the way that similar insults were hurled by the more dullard NME readers in response to the latest excesses of my favourite writers. In Margin #2, I was defending my taste for critics who read too many books and who read too much into music. Defending – and defining in advance – what I hoped to be doing myself in a few years.

Apart from some mercifully brief fantasies of playing bass like my hero Jah Wobble of Public Image Ltd, I never really considered any other way of joining the world of music. I’d always wanted to be a writer. My dad was a journalist and my mum was set to be one until I came along. Putting aside my utter absence of musical creativity, performing in front of people on a stage wouldn’t have suited shy me, whereas performing at one remove, on the printed page, seemed plausible and attractive.

From a distance, being a music journalist seemed like a life of glory. But it wasn’t proximity to the stars, or cult figure musicians, that appealed to me, nor the possibility of international travel, trips to America. The gloriousness resided primarily in the writing itself – and the being read. The weekly papers were an arena for scheming and dreaming. For adventures – not the physically challenging or dangerous kind, like climbing mountains, sailing oceans, going to war. But adventures of the mind, battles of ideas. Adventures close to home – happening in one’s room, in one’s head, and then within the pages of the paper, stances taken and arguments fought.

Meeting musicians was surprisingly low on the list of attractions for me. Unlike most of the previous generation of rock writers – and many, still, of my contemporaries – I didn’t long to hang out with the legends, or picture myself becoming friends with them, drinking and drugging together. At most I imagined an exchange of ideas. I was also sensible enough to anticipate that on meeting even the most revered figures, there’d be a good chance they wouldn’t live up to the magical aura conjured in recordings and on the concert stage. I also intuited that if we didn’t get on – if they proved to be unpleasant or just dim – this would diminish the music for me.

Yes, it was the writing life that attracted me. The idea of writing, week after week, feverishly. For those words to appear in print each week and be read by young people like myself who waited for the day the music papers arrived. The musicians played their indispensable part, but from my selfish perspective they existed to make magic sounds for me to match with magic words. It was an almost rivalrous relationship, a kind of competition with the music. I had read plenty of pieces of criticism as impactful as the records and performances they celebrated. Criticism that made my blood boil with excitement, my insides shake with a sense of the article’s momentousness. A sensation like Truth punching you in the face.

I can remember lines and sometimes passages from certain pieces in the same way that inflamed young sensibilities in previous centuries learned verses and entire works by poets, reciting them from memory breathlessly. The type of rock criticism I was drawn to meshed religious temperament, displaced political idealism (a rhetoric of revolution offset by a shirking of the hard work and self-sacrifice involved in radical politics), and self-glorification.

Beyond the sheer stylishness I encountered in the UK music press, what really hooked me was – frankly – its power-tripping tone. There’s that famous Shelley quotation: ‘poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world’. These critics – starting with Julie Burchill, the first byline I looked for, the writer who kindled a spark in me fanned by Morley, Penman, Hoskyns and others – carried themselves as if laying down the law for the rock world. They acted as if they had power, and in truth actually appeared to have a fair amount: they clearly influenced musicians, creating a climate of sensibility in which certain ideas/values/attitudes/sounds became ‘sexy’. This appealed to me as someone obsessed with music and extremely susceptible to its powers, but with no music within me as such. The impact wielded by these writers showed me that a critic could actually make a contribution – it was a real opportunity to participate and to make a difference.

There’s a performative aspect to this kind of criticism. The writer – most likely shy and awkward in real life, mumbling and stumbling over words – magics up a form of charisma through language alone. The page works as a stage for a super-self, a commanding persona that only exists in print. The basis of that authority varies: fabulously hip and down with the scene, a prophet with a vision of where music should go, gonzo loudmouth who really lives the music and that musicians love to hang out with. In all of these modes, there’s a substantial element of asshole in the make-up: the ability to dismiss records, careers, oeuvres, entire genres … stylishly and entertainingly (which often unfortunately means cruelly and sweepingly). Yes, it’s all a bit immature, which is why the weekly music papers fed ravenously on writers in their early twenties, or younger still whenever possible. Eventually you grow out of it: repeated exposure to the cycles of hype starts to discourage you from making rash claims; making mean remarks for a living seems undignified. I’ve grown out of it too, for the most part. Still, deep in my heart of hearts, I think rock writing should be how it was when I was a youth. Zealous. Ridiculously polarised in its judgements. Risking absurdity by taking things too seriously. Drunk with its own power – for how else can it hope to intoxicate the reader? Drunk on language.

As a fledgling writer, writing in Margin and its successor, Monitor, plucking up courage to approach the music press, I was always waiting for something – a new group, a single or album – with which to be enraptured in public. Something worth testifying about. But as the UK scene came out of the long sustained excitement of postpunk and new pop and entered a directionless phase, the once steady supply of sonic thrills grew sporadic. Starting around 1983, pickings grew slim and then slimmer still. A discernible tone of dispirited uncertainty crept into the pages of NME and the other papers, making the weekly trek to WHSmith a glum ritual rather than a galvanising jolt. The writing was unconvincing because it was so unconvinced.

We were all heading unmistakably into that mid-eighties trough I call the Bad Music Era. That’s not how I thought of it at the time, mainly because there was no particular reason to think it would be an ‘era’, with an end date: my fear was precisely that this was the onset of terminal decline. You could feel the sluggishness and stagnation in your bones, as though the culture’s metabolism and your own body were intertwined in winding down.

The Bad Music Era had various layers. There was this syndrome that someone – possibly David Stubbs, my colleague at Monitor and then at Melody Maker – called the Postpunk Dinosaurs. An update of the punk-era insult ‘rock dinosaur’ that had targeted the mega-bands of the early seventies still lumbering about the scene, ‘postpunk dinosaur’ turned the tables on the very New Wave upstarts who’d once jeered at the Boring Old Farts. Now they had reached their own mid-career doldrums: established fixtures on the scene who could no longer surprise us, filling bigger concert halls than ever but unable to escape the stale aroma of known quantity. It was simply boring to see these groups – Simple Minds, Echo and the Bunnymen, Siouxsie and the Banshees, The Cure – appear for the umpteenth time on the front covers of the music papers, and then to read them talking up their sixth or eighth album, which too often bore the tell-tale signs of sapped inspiration or compromise in the hope of breaking America. Although many of these once-loved artists were still only in their late twenties, we wanted to pull down the curtain on their era and launch our own.

The major contributor to the Bad Music Era was not codgers clinging on, though. It was the mediocre youngsters cluttering up the indie charts. Just listing the band names of that time brings it all back to me: The Farmer’s Boys. Red Guitars. Turkey Bones and the Wild Dogs. Sid Presley Experience. Folk Devils. Terry & Gerry. Red Lorry Yellow Lorry … Names that don’t exactly sing out across the ages. Reflecting the independent shitescape, John Peel’s late-night radio show, once so compelling, became hard-going: a hapless mish-mash of missed-the-boat third-wave punks stuck in a perpetual 1977, Joy Division-damaged second-raters, Fall clones, Goth, plus a smidgeon of reggae and African music in a doomed attempt to broaden the horizons of his listeners. Looking back on the year’s releases at the end of 1985, John Peel said of his personal favourites something I’ve never forgotten: ‘I don’t even like the records I like.’ I had to agree with him – I didn’t like them either. Actually, what I think Peel really meant was that things felt disparate and directionless; none of his discrete enjoyments added up to anything. The postpunk sense of movement, a common purpose, had dissolved.

The lack of a macro-narrative was in part a failing of criticism, although you could possibly excuse the music journalists on the grounds that they didn’t have the material to work with. One of the few intriguing initiatives on a critical level – an attempt to corral activity into an interesting shape – was Sick Noise, a framing concept developed by NME’s Chris Bohn. Descended equally from Industrial and No Wave, the artists in question – apocalyptic metal-bashers Einstürzende Neubauten and Test Dept, mad-eyed screamers Diamanda Galas and Lydia Lunch, sado-masochist grinders Swans and SPK – were conceived as a pathogen attacking the sterility of mainstream pop. But, with a few exceptions (J.G. Thirlwell’s entertaining alter-egos each involving the word Foetus), these extremists were hard to integrate into life: the records tended to be ‘listen once, maybe twice, then file away’ affairs. I also had my doubts about the purported subversion: surely the audience were unshockable hipsters, as impassive and imperturbable as people filing through a modern art museum?

At the other end of the spectrum from Sick Noise – heart-warming and convivial, hankering for the solace of roots and tradition – you found the mid-eighties folk revival. Unlike the resurgence of interest in folk that took place in the twenty-first century, the eighties contingent understood traditional music not as ageless songs of mystery and melancholy but as a rowdy communion: boozy jigs, the occasional maudlin sway-along ballad. Suddenly outfits with names like The Boothill Foot-Tappers appeared in the music press brandishing accordions and banjos. Then there was the Pogues, who I saw supporting Elvis Costello at the Oxford Apollo, watching in disbelief the number in which tin-whistle player Spider rhythmically bashed his own head with a beer tray. Another folk variant – not a shebeen shindig but Woody Guthrie-style protest – came from Billy Bragg. A good heart, enduringly fine principles, reverence fully warranted for writing ‘A New England’. But this was not what I wanted to hear in the mid-1980s.

American alternative rock underwent its own rediscovery of roots, a reaction against synth-playing English pretty boys on MTV. The Blasters led the way with American Music. A Brit had been ahead of the pack: Costello argued for country as ‘white soul’ on his 1981 Nashville covers album Almost Blue. But mostly the new Americana came from, well, Americans – even more so, Los Angelenos. It seemed the more deracinated your surroundings, the more you were drawn to blues, country, Cajun, zydeco, bluegrass. Hell, pickins got so darn slim in ’85 I even bought a live album by Jason & the Scorchers.

This shift to folk and country – whiter influences – reflected an exhaustion with the postpunk fetish for black sources like reggae and funk. But some persisted in their infatuation. Children of Dexys and The Jam such as Big Sound Authority and the Faith Brothers purveyed clenched-with-commitment soul; a smoother, jazz-tinged but still politicised variant came from Working Week and Latin Quarter; there were torch-song retro-stylists like Carmel, Swans Way and Mari Wilson. And let’s not forget Paul Weller’s own reinvention as The Style Council and bossman of Respond, a record label he imagined as a British Motown for the eighties.

In one Monitor piece, I used the phrase ‘pernicious adequacy’ to describe the feel of that entropic mid-eighties moment – a windy way of saying that, even in a drought, there was always just enough to keep you flicking through the racks at the record shop. The postpunk bustle hadn’t abated, it had intensified: independent labels proliferated, a horde of zines documented local scenes. But all that activity amounted to less than the sum of its parts.

Things that kept me hanging on during this lean period included a loosely aligned grouping of artists offering a kind of bookish pop, whose leading exponents were The Go-Betweens, Lloyd Cole and the Commotions, and Prefab Sprout. This was music made by people like me. Rather often it depicted a milieu similar to my own: the bedsit land of post-college hangers-on or those who’d moved to start their careers in the big city and had a room in a shared house. The lyrics were allusive and somewhat elliptical: ‘crossword romance’, to use a barb someone threw at Prefab Sprout. Songwriters approached affairs of the heart with a combination of earnest sensitivity and distanced irony. Often there was a meta-pop tinge – love songs that doubled as commentaries on the Love Song, references to rock history and popular culture.

Australian transplants to England, The Go-Betweens centred around a pair of singer-songwriters, Robert Forster and Grant McLennan. They came from a liberal arts college background, studying cinema and theatre; McLennan’s original ambition was to direct films. The group’s name nods simultaneously to L.P. Hartley’s classic 1953 novel The Go-Between and the 1971 motion picture adaptation by Joseph Losey and Harold Pinter. They titled an early single ‘Lee Remick’ after the blonde movie goddess. If many of the songs were dry, abstruse affairs, it all came together beautifully with ‘Cattle and Cane’: McLennan’s cinematographer’s eye painting pictures of his boyhood in remote and rural Far North Queensland. As if agreeing with their critical champions that they were making the true pop music of our time and should be jostling in the charts, The Go-Betweens made a video for ‘Cattle and Cane’: the group played the song in some kind of shack, shafts of light coming through gaps in the wooden slats, literalising what the band had called their ‘sun-striped sound’. Still, there remained a huge gulf between their gaunt postpunk and oblique lyrics, and the greasy kids’ stuff in the Top 40. ‘Passion is used to hide all kinds of lyrical deficiencies,’ Forster declared, when I interviewed the band in 1987. ‘If you’re after impact, that can be debased and cheapened. But any insight or humour comes in a different way.’ He and McLennan really did seem to see songs as keenly observed short stories or mini-screenplays. ‘A good song should bring up a certain world before your eyes.’

Cinema and literature references littered the songs of Lloyd Cole and the Commotions, who brightened the mid-eighties with Rattlesnakes. There’s the girl who looks like ‘Eva Marie Saint in On The Waterfront’ and who reads Simone de Beauvoir, and the nod to Norman Mailer in ‘Are You Ready To Be Heartbroken?’ This kind of thing rubbed many people up the wrong way, and when I interviewed Cole at the end of the eighties he got defensive: ‘To hear it referred to as “name-dropping” doesn’t seem very nice … I never even read Simone de Beauvoir! But I knew what she represents as a figure, so I thought she could easily be used as a metaphor. When I started, I’d just come out of studying literature, so in a way it was quite natural for me to write like that.’ The gaucheness was authentic, in other words. Still, Lloyd knew how to paint an emotional picture: finely wrought, underplayed vignettes like ‘2CV’ and ‘Patience’ translated Lou Reed-isms into an eighties-Britain milieu of bedsit romanticism. The sound alternated between toe-tapping jingle-jangle and lilting sadness; the voice, a gulping, nervous speak-sing, split the difference between Bob Dylan and Edwyn Collins. Fetching as it was, the Commotions music remained very much in service to Cole’s words: sound worked as a supportive medium, like the paper and ink that make up a novel.

Critics hailed Prefab Sprout’s singer-songwriter Paddy McAloon as the saviour of pop literacy. One early interviewer noted the way that ‘he reels off lists of authors like books were pop groups and pop groups were EXCITING again’. Names cited included Vladimir Nabokov, Knut Hamsun, James Joyce and Anthony Burgess. McAloon was an articulate and droll commentator on pop, mounting a sharp critique of a certain style of windy bluster and epic mystery in vogue then and known as the Big Music – U2, Simple Minds, The Waterboys, Echo and the Bunnymen. Instead he aspired to the diligence and elegance of non-rock words-and-music men like Sondheim, Bacharach & David, Rodgers & Hammerstein. Prefab’s debut, Swoon, balanced unusual chord changes and every-so-slightly cloying vocals with lyrics verging on criminally clever-clever. ‘Cruel’ featured mystifying-to-this-day phrases like ‘I’s a jealous boy root’ and ‘my tuppentup friend’ in an otherwise probing anatomy of the male gaze. But then came 1985’s Steve McQueen: the singing less prissy, the words closer to vernacular, and the melodies, harmonies and production at once spare and sumptuous.

It’s hipper to be square is where McAloon set up shop. In interviews he talked about Paul McCartney as the coolest cat of all – not a striking stance today but definitely so in 1985, when the ex-Beatle’s recent form included ‘Pipes of Peace’ and The Frog Chorus single ‘We All Stand Together’. Several years after Steve McQueen, I interviewed McAloon in his hometown, Newcastle, about the group’s wonderful Jordan: The Comeback, and he talked about wanting to ‘write songs where the melodies aren’t caged in by the pop format of little stanzas. Wandering, extravagant melodies, rather than the pop thing of hooks.’ Like Robert Forster, he rejected passion as ‘the easy way out … Part of the deal for me has always been that you didn’t rely on being overtly sexual.’ McAloon identified himself as non-Dionysian by physiological necessity as much as by temperament: ‘I have a certain kind of a voice and it doesn’t extend very far at that kind of “waugghhh” level. The palate of my voice doesn’t include Iggy Pop.’ But the aversion was also philosophical: he rejected the rock fallacy that identifies the protagonist of a song with its singer. ‘I find that childish, really: it’s like pond life level.’ Instead, he peopled his songs with characters, writing from inside ‘a viewpoint that you don’t necessarily believe … Like being a screenwriter.’

‘It’s like punk never happened’ was a phrase bandied around in the mid-eighties, even becoming the title of a book by Dave Rimmer. I always thought this completely off-base: it would be closer to the truth to say that punk never stopped happening. Nearly everyone thriving in this era, including new pop superstars Culture Club and Duran Duran, came out of the punk scene. Meanwhile the indie charts and the gig listings teemed with outright punk groups (second waves of Oi! and anarcho) or punk mutations like Goth and psychobilly. Pogues singer Shane MacGowan was an original 1977 punk. There was a mini-genre of groups and labels (like ZTT, who dominated 1984, and Sigue Sigue Sputnik) modelled on Malcolm McLaren, while the masterplan man himself was still loudly abroad pursuing an unlikely career as a recording artist. Punk concepts like subversion and shock remained so prevalent, even though clearly well past their sell-by date, that at Monitor we kicked around the idea that the scene really needed a severe programme of unpunking, if music was ever going to move forward again.

Still, if there was a form of mid-eighties music that really was ‘like punk never happened’, it would be a swathe of well-crafted, thoughtful pop by the likes of Everything But The Girl. There was an element of rebellion against rebellion, with artists like Weekend and Vic Godard embracing light music and middle-of-the-road stylings that their parents might have enjoyed. Everything But The Girl covered Cole Porter’s ‘Night and Day’ in an Astrud Gilberto light-samba style. Even more than ‘like punk never happened’, this music felt ‘like rock never happened’. If guitars figured at all, they tended to have a bright, clean, thin tone, like the faintly jazzy solo in Aztec Camera’s ‘Oblivious’.

As with McAloon, Cole and Forster-McLennan, great premium was set on the words. Aiming to smuggle scathing lyrics into the mainstream’s earshot via palatable and polished music, Irish duo Microdisney talked about admiring Los Angeles soft-rocker Andrew Gold. Steely Dan likewise became a reference point for their combination of smoothness and cynicism.

Semi-acoustic guitars, augmented and diminished chords, un-rock instruments like Rhodes piano and flugelhorn … nowadays people call this mid-eighties sound sophisto-pop. I don’t think this tendency had a name at the time, but I’ve come up with an endearment of sorts since: ‘wide-brimmed-hat music’. In the mid-eighties, the music papers teemed with groups wearing headgear with wide brims, outfits like The Woodentops and Martin Stephenson & the Daintees. These hats bore no resemblance to traditional rock ’n’ roll headgear but were more like the hat a pale English girl would wear to ward off freckles while being punted along the lazy rivers of Oxford or Cambridge.

‘Wide-brimmed’ did seem to go hand in hand with a new comfort about being middle class. Seven years on from The Clash’s debut album – when diplomat’s son Joe Strummer strove to sound like a guttersnipe – British rock’s fixation on street credibility abruptly evaporated like dew on a summer’s day. New performers arrived who no longer hid their well-spoken accents by adopting a downwardly mobile drone. Along with the mellower kinds of jazz, classical music crept in as a flavour for the first time since the proggy early seventies.

Although I can’t find a photo of them wearing hats, The Dream Academy and their 1985 trans-Atlantic smash ‘Life in a Northern Town’ was wide-brim’s mainstream breakthrough. Inspired by Nick Drake and writing the song using an acoustic guitar that the melancholy troubadour had once owned, Nick Laird-Clowes and Gilbert Gabriel created a wistful elegy with shades of ‘Penny Lane’, right down to the cor anglais played by the third member of the group, Kate St John.

Prior to The Dream Academy, St John had been in an all-female trio of classically trained musicians called The Ravishing Beauties, whose tiny clutch of recordings includes a poignant setting of ‘Futility’ by First World War poet Wilfred Owen. The allusion to early-twentieth-century English literature, along with the genteel quaintness of the expression ‘ravishing beauties’ – imagine it uttered in debonair Downton Abbey tones – was continued by another member of the trio, Virginia Astley. Her 1983 debut album From Gardens Where We Feel Secure took its title from W.H. Auden’s 1936 poem ‘A Summer Night’: a mystical vision of companionship and erotic tenderness set in a country garden in the Malvern Hills, shadowed by the coming war. From Gardens is a very pretty yet also mildly innovative record, inventing a genre of pastoral-nostalgic ambient music midway between Brideshead Revisited and On Land (the Brian Eno album that came out the year before, a homesick evocation of coastal Suffolk where he grew up). Even Astley’s name seemed to come from another era, faintly evoking (via Virginia Woolf) the Bloomsbury Group. From Gardens was the most striking example of this trend for winding back to before rock existed.

Everything suddenly seemed fatally grown-up. I’ve mellowed with age, and this mature, tasteful fare that once exasperated me now sounds perfectly likeable – in small doses. Attempting to immerse myself in this era, I made an enormous playlist of wide-brimmed and bookish pop. Only a few hours into it, I leaped from my chair and ran into my wife’s office, howling, ‘This is one of the worst experiences of my life!’ It took me right back – to how frustrated I felt at the time. Many of these groups had lovely moments – Tracey Thorn’s ‘Plain Sailing’, It’s Immaterial’s ‘Driving Away from Home’ – but taken in non-isolation, as a climate of sound … I had forgotten just how aggravating well-made and well-meant music can be.

As I inched my way closer to writing in public, I didn’t want Ravishing Beauties, I wanted to be ravished by beauty – or ravaged by it. The cerebral stimulations of a record like Prefab’s Swoon weren’t enough: I wanted music that made me swoon.

I was also beginning to develop a critical perspective based in severe doubts about the notion that rock is a branch of literature, a dissatisfaction with the idea that the words are paramount and sound should simply provide a backdrop to the song-as-story.

The mid-eighties is perennial proof to me of the bipolar nature of pop history: there are ups and there are downs, and if you don’t have lulls in culture, then there’s no highs either. It’s the same with affairs of the heart: being-in-love necessarily alternates with loveless phases, periods when you are waiting, and waiting, for the thunderbolt to strike. It’s not happening and you think it’s never going to happen. And then it happens.

Soon enough the ebb tide of my early twenties would turn into a tsunami, a surge I could surf as a writer. There would be groups to fall head over heels for, music to tumble head over heels into. Sounds I didn’t even know I wanted, materialising magically as the mirror of unborn desires.
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Cocteau Twins – Dead Can Dance – Björk – A.C. Marias – Hugo Largo – Durutti Column – R.E.M.

[image: Cocteau Twins portrait: Elizabeth Fraser meets the camera openly, flanked by a downcast Simon Raymone and a faintly amused Robin Guthrie.]

Cocteau Twins (left to right: Simon Raymonde, Elizabeth Fraser and Robin Guthrie)
Photo by Steve Pyke, 1987


Expand / collapse Extended Description
Photograph of Cocteau Twins – singer Elizabeth Fraser, wearing a button-up shirt and gazing into the camera with frank, open expression, is flanked by bassist Simon Raymone, who looks downward and seems apprehensive, and by guitarist Robin Guthrie, who seems slightly amused.

The one and only time I see Cocteau Twins play live is almost exactly seven years after I first fell in love with their music. Very much a concert rather than a gig, the November 1990 show takes place at the Beacon Theatre, a plush, seated Broadway venue in New York’s Upper West Side. A chic-looking crowd of Anglophile aesthetes, devotees of the Cocteaus and their label 4AD, have come to witness the miracle of Elizabeth Fraser’s voice. She opens her mouth and it just comes out like that: ‘Welsh, sung backwards, through a sieve’, is my flailing grasp at clasping its quicksilver quintessence for the live review.

Fraser’s partner, Robin Guthrie, meanwhile, is weaving a cat’s cradle of honeyed strands with his guitar, while Simon Raymonde stitches a brocade of heart-murmur bass along the hem of every song. The set draws mostly from new album Heaven Or Las Vegas, an extension of the shift towards commercial gloss that started with its perfect predecessor Blue Bell Knoll. Played live tonight, that record’s ‘Cico Buff’ makes me picture, as always, floating downstream, winding under willows, sunlight dappling over half-closed eyelashes. Cocteau Twins are all about the privacy of reverie, the mind’s eye imagery the music conjures. Seeing them in public, their all-too-solid selves onstage … well, it’s distracting, a tiny bit detracting.

Thinking about the concert now, thirty-five years later, what strikes me is how, up until that point, I’d never made any attempt to see them live, despite being a fervent fan since 1983’s Head Over Heels. Nor had I put myself up for any of the interview opportunities that came long. But there’s no mystery there: or, rather, it is mystery that I instinctively sought to protect. Because seeing them in the flesh, speaking to them, would break the spell.

Cocteau Twins are where postpunk ends and something new starts. The obsession with sonic texture. The envisioning of music as dreamworld. The dissolving of vocal and verbal clarity, and how this introduces the idea – verging on heresy in a punk-and-after world – that music is more than the carrier of words, that it may in fact be something higher or radically other than a form of communication or an instrument of meaning. These things make Cocteau Twins a herald, a touchstone for an emerging era.

And yet, in the beginning, I didn’t get on at all with Cocteau Twins. In October 1983, John Peel played the entirety of their new album Head Over Heels during one show. Listening that night in my student room, the wispiness and the warbling rubbed me the wrong way.

But after reading Barney Hoskyns’ ecstatic NME review, I gave Head Over Heels another chance. His seductive imagery of ‘silver and roseate mists’ and ‘endless ice-capped peaks’ taught me how to hear it. Suddenly, I had the key to the secret garden. What initially felt hollow became cavernous, like stepping inside a grotto glistening with stalactites. The frustrating insubstantiality of the guitar sound became intoxicating, a haze of atomised droplets scintillating in the air. As for that wuthering voice: simply the sprite that would inhabit such a wonderland, singing in an alien tongue as impassioned as it was incomprehensible.

Head Over Heels is the perfect title for this record – an instruction, almost, telling you how to respond. You’re not meant to extract profound meaning from this music, as was the case with so much postpunk in the immediately prior years. You tumble into its cascading bliss.

‘Head over heels’ described the state of mind of its makers too. But if, as Guthrie later claimed, this is an album of love songs, they are veiled and opaque, hints glinting out here and there, in a stray song title (‘My Love Paramour’) or rare intelligible lyric (‘there’s only a hair’s breadth between us’). Mostly, the feeling comes across non-verbally, through the swoony ecstasy of Fraser’s voice. A document of two shy souls falling for each other and merging into a single symbiotic lifeform – ‘Since we’ve met we’ve not spent more than a day apart from each other ever,’ Guthrie told an early interviewer – Head Over Heels has a curious quality of public privacy. Fraser seems to be singing of the sacraments and ceremonies that pass between lovers, using a sublime gibberish of liquid syllables somewhere between baby-talk and sweet nothings – her own invented language for stories too secret to share.

The romance sparked at a discotheque, of all places. Guthrie was an occasional DJ at the Hotel International – locally nicknamed the Nash – in Grangemouth, Scotland. He played tracks by proto-Goth groups like The Birthday Party and UK Decay, tunes that reliably emptied the floor. Except for this one girl with startling hair and jewellery made of chicken bones. Guthrie reasoned that someone who could dance that expressively might be able to sing. A hunch that proved supernaturally perceptive.

For nearly all their career, Cocteau Twins have actually been triplets: on their 1982 debut, Garlands, Guthrie’s friend Will Heggie played bass, then Simon Raymonde took on that role shortly after the release of Head Over Heels. But, in between, Heggie quit and Head Over Heels was made by the lovey-dovey couple alone together, which surely contributed to its atmosphere of stifling intimacy.

‘Cocteau Twins just happened and the music just happens,’ Guthrie once said. Maybe this remark was evasive action from a notoriously interview-averse group, but there’s an element of truth. They wrote Head Over Heels, like all of their subsequent records, in the studio, showing up with nothing: no tunes, no titles, no premeditated sonic intentions beyond trying to make an album. As much as he was a wannabe guitar hero, Guthrie was a wannabe producer: a fan of Phil Spector and a lover of reverb and effects pedals, which he deployed to dissolve the standard structural units of conventional guitar playing, replacing riffs with swirls and half-burying his chord progressions in canopies of iridescent fog. The Spangle Maker, the title of the 1984 EP that followed Head Over Heels, could be a Fraser endearment for Guthrie, conveying the way he drapes his lover’s voice in swathes of glittering fabric. In practice, it worked the other way around: Cocteau tracks were always built first, then Fraser would listen and thread a vocal melody through the construction.

‘Every single time, we would have the track completely finished before she did her vocal,’ recalls Simon Raymonde. ‘She might pop in to say hello but she would never sing a note. Technically, she’s really remarkable, in that she can seemingly improvise a vocal part by listening through the track once and then record this insanely complex melody. Record it once, and then do it again if needed, exactly the same. And then she’d do counter-melodies, multi-tracking vocal parts that came in from the side and from above.’

On Head Over Heels’ opener ‘When Mama Was Moth’, a colossal kick drum crashes imposingly across the sound-space, like an immense pillar, the impact kicking up a cloud of echo-dust. As much as reverb, Head Over Heels was a record shrouded in dope smoke. Like Siouxsie and the Banshees’ A Kiss In the Dreamhouse, which came out
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