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‘Yeah, I’ll tell you what you can do with your eye teeth and your job . . . you can take that mail and that franking machine and all that other rubbish I have to go about with, and you can stuff ’em right up your arse!’

Jimmy, Quadrophenia (1979)






PROLOGUE

THIS IS THE MODERN WORLD

Up on stage in an Amsterdam arena, the million-album-selling, No. 1 troubadour Dermot Kennedy is doing everything in his power to not appear to be a million-selling, No. 1 troubadour. Wearing a tie-dyed denim jacket and paint-splatter-effect jogging pants, he could be the cap-doffing busker he once was on the streets of Dublin, acoustic guitar dangling on a strap by his hips. His hands are busy, held in a prayer sign of gratitude as four thousand glitter-eyed fans swoon, sob and cheer at the close of each of his mournful, melancholy ballads. Teenage girls fill the front rows, offering up sacramental gifts to the Bambi-eyed, shaven-headed Irishman: huge origami hearts in white, pink and yellow. It’s late 2019 and pop culture is now dominated by the lonesome troubadour, a phenomenon risen in the wake of the almighty Ed Sheeran, with the evidently central requirements of relatability, sincerity and authenticity. They are, they’re ultimately saying, not pop stars at all, they’re ordinary, just like you. Dermot, though, unlike the also then-rising Lewis Capaldi (the comedy Scotsman self-described as ‘the male Adele’), doesn’t do jokes. Instead, as the audience listens in silence, he gives each of his powerfully sung, emotive songs a grave explanatory backstory.

‘This is a song about trying to retain your hope and your love of love,’ he weeps, soon declaring ‘darkness won’t endure’ and imploring before each new number, ‘if you know it, please sing with me!’ Amsterdam sings with him, mass sing-alongs you might hear at an actual Mass, giving Chris Martin a run for his communion money as today’s Vicar of Mindful Pop.

Earlier that day we’d spoken in a hotel foyer, the measured twenty-seven-year-old proving unexpectedly withering over the culture he’d newly arrived in. ‘There’s a lot of bullshit out there, a lot of fake, vacuous silliness,’ he declared, seeing the rise of the earnest singer/songwriter as the antidote to often-soulless contemporary culture. He despaired over a music industry prone to ‘shortcuts’, to labels following the money, who sign new artists ‘who don’t even have music yet, just viable products with a marketing team.’ The middle-class son of a banker dad specialising in IT, he was wearing huge headphones tuned to New York Times podcast ‘The Daily’, keen for updates on ‘Trump’s impeachment – I listen to podcasts all the time.’ Podcasts, for Dermot, like so many of his generation, had overtaken music’s once vital function, as a prism to an alternative world, to enlightening voices throughout culture, art, history, comedy, politics. ‘Long-form podcasts, two, three-hour conversations, people aren’t stupid,’ he confirmed. ‘A friend of mine reckons there’s gonna be a real cultural awakening.’

Dermot, like everyone, was a product of his time. He arrived via the Spotify algorithm Discover Weekly (effectively today’s A&R scout), which compiles playlists on the ‘if you like that, you’ll like this’ basis (his self-uploaded music being a bit like Ed Sheeran’s). Ambitious and dedicated, his pre-show routine eschewed the traditional temptations of a booze-berserk rider for a performance-enhancing regime: rigorous vocal warm-up exercises (his professional opera-singing vocal coach was with him on the road) and a blood-thinning aspirin as relaxant. His girlfriend also travelled with him, offering her services as a professional yoga/Pilates instructor and physiotherapist. It was all incredibly sensible. ‘It is,’ he agreed. ‘Because living on a bus for months isn’t beneficial for your mind, or body.’

Dermot Kennedy’s mission, it turned out, was to be beneficial in every way, as he reminded us once more from the stage in Amsterdam. Towards the end of this relentlessly sombre show, this handsome young man we would once have called a pop star urged the devoted to close their eyes, as if in prayer. ‘This song captures a place that to me represents home and comfort and safety,’ he beseeched. ‘Join me in that, even close your eyes, go to wherever is for you warmth and home . . .’ Throughout the crowd, blind young people were now clutching onto each other like refugees on a storm-tossed lifeboat. As nights out go, it was emotional. What it wasn’t was anything whatsoever to do with rock’n’roll . . .

Late November 2019 and it finally felt undeniable: this thing we’d always known as the rock’n’roll spirit was truly, this time, finished. It wasn’t so much the sound – there will always be loud, incendiary, euphorically anthemic music – as the kind of singular character who dominated pop culture for decades. It’s nothing to do with politics – today we’re bombarded by politics, by earnest on-and-off-stage pronouncements, by constant, furious flag-waving at the ills of our volatile, polarised, horrifically violent world. No, it’s the disappearance of the kind of maverick personality I’d been consistently thrilled, boggled and amused by, both growing up through the seventies and eighties and through the japes of a lifetime’s music journalism, an evolving lineage of eccentric, outré, often wayward creative characters, many fronting bands, many so huge they redefined the nature of pop itself. Today, they’ve been fully eclipsed by the solo, strident, in-control female pop star (impressive and often dazzling as they are, none are what we might call mentalists), the high-glam hip-hop/R&B star and the searingly driven, introspective singer/songwriter.

As I write, in the summer of 2025, seemingly enormous American singer/songwriter/influencer Alex Warren has been No. 1 in the UK for twelve consecutive weeks with the blubsome ballad ‘Ordinary’ (a US Billboard No. 1 for nine non-consecutive weeks), a TikTok, YouTube and Netflix reality TV star turned troubadour who, at twenty-three, is married, attends AA meetings to stay permanently sober (his mother was an alcoholic) and is a practising, Catholic-raised Christian whose music is inspired by what he calls ‘worship-music’. Dermot Kennedy would definitely approve. (His twelve-week triumph broke records, as the US solo artist with the longest-running No. 1 single in UK chart history, after which he was ousted, for one week, by coquettish kitsch-pop temptress Sabrina Carpenter, and then returned to No. 1.)

Taylor Swift, meanwhile, remains the planet’s foremost singer/songwriter colossus and while my admiration is enormous for the gifted pop giraffe, having spent an afternoon with her on her 2013 Red tour, I know the kind of visionary Tay Tay is: an exceptional talent, dressed as a glitteringly silhouetted cartoon, with the profit-led brain of a Chief Marketing Officer who defers only to her ultimate role as CEO of Taylor Swift Inc. She is acutely smart, coolly in control and when it comes to the numbers, as her equally business-brained buddy Ed Sheeran told me in 2014, ‘Taylor Swift knows everything about everything.’ She even brought me a cake, which she’d baked herself, a ‘pumpkin loaf’ which was gingery, moist and delicious, nestled inside a linen pouch-bag, which she’d also made herself, embroidered with a cartoon wooden spoon and a cow jumping over the moon. I was charmed, of course, even as I knew I was being played like an antique lute. This level of stratospherically high achiever, however, could never be my kind of pop star, an alien in ways I could never relate to, as opposed to the aliens I always could: the amateurs, dreamers and DIY schemers, the ones whose lives crackled with chaotic energy, often on the verge of falling apart, who skittered around the edge of reality, who were funny, who embraced bedlam and rejected control, who were the definition of the rock’n’roll spirit. Even if the term rock’n’roll itself is now a laughable anachronism, one which not only doesn’t belong in the current decade, it belongs in the previous century: yesterday’s cultural movement, as all cultural movements become – a twentieth century artform.

At age fifteen, waaaaay back in 1980, I didn’t know much but I knew I wasn’t sensible, pleasant, healthy or ambitious for anything except never having a ‘proper’ job. And I didn’t want to be. I wanted excitement, weirdness and the Revolution, forever seeking out heroes who’d stick it to the Man in a class-warring culture dominated by mass unemployment, the miners’ strike and global nuclear threat. In the early years of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership I saw the Man v the Little People everywhere, and the Man always won, a worldview emerging where all forms of authority were not to be trusted, hierarchy and institution rejected, as was capitalism, monarchy and religion. I didn’t care about money, or security, or the future, refusing the life ‘choices’ already mapped out for an early eighties schoolgirl at my average comprehensive in Scotland, where a ‘careers’ officer offered a lifetime’s toil in banking, nursing, secretarial admin or the police force. Help!

There was scant thought involved, because it was simply unthinkable: I was the kind of person who would run away with the circus, escape what I saw as the trap of smalltown life, of forty years in monotonous work, of sudsy domesticity, of conventional thinking, of genuflecting compliance, of walking the same streets, seeing the same faces, thinking the same thoughts, every day, forever, until the inevitable degenerative disease and hideous death, unfulfilled on every level, at the age of seventy-one (at best).

There was, I always felt, more out there. Adventure. Travel. Romance. Magic. So many people to meet, so many striking characters in interesting shirts telling me unimaginably intriguing things. And music journalism brought me all of that, as an evangelical pop culture believer entrenched in the music industry from the mid-eighties onwards, through the nineties and into the noughties, when, at the turn of the millennium, everything changed as the Man upped his game. Pop culture was now the Global Entertainment Industry, incorporating Celebrity Culture (and its offshoots, talent shows and Reality TV), everything became a brand, marketing and sales teams ruled, ‘the needs of the market’ ran every show in town and language began ‘pivoting’ to ever-more corporate ‘agile ninja leverage deliverables’ baloney-speak.

From the early noughties onwards, as the digital age and free music emerged, pop culture began chasing its own tail, chasing the last hit, the last fleeting phenomenon, becoming a homogenous algorithmic flatline seeking not the new and risky but the bankable and dependable, the very opposite of the wayward outsider. From the mid-2010s onwards, my conversations with musicians and artists began alighting, often unprompted, on the sterilisation of culture, on the disappearance of the bonkers, reckless, free-wheelin’ character and the rise of the shiny, focused, committee-bolstered pop star, accusations levelled (occasionally unfairly) at the titans of the day (all of whom remain titans today) – Ed Sheeran, Calvin Harris, Adele, Sam Smith, Katy Perry, Drake, Taylor Swift, Rihanna – while the only guitar-ish band anywhere in the soaraway hit parade were weedy synth-pop yodellers Bastille.

Back in 2018, one day after the death of the Fall’s Mark E. Smith, the Manic Street Preachers’ feather-boa and frock-wearing bass player Nicky Wire leaned back in an armchair inside London’s gilded Landmark Hotel. His mood was one of cultural alienation, boredom and despair. ‘The chasm in British culture just gets wider and wider,’ he lamented, absent-mindedly taking off and replacing his outsize rock star’s shades. The Fall had been central heroes to the teenage Manics, who saw a kindred radical purpose in Mark E. Smith’s self-proclaimed prole art threat.

‘A lot of lights are going out,’ he carried on. ‘It does amalgamate into a torrent of anxiety and self-doubt. Which we used to thrive on!’ Today’s music gave him ‘brain paralysation’, the only contemporary musician he admired was America’s ‘fearless’ art-rock stylist St Vincent, while the earnest troubadour phenomenon he ascribed to ‘a generational soppy malaise’. Beneath his grey-and-white-striped jacket, a Bowie ‘Heroes’ T-shirt was visible, an image serving as a memento mori from the reign of the alien pop star. ‘I think the best songs have been written,’ he declared. ‘There’ll never be anything as good as “A Day in the Life”. Technology just has changed everything. I’m not a Luddite, I just can’t keep up. It’s not about nostalgia, it’s just what’s fucking disappeared, it’s about loss, more . . . a thud. With Bowie in particular. Fuck me we were lucky, to have that.’

At then-forty-nine years of age it wasn’t just his generation: his fifteen-year-old daughter, behind her bedroom door, was playing Oasis, Abba and her dad’s Sonic Youth CD collection. Seven years before the Oasis Live ’25 tour was strikingly and ecstatically attended by the Young People, reminding millions worldwide what rock’n’roll used to sound, look and feel like (an introduction to millions more), she loved the forty-five-year-old Liam Gallagher.

‘She loves Liam’s interviews, the humour, the irreverence, the relating to a character,’ he mused. ‘There’s a longing for something which is not available. Fucking hell, what’s happened?’

Back in the nineties, an iconic Manics T-shirt featured a masked woman wielding a tommy-gun and the words, ‘This Is the Only Answer to Rape’. Nicky Wire now had a new slogan: ‘Do No Harm.’ It was a startling evolution for the man who once wished death on his contemporaries, for a band whose early lyrics sneered over ‘laughing’ when John Lennon was shot, who were preoccupied with nihilism, depression, self-harm, alcoholism and suicide – with the tragedy at their core of the disappeared, self-mutilating talisman Richey Edwards (who infamously sliced ‘4REAL’ into his forearm with a razor blade in ’91). I contemplated how, in today’s victim-centric, offence-seeking, post-joke world, there could never be a new Manics, they’d be cancelled by every student union in the country, banned from safe spaces and draped in screaming trigger warnings amid demands for ‘heartfelt’ apologies and attendance of awareness workshops.

‘We would be shut down straight away, yes,’ nodded Wire. ‘Everything is of its time.’

In 2015, lifelong renegade and relentless Pope-botherer Sinéad O’Connor also despaired, over the contemporary female stars especially. ‘People’s reasons for making music have changed,’ she was sure. ‘It used to be people wanted to make music because we’re all fucked up and degenerate and maniacs and there was no other way of expressing ourselves. Nowadays, they don’t really care about the music, they want to be famous, it’s about how they look. If you get your tits out, you’re a maverick. Female musicians have been hoodwinked.’

In 2014, I spent the afternoon inside Noel Fielding’s kaleidoscopic art studio in North London. Back then, Noel was the nation’s beloved rock’n’roll captain on Never Mind the Buzzcocks, three years before he became the nation’s surreal-jumpered sweetheart on The Great British Bake Off. He was perched on a stool beside his best mate, guitarist/songwriter and rock’n’roll vibesman Serge from Kasabian. The pair were newly returned from a ‘supplies’ expedition to a nearby Costcutters, where a five-year-old girl had stood in the booze aisle, mouth agape, transfixed by the two arrestingly dressed grown-up men: a billowing turquoise smock etched with silver stars and moons, a scarlet medieval jester’s bonnet and sparkly golden boots (Noel); a billowing black bat-winged cape with scarlet lining, a hood and matching bonnet (Serge). It was the year Kasabian headlined Glastonbury, with a guest appearance from Noel, flapping onto the stage in a swish-around cloak dressed as Vlad the Impaler. They had much to say about the era they were living in.

‘My mum and dad,’ announced Noel, ‘when they saw the Faces, Frank Zappa and Hawkwind at the same gig, the first band didn’t come on ’til one in the morning. The headline was at five! Everyone steaming. Now, you can’t get a fucking drink past one o’clock in this country. Even in London. We have become really conservative.’

Talent shows, he added, had also changed the landscape.

‘The more you’re exposed to the mechanics of the whole business the more the romance disappears,’ he noted. ‘The more you know what you have to do to make it, whatever that means: have a stylist, a manager, not drink. That wasn’t what it was about! Bands used to be a gang, bands used to be the nutters.’

‘I won’t expose any bands,’ added Serge. ‘But going to festivals you meet a lot of people and there’s nothing more depressing than going backstage, seeing a band come off stage and just flip their laptop open. At online shopping. And having – no shit, I’ve seen it – chicken and broccoli after a gig. I’m thinking, “Are you not gonna have a drink now? Cause some carnage?” And they’re [pats slender stomach] “Naw mate I’ve gotta watch . . .” Pffff! You don’t deserve to be doing this job! We see it so much it winds us up into being even more ridiculous and living up to it too much, “I don’t wanna be you, mate”.’

Soon they were foaming over the disappearance of new musical ideas generally, Serge eulogising over the days ‘before the accountants got involved, just making stuff up, ideas, get in an ice cream van, play in forests, be free.’ Why was it, I wondered, that the internet hadn’t given us the most creatively free generation of all time?

‘There’s too much choice,’ decided Noel. ‘The stuff that gets a hundred million hits is “Gangnam Style”. Or a squirrel singing an Elvis song.’

The pair knew, simultaneously, that they sounded like old men, even if Serge that year was a spry thirty-three years of age.

‘I’m ancient now, I’m forty-one,’ asserted Noel. ‘I was brought up in the seventies and eighties, my parents were brought up in the sixties and everything was insane. The children’s programmes were insane, the music was insane, the clothes were insane, the colours were insane. It does make you sound like an old man when you rant like this but there’s a generation of people who’ve not had any links to psychedelic anything.’

In late 2019, Anglo-Asian-pop pioneer Tjinder Singh from Cornershop was already declaring ‘bread’ and ‘coffee’ more culturally central than music, musing over how ‘the algorithm is already dumbed down, automatic commercialism, from Tokyo to California to Huddersfield, they’re using the same technology so they’re all the bloody same.’ The digital democracy, once seen as an infinite opportunity, had now led, he scoffed, to ‘everyone having a good word to say about everything – that can’t bring about great things, you’ve got to get your hate right!’

By 2024, forty-two-year-old Jon McClure from mid-level indie hobos Reverend & the Makers was now convinced he and his ilk – a sometime drug-skewed, swaggering polemicist – had passed into ancient folklore.

‘I feel like we’re the last of summat,’ he told me, in his profoundly Sheffield accent, frontman of a band which emerged in the post-Libertines, mid-noughties ‘indie sleaze’ era alongside Arctic Monkeys. ‘We’ve got young fans and they look at me like I come from a bygone era,’ he carried on, having an afternoon pint in a London Kings Cross pub. ‘Like, “You never sold out? You did drugs!?”’

In his early purist years he turned down product ads for £250,000 – ‘It were, “No, I’m for real, I’ve got a message”’ – and £1 million from a record label if they could, somehow, replicate the sound of the Arctic Monkeys’ stratospherically successful debut album.

‘Told ’em to fook off,’ he chirped. ‘“No, we have synthesisers.” Do I regret it? Fucking hell yeah! You know when Richey Manic did the 4REAL thing? I think we’re the last generation who ever cared like that. No one cares anymore, right?’

In recent years his acquaintance Richard Russell, boss of independent label XL Recordings (who signed the Prodigy, Adele and later-years Radiohead), posited a metaphor for music’s position in youth culture today. ‘Richard said, “Music used to be the shoe. It’s the laces now. Technology is the shoe. You’re just an adornment.”’ Jon was no Luddite either, was creating music with AI at Sheffield University, listened to ‘loads of new music, there’s some great artists around, but everything just floats around in some weird, atomised world.’

The night before we met, his nine-year-old son had a sleepover with three other nine-year-old boys. ‘All on YouTube, watching some balls being flung around,’ he blinked. ‘I’m like, imagine if the Beatles were sat indoors watching this shite? They’d never have written “Love Me Do”!’

We finished up the last of our three afternoon pints.

‘I sometimes feel like we’ve all been involved in some fucking mad cult,’ he concluded, ruefully. ‘And it’s proved to be bollocks!’

Where all these observations were passionate, true and even funny, we old timers have long accepted it: we’re now simply somewhere else. Today, culture moves at cosmic speed, increasingly accelerating away from everything to do with ‘rock’n’roll,’ the spiralling galaxies of the Entertainment Industry whooshing past those renegade olden days like an unstoppable, ever-expanding universe. Guitar music was surpassed in dominance by the spectrum of hip-hop as far back as the early 2000s even if, here in the mid-2020s, there’s an ongoing resurgence in guitar-led, grooved up, alt-rock bands, some of whom are thrilling, many female-fronted, few of whom anyone’s heard of beyond their fragmented fanbase, our atomised era turning all-comers into a cult.

New artists flood into culture daily like a globe-circling tsunami every single second, mostly via TikTok and YouTube, whether quirky DIY indie, politicised punk and post-punk, experimental alt-pop, visually disturbing anti-pop, gender-queer electro-pop, dayglo 2D K-Pop, all-kinds-of-everything-remind-me-of-you pop, all vying to become the latest billion-streamed ‘phenomenon’ in a world where artists, now, can be giants in their own world with zero impact on the outside world. I’m constantly emailed by PRs fan-faring ‘global superstars’ with ‘billions’ of streams, who’ve released ‘platinum-selling’ singles and received multiple Brit and Grammy nominations, all of whom I’ve never heard of. There’s simply no measure of reach, no central TV or radio show, no one cares about charts anymore, the only numbers which count are streaming figures and social media followers. What we now call ‘legacy’ mass media is over. Culture is now sourced by individuals through algorithmic pockets on either social media or streaming platforms, universal fame replaced by infinite pixels of micro-fame, rendering music no longer a predominantly communal experience. It’s surely one reason why mega-gigs are so feverishly craved: so little in contemporary culture – sport aside – offers a truly mass, communal experience. And where Taylor Swift might be the most universally famous pop star on Earth, I know plenty people across the generations who know none of her songs beyond ‘Shake It Off’.

Everyone, meanwhile, appears to be some kind of activist. From teenage social justice warriors and righteous Gen-Zedders, to furious millennials and endless celebrity campaigners, it’s not only been fashionable for years to have Something to Say, but mandatory. Often, though, it’s the obvious stance, the easy stance: a risk-free progressive opinion ricocheting around the generational echo chamber, with zero jokes. They’re a serious lot, the young, because we live in serious times. From traumatising social media to environmental collapse to geo-political chaos, horror, division, violence and genocidal war – no wonder the dominant headspace of the young is pan-dimensional pain. No wonder they’re permanently fraught with self-consciousness, fear, cynicism and apocalyptic thought, forever seeking out their ‘safe space’.

There’s talent everywhere, of course, there’s always talent and today’s best-loved left-field pop star, Billie Eilish, is doing exactly as she should be, representing her generation – specifically their neuroses, fluid sexuality, body dysmorphia and multi-fold mental health issues. In 2024, aged twenty-two, she told Rolling Stone magazine she was ‘a depressed person’, who’d had no fun in seven years and barely been out in public in five, spooked by the public attention (and had taken, instead, to extensive bouts of home-alone masturbation, with a mirror). Then, in summer 2024, she guested on the spirited No. 1 remix of ‘Guess’ from the UK’s self-appointed rave-pop ‘brat’ Charlie XCX, a song about having your type of underwear guessed, its visual featuring much writhing on a mountain of underwear alongside multi-personnel, snog-heavy, hands-down-pants action. Its release came with additional info from their PRs: ‘All bras and underwear used in the music video have been donated to “I Support the Girls.” ISTG collects and distributes essential items, including bras, underwear, and menstrual hygiene products, allowing people experiencing homelessness, impoverishment, or distress to stand tall with dignity.’ Commendable, of course. But this kind of thing was not expected of Madonna. Or Prince.

In late 2023, I asked spiralling flame-haired pop champ Jess Glynne if she felt fame might not be as much fun as it once was. Back in 2021 she’d been abused on social media for using, unbeknownst to her, a transphobic slur on a podcast, for which she apologised, before deleting all her social media accounts.

‘It’s different,’ she considered, then aged thirty-four. ‘I love my journey, but I’ve also been incredibly bruised and battered and put in a fragile state. As a woman you’re analysed for everything you do, everything you say, everything you wear, how you look, and it’s worse now because of social media. It’s definitely not as fun as it used to be. I wish I was in the seventies and eighties. If I could be in any era, it’s then. My mum was in the music industry in the seventies and eighties, and she had it the best! It’s just ever evolving, isn’t it? I’ve seen a lot of casualties.’

She’d been profoundly traumatised by the fate of her teenage hero, fellow North Londoner Amy Winehouse. No wonder, for Jess and her millennial contemporaries, they sought to control their own narratives, uninterested in the risk of living-on-the-edge, where so many before them have perished. The age of naïve, carefree innocence is gone; simply, and fatally, the so-called rock’n’roll lifestyle just isn’t cool anymore.

‘It definitely had an impact, when Amy passed,’ she affirmed. ‘When you idolise someone . . . I was devastated. What upset me the most was the way it happened, I was like, “The media have just taken her from us.” I never want that to be me. It’s a wild world.’

Jess was just the latest young person to voice a worldview I’d been hearing, by then, for a decade: ‘Things,’ the young have told me, time and again, ‘were so much better in your day.’ This is not the natural order of things. And has never happened before.

There used to be another way. A freer, funnier, ultimately more life-affirming way. The way of the weirdos and outsiders, the shameless and the lawless, the maladjusted and the maniacs who came to inspire, shock, bewilder, provoke and guide us towards thrilling new cultural frontiers. As were all the characters, one way or another, in this compendium of encounters. Some were carousing chieftains celebrating the euphoria of life. Some were heroic escapees from a life of no hope. Some were cautionary tales in how to throw it all away and, in the end, somehow survive.

Today’s cultural heroes, naturally, will mean just as much to their own generation as mine did to me. Even if they’re nothing like my lot, and I doubt would ever want to be. My lot may have been, in many ways, damaged, awkward, fragile, erratic and often self-destructive, but they were my kind of heroes: freedom-fighting forces-of-nature who instinctively knew the game is rigged, who stuck a gleeful two fingers to the rules, to polite society and the eternal tyranny of the Man. Many of whom, alongside doing our madness for us, as all proper artists must, were irresistibly charming. Including the one who walked away from unimaginable privilege into a life of peril, preferring a drug addict’s life in bombed-out Soho, living on an actual wall . . .
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SISTER MORPHINE

1965, Marianne Faithfull, ethereal beauty and Swinging 60s siren, has her biggest hit (No. 4) with ‘Come and Stay With Me’

March 1965. From my vantage point, as a mewling newborn placed in an apparently enviable Silver Cross pram, I knew nothing of the shifting cultural plates beneath my wheels, distant rumblings forging the mountainous new terrain of an imminently fabled decade. There was no Swinging Sixties in my war-generation parents’ home, their stone-built cottage in the Scottish village of Luncarty more usually swinging to the jaunty sounds of Jimmy Shand’s accordion, but the decade’s impact was already acute, forming the elemental foundations of the person I, and so many of Generation X, would become.

Nineteen sixty-five was a staggering year for pop music, a year so rich in songs, sounds and visions, so steeped in the musical visionaries we call the Greats to this day, the roll call now seems laughable, an abundance of enormous hit singles beginning their immortal ring through history: the Beatles’ ‘Help’, ‘Ticket To Ride’, ‘I Feel Fine’, ‘Day Tripper/We Can Work It Out’; the Rolling Stones’ ‘The Last Time’, ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’, ‘Get Off of My Cloud’; the Supremes’ ‘Come See About Me’, ‘Stop! In the Name of Love’; the Beach Boys’ ‘California Girls’; the Temptations’ ‘My Girl’; Tom Jones’ ‘It’s Not Unusual’; the Byrds’ ‘Mr Tambourine Man’; the Kinks’ ‘Tired of Waiting for You’; Nina Simone’s ‘I Put a Spell on You’; the Righteous Brothers’ ‘You’ve Lost that Lovin’ Feelin’’; the Walker Brothers’ ‘Make It Easy on Yourself’; the Shangri-Las’ ‘Leader of the Pack’; the Yardbirds’ ‘For Your Love’; James Brown’s ‘Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag’; Sonny & Cher’s ‘I Got You Babe’; the Who’s ‘My Generation’; Bob Dylan’s ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ . . . These were the songs, voices, haircuts and deathless fashions which defined the still-emerging counterculture, unprecedented sixties characters who formed the indelible blueprint for the romantics, misfits and dreamers of the decades to come through the seventies, eighties and nineties (and a handful in the digital age thereafter). They themselves, naturally, had grasped the pulsating baton from their own immortal forebears, often the extreme, chaotic, unpredictable iconoclasts who birthed rock’n’roll in the mid-fifties through blues, jazz, gospel, country, R&B and soul – alongside booze, drugs, sex, religion, death, transcendence and multifold forms of madness.

In March 1965 – as I wriggled, obliviously, in my Silver Cross pram – Marianne Faithfull was No. 4 in the soaraway hit parade with the wistfully merrie ‘Come and Stay With Me’, the first single ever bought by a boy in Manchester called Steven Patrick Morrissey, two months shy of his sixth birthday. I knew nothing of Marianne then, of course, the tremulously voiced artiste and imminent ‘muse’ to peak-sixties Mick Jagger. But forty-four years later here she was in Luxembourg, telling me a story she wasn’t supposed to tell a pesky reporter, and being loudly interrupted . . .

‘Aw, Mah-rianne! That should not be in ze paper!’

So blurted the distinctively accented Frenchman François Ravard, then manager/boyfriend of the aristocratically accented, sixty-two-year-old Marianne Faithfull. She was telling a story with fabulous indiscretion about a sometime Rolling Stones ‘tech assistant’ she and François named Steve. It was 2009 and one of Steve’s jobs for years had been to look after Keith Richards’ well-appointed Jamaican homestead, where Keith barely ever stayed. Through the winter months, however, there was a visiting resident, the model/actress/artist Anita Pallenberg, Keith’s long-term girlfriend throughout the late sixties/seventies, who remained close to both Keith and Marianne.

‘But she couldn’t go this winter,’ observed Marianne, ‘because Steve got shot in the crotch.’

It was this statement which caused François’ outburst, his hands buried in his face. Steve, it turned out, was so thrilled with his glamorous domestic situation he’d taken the opportunity to fully live the rock star dream.

‘He usually drives Anita about,’ chortled Marianne, ignoring the protesting Frenchman, ‘but now he can’t do anything because the house is like a hospital. He was shot in the crotch by a jealous husband. But he [the husband] missed. So, Steve will get better and be able to shag more wives. Oh well. Life is one big risk, isn’t it?’

Risk. If there’s one word which connects the lineage of characters we’ve come to call the mavericks, it’s surely that one. In the late sixties/early seventies it wasn’t Mick Jagger or Keith Richards who embodied the uncompromising spirit of the risky non-conformist, it was Marianne Faithfull, the luminously blonde, aristo-blooded ingénue. Nineteen years old when she ran off with Mick Jagger in 1966, she inspired several Rolling Stones songs, including ‘Sympathy for the Devil’, which Jagger wrote after she’d gifted him novelist Mikhail Bulgakov’s devilish masterpiece, The Master and Margarita. In 1970 she then stunned her own groovy generation with her counterculture move on the counterculture itself, wafting away from Jagger to live on a wall in bombed-out Soho, homeless, on heroin, preferring that to a life of boundless privilege with the celebrated popinjay superstar.

I’d no idea what to expect when sent to meet her in the charming European enclave of Luxembourg, though a reputation had built up through one infamous interview. In 2001, the Observer’s Lynn Barber, arguably the UK broadsheets’ leading celebrity interviewer at the time, subjected Marianne, then fifty-five, to one of her famed demolition jobs. We were strolling through cobbly streets when Marianne recalled the supposedly definitive portrait, of a late, rude, diva-esque megalomaniac with delusions of grandeur, and the similarly rude François, who bawled Barber out about her ‘fucking tabloid paper’.

‘It was hysterical,’ announced Marianne, throatily, that day. ‘It was when I was still drinking and François was still drinking, a lot. The ghastly Lynn Barber is famous for being a (crisply enunciated curse), but I didn’t know that yet. François was sitting just behind us listening and she told me she used to work for Penthouse and suddenly she asked me if I’d ever had sex with a dog. Of course, that wasn’t in the thing. A provocative question. I didn’t react, I said, “No, have you?” Why would you ask that? At that moment François jumped up, blind drunk, and started yelling at her and she just ran away. She is a piece of work. She was talking to me not as a human being or an artist but as a sex object and I don’t like that, ever. Dreadful woman.’

Marianne brought this story up unprompted, not as some long-delayed reprisal but as an illustration of how people, as she’d experienced, always judged her.

‘So I’ve always held myself in a guard position. Defend, defend, defend!’ she explained. ‘I’ve been frightened of meeting people who just wanted to meet “The Legend”. Frightened of not being interesting enough.’

She referred to herself several times that day as ‘The Legend’, and just the once, ‘incredible legend’.

So, I wondered, the Legend is a burden?

‘No, it’s also very useful,’ she smiled. ‘It’s helped me position myself very well, actually. I can kind of do what I like.’

We were having lunch in a fine-dine bistro, Marianne ordering ‘beef filet, au poivre’ in her exquisitely scorched timbre and seeking ‘all the news from London!’ She was a punctual, warm, lavishly theatrical comedy-megalomaniac with high-camp delusions of grandeur and why would anyone expect, or want, Marianne Faithfull to be anywhere near down-to-Earth anyway? She admitted, back in those drinking years, ‘I didn’t like myself either’ but talk of the Legend today (by which she meant ‘everything that’s happened’) came with a self-mocking luvvie’s flourish. And no true diva, certainly, would be seen before her public in the coat she was wearing that day. A calf-length, black, woollen Christian Dior, it was daubed in streaks of milky white from ‘an accident’ on the train: when she opened her ‘beautiful Balenciaga bag’ it was full of water from a leaky bottle, which had melted the peppermints inside, ‘and the water went all over my coat, so that’s why it’s covered in shite.’ The permanently present François Ravard was a wry, retro-bespectacled fifty-one-year-old with the look of Serge Gainsbourg and the accent of the cast of ’Allo ’Allo!

‘Miss Facefull,’ he’d fret, many times, now contemplating her coat, ‘how do you do zees sings?’

‘Maybe I drowned in another dimension,’ she surmised. ‘I actually think we do have many alternative lives. Don’t you?’

Marianne Faithfull had lived an alternative life here in this dimension, had spent her forty-four years since the quavering ‘Come and Stay With Me’ in a self-made folk-art vortex. Her eventful life had comprised pop stardom, film stardom, Mick Jagger, miscarriage, cataclysmic drug psychosis, three marriages, three divorces, a suicide attempt, Hepatitis C, breast cancer, depression, sometime status as the Most Beautiful Girl in the World and ongoing status as profoundly eccentric Godmother of Goth, beloved of generations of alt-pop greats from Jarvis Cocker to Nick Cave.

With many years squandered in narcotic oblivion, the mythological cartoon of her Decadently Doomed Aristocrat had eclipsed her creative contribution, but she was, undeniably, a seriously tested life survivor. For six years she’d lived in Paris, been teetotal and clean for five – ‘even a little alcohol is too much, it’s just being an addict’ – permanently living in the curious, sober world of the once catastrophically addicted. Her nose told some of the story, a thin scar running from the top and forking down one side, from an incident where she took a blade to her face trying to release the imaginary insects crawling under her skin. ‘Coke psychosis,’ she shrugged, ‘but hey, it happens to people a lot.’

Last summer she had a breakdown – ‘depression, sometimes my whole life just catches up with me, you know?’ – after which she embraced a series of treatments including ‘therapy, acupuncture, exercise, massage, a chiropractor, I go to meetings, I use everything I can to help me.’ Ever since, her lifelong paranoia had subsided (‘I don’t wake up anymore with nameless, rambling fear’), she was now ‘much calmer’ and able to cope with the Straight Life. ‘It can be boring,’ she noted, cheerfully. ‘But you have to get used to it. Anita is the same.’

The biggest risk Marianne Faithfull ever took, surely, was to deliberately become a heroin junkie living on the streets of Soho (‘inspired’ by William Burroughs’ novel Naked Lunch), spending two years in the early seventies among the bombed-out rubble of World War II, famously ‘on a wall’, publicly rejecting Mick Jagger at the height of his iconic fabulousness. ‘Which is very, very insulting to Mick,’ she now felt, back in the swish European bistro.

This, surely, was sheer punk rock? A cry of ‘I reject everything’?

‘Mmn, yes, it was,’ agreed Marianne. ‘Because I actually saw through the whole pop business. At twenty-one. It was bullshit. It was just business. A formula that keeps making money. There was also that thing of “two stars in one house”, my own little ego fighting for a chance. I did love Mick, but the life was difficult, living with such a very famous person. And such an incredibly promiscuous person. I could see it very clearly. “I’m not required for this, I’m gonna fuck off.”’

Marianne was looking for ‘truth’ on her wall. ‘I really was, my life had been overwhelmed,’ bewildered by Mick’s behaviour, ‘a boyfriend who screws around makes you feel like shit, and he adored me. It was all so peculiar.’

She already had one child, Nicholas, from her short-lived marriage to artist John Dunbar in 1965 and knew she didn’t want more.

‘I did not like childbirth,’ she shivered. ‘And [with Mick] I would’ve had to conform, you see? I would’ve had to have lots of children, the Alpha male thing. I couldn’t have done Jerry’s job [model Jerry Hall, Mick’s former wife and mother of four of his eight children]. Poor Jerry was good at it.’

When Marianne rejected everything, she also rejected her status as an iconic beauty – ‘I never liked the objectification’ – though was ‘delighted!’ to hear fellow sixties minstrel Graham Nash had recently confessed to an ‘unrequited schoolboy love’ for her, swooning ‘everyone wanted Marianne, she was a fantasy girl.’ The Hollies’ ‘Carrie Anne’, he confirmed, was written about her.

‘It was slightly requited,’ she twinkled, before a heavy sigh. ‘I was much too young for all this. I should have just been having little boyfriends at school. Instead of being thrown into this sexual maelstrom. Which of course I succumbed to completely. By the time I was nineteen, I’d run away with Mick and I thought he was wonderful, I just didn’t mean to get into all that big . . . stuff. And now I must have a fag.’

We strolled through Luxembourg’s picturesque centre looking for a chemist. Marianne needed ‘bronchial tea’, medicinal teabags infused with expectorant which eased the lot of the smoker. ‘I can’t give everything up, even if I do have a permanent bronchial situation.’ She then coughed fulsomely and spat onto the pavement. ‘Excuse me, very lady-like, I know.’ With her beautiful Balenciaga bag currently drying out, her handbag was now a chemist’s plastic bag carrying a box of bronchial tea and two packs of Marlboro Lights, while closer inspection of her coat revealed not only the milky streaks but a broken front button and fraying cuffs.

‘It’s supposed to be frayed!’ she insisted. ‘Oh God, I’m meant to look like “Marianne Faithfull”. This isn’t what Marianne Fai . . . actually, it’s exactly what Marianne Faithfull looks like.’

You look, I told her, like you’re back living on the wall.

‘Maybe in a way I never got off the wall.’

Four years later . . .

In 2013, the now sixty-six-year-old Marianne Faithfull was sipping green tea and watching, horrified, as she somehow spilt the leafy liquid down the front of her black mohair jumper.

‘Oh it’s just me,’ she sighed, as theatrical as ever. ‘I’m always covering myself in shite.’

Covered in shite once again, she was now in a suite of London’s new, artfully refined Belgravia Hotel where a wall boasted a Tracey Emin nude etching titled ‘SHE LAY DOWN DEEP BENEATH THE SEA’, a fitting artwork for Marianne Faithfull’s uniquely precarious life. She was in London that week primarily for her granddaughter’s christening, daughter of the son she lost custody of in the heroin years, Nicholas, marvelling today at his success as a high finance journalist; ‘I must’ve done something right.’

Today her lone addiction remained the Marlboro Lights she ‘must’ give up by May when serious dental treatment began: ‘I’m having to choose between teeth and fags, and I choose teeth.’ It was possibly her hardest battle yet: after nipping outdoors for a fag, she returned and applied a nicotine patch to see her through a snout-free forty minutes, with a pack of Nicorette chewing gum on standby. Much to her disdain that day, she was taking questions from readers of Q magazine. ‘Bloody punters asking questions? Oh, I can’t wait.’ Truth is, the questions from punters were minimal and mostly made up by me, a necessary intervention from all Q writers for this particular Q&A format, otherwise the questions would be, primarily, about the possibility of a personal appearance in, say, Tunbridge Wells. It also provided an excellent opportunity to put into the mouths of fictional readers the boldest of prying questions.

Her 1979 ‘comeback’ album Broken English had been a huge creative triumph, a lyrically salacious album which included the song ‘Why D’You Do It?’ featuring lyrics about blowjobs and ‘barbed-wire pussies’. A reader’s question was invented: would she let her grandchildren listen to it and did she still like to be provocative?

‘I don’t try to be provocative anymore,’ she demurred. ‘I wouldn’t stop my grandchildren, but they actually are not interested. Bits of the song I still think are fantastic. Being tied to the mast of the ship of fools. I loved the barbed-wire pussy. With Broken English I had nothing to lose, at all. I’d no fear because I didn’t care anymore. I thought I’d die after that, actually.’

I’d heard an intriguing story: that the Velvet Underground’s John Cale claimed he came to London in ’65 with the first Velvet Underground demo tape, which he tried to give to Marianne to pass on to then-Stones manager/producer Andrew Loog Oldham, but she slammed the door in his face. How did she feel about that now? She could’ve been credited with discovering the Velvet Underground?

‘I don’t remember anything about that, bullshit,’ she dismissed. ‘Don’t tell me John Cale couldn’t get another line to Andrew. At the time I probably thought John was weird. Until I left John [Dunbar] and ran off with Mick, I was a very straight little girl. Life with John was hard enough, he was taking acid, smoking dope, he’d never give me any and I didn’t want anything to do with it. When I got to Mick, I decided I wanted to smoke pot. And slowly I had a trip. Descending. And then I hated being so famous with Mick. A lot of people can’t take fame and I’m one of them. I’ve learned to live with it.’

Seeing as she’d told me, back in Luxembourg, how very famous ‘and very promiscuous’ Mick Jagger was, I wondered how living with such a man had actually felt?

‘I just pretended not to notice, it was much too painful,’ she confessed. ‘When I went off with him, I was nineteen and when I was busted with the Stones, I was nineteen. [The infamous Redlands Drug Bust, when Keith Richards’ home was raided by twenty police officers on a tip-off from the News of the World, and where Marianne was found naked wearing a fur rug.] That really damaged me, it damaged our relationship and by twenty-two I was living on the street as a heroin addict. Do I blame anyone for that? For the Redlands thing, yes. I blame the police. I blame the News of the World. When the News of the World closed, I danced a jig. MI5 were involved. And the FBI. They were trying to destroy the Rolling Stones and they couldn’t, but me? They nearly did.’

I wondered about the logistics, specifically, of living on a wall. How big was the wall?

‘It was a bombed building on St Anne’s Court, so the wall was the length of a building, with a back to it, which I could lean against,’ she explained. ‘Inside the crater there were the meths drinkers round a fire, and they were always very sweet to me. On heroin you don’t feel the cold, so I sat on the wall, literally, day and night, for a year, maybe more. I even slept sitting up. And somehow, I was OK. People did look after me, even the cops. I never got raped or assaulted. But I was such a hopeless junkie, I couldn’t even shoot myself up and had to go to my drug guru [the novelist/anarchist/junkie] Alex Trocchi in the daytime. I could’ve stayed with Mick, and he did love me, but I couldn’t bear it, that world. I just felt . . . not good enough. Low self-esteem. All the things a drug addict feels. But I don’t think I would’ve felt like that if the bust hadn’t happened. I think we would’ve been fine.’

The best-known moment in Keith Richards’ autobiography Life (2010) had been his assertion that Mick Jagger has ‘enormous balls’ and a ‘tiny todger’. Could Marianne verify this, or not, once and for all?

‘Oh please,’ she responded, eyes heavenwards. ‘I never even told Keith that. He had a nerve putting my name there. It was Anita, I think. But I actually think it was the publisher who wanted that in. Because it was the same publisher who printed my book [her 1994 memoir, Faithfull]. He got in touch and said if I would say something about that he would give me a lot more money. Eighty thousand pounds more. I said no. I didn’t want it, although I needed it. But that’s the history of my whole life! The money for Keith must’ve been an extra two million and Keith would think it was a laugh. But that’s a very envious man, deeply envious, wanting to put Mick Jagger down. It was a great mistake, I think.’

I wondered about William Burroughs, who she met. How did that go?

‘When I was clean and sober, I used to go to Naropa, Jack Kerouac’s School of Disembodied Poetics run by Allen Ginsberg [in Boulder, Colorado] and I asked to see William, who I didn’t know very well yet,’ she began, enthusiastically. ‘He was having his breakfast, two hard boiled eggs with soldiers. I was so influenced by William. I’d read Junkie and Naked Lunch and they affected me deeply. I was so young and so stupid I thought I could do it [become a junkie]. I said, “How could you do this to me?” and he just looked at me pityingly and said, “You were never meant to take that literally, that was a novel.” I felt really stupid and left.’

For years she’d been dubbed the Godmother of Goth but here in 2013 goths were Twilight fans who fancied One Direction. What did she think the characteristics of a proper goth were today?

‘Oh, nonsense, I was never a goth, I’m not like that!’ came her firm response. ‘I’m actually nothing like people thought. I was never very sexual, at all. I liked being loved and loving, but sex wasn’t a big deal. I’ve now retired sexually. I’m sixty-six! And I’m very relieved I don’t have to be a sex object anymore. It was a lot of pressure. People expected me to be this super decadent sex person. And I never was. I never gave anyone a blowjob in my life. It disgusts me and I want to be sick. So there!’

Over in a corner of the hotel suite, her PR representative now had his head buried in his hands. Which only made the mischievous Marianne warm further to her theme.

‘Sorry, that’s true,’ she carried on, now chuckling uncontrollably. ‘I was always aware I was not the right girlfriend for a rock star. Who could get a blowjob anywhere. I felt inferior. I was a prude! Mick was very nice about it. But I think he missed it. I also wouldn’t let anybody touch me on that level. Never have. I’ve missed a lot of good stuff, I expect, but too bad.’

How, I wondered finally, as her PR motioned towards us, the expression on his face blaring ‘Enough!’, would she like to be remembered?

‘As a nice person,’ she concluded, with a smile, and an absent-minded brush of her still-damp mohair jumper. ‘There’s a lot more to life than fame and fortune and the sixties. I’m very proud of my letter from my dad: he read my book and said he’s so pleased I grew up to be such a nice person.’

*

On 30 January 2025, news emerged of the death of Marianne Faithfull, peacefully at home with her family, aged seventy-eight. Amongst the many tributes, BBC 2’s ‘Whispering’ Bob Harris, her lifelong friend, described her as ‘an encapsulation of the sixties’. There has never been, and never will be
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