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ONCE UPON A TIME
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[A] consistently excellent series — Uncut (UK)



We … aren’t naive enough to think that we’re your only source for reading about music (but if we had our way … watch out). For those of you who really like to know everything there is to know about an album, you’d do well to check out Bloomsbury’s “33 1/3” series of books — Pitchfork



For reviews of individual titles in the series, please visit our blog at 333sound.com 
and our website at www.bloomsbury.com/musicandsoundstudies
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For J

The sweetest fantasist I ever knew

Live happily ever after
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Introduction

Once Upon A Time

Once Upon A Time, the great music of the cosmos breathed a new pattern into existence. As the music evolved, the dreamweavers, craftspeople gifted with the knowledge of music, learned how to thread it into a tapestry of sound. Unbroken, it flowed like a river. Through the night, people loved to dance to the music, forgetting all their troubles until they washed up exhausted but happy on the shores of morning. In the city of New York, great palaces were built, so that many could join together in the dance. Here, you could live out your fantasies, and love whomsoever you chose, bathed in the scintillation” of a million spinning lights. Especially revered among the singers of this music were the women—ravishing” queens who sang of love, hearts broken and the joy of dancing. Disco was loved by many, but also hated in equal measure. Threatened by its success, a council of white men formed to see what could be done. It was said that the real cause of their hatred were disco’s ardent disciples—blacks, latinos, gays and women. And so, a plan was hatched to destroy it. One afternoon, the council held a great gathering, inviting people from far across the land. “Bring your disco records” they said “and we will burn them.”

Their plan worked, and news soon spread of disco’s demise. All of a sudden, sad and unwanted, it disappeared from the land. But it was not forgotten. Deep underground, the flame was kept alive by a cult of beautiful faeries. Ecstatically, they danced around it, drawing pleasure from its warmth. There, disco waited patiently until the day when it could return to the light, and everyone would once again dance to its tune. Fortunately, beautiful things have a habit of not staying concealed for too long, though” like spring flowers pushing up after the long winter, disco music tentatively came back to the surface. There it was greeted like a long-lost friend. Those who couldn’t love it at least tolerated it, and disco took its place in the pantheon of music eternal. There it lived and prospered, happily ever after.


… and so the story goes. When I discovered disco as a teenager in the late 1980s, and forged my own bond with it, the nails had still not quite been prised from its coffin. Declared dead at the start of the decade when white male rock-ness reasserted its primacy, towards the end disco albums clogged up the bargain bins of second-hand record stores. Jostling for inattention alongside easy-listening landfill and other pop failures of yesterday, you could pick them up in the UK for a pound or two. In any case, disco was never really shunned in the UK, at least not compared to the American mainstream. You could trace our more conciliatory relationship in the singles charts, through which disco remakes, remixes, samples and homages occasionally migrated throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s.1 One record that had never gone out of fashion was Donna Summer’s “I Feel Love.” I was personally fascinated by it—and, well, frankly who wasn’t.

It was enough reason to take home a copy of I Remember Yesterday out of sheer curiosity and soon, I found myself out of step with my teenage peers, who were immersed deep in a Fleetwood Mac revival. I snapped up all the disco-era albums Summer had made with her producers Giorgio Moroder and Pete Bellotte at Musicland Studios, names that to me then became objects of curiosity in their own right. I liked the albums well enough, although sometimes I suspected that the concepts were rather flimsy. Once Upon A Time was different, though—a whole other kettle of glitter that pressed on my budding queer sensibilities and gave me something to get my teeth into. There weren’t exactly many double concept albums around during the 1980s, and nothing much appealed to me about progressive rock, which had somehow managed to make itself even less fashionable than disco. The cod-surrealism of the prog cover art looked like drippy fantasy to me, but Donna Summer’s simply staged album cover drew me like a moth to a blue flame. Its immediate queer appeal is summed up neatly by another admirer, Jimmy Somerville, whose first band, Bronski Beat, invaded charts worldwide with the gay-storied “Smalltown Boy” in 1984. Somerville recollects that: “when I bought Once Upon a Time and I opened the sleeve and I saw Donna Summer in that big white dress sprinkling stardust across Manhattan, I was like ‘Oh! My! God!’ ” What’s more, beyond its luminous sleeve, the album looked like it might have a proper story—the kind of thing I personally loved.

Recently I read a review by The Guardian’s Michael Hann (of Linda Ortega’s 2018 album Liberty as it happens) which summed up a universal issue with concept albums: “Ortega sings a story that—as with most song cycles and concept albums—doesn’t really make a lot of sense unless someone explains it to you.” There’s a lot of truth in this statement, but it really doesn’t apply to Once Upon a Time, the concept album with a story you can follow on first listen. The concept, taken at face value, is straightforward—a retelling of the Cinderella fable, updated to a contemporary disco setting in New York. That’s largely it, and the story archetype over which it’s built is familiar to all. Unlike most narrative concept albums, you’re not immediately challenged with something to puzzle over and decode through the act of listening. There’s no lofty pretention, none of the very male conceptual rigor that brought The Lamb Lies Down on Broadway or Close to the Edge into being. Yet what at first comes across as a simple fairy tale turns out to be deceptively complex, a text that invites you to keep returning. The music is masterfully complex in itself. Scintillating with light one minute, inhabiting some very dank, lonely corners the next, the NME’s Angus McKinnon described the seamless mix and merge of different moods and modes as “chameleon but never caricature.” At its center is a fascinatingly dysfunctional character, one of the most psychologically complex of all Cinderella’s. What drew me ever further into the album was how all this managed to chime with the isolation and teenage angst going on in my own life—more so than any album by The Smiths. Over time, through repeated listening, new mysteries kept unfolding. It felt that there was always more story under the surface, as if the songs were just the audible tip of the iceberg. The more time I spent with the record, the more nuances I discovered, the more I felt, thought, imagined.

It’s ironic to think now about where disco ended up, as an immovable pillar among the firmament of the great pop genres. It unites generations at weddings, and for pop stars trying to diversify their sound by ransacking the past, it’s an invaluable resource, a touchstone even. As such, disco has arguably endured better than all its contemporaries. In her (favorable) Sounds review of Once Upon A Time, Jane Suck described most disco as “disposable: a musical Durex.” Yet, as a classic singles medium, the best disco tracks haven’t just lasted; occupying a considerable cultural footprint, they have triumphed, having the last laugh over those who thought they were just mass-produced ephemera. But what about disco albums? That’s quite another matter. In the afterlife of disco, its albums are often thought of as flimsy product more than art, cobbled together from a few choice dancefloor cuts and padded out with filler. The more outlandish disco albums have developed reputations as cult curios, to be hawked semi-ironically around the blogosphere by the crate-digging cognoscenti of camp. That they dared to aspire to the grandiosity of the concept album can often seem ridiculous in retrospect, but for some this makes their appreciation all the more juicy: voyages into outer space, exoticized fantasies of African queens and Arabian nights, lofty adaptations of Shakespeare—the hallmarks are there of progressive rock’s indulgence, without much of the implied musical complexity. Imagine, then, a writer doing something as frivolous as taking a disco album seriously enough to write about one in depth. Right there for you is an exercise in hipsterdom if ever there was one. Making a disco album a subject for a book seems to fly in the face of everything the music was about—the feet, the body, the company of other, preferably very sweaty, people. It certainly wasn’t designed for the same living room contemplation of Dark Side of the Moon—cross legged, reverent, cerebral. Nevertheless, that’s exactly what this book is going to do; and along the way it will point out a few areas where disco and prog aren’t perhaps as oppositional as you might imagine. It
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