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For Alan Bissett





‘From the moment I joined we’ve been a gang, and I still see us as a gang now. I want to present as one being.’

—RICHARD OAKES

‘I may bring in very strongly this quality of mortality [in my work]. Because the more violently, more strongly you feel about life, the more strongly you must be aware of death.’

—FRANCIS BACON







the band

BRETT ANDERSON – singing

RICHARD OAKES – guitars

NEIL CODLING – synthesisers and piano

MAT OSMAN – electric bass

SIMON GILBERT – drums





Introduction When You Were Young


‘We feel we’ve been given a second chance… and we all want to make the best of it. That fear, of it going wrong again, is strong.’

—Mat




GREEN TEA AND MAO: 29/1/25

Brett Anderson pours from the kettle, then sits. He’s holding a ‘She Still Leads Me On’ fan club mug named for the love song he wrote for his mum. The song’s title is scrawled in his own handwriting, all caps, black on white. ‘My only vice,’ he says, drily, tapping the mug before taking a sip. ‘Almost.’ He’s comfortable here, in his London flat. Though there’s work to do, he’s smiling.

As an artist, there are times you’re making, times you’re preparing to sell, and times you’re selling. ‘Right now,’ Brett says, ‘we’re moving between the first two,’ finishing recording while he works with band photographer Paul Khera on the new album sleeve. It’s a response to a photo of the radical gay painter Francis Bacon, taken in Soho in the 1950s, topless, in front of two pig carcasses.I Mat found it at Hatchards bookshop, in Portraits of Soho in the Fifties by John Deakin – ‘the most Suede photo I’ve ever seen,’ he says – then pinged it to his singer. (In Suede’s version, Brett replaces Bacon, face hidden.) They’re trying to obscure his body, while accentuating his bones. Brett and Paul are working on an emblem too, inspired by the celebrated protest artist Gee Vaucher. She did sleeves for the anarcho-punk band Crass, one of Brett’s childhood favourites, and he always wanted to work with her.II

So, this week especially, presentation is on his mind.
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Brett Anderson, with carcasses.
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This focus on presentation is about music and image, but language too. ‘I thought I’d decided the title,’ he tells me, ‘but now, I’m not so sure.’ It’s a lonely process, this, though he canvasses the inner circle. His wife, Jodie. The band. Management. Trusted old friends. Jodie’s usually upbeat, but she’s lukewarm about his working title, ‘Broken Music for Broken People’, and that’s given him pause. Long-time producer Ed Buller, ‘sixth leg of the Suede table’, says it ‘feels like a description of Suede’s entire back catalogue’. That’s good, and Brett likes the sound of it, the repetition of ‘broken’, the rhythm. But he’s concerned it’s unwieldy – it’ll get abbreviated, dismissed – and over green tea he floats an alternative: Antidepressants, the title of a new, unreleased song they’ve been playing live recently. My role is to listen, though I give a view when asked. The process is what I’m here for. My notes suggest we meant to cover other topics, but no matter: this feels like the main business of the day.
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Paul Khera’s draft of the ‘Broken Music for Broken People’ insignia, based on Gee Vaucher’s Crass logo.

Brett won’t decide for several months. On 27 March he texts me a different suggestion, ‘Suppression’, with a summary of his thinking, having returned to Broken Music for Broken People for a while. Across Zoom meetings, emails and messages, we have a laugh about ‘squeaky bum time’. That’s Alex Ferguson’s quote about the climax of a season, when everyone’s knackered and desperate for a holiday, judgement is coming and much remains undecided. Brett canvasses, down to the last. Titles have an outsized impact on the way years of work are seen. The day after suggesting ‘Suppression’, we talk briefly about Johnny Marr’s take on Richard’s guitar playing on ‘Shadow Self’. Marr’s a big fan. On the 29th, Brett texts ‘Aaaaaaaaaaarggggggggh’ at 7 a.m. (Most of his correspondence lands at dawn.) Then he sends me the final title. Antidepressants. He got there. It’s the right decision.

When I think back to that January day now, one image is clear in my mind: Brett in his front room, Kate Bush on the record player, laughing at his own, absurd comparison. ‘What’s that line?’ he asks. ‘You know, about Napoleon?’ The one he’s grasping for is the infamous, mythic thing Chairman Mao never said: ‘It’s too early to judge the impact of the French Revolution.’ The comedy of equating an album title decision for a bunch of middle-aged rockers with the philosophical war-musings of the architect of the Cultural Revolution isn’t lost on him. And yet, it resonates. You can’t read the future. To give yourself a chance in the present, all you can do is try and learn from your past. One pompous line always seems ready, on my tongue, to fall out: ‘I’m taking this book as seriously as if I was writing a biography of Napoleon,’ I tell Brett, when we discuss my project. I need to check myself, resisting that urge to look for approval.

If Brett used to be arrogant, that arrogance is now much reduced. He does occasionally revert to the combative stance of old, but these days those moments are rare. If once he was certain, he now seems more interested in doubt, the mask held up in public for decades now mostly set aside. Or at least, less often reached for. He’ll qualify, wonder, speculate. These days he’s a war museum nerd obsessed with his gut, a goofy dad who’s curious about others, good-humoured, grounded and quick to mock himself. That seemed an unlikely future back when Suede were young. In the ’90s, cocksure certainty was not just encouraged, but expected. It’s hard to be certain of anything when you’re finishing a new album, anyway. You might think it’s good. You usually do. But Suede know by now – before you mix a new record, you can only wonder what you hold in your hands. If you’ll be looking back in your old age, thinking, how could we have thought that was a great idea? When Brett gets drawn in deep about Suede, he’ll check himself, saying, ‘It’s only pop music. You can’t take it too seriously.’ It’s one of an army of Brett lines – there’s usually some truth in there – but you have to get beyond the line to the man. Anyway. If you get one life, and you make pop music with it, then you have to take it seriously, right? And he has. They all have. They still do.



THE PAST IS THE PRESENT

This book is a document of recent history. It takes readers from Suede’s break-up in 2003, via an intended one-off reunion gig in 2010, through the making of their next five albums, over the next sixteen years. It examines the lives of the band, management, fans, showing Suede as a live act, in the studio, in private and public. As One is a conversation between the past and the present and how those two things, for long-established bands, happen at the same time, all the time. Talking to each other, intertwining. Like the strands, I hope, of this book. The title refers to the band themselves, to their song ‘As One’, the body of work since 2010, the relationship between band and fans. Even, in Neil’s words, to ‘our common humanity’. Five letters, like the band name. Five people. Five albums since reunion. It suggests, for me, an underlying effort, an attempt to seem united, even when you’re not. It’s easy to do a reunion tour, but hard to do a sustained reunion well, never mind for nearly two decades after crashing out. As journalist and long-time Suede fan Simon Price has it:


The deal between band and audience so often with reunited bands is that you put up with new material in return for the promise of old, which reminds you what you used to love, who you used to be, why the band used to matter. Suede are exceptional in that they are releasing some of the finest material of their entire career and they’ve been doing that for so long now, while being one of the most extraordinary live bands at work anywhere. Everyone should be looking at Suede and thinking, why aren’t we doing that? They should shame all the bands of their generation into raising their game.



In this book, I interrogate how Suede have gone about that sustained effort to beat the reunion odds, especially when many of their contemporaries from the ’90s were focusing on past glories. I write about the making and sharing of new music, about key moments in the timeline – challenges, setbacks, tensions and small wins – giving in-depth attention to 21st-century Suede for the first time. Along the way, I portrait the band individually and as a unit, examining how they’ve tried to ‘stick together, like a family’, as Ed puts it, ‘when carrying on feels impossible’, in an age when, as Richard tells me, ‘downward thumbs are visible, loud and in real time.’ Musicians are not gods, after all, though we treat them that way sometimes. They’re just people, trying to keep going. Performing can be satisfying. Writing can be satisfying. Recording can be, too, though it’s often stressful, as we’ll see. Meanwhile, musicians are also trying to keep personal lives together. Work, play, the private, the personal. As you are, in your life. As I am, in mine. For me, nothing is lost by interrogating creativity – pulling music apart, trying to make sense of it, and the lives of those who make it. It only makes it more humane, vulnerable, more magical. Magic, after all, is not something that happens to us, but something we make for ourselves.

My focus on Suede’s second creative life goes beyond the release of Antidepressants in September 2025; I followed the band from 2023 onwards, finishing a version of the manuscript between gigs on the 2026 UK tour. The band had been working towards Antidepressants most of the time I’d been following them, even in the early days touring Autofiction, the album that brought so many fans back. Over time, formal interviews have become two-way conversations. That’s better. I’ve been asking individuals to reflect on previous albums from long ago. That changes things, too. It’s a moment in time, all this. In the future, we’ll look back and see it differently. This is a true version of Suede’s second life. But it won’t be the only one.

When Antidepressants was released, I saw the big promotional push at close quarters. I was there during the band’s takeover of the Southbank Centre – five shows, each showing different sides to the band, with different setlists, set-ups, sound. I was there for a last-minute acoustic rehearsal at Richard’s place. I was backstage each day, moving between watching, writing and talking to fans. I tried to go largely unseen, ‘Casper the Pathologically Friendly Ghost’ as I’ve been called by management. In one photo taken by Paul Khera during soundcheck, you can see me tapping away on my laptop in the distance, in the near-empty Queen Elizabeth Hall, Richard and Brett in the foreground.

With Antidepressants, there was genuine jeopardy, nervous tension too. There always is, as, in Brett’s words, ‘It gets harder every time you come back.’ That’s another line, but this time it was a different kind of hard: the first time Suede ever had a successful album and decided not to take some wild left turn in response. Would Suede X, as the band called it, end up too similar to its predecessor? The first thing Ed said to me at John Henry’s studios in April 2024 was, ‘We absolutely cannot make Autofiction 2. That’s the danger.’ Well, in the end, would they dodge it?
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Suede soundcheck. Spot the biographer.

Photo by Paul Khera



Since 2010, Suede have gone from barely acknowledged laughing stock (never on the radio, never referenced by other bands, an embarrassing footnote from the ’90s) to a genuinely rare, international, late-developing success story. Four reunion albums so far, with another ready to drop, and all this with a line-up few would have bet on, in 2001, when Neil had to leave the band due to ill health. A quarter of a century later, they’re still going, Neil and Richard the musical heartbeat of a line-up that’s lasted, in total, for twenty-one years and seven albums. This book looks to the present. But let’s start by trying to tell the truth about the effect of the long-gone past.

For any long-running band in the 21st century, its old identity is with it constantly, in public, playing on a loop in reels on its Spotify, Instagram, Facebook and TikTok, its worldwide fan groups, private and public: for Suede, that means images of Brett, forever twenty-six, pale, long hair curling over his jawline, giving the camera the come-on in the ‘So Young’ video as if 1993 was last week. It means an impossibly handsome teenage Richard, fresh out of school, dropped into the shoot for ‘We Are the Pigs’ on his first day in the job. It means Bernard, forever in the band, forever leaving the band. It’s all there, always. Staring back. Saying, over and over, remember me? All this applies particularly if you became famous, as Suede did, overnight, the band completely unprepared for being thunked into the spotlight without warning, when they were still living in poverty. (Suede recouped all £100k, the cost of making their debut album, in the first forty-eight hours after release.)III The way they choose to face that giant of a past, or hide from it, as they get older, is key to their future.



THE MAKING OF THE NEXT THING

‘When I think of being in a band,’ says Neil, ‘it’s always focused on making the next thing.’ It’s that attitude that’s helped Suede survive when, ‘let’s face it, who cares about any band’s tenth album?’ It’s different for Beyoncé: outlandish reinvention is part of the fun, you can drop an album at short notice and global hot takes on the new direction are all part of the promotional campaign. Here comes the dance-floor album! And now the country album! Traditionally, solo artists are sonic cherry pickers, trying to adapt to changing times. Bands rely on what they had in common when they started, fans tend to be less forgiving, and it’s harder to shift your ground. Constant graft helps, though. Genuine, humble effort. These things give you a shot.

That focus on the next thing is a recurring theme of this book. As Richard tells me, ‘The idea of becoming a straightforward retro act when we play live, simply because it’s “what the crowd want”, is thoroughly uninspiring to me.’ (Those quotation marks do a lot of work. He doesn’t think it’s what the crowd want at all.) Richard describes himself as ‘a bit obsessed’ with this issue, and there’s always push and pull over what they play. Brett believes 90 per cent of the crowd at any Suede gig have never seen the band before: remember that, or risk losing them. That said, there’s sustained resistance from the entire Suede camp to the legacy circuit so many acts slip into, like a lukewarm bath. Near-identical setlists. Safe singalongs. Riding the nostalgia train, as grey hairs creep in, knees go, eyes falter. There’s no shame in it. Reliving your heyday, without gesturing to the future. It’s what happens to almost everyone in the end, if you don’t die young, go missing, or die by your own hand, as too many do. This isn’t exclusive to any genre, era or culture either. It’s adverts on 2020s city-centre streets. The Sex Pistols! Live! With a different singer!IV At a punk nostalgia festival! All this is so common, across the spectrum, that it’s hard even to notice it. The question is, if you want to avoid that path, can you? If so, how might it be done?

This is a real high-wire act; here, we’ll be looking at how it works in practice. As part of this process, I’ve listened to unheard demos from every era of the band’s life. The discarded songs, half-songs, early versions, verses becoming choruses, choruses becoming middle eights. The songs the band loved, then didn’t. The songs Ed hated, advocated for, or helped shape anew. I’ve discussed these with Brett, Neil, Mat and Richard, also many characters involved with every side of the band’s life, patching together the timeline. The turning points, the dead ends. The patterns, the tics. What fell by the wayside, and why. What worked, or didn’t. What lessons were learned, and how.



THE PRESENT IS THE PAST

Some of this story is about Suede specifically. Who they are, how they work, what they care about, and what difference that makes. They are, in Richard’s words, ‘five very different personalities’, and they’ve had to work hard to make a life in music together, all over again. But some of this territory might also be about any long-established act, especially a UK guitar band, in the 2020s, trying to face forward. Everyone is living in a slightly different version of the same musical universe. Digital. Fractured. Much more female, more multicultural, thankfully. (Diverse acts were always there, just rarely included in lists of ‘great’ bands.) We now live in an endless, round-the-clock, round-the-globe music culture where different periods are forever being concertinaed together, then stretched out, then concertinaed again. So much is online, available, all the time. The past is the present. The present is the past. There are opportunities here, as well as traps. But every artist must live with our new world. There’s no negotiating with, or avoiding, the times.

One recent example: when Suede arrived at Shanghai airport in 2024 for a festival in Fuyang (late in life, Suede have become Big in China), they were greeted by 150 young fans, in an echo of what they experienced on the long Asian legs of the Coming Up tour of 1996–’97. Local teenagers were beside themselves with excitement. Their favourite band, come across the world, to their city. These fans made manga-style drawings to hand over as gifts to their heroes. Not of Suede now, but Suede then. The band were just off a long flight, feeling, frankly, pretty rough. As men of a certain age, conscious of behaving appropriately with excitable, mostly female, fans but trying to respect their enthusiasm, there was a delicate balance to strike. This is common: many fans are younger than the casual observer might expect. (That’s not unique to Suede, though their fanbase is more international, more multiracial, than most.) Still, as Richard says, ‘Chinese fans are incredibly sweet and generous… also, they love Suede as an entity, they go just as crazy for “Shadow Self” or “Life Is Golden” as they do for “Animal Nitrate”. It feels like a very pure form of appreciation, without the usual baggage and time-warp caveats you get in the UK or Europe. It’s liberating.’

So, they signed some drawings. Accepted others, as gifts. Posed for selfies. As Mat recalls, ‘They must have known we look nothing like those drawings. But it’s always 1993 now, same as it’s 1963 and the Beatles have just released “She Loves You”. That’s how modern music works. Even to Chinese teenagers whose favourite song is “Life Is Golden”… we will always look like those cartoons.’ Suede exist in both realms, at the same time. As Mat says, ‘Suede straddle not only two versions of itself – the Bernard years, and the Richard/Neil years – but also two versions of popular culture, across time.’ To see them clearly, then, you need to hold two worlds in your head at once. One, a pre-internet world with a heavily male-dominated weekly music press and powerful daily tabloid press, where huge album sales, chart countdowns, big publishing deals, hit singles and expensive videos were the norm for bands of Suede’s ilk. The other, the world of now.



MAKING IMAGINED THINGS

As One is primarily a book about making. It focuses on elements like resilience, bloody-mindedness, recovery, reconnection, the romance of survival; on growing up, getting sober and getting better at your life’s work. It follows the story of a band who dazzled, then threatened to become a cartoon, following the usual trajectory: hope, success, excess, implosion. Who blew it all up, embracing some of the most tired rock clichés along the way, but then managed to make some of their very best work in their fourth decade.

Most Suede fans don’t know the story of the band’s second life. There’s no dominant narrative, no obvious timeline of key dates, moments or beats that people already feel familiar with in the way they might with the first. To even the most dedicated, who queue outside venues for hours to get that front-row spot, using all their annual leave to travel, staying four or five to a hotel room; to those who share Suede memes for every occasion, who scream for rarities at gigs, beg the backline techs or other Suede crew for setlists after lights-up – even for them, there’s much that happens out of sight. To these good people, who pay attention to every move the band make and are dedicated beyond any reasonable expectation, the making of Suede’s music remains a mystery, even as they snap yet more selfies with Brett, Simon, Neil, Richard and Mat, delighted their heroes learned their names.

There are few assumptions, then, in the band’s second life. Fans are likely, though, to have a strong sense of who they think the band were, when they were young. This is what Brett calls ‘our cartoon past’. The thing about the past is, it can take you over. You can’t fight the Spitting Image puppet of you from thirty-plus years ago. It’s not leaving, and neither is the perception of Britpop, a musical movement that was never a movement at all, but rather shorthand for something that never really existed. That is, a so-called ‘British’ confidence (for that, read almost exclusively English, white, male, middle-class), presented as a kind of empire on the march. Just look at the magazine covers, and count those Union Jacks.

Where there are assumptions, they suggest maybe there’s no story here at all. With a playful laugh, Suede’s first biographer David Barnett told me he couldn’t imagine anything worse than my new job. ‘I mean, what’s to say? They grew up, got sober, made some great albums then went to bed at a reasonable time?’ Well, that’s fair, and it posed me a question. If you take the youth, sex, drugs and cat-fights out of a band’s biography, what are you left with? ‘Well,’ I answered, breaking out into a big grin I could see in the corner of my own Zoom screen. ‘Making imagined things. Now doesn’t that sound beautiful to you?’ That’s what I’ve been talking to the band about, then, since 2023. Making imagined things.

Hiding under this book there’s a well of information that’s informed it. Aside from the public stuff – videos, live albums, mountains of YouTube material, articles, podcasts – there have been other Suede books too. Three of the band have published books of their own. Brett alone: two memoirs, though both only lightly gesture, here and there, to recent times. Then there are books by those outside the inner circle, and fanzines produced by private fan group the Insatiable Ones, set up in 2012.V (A newer public fan group, the Mild Ones, was started in Spain in 2022. This has thousands of members around the world, with multiple articles posted daily.VI) This has all been critical, as has the wider cultural narrative of Suede’s first life – if only because, if you can escape seeing everything through the Britpop lens, there’s a more complex, nuanced story to tell.



A WAY IN

Brett often says he’s looking for ‘a way in’ to the new music Richard or Neil send him. Some creative starting point, to rev the engine. Biographers need a way in too.

My approach is different from some music writers, as my background is different. I’m not a journalist or an old friend. I’m not part of Quietus Management and not on the payroll. I’m independent – it’s not my job to persuade you of anything. Up-close portraiture, that’s what I do. I criticise where I think it matters. That said, I pick subjects I value. I’ve seen this band close-up and feel theirs is a story worth telling. Over three years, I’ve earned trust, gaining more access with time. That’s meant many long conversations, with everyone except Simon, who prefers not to do interviews. That’s okay. I respect that.VII Neil and Richard’s stories were more hidden. Brett and Mat, routinely the public face of the band, are so practised at talking about Suede that it’s meant more digging to get past things they’ve said many times, to many people. Both have hidden stories, too. With Brett in particular, I’ve learned more over time that’s not in the public domain. Trust must be genuine, and hard-earned. If this book gets anywhere near the person rather than just the persona, it’s because Brett decided to trust me. Then made himself more vulnerable. Richard and Neil have also done this, in ways that often surprised. Where relationships have developed, they’ve developed from scratch. I’m not starry-eyed and I don’t tend to get intimidated by fame. I’m earnest, excitable. I like details. I tend to look people in the eye, smile, and do my best. My other books have included novels, biographies of visual artists and writers, a collection of stories and a raw memoir about my nephew’s life and my rare blood condition, which I was finishing as I started this one.

In As One, I’m often invisible. It’s not about me, of course. Suede fans want to learn about the band – though they might wonder what was allowed, what was off-limits, my prejudices or biases. Meanwhile, fans who don’t want any criticism might also be suspicious of a particular agenda. Again, fair.

I’d been a Suede fan for thirty years before I had any contact with any member of the band. In late 2022, I was just finishing my biography of the maverick Dutch-born novelist Michel Faber. Mat was listening to an audiobook of Faber’s The Crimson Petal and the White on the tour bus. We got chatting, and it turned out Neil had read one of my previous books. Soon after, I pitched an idea. Others in the band read my stuff, we started talking, doors opened.

And here we are.



ACCESS

I’ve seen plenty happen in Suedeworld. I’ve been served chickpea curry by Brett at his place, oven mitts and all. I listened to Night Thoughts with Neil as he winced through bits that caused him pain. I sat with Richard in his top-floor home studio as he first mentioned the lost songs from Night Thoughts, asked if I wanted to hear them, then played them from his laptop. I followed the band through tours big and small, chatted to Mat through his pre-gig ironing in a space barely big enough for him to stand up in. At the Alexandra Palace gig in London in 2024, I stood watching from the pit in front of the barriers. When Brett came down off the stage above and gave me a hug, it was caught on the big screen. (Biographers should generally go unseen. But it was a nice moment. And from down there, you can hear the band’s feet crashing on the stage floor.)

All these are privileges.

I sat in a rehearsal room with the band and Ed, taking notes as Ed conducted proceedings, asking them to consider this or that change, as they played early versions of ‘Dancing With the Europeans’ and a song that never made it onto the album, ‘Why Do I Always Feel So Sad?’ (Ed and Brett had a baby row – genuine or not, I’m unsure – about if Brett could hit the falsetto notes. Ed wants Brett to practise singing more. Brett thinks he’s doing fine, thanks very much.) For the mixing of Antidepressants, I sat with Brett, Neil, Richard, Mat and mix engineer Andrew Scheps at RAK Studios as they went song by song, requesting small improvements as the 2026 tour dates landed in people’s phones. I’ve been at the Paraorchestra gigs – the only time Brett has performed with anyone but Suede since 2013. I attended tiny curiosities – Neil at the Space in Brighton in the depths of winter, early 2024, stands out – a hundred people there, and maybe twenty nationalities in the room. At the only ever event he’s done in conversation, by himself. I went to the Imperial War Museum with Brett and his young son Lucian, for fun, discussing the England women’s football team, and sat with Ed in his home studio as he played back Simon’s drum takes. I heard multiple versions of songs in demo form or partially recorded, the ones that made it and the ones that didn’t – including some slated for ‘Suede 9.5’, an as-yet-unheard lost album I’ll be exploring in this book for the first time. Then there are personal photos, Brett’s ephemera, as well as extensive, detailed notes sent by Neil as Antidepressants was recorded. The lists of what was written, when. How it changed, why. Access to the band’s calendars, going back to 2010. I’ve been lucky. There’s plenty I haven’t seen, and I’ll have missed important details. No matter what trust you build up, you’re still an outsider. Meanwhile, I’ve become invested in Antidepressants’ success, not least for selfish reasons – that colours my ability to judge the new songs, in particular. These things happen, if you hang around long enough.

Writing any book about a band puts you in a position of unearned power – though most power is an illusion, anyway. You can be tempted into thinking you know it all. You don’t. I don’t. But let’s do our best. I’m not trying to persuade you to like this band. To think this or that song is greatly overlooked, this is a classic, a piece of shit, a mistake… I will sometimes give my opinion. But for the most part, from now on, I’ll let the story tell itself.




	I. Deakin’s photo was a response to Bacon’s painting Figure with Meat (1954) which was itself a response to the famous Diego Velázquez painting of Pope Innocent X (1650).

	II. Suede explored working with Vaucher on A New Morning. ‘Probably best that didn’t happen,’ says Brett. ‘At least, not then.’

	III. Soon after, they were back in the red. Suede didn’t recoup their outlay from the label again until 1997, around the time of the ‘Lazy’ single, when Coming Up went platinum.

	IV. In 2024 and 2025, Sex Pistols original members Glen Matlock, Steve Jones and Paul Cook reformed with Frank Carter, ex of Gallows, on vocals. Carter was born in 1984, six years after the Pistols first disbanded.

	V. As of February 2026, there are 11,700 members. Admins: Samantha Hand, Chiara Fasano, Dominique Tasso, Umberto Picchiotti, Juliet Eckford, Michael Wong, Shawndra Hayes-Budgen. Group created by Sabrina Cipriani, 15 April 2012. Website: theinsatiableones.co.uk. Sam first heard about the Insatiable Ones at a Suede gig in Belgium in 2012. She’s been the group’s leader since soon after.

	VI. As of April 2026, there are over 15,000 members across the world. José and Sara are admins. Melissa and DeanJean are moderators. This group has a younger profile, with most in countries like Chile (Santiago alone, 13 per cent of group members), Mexico, Argentina and Spain.

	VII. I’ve seen Simon backstage, at soundchecks, in rehearsal, we’ve exchanged pleasantries and often discussed his contributions with the others. Interviewees talked about Simon, and he’s an essential part of the band, of course. I’ve tried to represent Simon in this book where I can, and he’s had right of reply. But he’s not gone on record.








CHAPTER 1 the royal albert hall, 2010 an end is a beginning


‘Never do a reunion.’

—Brett, 12 February 2010 (forty-two days before the Albert Hall… and eleven days after the Suede reunion was announced)




THE START

The first thing you hear is a choral chant, ascending and descending – warm, wordless, chilling. It’s ‘Vessels’ by Philip Glass, written for Koyaanisqatsi (meaning ‘life out of balance’ in the indigenous Hopílavayi language).I A camera follows Brett from behind, through the curtain, then onto the stage. The band are in uniform, though the crowd looks thrown together by accident: the Albert Hall, reviewer Luke Turner writes, ‘is packed with people straight from the office, ageing fops, young bloods, a group of skinheads’. Above, the world’s largest pipe organ (when constructed) hovers like a threat. Below, a fan whirs, cooling the stage. Simon cuts through the backing tape with a double-beat snare, the intro music fades, Richard chops once at his guitar, checking it’s alive. Then off they go.

They open with ‘She’, in all its brash confidence. Those shivering guitar stabs that sound like someone’s being electrocuted, repeatedly. Neil’s menacing falsetto ‘la la la’s. Next up it’s ‘Trash’, Suede’s finest gang lyric, succeeding in doing what so many of their songs try to – invite people in, while claiming outsider status, for everyone. In Suedeworld, you’re reminded, everything’s romantic, especially if it’s mundane. The litter on the breeze. The lovers on the street. If you had to strip the back catalogue down to one couplet, you could. The music shifts to that unexpected diminished ‘Suede chord’.II Johnny Marr knows a thing or two about patterns in guitar music: ‘You don’t need to understand anything technical to get the Suede chord,’ he says. ‘It sends a shiver through the room. Few bands have got a distinctive musical move of their own. Suede have.’ As the last chord chimes, Mat releases a grin. ‘Filmstar’ follows, and it sounds like a twin to ‘She’. Stomping, swaggering, shifting from the juddering, sour verse to the sweet-sounding chorus like a gate being thrown open to a different song: ‘What to believe in?’ Brett asks as, for the first time tonight, he leans into the front row, singing to the roof among a sea of bodies. Then he answers his own question: ‘It’s impossible to say…’ Occasionally, the band throw each other a glance. But mostly, they’re on their own.

That’s three from Coming Up, and you wonder if there’s a policy at work. But no. ‘Animal Nitrate’ follows. It’s been a long time since a big crowd heard the line, ‘In your council home, he jumped on your bones / Now you’re taking it time after time’, but they scream like it was yesterday. Maybe you just need to go away for a while. Or maybe it’s nothing to do with time. Maybe it’s the songs. ‘He’s just a fuckin’ animal,’ Brett sneers, like hundreds of times before, the crowd do the double clap and it’s hard to remember what went so horribly wrong. Simon allows himself a quiet smile, and it’s straight into ‘Heroine’, the night’s first nod to Dog Man Star. A deep cut greeted like a single.

If they were ever dead, these lyrics seem alive again. Tonight’s set is full of yearning. Is ‘Heroine’ approving? Disapproving? Amoral? The Albert Hall sings, ‘Hypnotising the silence with her power’ – in Suede, women nearly always have the power – and amid all that muscular, stop-start noise, it feels like a reclaiming of something. The desperation the early music is soaked in, the powerlessness, the unlikely victory of the moment, despite the undeniable defeats of ordinary, daily life. After five songs, Brett finally addresses the crowd. ‘Good evening. We’re Suede,’ he says. Voice inflecting slightly upwards, he sounds surprised. Between songs, there’s little outward emotion. That won’t last.



SOMETHING ELSE TO INVEST IN: 2004–2009

The Albert Hall line-up led radically different lives from 2004 to 2009. They’d lived in each other’s pockets for years, as you do, in a band. Invested in the same thing. When it ended, after farewell shows at the Astoria in London in December 2003, everyone struggled to find something else to invest in.


Mat

Mat remembers thinking after the split: ‘I’d always seen myself as a member of Suede, not a part of the music industry.’ Unlike, say, Simon, he’d only ever really worked with Brett and didn’t look for another band. Mat studied politics at the London School of Economics, once upon a time. In another timeline, who knows what he might have done. But Suede took off, meaning when he had to face the conventional world of work, fourteen years after graduating, he says, ‘I wasn’t equipped.’

Money drained fast; within a couple of months of the Astoria Mat was driving a van: ‘I considered myself a failed musician,’ he says. He did keep writing songs – he was more involved in the band’s songwriting in the early 2000s – but remembers, ‘They just weren’t good enough to do anything with. And it’s not like those songs [from Suede’s last stretch] were loved.’ He filled in occasionally in Brett’s solo band when his old friend was stuck, playing bass on Brett’s solo single ‘Back to You’ in 2007. There was no terrible fracture. But he was lost, and casting around.

Mat had wanted to write fiction for years but knew little of the writing world, or how to earn while practising his craft. He didn’t know if he was good enough. What he might have to say. The world is full of aspiring writers; most get nowhere. It’s hard to make a living from fiction. Also, successful writers tend to start early or have a financial cushion. Mat had potential, but his creativity had, so far, been filtered through Brett’s public persona. This is true for so many rhythm sections. They stand in the shadows, while the singer speaks for everyone. When you’re so used to that voice, writing or playing for someone else, how do you find one of your own? Once Mat was writing every day, it began to nag at him. So, he started writing short stories, sitting at the computer most days and either picking up a bass, or starting to write:


Like many, many writers, I was in thrall to David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas and the way it interwove different stories and genres to create something [like the] loose cohesion of a concept album. When I had a stack of stories, I decided to interlace them to create my own Cloud Atlas. It was terrible. Cloud Atlas is the result of years of careful study, research and plotting. My book, tentatively (and terribly) titled The Worldwide Shortage of Tears was an ad hoc Frankenstein’s monster of unrelated fluff. But… it was about 80,000 words, so at least it looked like a novel.



This was a start, but little more. In the mid-2000s Mat moved between jobs, looking for direction. It was slow going. He worked in an office, at Amazon, writing copy, doing menial online stuff. He was the London editor of le cool, which recommended arty things to do in European cities. Though it was a different kind of writing, it was publishing experience, and he was well placed.III

Mat didn’t leave his old life behind completely. He wrote music for TV programmes like 8 Out of 10 Cats and The Marriage Ref. Also, the Mat-penned final Suede single from 2003, ‘Golden Gun’IV became the theme music for the Channel 4 series You Have Been Watching. In China, one of the Suede songs he wrote for A New Morning, ‘Lost in TV’, was proving popular. He’d written ‘Europe Is Our Playground’, too, one of the band’s most celebrated rarities, featured on B-sides album Sci-Fi Lullabies, though that legacy was hardly enough to live on. In six years, post-Astoria, Mat described being an ex-member of Suede as ‘like being invisible, like our whole history had been disappeared’. He never heard Suede’s music in a bar or on the move. He never heard them namechecked or stumbled across a mention. In the office, people knew who he was, but they didn’t say anything. No one mentioned Suede at all.




Simon

Simon had been talking about moving for years, telling his old friend Mike Christie that he’d relocate to Thailand when Suede split. The band had a history there. They’d first played Bangkok in March 1995 as a four-piece, returned in 1997 and 1999, then played Chiang Mai, in the north, in 2003. After the Astoria, Simon was true to his word, buying a home out there. He became fluent in Thai. He didn’t want to be one of those ex-pats who couldn’t speak the language.

Simon immersed himself in Thai music, too. Soon he joined another band, playing drums for Futon, a Bangkok-based act he saw headline a Thai music festival and told to ditch their drum machine (their debut album Never Mind the Botox had gone big in Thailand in 2003). This was the second time he’d replaced a drum machine, Suede being the first. Simon recorded two albums with them, Love Bites (2005) and Pain Killer (2007). Futon toured widely and had a punky, good-time, party sound – a multilingual version of Iggy Pop’s ‘I Wanna Be Your Dog’ got heavy rotation in their drum machine days. Songs like ‘Fuck Machine’, ‘Strap It On’ and ‘High’ give a sense of the territory. When Futon fell apart, Goo was born ‘out of the ashes’, in 2009. They were doing initial recordings by the end of the year, Simon part of a line-up including Thai musicians Oh+ on bass and vocals, and Tuan on guitar.V But Goo didn’t last long.



Brett

Only one member of Suede recorded and performed constantly in the in-between years. Within days of the Astoria, Brett was talking to Bernard, who had left Suede in 1994, about a new project.

This became the Tears. It started out in secret, but things moved fast, Anderson and Butler recruiting bassist Nathan Fisher, Mako Sakamoto, the distinctive Japanese drummer known for his work with McAlmont & Butler, and keyboard player Will Foster. In contrast to Suede’s long, slow end, demos came fast, and just six months later they were recording. The Tears went public in October 2004 and were playing live by December, their first single out the following April. The ultimatum that saw Bernard leave Suede was rooted in a disagreement over production duties. No debates this time: Bernard produced the record. Here Come the Tears was released in June 2005.

The Tears were a good idea at the wrong time. Though Anderson–Butler was once considered an elite songwriting team comparable, say, to Morrissey–Marr of the Smiths, the Tears formed with Suede’s reputation at its lowest ebb and Butler’s star on the wane: Bernard’s first solo album did very well, but the follow-up, Friends & Lovers, flopped. He was an uncomfortable frontman, his label Creation Records folded in 2000 and, as he’s said, when the ’90s were over he felt people just wanted him to go away. That made it hard for this new band rooted in the previous decade to find its own space. Also, Brett and Bernard were still the same two men who had fallen out many times before. Perhaps it was always destined to be short-lived.

This period is often forgotten now, like some kind of Suede-fantasist’s fever dream – did Brett and Bernard really get back together? – but the album went to number fifteen in the UK, and first single ‘Refugees’ went top ten, meaning they were back on Top of the Pops. The song had a chamber pop, soul-influenced sound – the difference split between McAlmont & Butler and Suede, trademark Butler guitars competing with Anderson singing a line over the top about Bonnie and Clyde. And all of us, really, being outsiders. ‘Refugees’ was a song of identification with new arrivals to London in the early 2000s.

The return was hard going. Under pressure to play the early material that made their reputation – Bernard refused, until finally agreeing to air one early Suede B-side, ‘The Living Dead’VI – the Tears only lasted a year or two before the label dropped them. What a contrast. A decade earlier the appetite had been huge, while interest in Brett and Bernard’s personal relationship threatened to crowd out the music. Many Suede fans never even heard about the Tears. No sooner had it begun than it ended. And who cared? After the Tears, Brett worked at a furious pace. Looking for a new manager, he agreed to work with Ian Grenfell, who he’d crossed briefly in 2000 when guesting on a record by Swedish singer-songwriter Stina Nordenstam, one of Ian’s artists.VII

In six years, as well as the Tears’ album Brett made three solo records – Brett Anderson (2007), Wilderness (2008, mostly recorded as-live, with cellist and friend Amy LangleyVIII) and Slow Attack (2009, co-written with Leo Abrahams, known for work with Regina Spektor, Brian Eno and David Byrne). Now drug-free and healthy, working solo allowed Brett to experiment with different genres. Often spare, often downbeat, Anderson solo shows happened in intimate venues. The music’s impact was slight. As Ian recalls now, ‘The first record especially was upsetting for us both. We believed in that music. I still like it a great deal. But few others did.’ The first review in Vox magazine was damning. Others followed, similarly. To give a sense of the scale: Brett’s self-titled debut solo record charted at number fifty-four. Neither Wilderness nor Slow Attack broke the top hundred. Given Suede’s 2003 A New Morning going in at twenty-four had been seen as a shocking disaster, this rather puts things in perspective.

In 2007, Brett started dating Jodie. They first met back in 2000, in Ibiza, where Jodie rented a flat. She loved dance music, raves and gay discos back in London, and when she moved to Ibiza in 1998, she’d barely heard of Suede. ‘We thought we were pirates,’ she remembers, of the period, ‘we thought we were the coolest cats in the world.’ The first time she clocked Brett she tutted and walked away, irritated her then-boyfriend was hanging out with ‘pasty coked-up Londoners’. (Far better to be sun-kissed E-heads, in her view.) Ibiza was full of the famous and infamous, the notorious and the numb. At the time she was having a fun summer romance with a mutual friend, dismissing Brett as ‘my boyfriend’s annoying mate from London from some indie band that was not on my radar at all.’

In 2001 Brett was back visiting Ibiza again, blond highlights in, cleaning his life up. Jodie’s friend Jesse was getting close to Brett. This meant they crossed paths again, Jesse and Brett renting a place together close by. By now, Jodie was jointly running a club night at the Manumission hotel. Jodie didn’t even recognise him from the year before. Conversation was brief. Brett tried, and failed, to impress. By the time they reconnected in June 2007, Jodie was now mum to toddler Jack, born in 2004. She and Jack’s dad had split amicably; Jodie moved back to England but kept her place in Ibiza. One day her friend Nicole encouraged her to work a wedding with her. Jack wasn’t quite so little any more. It was time to get out of the house. Nicole said there’d be lots of people Jodie knew there, including Jesse. And Brett.

In this story, Jesse matters. Jodie describes him as being: ‘a fabulous influence on Brett… a wonderful, vivacious character. Feminine, masculine, he’d been a model – he giggled the whole time, he was so warm, people loved having him around and he was good at bringing Brett out of himself. He put Brett through “Jesse’s finishing school”.’ Brett was a different person to the one Jodie ignored in 2000: ‘He’d slowed down,’ she said, ‘become obsessed with his health.’ Brett was now thirty-nine, in this fabulous Notting Hill townhouse, where friends Jesse and Sarah lived with him for free. Jodie was ‘relieved and surprised Brett no longer had a drug habit.’ Many don’t get through to the other side.

Brett’s most comfortable talking in small groups. Off duty, he doesn’t peacock. After the wedding, wearing a smart suit (‘I’m not into pathetic aesthetic,’ says Jodie), he and the group of friends sat around chatting. There was an attraction there, and Brett had recently split from his previous girlfriend – but he misheard, thinking Jodie said she was ‘married’, not ‘separated’. When they spoke on the phone a week later, she clarified. ‘Oh!’ he said. ‘Right! Well!’ Then came a first date. Dinner, walk in the park. That summer, they wrote each other long letters back and forth, Jodie still spending most of her time in Ibiza. ‘It was a beautiful, slow courtship,’ she remembers now. ‘I remember us both laughing later [after Jodie moved back to London] because he’d just put out his first solo album… he felt like he was starting again, but so was I. I was just going back to college, living in this little flat with Jack. We both had these big chapters in our lives that had fallen apart.’ Jodie now says, ‘I missed phase one [of Brett’s life] completely. Timing is so important. In a way, I think that helped us both.’

Brett and Jodie moved slowly, six months passing before Brett met Jack. There were no other Suede kids. He was from a small family. His big sister Blandine didn’t have any either. But Brett took to caring for Jack straight away, teaching him to read, playing with him freely: ‘He made it clear from the beginning,’ says Jodie, now, ‘that he was keen [to be with Jack too]. I could just tell he wasn’t going to be difficult. Not annoying or pushy. He was so genuine, so different to what you’d think a famous person in a band would be like. I met him, and got to know him, away from persona mode.’ In 2008, they got engaged. ‘We were both quite keen to do things properly,’ says Jodie. ‘We’d both lived these crazy, liberal lives. We’d both seen the bullshit, the nonsense, the brokenness that leads to. We’d both been surrounded by drugs. We were ready for something more conventional.’

Soon after, the seed of something: Brett did a solo session for the Teenage Cancer Trust’s ‘Love Music Love Food’ campaign, the playful photo shoot marking the start of the tenth year of the Teenage Cancer Trust. (Blueberry juice dripping down Brett’s arms, for the camera. Blueberry juice in syringes, in splashes on a crisp white shirt. In one of his sillier interview answers he said, ‘I’ve never written about food, but I did write a song called “Everything Will Flow”. And I suppose, if you eat enough fruit, then everything will flow.’)IX Why the Teenage Cancer Trust? Brett’s mum Sandra died of cancer when he was still at college. When he was barely out of his own teenage years.X

After the session with photographer Patrice de Villiers, Ian’s assistant Andrea Mills asked Patrice who they might talk to at the Teenage Cancer Trust about a potential Suede reunion. The event producer was Des Murphy (who was also in a band called Penguin Cafe with Neil): ‘It wouldn’t have occurred to Des I wanted to talk to him about Suede,’ Ian says. ‘No one was talking about Suede.’ Des describes this as ‘like being offered something you’d bite someone’s hand off for… there was no doubt in my mind that they’d smash it.’ When asked by Ian if the Teenage Cancer Trust would be interested in a one-off Suede reunion show, Des replied with a yes, and two questions. One, will they agree to it? And two: Is Neil involved?XI Though no one had agreed to anything yet, or even knew about the idea, Ian said yes to the first question. They’d sort out the details later.

On 23 May 2009, Simon spent his forty-fourth birthday at Brett and Jodie’s wedding. Mat and his long-term partner Anissa were there, as was close friend John Brandham, Brett’s driver for many years. Brett’s old friend Alan, with him throughout the ’90s, was best man. The wedding party lunched at Scott’s, the posh fish restaurant in London. Brett’s ex-girlfriend Sam, subject of the Suede song of the same name, wrote the best man’s speech for Alan, having been present for so many of the earlier, good times. (Jodie and Brett maintained good relationships with past partners. Both had exes at the wedding.) But then Alan was too nervous to give it, Jesse stepping in with something off-the-cuff to warm applause instead, ‘backing Alan up, like a true friend’. After the wedding, Jodie, Jack and Brett embarked on ‘a sweet life, without big overheads’. ‘It wasn’t expensive, really, so it didn’t feel like it mattered too much how successful Brett’s solo career was.’ When he was doing it, Jodie recalls, ‘he was fully immersed in it all. He has this immense grit and resilience.’ But he wasn’t doing it all the time.


[image: Jesse gives a wedding speech while standing arm in arm with Brett as Jack reaches toward the microphone, surrounded by smiling guests in an elegant reception room decorated with large floral arrangements.]

Jesse giving the speech at Brett’s wedding, with Alan and Jodie’s son Jack.

Photo courtesy of Jodie Anderson



In 2009 Brett recorded Slow Attack, feeling he was getting somewhere as a songwriter, but did anyone care? Brett knew better than anyone; the band that made his name were deeply unfashionable. Meanwhile, towards the end of that year, the joyful, friendship-filled life of recent years took a dark turn. The record was due out on 9 November, but in September Jesse suddenly took ill with hypomania. Everyone was consumed with worry as he suffered delusions, the fun-loving centre of the room who indirectly brought Jodie and Brett together now delicate and in need. It was confusing, destabilising, for everyone. By December Jesse was hospitalised. By release in early January, his parents were taking turns to care for him.



Richard

Mat wasn’t the only one unsure what to do after the Astoria. Richard had recently bought a home in a part of west London with no underground station, and rather drifted: ‘There was no falling out as such, it just stopped being fun, we weren’t on the same page creatively and I had as little idea of where to take Suede as Brett did. Once it was over, there was simply no need for us to be in each other’s lives any more.’ Another kind of personality might have formed another band. Richard was still just twenty-seven – the same age as Brett when Richard joined the band in October 1994. Now, he didn’t have to live in the shadow of another guitarist. He could have made his own way. Even on a smaller scale, like Brett or Simon, he could have. Why didn’t he just pick himself up and go do something else? Or leave London? Or travel? Or anything?

Richard’s confidence was shattered, and he’d never started anything from scratch before. Thrown into the media firepit as a teenager, he’d been tasked with giving a high-profile band new identity. Which he did, and then some, writing much of the band’s most popular music. ‘Trash’. ‘Filmstar’. Their biggest hit worldwide, ‘Beautiful Ones’. ‘Saturday Night’. The band moved away from him with Head Music, further with A New Morning, and he couldn’t cope. He wasn’t into drugs, taking quiet refuge in drinking instead. Once the band split, he was paralysed by depression and anxiety. Old Suede manager Charlie Charlton checked in on Richard regularly. There was occasionally hangover Suede business, and a couple of offers did come in, though in 2004 he took ‘a deliberate break from music’ to move house. From 2005, he sometimes wrote at home. But he didn’t want to perform, release anything, be seen. Out there, Brett was touring with the Tears, then constantly moving, solo. Brett’s response to every setback was the same – keep pushing, try something else, make your case. But Richard was a very different personality.

By early 2008 it was four years since the Astoria. Then, Richard and his partner split. They met when he was just twenty, still new to the band. His only adult relationship was over. He remembers: ‘My self-esteem was pretty much at rock bottom.’ He needed something to focus on. Then, producer Sean McGhee got in touch. Sean says now, ‘I just found it staggering that he wasn’t doing anything. No one seemed to appreciate him.’ A friend of Sean’s knew Richard’s brother Stephen; Stephen put Sean in touch, via Charlie. What followed were baby steps, but critical. Richard says now: ‘Even a year after my break-up, which was just horrible, I was still picking up the pieces from that… so it came at a really good time.’

More than anyone else in the band, Richard was in personal recovery, but in recovery from Suede, too. So much so that he didn’t even call his new venture a band at all. No, it was to be a ‘project’, Artmagic: another indicator of just how ill at ease Richard was, even as working with Sean was restorative, fun, low-pressure. After the Astoria, Richard was protected from financial precarity due to his writing credits. But that was double-edged. Unlike, say, Mat, he wasn’t forced to adapt. Richard’s sensitivity is crucial to his playing; it’s what makes him a considerate presence in a room. But in his twenties, he didn’t have the resilience or life experience of the others. He’d joined the band direct from school and spent much of his time in studios, at gigs, on planes, on the move: ‘There’s always a crew around… you’re not expected to act like a grown-up.’ Between Suede’s last gig and the phone ringing six years later, Richard did not play one show, or release one note of music.

Sean started out as a programmer and mixer for Robyn, Britney Spears and Alanis Morissette in the early 2000s, but by 2008 he was producer and musical director for electronic rock act Temposhark. There was no juggernaut behind him and Richard, no official timetable, publishing deal, live band, website, touring schedule or public profile. In other words, they were free. Richard remembers: ‘By late 2009 I had been writing with Sean for about a year – we were amassing an album’s worth of material and that was my only creative outlet. I was inspired by how different it was working with Sean, but we were still a way off finishing or releasing anything, and he had other projects going on.’

Sean describes himself as being ‘keen to please’ – his admiration was genuine, feeling ‘Richard needed the support of someone who valued him for who he was.’ Sean’s experience with pop acts meant he was ‘used to coming into a room cold, then getting straight to work.’ Sean is down-to-earth, understated. Though the singer in Artmagic, he’d spent most of his working life in the background. This meant he was flexible, not precious, and this project didn’t hold any pressure for him, either. Sean created an atmosphere where Richard could just come up with ideas in response to his own, in the moment. Back then, this was new to Richard, and frightening. Progress was slow, occasional, and essential to building Richard’s confidence. He was only just starting to recover from the Suede fallout. When the phone rang, he might have reasonably thought, why would I get involved with that thing again now? And with the people I was recovering from in the first place?



Neil

Neil also went largely unseen. Given he and Richard had been responsible for writing much of Suede’s music across their commercial peak, including some of their finest songs, it seems incredible both had this experience. Though it was for different reasons, in different ways.

It all ended for Neil sooner than the others. Initially, he was simply trying to get back to good health, having been diagnosed with post-viral fatigue after contracting glandular fever back in 1997. The root cause remained a mystery:


Every test came out normal. No doctor I saw would diagnose me, with anything. That didn’t help, because I’d see a doctor, the doctor would tell Charlie, ‘There’s nothing wrong with him, he’ll be fine’ and Charlie would tell the rest of the band ‘He’ll be fine.’ As time went on, this created tension, frustration and accusations of malingering. It must be psychosomatic, and my getting better was simply a case of mind over matter, so why was I letting everybody down? Why wasn’t I trying harder? In ’98, ’99, there were long periods I couldn’t get out of bed, let alone confront an illness or actively try to turn things around with a health kick. One doctor in Hong Kong told me to stop drinking Lucozade and I’d be fine (I never touched the stuff), and a personal trainer Charlie got for me recommended I smoke weed and just… chill out. What I needed was to cut all this bullshit out of my life and only then could I begin to heal.



Neil continued in Suede for four more years, but eventually his health declined ‘to the point where I couldn’t contribute properly to the band and convalesce at the same time’. After initial demos were done for A New Morning in early 2001, he resigned, leaving Brett, to use his own word, ‘furious’. He’d held the band together, he felt, for years. People were always leaving. Here he was having to cope with that again, and why? Neil was quickly replaced by Alex Lee and the band continued recording. Brett told the NME, ‘He couldn’t help it, I know, but I did feel let down… more at the universe than at Neil.’ Neil wrote a public letter to fans thanking them for their support and wishing Suede well. But it was hard.

By August 2001 Brett was describing Alex’s arrival as giving Suede a ‘shot in the arm’, and the new songs as having a ‘celebratory’ feel. Neil recalls now: ‘It all sounded like Suede were doing better without me, that the new album was going to be great, and I wasn’t missed.’ Of course, Brett was just making it sound like Suede were winning. But Neil was out in the cold, for reasons unclear, the implication being it was his own fault. In late 2001, he was coming to terms with being out of the band, trying to understand his health and its consequences, while A New Morning racked up bills and producers, getting less celebratory over time.

Neil’s years outside the band began with an unexpected three-year tax bill – Suede’s accountant Frank Dixon, also representing the likes of Primal Scream, had been pretending to pay Suede’s bills since 1997. (Dixon was finally imprisoned for this, over a decade later, when much damage had been done.) In 2003, there was a further complication, when Sony Records refused to pay Neil an advance for the Suede Singles album, though as a co-writer on four songs, he was entitled. Downplaying it now, he says: ‘The stress and legal fees to put that right didn’t help matters.’

In 2001 Neil wrote part of the soundtrack for Far from China, directed by C.S. Leigh, starring Aurélia Thiérrée and featuring Marianne Faithfull. (He left the soundtrack unfinished; Saul Freeman, ex-Thieves, finished it after his departure.)XII Neil was a multi-instrumentalist; he could read and write music; he had technical skills and was well used to complementing or developing others’ ideas. As a child, he’d loved 10cc; all four members of that band wrote, sang and produced. All were multi-instrumentalists, and he thought of himself, like them, as most comfortable looking for what individual pieces of music needed from him, rather than sticking to one instrument or approach. Neil wondered if he might be able to segue into a parallel career. He says now that ‘much of the aughts was a write-off’ for him, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t working.

At first, Neil made music for short films, but ‘was dropped for more experienced composers when directors got bigger budgets.’ He wrote the theme for a prime-time BBC show that got mothballed. (It resurfaced five years later, with different music.) He made music for a horror film that got mothballed. (It emerged five years later, with different music.) As Neil recalls, ‘I spent Christmas Day 2005 writing a theme tune for ITV’s Formula One coverage to meet a tight deadline, only to be told later that they’d settled on a Moby track before everyone broke for the holiday.’ This work had to be done ‘on spec’ – this meant working full time making music but often ending up unpaid, his income sporadic. Neil recalls:


I made music for adverts on MTV and ITV for clients from the Daily Telegraph to Loaded, for Ted Baker, Coca-Cola, for Swarovski and baked beans, for barbecue marinade in the US, and for a series of animated Argos ads. I wrote and recorded music for a Disney documentary about Lapland, for plays at the Arcola Theatre in Hackney, and stuff for Radio 4. There was music for corporate videos about risk management, and music for amusement park queues, but all this wasn’t enough to make a living, and by 2008 I was putting mortgage payments on a credit card.



All this paints a radically different picture from the one sometimes assumed: that Neil’s only ever been in Suede. Couldn’t be bothered to get well. Didn’t get out of bed for a decade. On the contrary, he was hustling hard, despite his health.

It was 2004, after seven years of chronic fatigue, before Neil was able to play live again: ‘To keep my oar in, I played in bands with friends in pubs, and in marquees for weddings and birthdays. I played bass in Pearl Lowe’s solo band throughout 2004 [previously of Powder and Lodger, now a noted fashion and textile designer], keyboards in Natalie Imbruglia’s band on various tours in 2005, guitar in Wolfman and the Side Effects in 2007.’ Like Mat, he also played keys for Brett in 2007, even appearing in Brett’s band at the same time as Mat once, putting three-fifths of Suede on stage together. But these were one-offs. In 2007, in between all the film music, adverts and documentary work, Neil was scoped out for other roles in well-known bands, variously on bass or keyboards, and he auditioned as a touring musician ‘for bands I didn’t fit, and for bands that didn’t fit me’. It felt like looking for scraps: ‘I failed auditions for up-and-coming artists who saw I could play, but turned me down because in truth I didn’t look like I belonged in a band any more,’ Neil remembers now. ‘I was a has-been. I never gave up on music, but it seemed music was giving up on me.’

It was 2009 before Neil joined another band. This was Penguin Cafe, for whom he played piano, guitar, cuatro and ukulele. That year, they were working towards their first album, a kind of continuation/reinvention of the Penguin Cafe Orchestra, the chamber pop band put together by founding member Arthur Jeffes’ father, Simon, in the 1970s. Their first release, Music from the Penguin Cafe, Live at the Royal Albert Hall, drawing mostly on the Penguin Cafe Orchestra’s ’70s material, was released in 2009.XIII There’s a bizarre edit of this show intercut with interviews on YouTube, Neil playing away close to Des Murphy while the (possibly hungover) production manager Steve Allen, trapped in a penguin suit, nods along approvingly in the middle row of the otherwise empty Albert Hall. Soon, this space would be crucial to Neil’s future. But for now, he had an audience of one.



Alex

Alex Lee had to move on too. He usually only gets a line or two in the Suede history, his tenure in the band dismissed by fans and commentators as it coincided with their most disappointing record. Speaking to me now, Alex is gracious. He knows he joined Suede when things were going wrong – as a newbie, he was in no position to do anything about that – but he also accepts the music he wrote wasn’t as strong as the band’s previous output. Pre-Suede, Alex had been in the Blue Aeroplanes and Strangelove. His post-Suede life is rich and various. These days, he plays guitar in Massive Attack’s live band, and in recent years he’s worked as musical director for Florence + The Machine. He’s worked with the Royal Shakespeare Company on multiple productions.

After the Astoria, Alex went on to play a part in the lives of several of Suede’s contemporaries. Having joined initially as part of the Suede live band, he says, ‘I thought, I see a way forward here. I felt like this suited me, to concentrate on just playing music, in the background.’ By
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[image: Brett writes potential rehearsal setlists on large sheets taped to a wall while Neil watches nearby, with guitars and microphones visible in the rehearsal space as ideas are planned.]










A REMINDER OF WHAT YOU’VE MISSED: THE 100 CLUB AND THE RITZ
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