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    “The periphery is the area that I inhabit in every aspect of my life. I used to resent this fact and fight against it, often with disastrous results. I’ve now come to embrace the notion that this is my rightful place. When all the free floating elements that constitute my life and work come to settle in place, this is where I find myself, and I’ve come to appreciate an intuitive ‘rightness’ to this outcome.” 1


    David Sylvian, August 2007



    

    In memory of Philip Young. 

    My father, my friend, my mentor, and my inspiration.


    À la recherche du temps perdu!
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	Preface


    This book focuses on the life and work of David Sylvian. It is not, however, about the front man of the band Japan. Instead, it is about the artist after he embarked on his solo career, releasing compositions under his own name, through group collaborations such as Rain Tree Crow, Nine Horses, and The Kilowatt Hour, and about his numerous collaborations with a host of disparate artists in one-off or more enduring relationships. As such, writing the book has been an uphill battle, because once Sylvian had sloughed off the trappings of the popular music scene that enveloped Japan, he increasingly reverted to a life out of the public eye. Once free of the overt necessity to be at the forefront of the pop machine, Sylvian began to circulate in a much more discrete world, one in which his efforts could become focussed on where his real talent and interest lay, composing music, and — of critical importance — immersing himself in the art of improvisation in its many guises.


    Almost reclusive by nature, Sylvian these days very much keeps himself to himself. Information is “fed” to his fan base and the music media entirely on his own terms, and at times of his own choosing. As such, a disjointed and patchy picture of Sylvian the man and artist appears. It is this frustration that laid the foundation for this book. Inquisitive by nature, I wanted to understand the context within which Sylvian’s music was composed. I wanted to try and understand what made him tick, where he got his inspiration from, what influences made him the man he was making the music he did. The less information immediately available, the more inquisitive I became.


    Much (but by no means all) of what you will read in these pages is readily available if you know where to look. It has taken a long time to collate, to cross-reference in order to provide a coherent story, and above all to interpret. The odd radio interview, the odd print interview, and much secondary information written by collaborators and contemporaries has been analysed, placed into some kind of chronology, and in this way the story has developed. Where I have drawn on information published or broadcast, I have — where possible — fully attributed the author or interviewer, and given the reader access to the original source. During my research I have travelled to places associated with Sylvian in the U.K., Europe, Japan, and the United States, locating elements that help piece the jigsaw together. But beyond the relaying of facts, I have attempted to get under the surface of the elusive public face of Sylvian and his music, not in an intrusive way, but simply to present what I think may be key influences and events that have informed the path of his growth into an influential and highly respected modern-day composer.


    Only one book of any substance about Sylvian has been written to date, namely “The Last Romantic” by Martin Power. Originally published in 1998, and subsequently updated in 2004, this book provided a brief review of Sylvian’s career. Where Power’s book was heavy on facts concerning Sylvian’s Japan years, it was light on tackling the real source of my interest, the most important issues that underpin the evolution of Sylvian as a solo artist, and an in-depth interpretation of this evolution.  Unfairly, Power was much maligned for relying on already published secondary sources for his work. Sylvian, however, is not a man who gives interviews to all and sundry, and he is unlikely to grant access to anyone who wishes to delve into his life and career. He quite understandably steers clear of the glare of a great deal of media interest, and prefers on the whole to let his music do the talking. However, he does give some interviews, and these are often in a Q&A format, or at the very least contain detailed quotes from the artist himself. In this way, a picture of the man and his music can be revealed, often in his own words. But the real value is in taking this information and attempting to understand and contextualise it, to reach some conclusions as to the nature of the path of Sylvian’s solo career and his personal and musical evolution.


    I have written this book to give a thoughtful insight into the reasons for Sylvian’s development in certain directions musically, and also to explain the ups and downs of his solo career. My key aim is to inform, and therefore to enhance everyone’s appreciation of the music composed by this extraordinary artist. The book is split into three key parts. In Part 1, I deal with the period 1982 to 1987. This was a relatively prolific time for Sylvian, and there was some coherence between the main compositions produced, Brilliant Trees, Alchemy, Gone to Earth, and Secrets of the Beehive. Part 2 deals with the period 1988 – 2002, dominated by a number of joint-venture projects, leading into his next solo work, Dead Bees on a Cake, and culminating in the release of retrospective compilations (Everything and Nothing and Camphor) associated with the split from Virgin. Part 3 takes us from 2003 to the present day, beginning with Blemish, working through the Nine Horses period, Manafon, Sleepwalkers, Died in the Wool and more recent works with Jan Bang and Stephan Mathieu, culminating in a review of The Kilowatt Hour.


    I have not tried to present a strictly chronological review of Sylvian’s solo career in the body of the book, although in general, the progression will start at the beginning and move to the present day. Importantly, I have — where possible — informed the early story with facts that came to light in more recent years, thereby attempting to contextualise the solo years as a whole. If you like, with the benefit of hindsight, there are important threads that can be seen running throughout Sylvian’s career, and I have tried to knit these together in as coherent a way as possible.


    Finally — and on a personal note — I would like to dedicate this book to my father, Philip Young, who passed away during the process of writing. My father’s death to a certain extent explains the relatively long gestation period between my early research and the completion of the final manuscript. He lost his fight against a long illness in the summer of 2009, and for a long while after this I found it difficult to focus on the process of writing. However, my father, as well as being a uniquely talented musician was also a key motivator in my life. His encouragement when I discussed this project with him helped me eventually to re-focus on the job in hand. He attended two Sylvian concerts with me, and was both interested and intrigued about the music he heard, coming as he did from a classical background. He would have wanted me to complete my research and present my findings, so this book above anything else is presented in his memory.


    Chris Young, Heswall, U.K., March 2015


    
	
	Introduction


    It was late March 2009, and I was working in Minneapolis in the United States. In his studio in New Hampshire, David Sylvian had just finished putting the finishing touches to one of his most innovative and experimental works, Manafon, which would be released in September. A huge winter storm was about to descend on Minnesota, the state of 10,000 lakes. This particular day, however, was beautiful. Save for the news of the imminent snow, it looked as if winter was finally coming to an end, and the Minnesotans were once again descending to street level from the Skyways that criss-crossed above the streets in the city, protecting them from the excessive winter cold (and for that matter the intense summer heat!). I was reminded that David Sylvian had once lived in the Twin Cities. I had been to the States many times before, but never to Minnesota. A long time Sylvian follower, I suddenly had the urge to see if I could dig up some information concerning his time in Minneapolis.


    A few hours of research, and I had amassed a great deal of accessible information, and somehow had also located the address of the house where Sylvian had lived on James Avenue South. I wanted to go and see it. Why? Well many reasons really. I was intrigued about how Sylvian had lived, where he had lived, what was around him when he wrote songs in the early to mid-1990s, what possible influences — however superficial — there could have been. This is where the lack of information regarding Sylvian leads you. You become detective, pulling strands together, looking for a bit of information here, nuggets of a fact there that might contextualise his music.


    David Sylvian is somewhat of an enigma. While composing the best music of his life post-Japan, he became almost reclusive. Followers of his music could feel starved of the shreds of information that assisted in understanding the context of his work. In a way, this made things a little sterile. To me, I suppose it makes a difference where Sylvian was living when he wrote a song, whether he was married, which record label he was working with, what spiritual and philosophical thinking was informing his work. This represented the context within which his music was composed, helping to affect his mood, helping to explain a little better what the music was trying to convey. Some may say — indeed Sylvian himself may say — that the compositions should speak for themselves, and indeed they do. But there is nothing like a little context to add another dimension.


    I remember years ago, my father — a talented classical musician — was sitting in his study with a six-foot piece of paper on his desk filled with a mass of lines and hieroglyphics. It was a chronology of composers, when they were born and when they died, when they wrote their music, what historical events were taking place that may have influenced their work. His thought was obviously that it mattered if a certain composer was contemporary with another, and if a major historical event was taking place at the time a certain composition was penned. I guess, in a way, I have been looking for similar facts in respect of David Sylvian. When did he actually split with Virgin and set up his own Samadhi Sound label, and did this affect the nature of his compositions? Did his marriage and subsequent divorce have any obvious impact on his work? Who were his key contemporaries and collaborators, and how did they influence his progress? What was the course of his spiritual journey, and how did this influence his musical evolution? All this for me goes to making a more complete picture of the man and his music.


    Analysing Sylvian’s musical progression from this point of view means that various themes can be developed. For example, there are the London years, the Minneapolis years, the Sonoma years, and the New Hampshire years. As just mentioned, there are the Virgin years and the Samadhi Sound years, and the pre-married years, the married years, and the post-married years. None of the analysis in this book, however, is undertaken in an attempt to expose areas of Sylvian’s life that he would not want publicised. It is in no way meant to be invasive or prurient, and anyway, as I have already said, much of the information is in the public domain if you have the patience to go and look. Rather, if like me you have been influenced by Sylvian’s music, and have felt moved to understand more, this book may help.


    I have often been asked — and have repeatedly asked myself — whether writing a book about an artist who reportedly never looks back, and who has famously never read the only other book written about him is in any way justified. I persevered, however, safe in the knowledge that Sylvian himself came close to tacitly accepting that there was an interest in understanding more about revered artists. He was discussing musical influences on him in a wide-ranging interview with John Walters of the Independent newspaper, and said, “I read the Miles Davis autobiography and will occasionally read about other jazz musicians, or maybe Glen Gould. There is a complex character behind the work, and you want to know more.” 2 For me, the complex character behind the work is David Sylvian. This book takes as its central premise that he is first and foremost not just a gifted singer songwriter, but in addition, a pioneer in musical composition. And here is the crux of it, the real value behind the book. For any biography of a musician to have a worth, the music itself must stand up to scrutiny. No music or musician is successful because of the back-story, rather the back-story becomes interesting after the music has been evaluated and seen to be exceptional.


    Anyway, back to Minneapolis. It felt quite exciting to be approaching 3120 James Avenue South. All the sights and sounds around were ones that Sylvian had seen, heard, and lived in during the early to mid-1990s. Even more compelling was actually seeing the house and the street on which he lived, in the same way that it is compelling to visit a place of historical significance, and see with your own eyes what people at the time would have seen with theirs. Sylvian’s house in Minneapolis 55408 was a house like any other in the area, quite unassuming, in a peaceful street near Lake Colhoun (Hennepin County), but interesting nonetheless to see where he was when he was living years of domestic bliss with his then wife Ingrid Chavez, and where some of the songs that found themselves onto the album Dead Bees on a Cake germinated. The house had a terrace out front. The day I visited, two rocking chairs sat on it. Did Sylvian and Chavez perhaps sit out on the porch on calm summer nights? Who knows, and I guess it could be asked, who cares? But having breathed the air and seen the place, I guess I felt that superficially I understood a little bit more. And this is what I want to achieve in this book, a greater understanding of the context of Sylvian’s work. A bit more insight, but in a much more profound way!


    Music has been an enormously important part of my life. I come from an extremely musical family. My late-brother, Stephen, was a musical genius, playing professional classical concerts at the age of seventeen, and my father — as I have already mentioned — was a musician and PhD in musicology. Me, well I have the ear, but not the aptitude (or is it the dedication) to play and perform. Instead, I veered off in the direction of journalism and publishing, a path I have been following all my adult life. Having listened to Sylvian’s music for over three decades, I am sure to a greater or lesser extent, it has influenced the way I am today, as much as any art can. The beauty of the music and words that have been pervading my consciousness for the last thirty years have definitely helped to make me the way I am.


    And herein lies the skill of Sylvian. Ever since Ghosts, Brilliant Trees, and all the way through to the mastery of Snow Borne Sorrow, Blemish, Manafon, Died in the Wool, and Wändermude, he has written music that perfectly synthesises with the lyrics he writes, or if instrumental, creates an atmosphere which resonates amazingly with the listener. His music creates a mood, and above all evokes emotion. It changes your state of mind, and makes you look at the world in a different way. Much of Sylvian’s output is intensely personal. Much of it is very obviously born out of intimate experiences, and influences from art, film, literature, philosophy, and above all spirituality. But he communicates the essence of his music and lyrics in a way that speaks on a one-to-one level with his listener. It is the melding of music and lyric in such “harmony” that drives many of his compositions. The mood is set, the emotion is heightened, the message is sent. And it is delivered in a way that has an intense and lasting impact. Key periods in my life (and many other peoples lives too I care to wager) — breaking up of relationships, falling in love, getting married, periods of stress, periods of joy, periods of sadness — have all been accompanied by the “score” written by David Sylvian. Sometimes I listen to help understand an emotion, but mostly I listen to indulge in an escape to a world of quiet introspection, a place where I can think, and my thoughts relax and unravel.


    So, what of the man? The early years of his musical career, the years everyone seems to know about, were essentially years when he was trying to find himself. No doubt Japan produced music of great quality, ahead of its time, different enough to be interesting. But in the middle of this world of seeming glamour and glitz was Sylvian himself. Without him, Japan would not have existed. He was central to the success, image-wise and in terms of musical composition. But the “world of Japan” was in many ways anathema to him. He was sucked into a vacuum of superficiality and to some extent he had to sacrifice his own personal and musical beliefs in order to “succeed”. Commercial success, however, gave Sylvian none of the satisfaction he was seeking. That was to be found away from the spotlight, working “solo”, but in fact as it turned out working with countless collaborators. Musically, Sylvian has been finding himself ever since the demise of Japan. 31 years have passed since then, and the path to such musical enlightenment has been interesting, varied, and — as time has gone on — ever more difficult to fathom. What is obvious, however, is that Sylvian has grown increasingly away from commercialism in his music, and on a personal level has grown more and more remote from his fan base. Nonetheless, he has developed and retained a loyal audience of followers despite this increased, self-imposed isolation.


    Today, devotees of Sylvian’s music hang on the utterings of the website allied to his own record label. Through Samadhi Sound, you will learn what is coming up, what releases or tours are in the offing, but barring the odd poem or photograph, very little to give you an insight into the man. Some may say that this is all part of the mystique that Sylvian is trying to nurture. Maybe so. But I am also inclined to believe that in fact, this is just the way Sylvian likes it. It avoids him having to sell himself, do the PR stunts, and instead he can keep away from the glare of the public eye, and let his music do the talking. It also provides him with the isolation he needs to be creative.


    But, let’s not forget, Samadhi Sound is a business. It has to “sell product”. And as time has gone on since its inception in New Hampshire in 2001, it has become more sophisticated. The enigmatic David Sylvian is the owner of the label; he is a businessman as well as a composer. The balance sheet must stack up like it has to for any business. He has had to sell the works that have been produced by the label. And so you see a cycle developing. News is dripped to the fan base of an upcoming release. Things go quiet. Then the release is announced as imminent. It goes quiet again. Then the release is upon us. This is followed by a relatively small raft of interviews. Sylvian comes into the spotlight for a while, often reluctantly, sometimes a slightly different look, sometimes the same as before. Fans see the face again, pick away at the words and nuances in the interviews, glean as much as they can as quickly as they can, and before they know it, Sylvian has disappeared once more, and the music is left to do the talking. Over the years, these absences can test the patience of even the most loyal of fans. Sylvian has never been a fast worker. But somehow if the gap between fleeting views is 6 months or 6 years, some fans stay loyal, probably because once you “get it”, Sylvian’s music is worth the wait.


    What follows, therefore, is a book that charts the progression of Sylvian musically, and knits together the numerous threads that run throughout his career. You will see that I look in some detail at the lyrics of Sylvian’s compositions. This is done in an attempt to tease out overt messages and meaning, and to piece together a coherent story of his personal and musical development. However, herein also lies a problem. Sylvian is aware that his lyrics must connect with people personally, so they are often written in a way that allows for multiple readings. As such, my interpretations are valid, but they may not always be yours, and indeed they may not always be a precisely accurate account of Sylvian’s own lyric intentions. But this does not undermine the relevance of this book. Sylvian rarely gives away the precise focus of his compositions. They need to work on a personal level, so what every individual perceives is fine. However, on occasion, the message is more obvious, less open to multiple readings, and over the course of his career, careful analysis of these offerings helps build a story.


    I hope on this basis that you will forgive any omissions, or what you may perceive as obtuse reasoning on my part. I am confident, however, that you will find enough in these pages to build a picture of Sylvian’s progression, and perhaps to enhance your listening pleasure as you immerse yourself in his work.


    
	
	Part 1


    1982-1987


    Finding The Right Vocabulary


    
	
	1


    Now I Find Myself Alone


    It takes real clarity of purpose, and not a little bravery to do what David Sylvian (born David Alan Batt, February 1958) did in the early 1980s.  Japan — after a stuttering start — had begun to make it big in the commercial popular music scene, and the trappings of success in this heady environment were beginning to coalesce. Just at the point when everything seemed set fair, Sylvian effectively threw in the towel, and Japan the group disbanded.


    The image of Sylvian at this time was of an individual who did not sit happily in the spotlight, and railed against the excesses of the pop machine. The juggernaut of Japan’s success was about to kick into a higher gear, but the driver, David Sylvian, wrestled with no thought other than how to get off. Japan’s music and image were inextricably linked, and therein perhaps lay the root cause of the break up of the band. While the group consisted of a number of talented individuals, Mick Karn, Richard Barbieri, Steve Jansen —  (and for a time Rob Dean) — Sylvian was the glue, he was the composer, and without him there was no real core. The fact that he seemed disinclined to be seduced by the glitz of the music world, while at the same time presenting an outward image that exemplified its very glamour, was always a contradiction.


    For Sylvian, the image itself was all part of the disguise, the only way he could contemplate playing the pop game. In an interview much later in his career, he described it as “a spacesuit” 3, without which he wouldn’t have survived. It enabled him to work as a musician and to get up and perform. Effectively, it was meaningless baggage, and he could only move on without it once he had recognised a musical direction that allowed him true focus on his artistic goals — completely undiluted focus. 3 In other words, behind the outward image, Sylvian’s thought processes, goals, and expectations were opposite to those he would have needed to exploit to take Japan on to the next step. He effectively wanted to dismantle the marriage of image and music, he wanted to take the personality away from the compositions, and let them breath and speak for themselves.


    The cracks that started to show between Sylvian and the other band members seemed to be widened by the different reactions they had to success. All except Sylvian seemed willing to be seduced by celebrity and fame, but Sylvian couldn’t stomach the increased media attention such celebrity encouraged, and in addition he exhibited an aversion to touring, which unfortunately also came with the territory. He began to spend more and more time alone, and to see with increasing clarity the manipulative nature of the band’s management, which once it had sniffed the possibility of substantial return on its investment in the group seemed all to happy to abandon its previously stated promise to protect the musical and artistic ideals that Sylvian grimly held on to. So it was that Sylvian felt the need to plough his own furrow, wrestle away the control of his string-pulling management, and follow his own instincts.


    Just consider the implications, however, and the confidence that it must have taken to make this leap from what was a secure and well-trodden path of perhaps short-lived but highly lucrative pop stardom, into the relatively unknown territory of the more avant-garde, experimental, and non-commercial genres. A move, indeed, to the periphery of the music scene! Whether Sylvian’s change of course was born out of an inherent confidence in his new direction, or instead an inability to live with the excesses of the popular music world — or whether it was indeed a product of both — the metamorphosis of the man and his music from the Japan era to the Sylvian of today has been extraordinary. Japan stifled Sylvian’s creativity. The spur to pursuing a solo career was to find a means of overcoming this key obstacle, and to begin to feel artistically true to himself. “Primarily I suppose I wanted to write about my personal experiences in such a way that I hadn’t been able to achieve with…Japan, in that I needed to find a way of expressing myself in an undisguised way. I also needed to find a standpoint from which to write…which was very important to me. I found that there was a kind of emotional void at the heart of Japan’s work which was my responsibility as writer, and I really needed to get to grips with a level of self-awareness, an understanding of the world around me, the reasons why I did what I did, and the function of music in society, its purpose.” 4


    Once the die was cast, and the decision to leave Japan was made, Sylvian pursued a path that has seen him evolve into one of the seminal experimental composers of our time. The place he now holds in the music scene is absolutely unique, a fusion of so many different textures, collaborators, themes, and influences that the heady brew that exists today cannot be replicated by any other musician. His offerings are always varied, but one thing remains without dispute, they are always very identifiably his. At their heart has been the quest for self-awareness that tracks through his entire solo career, and also his motivation for writing music, which is to help people refocus on the essence of their own nature and spirit, aspects of the self that tend to get buried or ignored in daily life. Music for Sylvian is “a reminder of our essential selves.” 4


    While this book is not about Sylvian in the Japan years, before this period is left behind, the legacy of the band needs to be summarised as it provides some context for the beginning of Sylvian’s solo development. Japan effectively finished their work together at the end of 1982. On December 16th, they played the last date of their final concert tour in Nagoya, Japan, a brace of albums under their belts, the final non-posthumous release— Tin Drum — perhaps recognised as their most musically adept. For the purposes of this book, the detailed personal reasons for the break up the band are not important, it was the musical rationale that underpinned the break up that was relevant. After all, this musical rationale was the basis of all that happened in Sylvian’s post-Japan career, and for the observer, informed the path that he subsequently took. Japan was a product of the late 70s/early 80s large record label obsession with commercial success and celebrity. The idea was massive exposure, the marketing of a cosmetic image, and the building up of a relatively superficial relationship between artist and audience, with hopefully a bit of appealing music in the mix to cement the deal.  To begin with, Japan and Sylvian played the game, but even early on the signs were that Sylvian didn’t fit comfortably into the mould. Initially, you would have been forgiven if you viewed his remoteness — some would say his moody intellectualising and aloofness — as part of the image. Indeed, this did seem to be part of the appeal. But in fact, what was on view was an artist in Sylvian who was truly uncomfortable with selling his soul, didn’t want to play the game by the rules set in stone by the music industry, and in fact wanted to be accepted as a credible artist, not a manufactured commodity.


    Even at this early stage seemingly much happier away from the spotlight, Sylvian was in fact an artist that as far as was possible with all the external pressures on him to do things in a certain way, was attempting to create music that was released on merit, not simply backing up an image. The problem was that within the confines of the band, he was always banging his head against a metaphorical glass ceiling, as the non-conformist had to conform to a certain extent in order to be given the freedom to compose at all. For management, and indeed other band members, who were perhaps more inclined to run with the potential riches of commercial success, Sylvian as reluctant pop star must have been incredibly frustrating. They must have felt that they were shown the open road to fame, glory, and riches, had been given the keys to the car, but Sylvian kept putting on the hand brake!


    There were two ways of looking at his motivations. One was that he was just perverse and annoying. The other — and really the only credible motivation — was that he really did not want to live his life and produce his music in the way that he was being forced to do. He made a pretty good fist of composing interesting music within these strictures, but sooner or later, the environment he found himself in would squeeze all the creative juices out, and what would be left would be artless and false. Talking about this period some years later, Sylvian said, “Let’s just say I was not as ambitious as some other people who were around at the time. In fact, we’d agreed to split at the top end of 1982. We went through most of our moment of fame knowing we were not going to last. I was very uncomfortable with the fame. At first, I admit, I had actively encouraged it. Then, when it arrived, I discovered it really wasn’t what I wanted after all. When I found the work didn’t satisfy me either, I thought, well, none of this is worth the effort. I needed to move on. It was not a constructive time.” 5


    Despite the fact that Sylvian even up to today frequently voices his frustration at constantly being associated with the band, the Japan years were not all negative. In fact, a number of positives came from this period that allowed his solo career to develop. While there was nothing wrong with the structures of the Japan compositions, it was more the case that Sylvian’s values changed in terms of what the function of his music should be and what the songs should convey as the band split. Sylvian saw his Japan years as good schooling. He and the band made very public mistakes, and learned from them. He himself honed the art of writing for a particular line up of musicians, how to get the best out of them, and how to produce their music. All these skills set the foundation for his ability to develop in the years to come.


    Japan’s early musical influences were also quite informative when looking at the course of Sylvian’s solo career. Key among these was Brian Eno, and particularly his mid-1970s offering, Another Green World, an experimental departure from Eno’s previous work, being largely instrumental, and with a more introspective and ambient feel. Interestingly, less than a decade later, Robert Fripp — who worked with Eno on Another Green World — would be a collaborator with Sylvian. Another close colleague of Eno, trumpeter Jon Hassell, would also have a huge part to play in Sylvian’s early solo years. Sylvian said of Eno, “Why dos I find him appealing? I think it comes down to the fact that he’s exploring, not changing for the sake of change.” 30 As a marker for what interested Sylvian about music and musicians, and what he himself has attempted to do throughout the course of his entire career, “exploring” pretty much summed it up.


    In general, you cannot look too deeply into Japan’s back catalogue to get a feel for the path of his solo career. That was, of course, with the exception of the song Ghosts released late in 1981 on the Tin Drum album. This song opened the floodgates for Sylvian as a composer, and musically represented the kernel of his future development. It also used a form of music, the ballad, which he considered to be at the heart of pop music, and which became a staple of his future solo work. The ballad was a form within which rhythm was not essential, where the composer had the freedom to be more and more “avant-garde” but which didn’t alienate the audience. Sylvian credited German electronic music pioneer Karl-Heinz Stockhausen for inspiring the abstract synthesiser lines on Ghosts, little knowing that in a few years time he would be playing with musicians schooled by the German composer, and would also end up improvising with his son. In addition to Stockhausen, Sylvian also acknowledged Ryuichi Sakamoto who was pivotal to the final sound of the composition through his help with the arrangement.


    Sylvian had had something of a breakthrough when composing for Tin Drum, working hard with Jansen on a formulaic way of phrasing the songs. In common with other tracks on the album, he knew how Ghosts should be arranged as he was writing it. Arrangement was the key, making robust sounding compositions from what were effectively really simple musical forms. Ghosts was seemingly the least commercial of pop songs, with no traditional structure, and a highly personal and introspective lyric quality. “Writing Ghosts was a turning point for me. So much of what we created in Japan was built upon artifice. With that song I felt I’d had a breakthrough, that I’d touched upon something true to myself and expressed it in a way that didn’t leave me feeling overly vulnerable. I knew that I had to find my own voice, and I also wanted to strike up different relationships with other musicians.” 6


    Lyrically, Ghosts belied the mood of the artist at this time, effectively somebody lost. “When I wrote Ghosts it was after a very dark period I went through. I wrote the piece and thought ‘Yes, that sums it up very well.’ But after I recorded it, after it had been a hit, I went through an even darker period, and I thought ‘That’s what it’s really about!’ I hadn’t experienced it the way I thought I had, and yet the song summed up that period very well. It was a very bleak time, every time you thought you were getting somewhere, something would stand in your way.” 7 The lyrics very obviously stated that despite the path to success seemingly being sign-posted and wide open, Sylvian was wrestling with fairly fundamental personal issues.


    Well, I’m feeling nervous / Now I find myself alone / The simple life’s no longer there / Once I was so sure / Now the doubt inside my mind / Comes and goes, but leads nowhere


    It was doubtful that many realised when Ghosts was released how much of a cry from the heart this song really was. It was about self-doubt, spiritual unease at the time being symbolised by weather-related metaphors, which became a regular device in future Sylvian releases.


    Well, I ought to leave / But the rain it never stops / And I have no particular place to go… / When my chance came to be king / The ghosts of my life / Blew wilder than the wind


    Ghosts articulated the beginning of Sylvian’s feelings of spiritual displacement, which meant that it represented the first step in a spiritual journey that has endured through his entire career. Musically, the composition lit a fire in Sylvian’s belly. He has often said that it was the only piece produced by Japan that resonated with him throughout his life, mainly because of its autobiographical focus. For the first time since composing for the band, something personal shone out and with it the door through which Sylvian was destined to pass was thrown open. “When I wrote Ghosts, I thought, this interests me more…that’s when it became apparent that this isn’t a road I want to travel with the band, this is a road I want to travel alone.” 9


    Couple this musical epiphany with Sylvian’s struggle with what was tantamount to social phobia at the time (celebrity status and all the trimmings not being a comfortable place for someone so ill at ease in other people’s company), and the break up of Japan was inevitable.  Steve Jansen, Sylvian’s brother and long-term collaborator over the course of his career, was once asked about Sylvian’s lifestyle, and need for remoteness. He said, “Throughout his adult life, Dave has shut himself off, with a partner, in quite an isolated situation. He doesn’t partake of the usual pleasures, shall we say. He never did, even when we were touring. Some front men can’t stand being at the centre of it all, and have to cultivate a persona to even get on stage. Dave shied away from meeting fans or enjoying being on the road with the band and the crew. He’s never really gone for a drink in the bar, or out on the town. I can’t honestly say why. All I know is that in not doing those things, he gives himself the leverage that he needs.” 75 Sylvian himself spoke of his need around the time of the break up of Japan to face up to personal issues that he had been working around rather than meeting head on. In classic business jargon, he was forcing himself to move out of a comfort zone of sorts, an easily mapped out path to pop stardom, and as he called it “a cushioned state of minor celebrity” 1 Moving into uncharted waters, Sylvian was about to give himself the space he needed to develop musically. In so doing, he did not shed too many tears at the demise of Japan. He was asked once what his favourite memory was of the group. His answer! “The last tour, it was really good.” When asked why, he replied with brutal honesty, “Because it was the last.” 10


    With the benefit of hindsight, as Sylvian became older and more and more solo compositions were completed and released, he managed to view the Japan days in somewhat less black and white terms. What he seemed to suggest was that while appreciating that with the group he was given a great and humbling opportunity to articulate himself musically, he couldn’t detect the heartbeat of his work with the band. Of course it stood there in his back catalogue, and always would, but he was unable to connect with its rationale as music, or feel the artistic motivation behind it. It was the product of a period of his life when he seemed deeply unhappy and unfulfilled. “Some things I remember clearly, the genesis of an idea, the details of the recording process and so on. But there are other periods of my life, particularly my mid-teens to early 20s, where I have few memories or fragments to pull from…. When that period of my life ended, I think it is fair to say it was no longer of interest to me. It was shed like a skin and I’ve honestly not dwelt on it since.” 11


    So, with the skin shed, and his eyes set forward, the story of Sylvian’s musical evolution really began. He was about to embark on a voyage of musical and personal discovery that eventually broke the barriers of the conventional, pushed the boundaries of musical construction, and defined a musical niche that had hitherto remained silent. His drive post-Japan would be into areas of increased spontaneity, where he imposed himself less and less onto his music. This spontaneity was something that he had come into contact with in painting, and his career would now begin to focus on — and become devoted to — an application of these techniques into his music.


    Mention does, however, need to be made of a seed that was planted before the official demise of Japan, and a work that was arguably Sylvian’s first solo excursion, and one that solidified a relationship with a fellow musician that has endued for the entire span of his solo career. At the end of July 1982, five months before the final Japan concert, but while the band were in the middle of a series of damaging wrangles, Virgin released the double A side single Bamboo Music and Bamboo Houses. This release was the result of a collaboration between Sylvian and musical acquaintance Ryuichi Sakamoto. It was released while Sakamoto was still a member of the Yellow Magic Orchestra, and it represented another early Sylvian and Sakamoto musical venture, the first being the co-written composition Taking Islands in Africa from the Japan album Gentlemen Take Polaroids released at the end 1980. Bamboo Music / Bamboo Houses was classic angular “art pop”, heavily synthesiser based, and both tracks flavoured with oriental sounding patterns. Sakamoto flew into London and spent the best part of a week with Sylvian working on the tracks, but they took a long time for Sylvian to finish once Sakamoto had left the sessions. Even with the amount of painstaking work that Sylvian devoted to the pieces, at the time he was reportedly not massively enamoured by the end results. However, as we shall see, they were sufficiently well regarded to appear on retrospective compilation works Sylvian produced much later in his career.


    Musically, the tracks didn’t push too far away — if at all — from the pop genre with which Japan at this time was synonymous, and in terms of Sylvian’s persona — which was set to change considerably as his solo career progressed over the coming years — there was little progression. On the accompanying videos, he was heavily made up, face front and centre, alongside Sakamoto and his brother Jansen who provided the drums and percussion on the tracks. While technically, these songs represented Sylvian’s first solo move, they did not, therefore, break the mould. Arguably, in terms of musical progression they were far less influential and far less of a marker as to Sylvian’s future progression than the previously released Ghosts. Their real importance was their role in cementing the relationship between Sylvian and Sakamoto, whose next collaboration, Forbidden Colours, many saw as the real beginning of what should be termed Sylvian’s “solo” career.


    Looked at this way, Sylvian’s solo journey, therefore, actually began just after the demise of Japan in late 1982, while he was in a relationship with Yuka Fujii, and still a little way off starting focussed work on his first substantial solo project, Brilliant Trees. This was the beginning of a period of deconstruction of the patterns and procedures that had dictated the way in which he and Japan had had to approach the composition of music and recording, and was also time to take stock and reflect away from the burning media frenzy that had existed for him in the popular music world. After the effective break up of the band in mid-1982, Sylvian began writing and abandoning material as he tried to find the best way to compose more honest lyrics. The breakthrough that opened the creative floodgates was when Sakamoto approached him with the music that he had written for the film Merry Christmas Mr Lawrence, which needed lyrics. In Sylvian’s own words “It opened a door. I thought, OK, I’m ready, and I started writing Brilliant Trees.” 12


    Sakamoto invited Sylvian to Tokyo towards the end of 1982, and Sylvian spent two days in the famous Onkio Haus Studios in Ginza making his vocal contribution. Originally, Sakamoto had expected Sylvian to sing a melody that he had already written, but Sylvian found this impossible and undesirable. What he wanted was something that acted as a counter to the melody that Sakamoto had already created, and which he was enormously struck by. “I thought it was beautiful. I mean, sonically it was incredible. I loved all the samples he was using. We were so much into sound design at the time, between Yellow Magic Orchestra and what we were doing at that point of our evolution…and what Ryuichi as producer did was extraordinary with that particular piece of music.” 13


    Forbidden Colours (a title taken from the 1953 novel by Yukio Mishima which shared with Merry Christmas Mr Lawrence the theme of the exploration of homosexuality) was released in July 1983. While it was apparent that Sylvian was a man of faith at this point, the search for true spiritual awakening and clarity that he has sought throughout his life began to take some form at this time, be it in an ever so broad and unfocussed way. It would be wrong to say that he was overtly religious in his outlook. His roots — as was common with many young men educated in the United Kingdom in the 1960s and 1970s — were in traditional Christian ideology. Sylvian, however, seemed not to have been fully satisfied with Christianity, and found himself at around the time of the writing of Forbidden Colours questioning this particular path to spiritual awareness, and beginning his search for something more personally fulfilling. Brilliant Trees would articulate this search in more detail, but it certainly seemed to take root at the time of Forbidden Colours.


    So Forbidden Colours represented the start of Sylvian’s forensic questioning of the building blocks upon which his faith had been built. It marked the beginning of his spiritual quest and the questioning of faith, which remained a consistent theme throughout his entire solo career. “This was a period of upheaval that I embraced with something akin to relish. A casting out, doing away with every aspect of my life that didn’t bare close scrutiny.” 14 Over the years, Sylvian’s search for true enlightenment and an ability to rebuild himself and his faith after this “clear out” led him to look among others at Gurdjieff’s teachings, Sufism, Gnostic Christianity, Buddhism, and Hinduism, all of which held or captivated him at some point in his life. At the time of Forbidden Colours, the move away from an acceptance that basic Christian values held the key to his spiritual epiphany began, and the lyric of the song very obviously dealt with uncertainty, the unravelling of faith, torment, and a higher love. Here was a lyric dealing with the loss of faith, doubt, suffering, and the divine.


    I’ll go walking in circles / While doubting the very ground beneath me / Trying to show unquestioning faith in everything / Here I am, a lifetime away from you / The blood of Christ, or a change of heart


    Later in his career, Sylvian found it difficult to relate to the Christian imagery in Forbidden Colours, and the fact that the song dealt with a lack of faith. His later spiritual evolution led to a sustained association with Buddhist and Hindu practices, where the thought of there being a distance between the individual and the divine — never mind that distance being a “lifetime” only attainable after death — was unthinkable. In Buddhism and Hinduism, the divine was constantly available at all times to everyone. Just after its release, Sylvian said of Forbidden Colours, “I achieved something I’d never achieved before in writing a lyric about myself which had no answer. It had a question about religion. I’ve got this thing with religions in general. I’m interested in people’s philosophies and why they cling to them. Do they need something to rely upon because they are not strong enough in their own life, or are they clinging to them because there’s a real value that I miss? At the time, I was becoming more obsessed about Christian religion, and Forbidden Colours was the first time I achieved that kind of writing, putting something into the lyrics that was just an expression of what I was going through, that had no ending. It was very honest, and that’s what made me decide to carry on writing. I couldn’t go back. I was just incapable of getting out so I just wrote directly about myself.” 15 And indeed, Sylvian did not go back. Instead, over the years, he treated us to an array of compositions that described his journey and the lessons that he learned along the way. And an intriguing and fascinating journey it was to be, involving increasingly innovative compositional techniques that drew on numerous influences, but which eventually led to the creation of a unique and original means of music making all of his own.
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    A Better World Lies In Front Of Me


    Sylvian identified an invisible thread connecting his solo career with the composition Ghosts. However, he effectively consigned the rest of the band’s output to the scrapheap, finding nothing there that he could connect with once he had cast off the shackles and embarked on his solo career. But there was one more link that connected Sylvian to Japan’s output. From very early in his music career, Sylvian found himself susceptible to influences from great artists, filmmakers, actors, photographers, and musicians. From time to time, he indicated this interest in his compositions, one such directly referenced in the title of the song Nightporter.


    The film The Night Porter was a movie starring actor Dirk Bogarde. By obliquely referencing Bogarde in this composition, Sylvian gave his fan base a direct hint as to where he was fishing for influences at the time. His interest in the actor, centred on the films he made under the direction of Luchino Visconti and Joseph Losey. The Night Porter was, however, directed by Liliana Cavani, and featured Bogarde in his “art-house” period, as indeed did the films he starred in that were directed by Visconti and Losey. In his early career, Bogarde was as a light comedy actor, featuring in such films as Doctor in the House. Sylvian admired his single-mindedness in the mid- to late-period of his career as he made the shift to a focus on what some called “more artistically credible” performances. What many saw as a brave move, Sylvian described as a vital move for the actor, a necessity, a matter of self-respect, allowing the inner self to breathe. The parallel between Bogarde’s shift in focus and Sylvian’s was obvious, and Sylvian obviously identified with him as he embarked on his career change in the early 1980s.


    When Brilliant Trees hit the streets in 1984, Sylvian’s audience was going to be bombarded by numerous references to influential writers and artists that gave a fascinating insight into the areas into which Sylvian was delving as he began the next stage of his life story. But the environment within which he was sucking up all these areas of inspiration was anything but settled and happy. He was railing against life, and was to be found in dismissive, even slightly arrogant, mood. “Possessions and people tie you down. Freedom is the great gift, and I use it to take off whenever I feel like it. If I fancy a break in Paris or Japan, I can simply head for the airport then and there. There is nothing to stop me. I really can’t cope with any of the rules ordinary people have to follow. I just can’t do things like washing dishes or going to the supermarket. I can understand people who are terrified of open spaces, because I feel that way about going out in public spaces sometimes. It’s impossible for me to open the front door, even walk up the street. The sight of that sea of faces! It depresses me. So I shut myself off from life for days on end. It’s the only way to survive…. People like me would have been locked away not so long ago, put under medical supervision. Even now we’re looked on as loonies. Well, if being normal is going to work in a boring job from morning to night, five or six days a week, just to keep your body alive while your mind rots, then you can keep it. I don’t think that’s normal at all. I think it’s pure madness. I’ve earned enough never to fall into that trap. I’m rich enough to be tolerated as a loony. Others just get picked on. But remember, it’s the world that’s out of its mind, not us.” 16


    Brilliant Trees was the album that represented the first substantial post-Japan offering from Sylvian, at one and the same time sloughing off the baggage from the band, and also setting the course for solo works to come. Whereas Ghosts and Forbidden Colours had been stepping-stones and indicated the general direction in which Sylvian’s solo musical evolution would lead, it was commonly agreed Brilliant Trees nailed it. While Sylvian was making an overt move away from his past, and was trying to break the link between his image and personality and his music, he did, however, noticeably keep recording under the name that was synonymous with his Japan days. There was a conscious decision here to retain some vestiges of his former self for the purposes — presumably — of marketing and promotion. Sylvian did not sacrifice everything in his search for the promised land, probably because he knew that Virgin’s financial largesse depended on something viable to market. Brilliant Trees was released in July 1984, the album recorded for one month in Berlin in August 1983, and over about 6 weeks in London at the end of 1983 and the beginning of 1984. While Sylvian was keen to get a European atmosphere to the work, and was also keen to get the artists that he worked with away from the usual recording environments they were used to, the choice of Berlin per se was largely down to the lack of available studios in London at the time Sylvian wanted to start laying down the tracks.


    Analysis of the lyrics and music on Brilliant Trees was extremely revealing, as was the fact that Sylvian as “solo” artist was anything but, and during the course of the next 29 years remained anything but. What was replaced on Brilliant Trees was the idea of a band of the same faces. Sylvian’s quest for a purity of musical voice took him on this album — as with nearly all subsequent releases — down the route of collaboration. For Brilliant Trees he surrounded himself with an eclectic group of talented, and to a great extent “non-mainstream” musicians, each adding to the mix, and creating a beguiling and deeply moving album. Sylvian revealed, “I was kind of naïve. I just didn’t want to work with session pros who spend their whole life giving rather sterile performances, and I thought the only solution was to draw on the references from my own listening pleasure. The jazz input was Yuka’s influence. She had an enormous collection. It opened my eyes and became an obsession.” 12


    There were so many areas of interest in Brilliant Trees, each showing Sylvian peeling away the Japan modus operandi, and exerting himself in as yet untried directions. The very fact that the album was recorded in a city where all contributors were off home soil instilled a feeling of adventure among the musicians. Sylvian had never worked like this before. “With Japan I normally had a loose structure to work with, but this was very loose. Musically, there was no major concept, all I had in mind was that the musicians would come in and really perform as they felt. I wanted to create a relaxed environment for them to work in so that they felt totally at ease to do whatever they liked on the tracks. The whole concept of the album was really to get performances from the people I was using, whereas with Japan, it was never a performance, it was normally an arrangement, a composition. On this album, the compositions are very simple and the idea was to let people work with a very loose framework and improvise over it.” 17 Sylvian went on to make the point that the idea of improvisation was extremely important as he felt he no longer (as had been the case with Japan) needed to prove himself as a songwriter. At the time of Brilliant Trees and as his solo career developed, improvisation was the root of much of his creativity, and what was important was the relationship between the musicians involved. It meant that he was not bringing what he considered to be his own limitations in terms of structure and song writing into the studio. Improvisational techniques themselves were to develop over the years as we shall see, overtly pushing the singer songwriter’s approach to new limits, and defining new and unique sounds and compositional forms.


    In effect, through collaboration and improvisation, another shackle on Sylvian’s creativity was being cast off, namely the formulaic way in which Japan songs were put together and recorded. Also reduced to a certain extent was the predominant need for universal recognition and acceptance of his work. Sylvian very early on in his solo years was exhibiting a confidence in his own ideas and aptitudes that allowed him to plough his own furrow, and he exhibited such a belief in himself and the quality of his work that there was no absolute need for critical and/or popular acclaim. He still had a desire to reach as many people as possible, but with work that he was comfortable with and which truly reflected his musical values. Quality first, sales second! It was the flip side of this new way of working — and the flip side of his adventures into experimental and innovative musical territory — that some people wouldn’t keep up. Much later in his career, Sylvian released a seminal work entitled Blemish as he developed new writing techniques. The music on this album was uncompromising, and in many ways difficult to access. Brave and confident, and no doubt also indulgent (an indulgence that he could afford as this was the first album he produced after setting up his own label), Sylvian must have known that he would not take all his audience with him with this record. But an unswerving belief in his compositions — conceived at the time of Brilliant Trees — had galvanised itself to such an extent by this time, that he kept the faith and Blemish was released. Despite its edgy non-commercial nature, the record was hailed a musical tour-de-force, precipitated the acceleration of plans for the growth of his own record label, and led to a successful world tour. Proof — if ever it was needed — that Sylvian’s self confidence and single-mindedness was usually well placed!


    With Brilliant Trees, the less rigid way in which the album was put together was what intrigued the composer. It allowed him to get more emotion out of the music than he had ever managed before. At the time, he also relaxed his approach to his own vocals, surely another sign of increased self-confidence. With Japan, Sylvian had obviously recorded his vocals over and over again to exclude imperfections, but on Brilliant Trees he let it go, and embraced any idiosyncrasies. This way of working produced a spontaneity and life in Sylvian’s music that appealed to him, and was to a certain extent inspired by his then partner Yuka Fujii (and her great interest in jazz), and also overtly by some paintings and painters with which Sylvian had recently become familiar.


    Fujii was central to much of Sylvian’s life just before the end of Japan, and immediately afterwards. Their relationship had incorrectly been seen by many as the main reason for the split up of the band, Fujii having been in a relationship with Karn just before she and Sylvian became partners. She was an established artist when she met the band, and initially came to the U.K. to photograph British jazz musicians in the 1970s. She introduced Sylvian to the finer points of jazz and in addition helped him to incorporate spiritual discipline into his daily life, a recurrent theme throughout his future musical and life journey, which over time became inextricably linked. Photography and film were Fujii’s enduring obsessions, and subsequent to meeting Sylvian, he became in her own words the inspiration for, and subject of her “life’s work.”


    Sylvian’s interest in visual art at this time also had a profound impact in the early days of his solo career, most notably when he came into contact with the works of Frank Auerbach. Auerbach’s artwork “Head of Jym” adorned the front of the Japan album Oil on Canvas, Sylvian making a connection with Auerbach’s work that he had never done with paintings before. He described his paintings as “like movement frozen within a framework.” 17 Auerbach in the early 1980s was a leading figure in British art, and was considered to be a post-war modern master who carried expressionist painting techniques to extreme lengths, creating a very distinctive and innovative style. Of German Jewish origin, he was born in Berlin in 1931 before arriving in Britain as a refugee in 1939 where he has lived ever since. Auerbach famously used the same subjects for his works over and over again, be they landscapes or people. Some of Auerbach’s subjects turned up at his studios at the same time on the same day of the week for decades. He often worked and reworked paintings, frequently expressing his dissatisfaction with his attempts, scraping layers of paint back to bare canvas and starting over again. However, when a painting was nearing completion — which would always happen in one take — several of his subjects reported the artist entering a sexual state of satisfaction. His works were remarkable for the huge amount of paint used and layered, which helped make them so striking without obscuring the detail of the subject.


    Sylvian was fascinated by the way Auerbach conveyed a sense of spontaneity, personal presence, and emotion in a simple sweep of a line on his painting. He considered that he must have been in a “very open state of mind” 18 when he saw Auerbach’s work, and after visiting an exhibition by the artist in London in 1982 said, “It hit me in the same way music does…inside. There seemed to be a moment of inspiration between the painter and the canvas that you could see, a direct line running through it.” 19 So Sylvian’s challenge became how to translate this into music. Jazz and the role of improvisation within the genre came closest in terms of style and application, and so saying, he would give “jazz textures” a wide scope in his compositions. He would compose pieces, and leave some space for invited collaborators to come and compose and improvise over the top of them.


    However, Sylvian’s solo music was not jazz. First of all, he at no time considered himself technically proficient enough to produce an overt jazz recording. More importantly, however, despite this self-confessed lack of proficiency, he never actually wanted to. For Sylvian, improvisation was the key, and jazz and improvisation for him were by no means synonymous. With his chosen musicians on Brilliant Trees and into the future, he experienced the spirit of improvisation on his own terms, without it being confined within the jazz context. The key to Sylvian’s output was the relatively loose nature of the compositions, within which collaborators were introduced and where they were given freedom of expression. Sylvian reflected on the jazz tones in his compositions. “Although there are occasional inflections of jazz in my work, I’m not attempting to create a form of ‘jazz music’. I’ve no interest in deepening my involvement with the jazz idiom per se. The musical proficiency found in jazz isn’t really what excites me as a writer. I can incorporate aspects of that into my work but it must be balanced with something that is less fluent that speaks in an everyday vocabulary and not a specialist one.” 67 Sylvian wrote an instrumental piece entitled Blue of Noon at the time of the Brilliant Trees sessions, which finally saw the light of day in 1987. Regarded by many as one of Sylvian’s most neglected compositions — a neglect born out of the fact that Sylvian considered it unfinished as it was originally conceived as a vocal piece — Blue of Noon ended up as a piano-driven composition that was about as close to jazz as he ever got. In Sylvian’s own words, the composition was “my stab at jazz at the time.” 20 But beyond this, shoehorning Sylvian’s work into the jazz genre was a dark alley.


    Brilliant Trees definitely indicated the path that Sylvian was moving towards musically, the overall album being a product of collaboration, improvisation, and a looser approach to performance and composition. It appealed to his loyal base of Japan fans, with half the songs being an accessible traditional song format, and half deconstructed almost ambient offerings, the latter a more definite marker of things to come. Here was an album from an artist still orbiting close to the genre from which he would migrate more and more over the next thirty years. Many tried to pigeonhole the album. Sylvian himself over the years often stated that he found such departmentalisation of his compositions as fairly irrelevant, and to a certain extent this was because they were unique, and crossed over many accepted categories. For him, the best way to overcome meaningless categorisation was to place his work under the generic umbrella of pop music, which was broad enough for him to experiment to his heart’s content while at the same time being accessible to as large an audience as possible. It seemed at this stage of his career that he was gently resisting being exiled to the far reaches of musical experimentation and the avant-garde in an attempt to let as many people as possible hear and assess his new works.


    Anil Prasad perhaps described the album most accurately when he said it was “an uneven disc that occupied the middle ground between overtly commercial pop and a genuine desire to lead into a more cerebral and experimental territory.” 21 This drive towards the experimental territory that Prasad mentioned was enhanced to a great extent by Sylvian’s use of the particular collaborators involved in the recording. Effectively, he assembled musicians who were among his personal favourites at the time, and except for those with whom he had a history before he embarked on his solo career, most had in fact never heard of him. “I had to send them tapes, not all of them, but a couple of them wanted to hear what I had done, and must have been impressed by something because they said yes. Everyone I asked said yes!” 22 On the album, the who’s who of musicians included ex-CAN member Holger Czukay; Sylvian’s brother and ex-Japan percussionist Steve Jansen; another ex-Japan band mate keyboard player Richard Barbieri; old associate Ryuichi Sakamoto; Steve Nye — co-producer who also contributed on the piano synthesiser; trumpeter Jon Hassell; veteran flugelhorn player Kenny Wheeler; trumpeter Mark Isham; guitarists Phil Palmer and Ronny Drayton; bass guitar player Wayne Braithwaite; and double bass player Danny Thompson. A more interesting and eclectic group of musicians gathered on one recording it would have been hard to find at this time in the early 1980s. Showcased were some veteran and legendary musicians, some highly innovative and experimental players, and — despite Sylvian’s desire to steer away from them — some players who were at this time in their careers emerging session musicians. There were some intriguing alliances on Brilliant Trees that touched into musical genres and compositional processes that would emerge much later in Sylvian’s career as we shall see.


    Today, Ryuichi Sakamoto is a world-renowned musician, composer, record producer, and actor. He was born in Japan in 1952, and up until the recording of Brilliant Trees had been a session musician after his musical studies in Tokyo, which he followed up in 1978 by forming the internationally successful synthesiser-heavy pop group Yellow Magic Orchestra (YMO) along with bass player Haruomi Hosono and drummer and vocalist Yukihiro Takahashi. 1978 was also the year that Sakamoto produced his first solo album, The Thousand Knives of Ryuichi Sakamoto. Between then and his collaboration with Sylvian, Sakamoto released three more solo albums, B-2 Unit in 1980, Left Handed Dream in 1981, and Coda in 1983. He first worked closely with Sylvian as we have seen in 1980 on the song Taking Islands in Africa from the album Gentlemen Take Polaroids, then in 1982 on the previously mentioned release Bamboo Music, before the pivotal 1983 collaboration on Forbidden Colours.


    Holger Czukay came to Brilliant Trees as a musician who Sylvian much admired, and he was especially keen on his first solo album Movies, which he considered “a work of genius…an utterly stunning record.” 13 Czukay was born in 1938 in Poland, and produced his first recording in 1960 after having moved to the then West Germany. He studied under the influential and ground breaking classical composer Karlheinz Stockhausen between 1963 and 1966, and in 1968 formed the group CAN in Cologne with keyboard player and composer Irmin Schmidt. 1968 was also the year Czukay produced his first sampled production canaxis, his sampling techniques being something with which he later became synonymous. CAN was one of the most acclaimed groups from the Krautrock experimental music scene of the late-1960s in Germany, gaining a mass following in the 1970s. Through works with the band, Czukay began to bridge the worlds of pop and the avant-garde, and he was often credited with crafting early “ambient” or “world” music compositions before these genres were properly recognised. Czukay played bass guitar in CAN, and was responsible for much of the recording and engineering of the group’s work.


    The band had a reputation for somewhat strange and hypnotic music, much of this reputation informed by the process of collective spontaneous composition, which was sampled in the studio, and then edited down. The improvisational element was augmented on the albums produced in the early 1970s, and the 1971 release Tago Mago featured improvised guitar and piano contributions, and tape edits as part of the composition. 1973’s Future Days saw CAN going ambient, and as the group developed in the mid-1970s, Czukay’s contributions increasingly focused on sounds using shortwave radio, tape recorders, and sundry “found” objects. He left CAN in 1977, and embarked on a solo career where he expanded his use of shortwave radio, found sounds, and sampling. Just before his association with Sylvian in 1983/84, Czukay worked with English bass player, singer, poet, and composer Jah Wobble, releasing the album Snake Charm in 1983.


    Sylvian’s interest in Czukay was obviously stimulated by his own nascent interest in spontaneous, improvisational techniques. For Brilliant Trees, Czukay was effectively the wild card that Sylvian introduced into the mix, someone who would make the recording less comfortable, introduce an element of chance with his French horn, voice, radio, Dictaphone, and guitar contributions. The relationship forged at the time of Brilliant Trees lasted for a number of years, Czukay’s biggest influence on Sylvian being the thoughts and processes employed when it came to musical composition. Sylvian contextualised the importance of Czukay to him, beginning with his work on Brilliant Trees. “Working with Holger has always been a fascinating and educational experience for me. I first worked with Holger on Brilliant Trees…we got on immediately, he had such a wonderful sense of humour and a totally idiosyncratic approach to technology, the use of technology, and composition. It was fascinating to work in the studio with him in that context. He really did bring some wonderful ideas and light some wonderful creative sparks that have led on to greater things…. I think of Holger as one of my dearest friends.” 17


    Joining Czukay on Brilliant Trees was another influential and groundbreaking musician, Jon Hassell, a trumpet player who was born in Memphis in 1937. From quite early on in his career, Hassell was seen as a visionary, and just before his collaboration with Sylvian, he developed a style of work named “Fourth World”, a mysterious and unique blend of music both ancient and digital, composed and improvised, Eastern and Western. Hassell, like Czukay, was connected with Stockhausen, and in the late 1960s he enrolled in his Cologne Course for New Music. When back in the United States in the early 1970s, Hassell was introduced to another enduring influence, Pandit Pran Nath, a specialist in the Kiramic style of singing. This association awoke Hassell’s interest in world music, and in his first solo release Vernal Equinox in 1977, he adopted a trumpet playing style that imitated Nath’s vocal delivery. In 1980, Hassell collaborated with Brian Eno, and his unique style developed into the aforementioned Fourth World style, which was showcased on the album, unsurprisingly entitled Fourth World Volume 1 – Possible Musics. Hassell’s trumpet dominated sonically on this recording, and was played in a soft, breathy way, almost sounding like a flute. His unique musical conception combined the philosophy and techniques of minimalism with Asian and African styles, relying heavily on electronic treatments to hone the sound he wanted. What developed was a hybrid of new age and world music styles with more conventional aspects of his playing seemingly influenced by the likes of Miles Davis, especially in the use of Davis-like electronic manipulations and modal harmony, themselves inspired by Stockhausen.


    Hassell felt that the end result of his first collaboration with Eno was too commercial, and the pair had a professional falling out. They were soon to be reconciled, however, as Hassell produced Fourth World Volume 2 – Dream Theory in Malaya in 1981, which also contained contributions from Eno. Once again on this release, through the use of mixing, looping, and stretching, Hassell’s trumpet sound remained otherworldly. His final release before Brilliant Trees was the 1983 album Aka-Darbari-Java / Magic Realism, which saw him continue to push the boundaries of the conventional, and expand the traditional musical vocabulary of the trumpet to produce what he conceived of as a “coffee coloured” classical music of the future. As such, at the time of his collaboration with Sylvian, Hassell was seen as a pioneer compositionally and as a trumpet player.


    Hassell had been invited to the sessions as Sylvian worked on the home demo for the title track Brilliant Trees. He was elaborating an arrangement, and came up with a sound on his Prophet 5 synthesiser that reminded him of Hassell’s distinctive trumpet sound. Sylvian said, “It occurred to me that if I was able to draw a line between a particular composition of mine and a body of work from another artist, that they may be able to do likewise”. 23 Hassell’s importance to Sylvian at the time of Brilliant Trees was pivotal, and indeed he co-wrote two of the compositions on the album, Weathered Wall and Brilliant Trees. The liberal use of trumpet or flugelhorn (which continued throughout his career) was stimulated by the jazz musicians that Sylvian was listening to before the album was recorded, and were instruments he loved, to which he was constantly drawn, and which he wished he could play. He explained his love of the instrument, and Hassell’s playing in particular. “I adore the trumpet, I think it is the second voice in my own work…. I guess it just speaks to me more than any other instrument. Jon has a very distinctive style, he is a unique player…. His style of playing is just so evocative, highly emotional. It broadens the emotional scope of a composition just by having Jon’s sound or playing within it. It just takes it to a whole other level. I can’t really praise Jon’s playing highly enough. To me he is one of the modern masters of the instrument.” 17


    Sylvian met both Hassell and Czukay for the first time in Berlin in 1983 at the Brilliant Trees sessions. They, however, knew each other from when they were both studying with Stockhausen. “There was a brief catch-up, social interaction between them, but no musical performance together. Jon’s intensity was refreshing, there was a thoroughness, a rigour, that didn’t allow for compromise, but instead demanded clarity of purpose, of intent. Holger’s approach was the antithesis of Jon’s. Joyful enthusiasm, wild invention, much paint thrown at the canvas to see what sticks, manipulation of the results.” 23


    Also appearing on Sylvian’s first solo excursion was another legendary trumpet and flugelhorn player Kenny Wheeler. Born in Toronto in 1930, Wheeler moved to London in the early 1950s, and from an initial grounding in conventional jazz and dance bands, migrated towards the free jazz and free improv scene in the late 1960s and early 1970s, playing with important groups and musicians such as the Spontaneous Music Ensemble (SME) between 1966 and 1970, Tony Oxley between 1969 and 1972 (along with eminent and influential musicians like Derek Bailey and Evan Parker, both of whom Sylvian would work with later in his career), and on and off throughout the early to mid-1970s with Anthony Broxton. He was perhaps best known as Van Morrison’s side-man at the time of the recording of Brilliant Trees, although his career had tailed off somewhat, and he had been doing a lot of session work leading up to Sylvian’s invitation. According to Wheeler it was in fact down to Fujii that he came onto Sylvian’s radar, as she informed him of Wheeler’s “softer” style of playing, which was well suited to Brilliant Trees. 99


    Mark Isham, now recognised as a world-renowned trumpet player and composer, with an impressive back catalogue of film score work, came to Brilliant Trees at the time that his career was beginning to take off, and he completed the brass ensemble on the album. Born in New York City in 1951, Isham had an early interest in jazz, rock, and pop, and spent much of the 1970s as a touring and session musician with various artists such as Charles Lloyd, the Beach Boys, and — like Wheeler — Van Morrison. He produced his first solo album Vapor Drawings just before his collaboration with Sylvian. His trumpet playing on Vapor Drawings was electronically processed, producing a unique sound that was set against a complex arrangement of electronic sequences. It was this that attracted Sylvian. Isham’s first break in the area of film score composition also came just before his work on Brilliant Trees as he wrote the music for the 1983 Disney release Never Cry Wolf.


    The remaining contributors to Brilliant Trees were more or less session musicians at the time of recording rather than solo artists per se. Double bass player Danny Thompson perhaps had the longest pedigree at this point of his career. He was born in Devon in 1939, and had worked with a huge array of artists, but most notably in the mid to late-1960s with Alexis Korner’s group Blues Incorporated, and the folk, jazz, and blues flavoured band Pentangle.  In the 1970s, he worked closely with British singer songwriter and guitarist John Martyn, who was known for his eclectic interest in jazz, rock and roll, and R&B. Thompson also worked with Nick Drake, and it was the upright bass Sylvian heard on the Martyn and Drake albums that impressed him, and which he wanted incorporated on Brilliant Trees. As the 1970s ended, Thompson turned his attention to setting up the film company Hero Productions, which became well known for producing wildlife documentaries, and he and the late John Aspinhall opened two animal parks in the South of England. He returned to music in the 1980s, and toured with British singer songwriter and guitarist Donovan. He did not release any solo works until after his work with Sylvian, and came to the Brilliant Trees project fresh from working on Kate Bush’s 1982 release The Dreaming.


    London-born session guitarist Phil Palmer came to Brilliant Trees with his career still in its nascent stages, his most notable contribution at that stage being on Italian singer songwriter Lucio Battisti’s album Una giomata uggisoa in 1980. His playing through his career and in these early days in the 1980s was recognised in musical circles as tasteful and intelligent, and it was this reputation that led to his selection by Sylvian. Ronny Drayton was also a session musician when he contributed guitar to Brilliant Trees. He had played with an array of artists from the early 1970s onwards, including The Exciters, The Persuaders, and Wilson Pickett. In 1980 he set up a working collaboration with American vocalist Nona Hendryx, and came off the back of work with Todd Rundgren, Dan Hartman, Melba Moore, and The Flamingos just prior to his work with Sylvian.


    Steve Nye had worked with Sylvian prior to his solo career, and produced the Japan album Tin Drum. He had also worked with Brian Ferry in the 1970s, as well as acting as producer and keyboard player with the Penguin Café Orchestra. His association with Sylvian was to last throughout the 1980s on Brilliant Trees (on which he played guitar and synthesiser) and his next two solo albums. And finally, there was bass player Wayne Braithwaite, who was born in 1959, and died eight years after Brilliant Trees was recorded. He came to the Sylvian collaboration as a prolific session musician, like Drayton playing with Melba Moore, and the likes of Howard Johnson, and Kenny G. Sylvian explained the reasons behind his choice of Braithwaite and all the collaborators on the album. “I chose the musicians on the basis that they could add to the compositions I had written at home. They all played roles which I had intended for them from the outset. Those sections where Jon [Hassell] is playing trumpet were actually written before I’d even contacted him about the record. Both lyrics and tunes were sketched out on a four-track tape machine, with the help of rudimentary percussion, synth, and guitar. Then I brought the musicians into the studio and dealt with them on a one-to-one basis just talking ideas through. Holger was invited so that there was someone there to bounce ideas off. On that record, I was interested in creating a sense of space, a sort of unspecified aural landscape.” 24


    In addition to the mix of musicians on the Brilliant Trees project that were new to Sylvian, three quarters of the band Japan were still working together on this album, but the dynamic even among the former band members was different. Whereas much of the Japan era was marked by creative differences and argument, this was no longer the case with the Sylvian, Barbieri, and Jansen collaboration on Brilliant Trees. Sylvian said, “It was nice that the role was clearly defined. It was my album, and I had total control of the direction of the work, and that was very gratifying to know. There was no conflict there as a result.” 25


    One composer who kept cropping up at this early stage in Sylvian’s career was Karlheinz Stockhausen. We have already seen that he influenced the composition Ghosts, and how two of the key collaborators on Brilliant Trees — Czukay and Hassell — both studied with him. It is important to understand why Stockhausen was such a touchstone for so many musicians at this time? Stockhausen was a student of Olivier Messiaen, which went some way to explaining his somewhat esoteric approach to music. Along with some other European composers in the 1950s, he set out to kill Romanticism. Romanticism was the movement in music from the early 1800s to the early 1900s that replaced the Classical period by applying more freedom to the form and structure of its music, and using deeper, more intense expressions of moods, feelings, and emotions. The replacement for Romanticism that Stockhausen developed was termed Serialism, in fact more precisely in respect of where he ended up, Total Serialism, a rigorous method for structuring all musical elements in pre-determined sequences.  What Serialism did in simple terms was to develop a twelve-note technique (12 notes being the number in an octave including sharps and flats) each note of the twelve assigned a different duration, and each duration assigned a particular pitch. Other parameters such as instrumentation, timbre, dynamics, tempi, and modes of attack could be similarly “serialised”.


    As well as his focus on Serialism, Stockhausen’s compositions were also well known for their use of electronics, which led him to pen an influential essay entitled “How Time Passes”, a seminal work in twentieth century musical thought. The essay described his discovery of a “spectrum of time”, a result of his working with sound on tape. The idea behind the “spectrum of time” was that all sound was an aspect of one thing, namely vibration. He recognised that if a note was recorded and played back very slowly, a series of rhythmic pulses could be heard. If the tape was speeded up, the rhythm was perceived as pitch, and if it was speeded up further still, this pitch entered the extreme end of what human’s could hear — higher “particles” which created timbre in conjunction with lower tones. What Stockhausen’s discoveries led him to do was to effectively make “organised” music, to which he later applied various statistical processes. When he studied random sonic phenomena using statistical methodologies, he was the first person to describe the results as “aleatory” music otherwise known as “chance” music. When such theories were applied to resultant compositions, there were strictly demarcated areas for improvisation according to specific directions, and also unstructured pieces consisting of vague directives such as “play for five minutes”. 26 Such ideas obviously drew Stockhausen to one of his contemporaries, John Cage, who he first met in 1954, and who was also deeply immersed in the idea of chance in musical composition. As we shall see, Cage also indirectly impacted on Sylvian’s career as it progressed.


    Stockhausen famously took his electronic music out of the studio and into the concert hall in the early 1960s, the Stockhausen Group performing on volume knobs, ring modulators, shortwave radios, and some acoustic instruments. The thread to Czukay’s musical offerings here was very obvious, as it was to the extreme forms of electro-acoustic improvisation (EAI) that Sylvian embraced later in his career. In 1967, after the release of one of his best known compositions, Hymnen (Anthems) — which used tape montages, national anthems, and selections of taped synthetic materials alongside recordings of his own speech — Stockhausen began to attract the interest of a number of popular music artists. This was somewhat ironic as he himself was not shy in condemning the repetitive and predictable nature of popular music. However, it was less his musical theorising that attracted the attention of popular musicians in the 1960s and beyond, and more his highly innovative and experimental use of electronics to produce and manipulate sound.


    Throughout the course of his fifty years composing music, Stockhausen produced over 140 works employing electronics in some capacity, and many of these works — especially the ones from the 1950s and 1960s — played an important role in anticipating and helping to form what might be described as the “language” of electronic music. He was among the first to employ techniques such as sampling, directional sound, the blending of live and electronic performance, the complex analysis of acoustic sounds and the mimicking of their characteristics in electronic music, and much else besides. This of course was all before the dawn of synthesisers. Before the 1967 release of Hymnen, Stockhausen released two important electronic pieces, Studie I and Studie II released in 1952 and 1953 respectively, both sonic explorations using sine waves, and as such they represented among the first pieces composed by a musician using electronic sounds created from raw waveforms. These works were followed by Gesang der Junglinge (Song of the Youths) in 1956, a work of enormous complexity, built around sine waves (filtered and modulated in different ways), and electronic clicks, all interacting with recordings of a boy’s voice singing. This piece was bursting with fresh sounding musical effects, and was one of the very first compositions to experiment with spatial effects. He created the piece on a five-channel tape, and with each channel played back through a different loudspeaker, he was able to explore the directionality of sound in performance.


    1960 saw another important work, Kontakte (Contacts). This work was among the first to combine electronics and live performance, employing a four-channel tape recording along with live percussion instruments and piano. On this composition, Stockhausen also imitated live percussion with electronic sounds. Hymnen, however, was the release, that thrust Stockhausen into the consciousness of pop musicians. This release had an enormous influence on the Beatles song Strawberry Fields Forever, with its abundance of overdubbing, tape delays, and Mellotron flutes. Lennon and Stockhausen were apparently in regular contact during the recording of Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967. In Germany, the Krautrock bands such as Kraftwerk and Tangerine Dream drew heavily off Stockhausen in their work, and Czukay’s band CAN not only showed their Stockhausen influence, but as we have seen Czukay and Irmin Schmidt from CAN were both Stockhausen students. In the 1970s, a string of artists including Brian Eno, Pink Floyd, and Frank Zappa all acknowledged Stockhausen’s influence, liberated as they were from the graft of coming up with innovative electronic sounds by the advent of the first proper synthesisers. 27


    Stockhausen was a true musical innovator, much of his innovation centred around electronic music and the issue of improvisation, both key elements in Sylvian’s output from the time of Brilliant Trees all the way through to the present day. But Sylvian was always a man of contradictions, and it was interesting to note that especially in his early years — but arguably also later in his career as well — Sylvian was fully embracing the richness and melodic depth of Romanticism in his music, the very kind of music that Stockhausen pledged to replace. Sylvian kept the Romanticism, but also introduced and augmented some of the ideas from the Serialist movement championed by Stockhausen. As we will see, this contradiction eventually led to Sylvian’s most ground breaking and innovative works, where he combined the art of the singer songwriter — with all this implies in terms of an eye for melodic sensibilities — with the extreme world of free improv and electronic improvisations and techniques. Sylvian explained Stockhausen’s influence on him, and his link to Czukay and CAN. “There was the significant shadow of Stockhausen, that was a given, and Holger couldn’t have been more open about the importance of Stockhausen’s influence on his life and work at the time [of Brilliant Trees]. But although I discovered the work of Stockhausen as a teen, and the work had proved influential as referenced on the track Ghosts, CAN were/are a relatively unknown quantity to me. My reference for Holger was his solo material, which to my mind…had slipped the net of historical placement or definition and moved into areas entirely of his own making.” 23 Sylvian was effectively saying that Stockhausen’s real influence on him came through Czukay and CAN, in other words one removed from the man himself. Whether direct or indirect, however, with his consistent interest in electronic music and his growing interest in loose and improvised compositional techniques, Sylvian was heavily influenced by the seeds planted by Stockhausen in the 1950s and the 1960s.


    With Stockhausen at the very least providing some of the building blocks in Sylvian’s musical background to this point, with the musicians in place, and with the less-structured methodology informing the compositional process fixed, the recording of Brilliant Trees was ready to go. Much of the crafting of the album was done in painstaking fashion with Jansen. “Often times, I’d just be working with Steve, recording the kit piecemeal — you know, we’d take the bass drum, and we’d take the snare, and then we’d do the hi-hat, and we’d just build up the track in that fashion. And then we would work on the sonic nature of the composition, as well as the construction itself.” 9 None of the selected musicians heard anything of the compositions before the sessions, and Sylvian maintained that the success of the project was in no small part down to the generosity and sense of adventure that all seemed to have when recording. But this came at a price for the young composer, as the album was not by any means an easy thing to put together. Yes, he had elicited the input of some exceptional musicians, but the array of interpretations and performances that came out of the recording sessions forced Sylvian to rewrite things and get elements of compositions rerecorded over and over again. Continuity was the key issue, and to get this feeling of continuity, the actual recording process became more and more protracted. However, in time Sylvian eventually succeeded in his goal of producing a set of compositions that hung together as a coherent whole on the new album.


    The power of Sylvian’s compositions has always been their musical and lyric content combined. His lyrics, however, at no point could simply be seen as an autobiographical window, but were more used to indicate guiding principles and the impact of life events and learning. Most artists, to a greater or lesser extent, are obviously working from the heart, attempting through whatever chosen medium to articulate intensely personal emotions, feelings, and thoughts in a way that that can touch — what is by definition — a disparate and remote group of unknown recipients. The skill of a truly exceptional artist is to do this in a way that conveys a message that attaches itself to a particular listener, and gets under their skin in a personal way. Artists cannot dictate the precise nature of the response that will be elicited, but they can guide and cajole, while having to realise that the ultimate response is somewhat out of their hands. Paintings, music, and photographs will mean different things to different people, the impact will be unique to each member of the audience. It becomes personal not a mass experience, something that gets ingrained in the individual psyche, and which is applied to personal experiences and thoughts that are obviously different from one person to the next.


    With this conceit in mind, in the early 1980s, Sylvian suggested that he considered traditional pop music to have no real value, as it was pure entertainment, it gave a short-term fix, and hence it was by its very nature ephemeral and superficial, making no meaningful impact on the listener. If however a composition could become explicitly mixed with a listener’s own emotions, then an affinity with the artist’s frame of mind could be provoked, and this could be used to the advantage of the audience. From a few shafts of light in the Japan days on Ghosts, and definitely finding its feet on Brilliant Trees, this was at the very heart of Sylvian’s craft. He tried to encapsulate the reason he felt his compositions had a certain power, music in his description including the lyric element. “I hope that the music encourages introspection. I hope that it would be a place for people to feel freer to open their own hearts. You could say that the desire is to open hearts with music. To blow them wide open, so that they are vulnerable to themselves. So much of our daily existence has to do with us closing up, concealing ourselves from ourselves. So if we come in contact with what opens us up, it must be seen as something that is valuable…. From that point onwards they would feel secure within themselves, within the embrace of the music, within the embrace of the work to take a closer look. And maybe it would affect the quality of the kind of questions they may ask of themselves. I think that is the most you can ask for.” 28 Sometimes the question was more important than the answer!


    From their intensely personal roots, Sylvian’s compositions had the ability to convey mood and emotion, lay the listener bare to a certain extent, make them vulnerable to the power of persuasion, or allow them the ability to find a place where their own senses and feelings could be unravelled, and exposed to a scrutiny that was at the same time both profound and positive. So while lyric analysis is important to an extent when piecing together the messages of the songs, with Sylvian’s work as it progressed through his solo years, the words in a similar way to the music were just one part of the whole, setting a context, acting as a guide to where the listener was being led, rather than there being a requirement for an absolute understanding of every word and nuance. “When I’m writing songs, I very rarely write in a detailed way about the state of my own mind. Instead, I try to generalise my experiences. I don’t want people who are listening to my music to think ‘Oh, that must be what he is going through!’ I prefer that they are relating to my work because in touches something in themselves. I do use my own experiences as base material, but try to transform them into some kind of archetypal experience that’s also significant to other people.” 29


    Despite this cloaking of his own state of mind, lyrically, Brilliant Trees revealed much, and in effect gave a snapshot of Sylvian in transition, leaving behind — or at least questioning — some previously held thoughts and beliefs, and displaying an interest in various philosophical tenets. Many of the lyrics on the album used Christian imagery, but there was some kind of religious interrogation at work, a discernible amount of soul searching as to whether Christian doctrines still held (or ever held) the answers to Sylvian’s spiritual questioning. Rubbing shoulders with this Christian imagery was a rich stew of existentialist and surrealist name-dropping and suggestion. The album in its entirety could be seen as an exploration of faith, with some evocation of a secret spirit world. Sylvian maintained that, “Brilliant Trees expresses a discomfort not a comfort.” 30 This discomfort was symptomatic of a person questioning belief in a certain set of values, and analysing alternative means of understanding the self and the world.


    Many contemporary observers in 1984 detected a melancholic feel to Brilliant Trees as they had in some of Japan’s output, a charge often laid at Sylvian’s door. But as far as Brilliant Trees was concerned, Sylvian argued against this simplistic reaction, and instead promoted the theme of positivity that ran through the album, despite its roots being set in a form of spiritual questioning. “Brilliant Trees to me was very uplifting, more to do — like a lot of my songs — with having a greater understanding of yourself, a greater sense of yourself. I wouldn’t deny a melancholic aspect, though that word seems too negative. It’s more reflective, I think. The sadness…is more a longing. It’s a romantic thing. Sadness can be romantic but it’s dangerous to play on it.” 10


    As far as Brilliant Trees was concerned, sadness then was connected with a reflective state, a longing. It seemed likely that this longing, on one level, was for some form of understanding and direction in matters of faith, which was being placed under a spotlight on the album. One exacting shaft of light that was being shone on his belief systems at the time was signposted very obviously as coming from an array of provocative and thought provoking philosophers and personalities. Within the lyrics of Brilliant Trees, direct and sideways references to Jean Paul Sartre, Picasso, Jean Cocteau, and Raymond Radiguet were found — people who through film, writing, and painting pushed boundaries, provoked, and questioned fundamental beliefs of their time. Perhaps a common denominator of each was some form of existential thought.


    Cocteau was seen very much as immersed in the avant-garde oeuvre, and expressed himself and his thoughts and philosophies in a unique way, mainly through writing and film. Sylvian explained Cocteau’s influence. “He made the invisible world tangible, and I’ve existed in that world. I had existed in that world for a long time, but it was always denied by those around me, as a delusion. So, to find someone writing about it in film was like finding a friend…. I felt a close connection to Cocteau for a while. I really felt his presence.” 18 Raymond Radiguet was a friend of Cocteau’s, and was an avant-garde, precocious French writer and poet, who died at the age of twenty. Both Cocteau’s and Radiguet’s leanings were towards a philosophising that bordered on the area of existentialism, an environment that was firmly occupied by writer and political activist Jean Paul Sartre.


    Look at fifty descriptions of existentialism, and you will find fifty subtly different and often ever more confusing explanations. In essence, however, although many may disagree with the simplicity of this definition, existentialism is the belief that people can shape their basic nature through the direction of life they choose to live. With its heyday in mid-twentieth century Europe (especially in Paris), existentialism assumed that people were entirely free and thus responsible for what they made of themselves. As such, it emphasised the uniqueness of each human existence in freely making its self-defining choices. With foundations in the thoughts of eminent philosophers such as Soren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche, and represented in the works of — among others — Jean Paul Sartre, existentialism focused on the role of human “will” rather than human “reason” for issues concerning ultimate truth and value. It stressed finite existence as the concrete “here and now”. In this sense, “existence” stood in contrast to essence, essence denoting the inner nature of things at some profound level. But for existentialists, essence alluded to the power of human reason. Conversely, flesh and bone existence concerned the human will and indeed the whole human condition. It was not (in contrast to essence) a product of some flight of reason alone.


    Existentialists in general showed a deep suspicion — and often even a pessimism —about the capacity of human reason. It was impossible to reach issues of ultimate truth by mere theory or argument, because we could not jump outside the limits of our own point of view. In other words, “I see what I see because I already stand where I stand!” With such a focus, it was all too easy to simply pigeonhole existentialism as anti-religious, and for the purposes of analysing Sylvian’s questioning, anti-Christian. Conversely, the vacuum left by the absence of reason was used by some existentialists to indicate its compatibility with religion. Some placed faith in this vacuum, stating that if God’s existence could not be proved by argument, it must be accepted in faith. Sartre, however — referenced by Sylvian on Brilliant Trees — was fiercely anti-religion. His viewpoint was that all convention must be viewed with suspicion. The individual must not be deceived into imagining that society’s notion of “God” or “truth” or “the right thing” held any necessary constraint for free-thinking individuals. There was no universal or objective truth. They were an illusion.


    The juxtaposition of radical existential thinkers alongside religious imagery on Brilliant Trees was, therefore, very obviously indicative of someone on a quest. Sylvian described the extent to which certain thoughts had evolved at the time the album was written. “When I wrote Brilliant Trees, I was becoming more and more interested in the spiritual life. I hadn’t come across the Kabbalah and the Tree of Life, but I was on the brink of discovering it. When I did, I found that’s what Brilliant Trees related to — but I had no concept of that at the time. I’ve found that happens a lot, even when I have started writing. I think you anticipate your next stage of changing subconsciously.” 7


    Back in the early 1980s, Sylvian’s spiritual quest was very much in its infancy, and he was interrogating the foundations of traditional Christian philosophy. He did not dwell too long on the existentialist view of the world, but observed that “…insightfulness into the human condition as revealed by contemporary philosophers and writers is relevant and beneficial when diagnosing the inherent problems therein.” 31 In effect, therefore, the philosophers and existentialists that cropped up on Brilliant Trees acted like a rigorous mincing machine that helped erode established religious allegiances, and set a level playing field as Sylvian analysed alternatives. When he became interested in Buddhism later in his career, he was allied for a period to the Tibetan school, wherein there was a practice that the central and fundamental beliefs were regularly and forensically questioned. Sylvian saw this as healthy, religion that could stand up to such scrutiny strengthening all the time. In a similar way on Brilliant Trees, Sylvian used the referenced philosophers to ask such searching questions of his own belief system.


    Brilliant Trees was written in a period of Sylvian’s life when his faith had in his own words, “…come under attack. I wanted to see what remained when all the pillars of support were removed.” 31 To attain new insight into different spiritual beliefs, he first of all had to question the established “norm”. The fact that Sylvian, after writing Brilliant Trees, saw the album’s link with Kaballah and the tree of life indicated where the songs were aiming lyrically, and where his spiritual questioning was beginning to lead him.


    On one level, Kaballah was seen by many as the true meaning of the key religion of the Jewish people, Judaism. As an aspect of Jewish mysticism, it consisted of a large body of speculation as to the nature of divinity, the creation, the origin and fate of the soul, and the role of human beings. It also consisted of meditative, devotional, mystical, and magical practices that were taught only to a select few, and for this reason it was regarded as an esoteric offshoot of Judaism. One major tenet of Kaballah when viewed from the perspective of Judaism, was that man was a part of God, and anything lacking in an individual person would also be lacking in the whole. The creation was therefore in a damaged and imperfect state, and the Kabbalist — by virtue of his or her state of consciousness — could bring about a real healing. As a religion, Kaballah was more about losing oneself than about finding oneself, becoming more other-centred and less ego-centred, literally it meant, “that which was received”. To receive, people had to be receptive. They had to open themselves, creating for want of a better phrase a vessel within which to absorb that which they wished to understand or grasp. To open the self to a higher reality, to view the spirit within the matter, to raise consciousness to the point where their perception of reality was completely changed, and the divine within all creation was revealed.


    So the ultimate purpose of the study of Kaballah was the perfection of the self, making the self into a better, more expanded entity, more transcendent, more attuned to the essence and roots of the soul. Kaballah was effectively an occultist system not a biblical religion, and as such was incompatible with Christianity. Its theology was essentially pantheistic in that it taught that all reality sprang directly from God’s own essence, and everyone and everything was therefore God. This was at odds with the biblical God, who created the world from nothing. Some did not see Kaballah as restricted to Judaism, but instead saw it as a systematic overview of how existence functions, on every level, from the micro- to the macro-cosmic. Therefore it was a science, a philosophy, an art, as well as a religion, but even in religion it was universal and applied to all religions. Kaballah, therefore, provided an understanding of how man fitted into nature, and how nature functioned, from the simplest level to the most profound.


    It seemed reasonable to suggest that at this time of great questioning concerning his spiritual path, Sylvian didn’t begin to loosen his associations with Christianity simply to be seduced by the tenets of Judaism, all be in its most esoteric form. Rather, the fundamental nature of Kaballah, and its beguiling mixture of life, religious, and artistic questioning all began to resonate. It also had a tangible link with gnosis and Gnostic religious questioning that seemed to begin to interest Sylvian later in his career. Really, the key to Kaballah and gnosis was self-knowledge, which was the path to enlightenment. Also fundamental was the casting off of the ego. While there were fundamental differences between Kaballism and, for example, Buddhism and Hinduism (which separately and together formed the basis of Sylvian’s faith later in his career), they all shared a common philosophy, namely that there was an ultimate reality, each faith helping to locate this reality, even if they had different conceptions of how to reach it. As Sylvian’s spiritual focus began to change, this was perhaps the most significant aspect of the change. In Christianity contact with the higher realm could only be achieved through death. In Kaballism, and Sylvian’s later spiritual focus, life was an opportunity within which to contact the divine.


    Central to Kabbalism in its directly religious and more general sense (but not exclusive to it) was the tree of life, a core symbol in a myriad of ancient and modern religious and spiritual communities. Throughout human history, trees have had potent symbolism. Druids, while worshiping gods, for example, saw trees as places to gather for worship, and pagans worshipped trees themselves. In Christianity, referenced in the Book of Genesis, God made trees spring from the ground, planting in the middle of the Garden of Eden the tree of life and the tree of knowledge of good and evil, the very tree from which the serpent fed Eve the forbidden fruit. In all these instances, the tree was seen as noble, powerful, imbued with strength on numerous levels. With its branches thrusting towards the sky, and its roots deep in the earth, it provided a link between heaven, the earth, and the underworld. In Kaballah, the tree of life was used to describe the path to God, and described the descent of the divine into the manifest world, and methods by which divine union may be attained in this life. It could be viewed as a map of the human psyche and the workings of creation, both manifest and unmanifest. The tree allowed and required a more holistic understanding of religion or spirituality.


    On Brilliant Trees, Sylvian’s (at this point unconscious) quest for a particular spirituality growing away from traditional Christian teachings, and his interest in existentialism and radical thinking — which could undermine all that was held dear by Christian values — really began to pose some questions. When analysing the lyrics of the songs in more detail, these questions became clearer, although quite often the answers at this stage were lacking. You didn’t have to wait too long to see these themes developing on the album. The album opened with the song Pulling Punches, musically sticking very much with the traditional song format, and not too much of a radical shift from compositions penned towards the end of the Japan days. The feeling was organic, richer and more rounded than anything produced by Japan. Definitely imbued with jazz influences and a degree of “funky” complexity not often associated with contemporary pop songs of the day, Pulling Punches remained closest to Sylvian’s previous band compositions in feel. It was the first track Sylvian wrote for the album back in the summer of 1983, and as he put it, it was the only composition “based on energy not atmosphere.” 32


    Czukay’s influence became immediately apparent on this track. Story had it that he had found two abandoned IBM Dictaphones (the Executary Model 212 from the 1960s) 161 in a dumpster outside an office building in Cologne, and as he played around with them, he found that if he moved the playback head across the tape at random speeds, it transformed it into an unexpectedly flexible instrument. For Brilliant Trees, he brought a number of pre-recorded samples on the Dictaphone, and his “playing” was knitted into the fabric of the composition, all possible due to Sylvian’s encouragement of a loose approach to composition. As he put it, “On Pulling Punches, there are a lot of brass things played on the Dictaphone, which just happened. We ran through the track, and he played the tape, and they all fell into the places they are in on the finished piece. That kind of thing is an improvisation of tape which I’d never heard of before I worked with Holger.” 7


    Some interesting musical developments within the confines of traditional pop song structure then, but lyrically Pulling Punches broke the mould, and set the tone for future developments and a move away from old values and attitudes. It effectively presented a narrator who was stating that lives were somewhat constrained and suppressed in some religions. The very title of the song suggested holding back, not following through to ultimate enlightenment, a sense of impotence, an ineffective action, which was reinforced by the lyric itself. There was a mixing of numerous religious and philosophical ideas. At its heart, however, was a deep sense of frustration. The narrator seemed to be longing for a degree of insight and understanding of life in general or spiritual understanding in particular, but despite this desire, the answers weren’t to hand. Instead, people moved around in an unsatisfactory state of ignorance, without a real purpose and without paying attention to the things that they needed to concentrate on. The subtext was that receiving this insight would give life a purpose. For Sylvian, the obvious thought was that the key would be spiritual insight and direction, presenting a fulfilling path to enlightenment, fleshing out and giving life to the fairly one-dimensional existence that would be the case without it.


    If heaven watches over me / Sowing seeds back in the soil / With eyes that see, hands that feel / Why am I the last to know?


    There was an immediate sense of doubt as the narrator began by asking, “if heaven watches over me.” He was disillusioned, somewhat let down. Heaven was supposed to represent a fulfilling spiritual focus, but despite being someone with the ability to see and feel, the narrator gave the impression that he was the very last person that was given the knowledge necessary to understand and benefit from it. A transformation was taking place, but the narrator was not in control of the transformation.


    Sheltered lives spent partially breathing / Are gathered together under new religion / Pulling punches, sleeping on our feet / Pulling punches, I needed someone to comfort me


    The sense was that without this knowledge, people lived an unfulfilling, pointless life. Those who had not been given the insight necessary to understand, and therefore to live life with a fulfilling purpose, instead sought refuge under new religions, perhaps manufactured in an attempt to cobble together something that gave them the solace they so desperately needed. But this was not the answer, and instead they were left only half alive, partially breathing, sleeping on their feet, desperate for comfort.


    Over time, Sylvian immersed himself in Buddhism, but even at this early stage in his career, there were signs that some Buddhist thought processes were at work. One central Buddhist premise was that people lived their lives asleep, and methodologies and practices existed centred on spiritual focus that allowed people to contact the divine, and awaken to what their lives and the universe in which they lived was truly about. It also resonated with another train of thought associated with Gurdjieff and the idea of sleeping while awake. Sylvian, as we shall see, referenced Gurdjieff frequently in future works. The fact that the narrator was aware of this potential at least gave some chance of redemption, and these chances were all the time being enhanced by a thirst for learning.


    A better world lies in front of me / A sketch of life in the books I read


    But while the potential for such enlightenment was obliquely mentioned, it could so easily be subsumed by a deep sense of disillusionment and malaise. No longer did the world and nature in all its magnificence act as a positive and fulfilling thing. Instead, its presence coupled with an inability to grasp the fundamentals of living life to the full, fed a sickness that hit at the very essence of the narrator.


    Nature feeds this nausea / Deep inside the heart of me


    After the release of the album, Sylvian confirmed the focus of the song in respect of new and unfulfilling religions.  “New religion would be a reference to the hybrids that surfaced with the advent of the new age movement. Belief systems that had gone through something of a filtering process removing all the fat and therefore any potential benefit. A religion that by default pulled its punches.” 14 When discussing the song in particular, but also referring to his position in respect of faith in general at this time, Sylvian described religion as “…a set of beliefs, practices, and disciplines based on a defined set of human and spiritual values, informed by the wisdom of its literature as recorded by its prophets.” 31 Over time, it was the richness of the history and literature of religions that seduced him, his present day focus on Buddhism and Hinduism aligning him with two of the world’s oldest and most mature faiths, the latter being rich with lurid iconography and esoteric texts. Compared to these faiths, New Age religions — as Pulling Punches suggested — lacked a potency.


    The reference to “nausea” introduced Jean Paul Sartre to the composition. Sartre’s first and best-known novel La Nausée (Nausea) was published in 1936, effectively expressing that human life had no purpose. The main character, Antione Roguetin, found that there was an almost obscene overabundance in the world around him, and his own loneliness induced experiences of psychological nausea. In his resolution at the end of the book, he accepted the indifference of the physical world to man’s aspirations. He was able to see that realisation not only as a regret but also as an opportunity. People were free to make their own meaning: a freedom that was also a responsibility, because without that commitment, there would be no meaning. One did not have to stretch one’s imagination too far to see the parallels between Roguetin and Sylvian at this time in his career. Sylvian had made a big leap of faith turning his back on the overtly commercial world of popular music, and was allowing himself to free his thought processes and cast his net further afield for answers to life’s questions. Most of this was a product of the fact that for the first time in his musical career he had given himself the space and time to appreciate these other influences. At the same time, however, this process implied an uncomfortable period of reflection and questioning of previously held beliefs, which no doubt introduced a feeling of remoteness, exposure, and loneliness. Ultimately, however, the uncomfortable side of this shift in focus opened up a world of possibilities, and exciting and previously unattainable goals were within reach. This existential reference — somewhat more oblique than in other songs on the album — brushed shoulders on Pulling Punches with a narrator who was interrogating established religious values.


    Next came The Ink in the Well, the last track that Sylvian recorded for the album, and apparently the easiest to put together. Like Pulling Punches, it too contained a number of third party references. Musically, it began to break into new areas for Sylvian, and showed early signs of future directions. The composition began to show how Sylvian was now approaching the melodic song, full of mood, tempo down, lush arrangements, jazz elements, and vocals saturated with mood and emotion. This song drew comparison with the works of such eminent songwriters as Nick Drake, with its easy laid-back feel and vocal delivery.


    The title of this piece was suggestive of the source of inspiration, the materials needed to enable creativity and explanation. While the entire composition was apparently inspired by feelings Sylvian had when he saw perhaps the greatest of all Picasso’s paintings, Guernica, this lyric allowed itself to offer a dual message. References to the painting itself were obvious and descriptive in some places. The nostalgia referenced in the lyric was a longing — even among the strongest subjects of the painting — to return to a more peaceful time, a yearning for an end to war.


    The lights of the ashes smoulder through hills and vales / Nostalgia burns in the hearts of the strongest … The animals run through harvested fields of fire / The bitterness shown on the face of the homeless


    Guernica was arguably Picasso’s best-known work. It was inspired by the German Luftwaffe raid on the Basque town in 1937, the Germans at this time supporting Franco’s nationalist forces in the Spanish civil war. The bombing killed hundreds of civilians, and Guernica was Picasso’s graphic representation of the event, a powerful comment about the tragedy of war on people, especially innocents. Picasso stubbornly refused to explain the precise imagery used in the painting, and interpretations varied widely. At one point, for example, he was asked to explain the striking imagery of a bull and a horse, symbols he often used in his work. His reply, while not very helpful to some, was highly illuminating as to his view of the role of his art, and on a level resonated with Sylvian’s own view of the role of his music, which was written in a way that could mean different things to different people. Picasso said, “This bull is a bull, and this horse is a horse. If you give meaning to certain things in my paintings, it may be very true, but it is not my idea to give it meaning. What ideas and conclusions you have got, I obtained too, but instinctively, unconsciously. I make painting for the painting. I paint objects for what they are.” 33 It was the non-specificity of the imagery used in Guernica that gave Sylvian the level of ambiguity he needed to stimulate and inspire his thoughts.


    Sylvian didn’t just describe the picture, but he tapped into the heart of the creativity that produced it and the environment it was created in, a ferment of contemporaries of Picasso who all had the foresight and freedom of thought to think in radical ways. The painting was produced in a time described in the song as “years with a genius for living.” Not just that, though. What Picasso did along with his contemporary writers, filmmakers, and philosophers referenced on the album was to nurture a seed of imagination and creativity in others, including Sylvian.


    The rope has been cut, the rabbit is loose / (Fire at will in this open season)/ The blood of a poet, the ink in the well / (It’s all written down in this age of reason) / Fire at will


    This could certainly be read as suggesting that the narrator had seen the light, had tapped into and understood how these eminent artists, writers, and film makers thought and what they were trying to say. Having done so, the previously captive imagination had been let loose to enquire, roam, and learn in order to express itself in ways as yet untried. The things that were needed to keep the imagination free were “all written down in this age of reason.” It was time to take the opportunity to use this imagination. All bets were off, “Fire at will.” Standing next to the message in Pulling Punches, where there was only the faintest hint of solace, the message in The Ink in the Well seemed to be that in Picasso, Cocteau, and Sartre, a home of sorts had been found that went some way to — if not answering the questions — opening the mind to give the insight possible to find the answers. The references to Sartre and Cocteau were oblique and hidden in the phrase “The blood of a poet, the ink in the well, it’s all written down in this age of reason.”


    Le Sang d’un Poete (The Blood of a Poet) was an avant-garde film directed by Cocteau in 1930. It was the first of a trilogy, and was divided into four sections, all heavy with surrealist imagery. Mouths transferred onto the palms of hands, statues spoke, an artist committed suicide but didn’t die, and snowballs turned into marble. Interestingly, the film was delayed from release for a year as it was felt it contained an anti-Christian message, which fitted with the tone of questioning inherent on Brilliant Trees as a whole. Cocteau himself said he relied on his unconscious to create the film, which was an attempt to reveal, “where poems come from [and a] realistic documentary of unreal happenings.” 34 L’age de raison (The Age of Reason) was a 1945 novel by Sartre, which looked at three days in the life of a philosophy teacher trying to find money to pay for an abortion for his mistress. In essence, the book was concerned with Sartre’s conception of freedom as the goal of human existence, and how an individual could function in society while holding on to this philosophy. Once again, as an influencing philosophy on the young Sylvian, this opened up a world of possibilities.


    So what did all this reveal? One song, and references to Picasso, Sartre, and Cocteau. It was indicative of Sylvian — free from the constraints he was previously under — doing what many young men did, exploring, being inquisitive, absorbing influences and thoughts, seeking out a more satisfying and fulfilling view of the world. These were very early days on Sylvian’s solo journey, and The Ink in the Well — in common with many songs on Brilliant Trees — gave an insight into the key influences that were providing the fertile soil for future growth. For Sylvian, through the influence of radical free thinkers, convention was being thrown in the air. It would take a number of years before we would see how the pieces eventually landed, and the firm commitment to certain spiritual and philosophical directions that Sylvian would make. However, the insight given by such luminaries was letting Sylvian’s mind run free.


    The song Nostalgia followed, and marked a real shift of gear musically, being a soft, emotional ballad looking back to Ghosts in its somewhat melancholic and introspective mood. The musical form in Nostalgia was becoming somewhat dismantled, and Sylvian was moving into more ambient areas of composition. It was laden with emotion, was uncomplicated in its arrangement, and blended Sylvian’s vocal with Wheelers’ flugelhorn. Musically at this time, Sylvian was beginning to find the composition of such songs quite natural, almost easy! Whereas prior to this album, he had tended to start composing from a title, pieces like Nostalgia came from simply sitting at a piano or a synthesiser and “messing about waiting for something to happen.” 7 He didn’t have to think too much about them, they just — after some time — clicked into place.


    Nostalgia was dominated by a sample of Iranian singer, composer, and author Susha Guppy singing the song Silver Gun. Guppy immersed herself in Persian culture and literature, and was drawn to Sufism, and to the Sufi vision of the immanence of the God of love. She moved to Paris at an early age, and became a critic of the posturing of the French intellectual elite such as Aragon and Sartre, adding a degree of irony to her inclusion on Brilliant Trees. During the 1960s and 1970s she made 14 albums showing the influence of the likes of Joan Baez and Bob Dylan, and she married art dealer and explorer Nicolas Guppy in 1961. She was a friend of Ted Hughes, another inspiration in Sylvian’s later solo career as we shall see, and she performed at his memorial service in Westminster Abbey.


    Lyrically, Nostalgia gave a very personal and direct take on where Sylvian found himself at this moment in his evolution. The song moved briefly away from the overt surrealist and existentialist melting pot that was so much in evidence on the first few songs on Brilliant Trees, and Sylvian’s vocals wandered and soared, as he once again illuminated his struggle, this time a much more focussed and personal struggle. The clue to the song was in the title, which suggested a looking back to better times. Placed in the context of Sylvian looking forward to new horizons, it was therefore slightly anomalous. The lyric used relatively simple imagery.


    Voices heard in fields of green / Their joy, their calm and luxury / Are lost within the wanderings of my mind / I’m cutting branches from the trees / Shaped by years of memories / To exorcise their ghosts from inside of me / The sound of waves in a pool of water / I’m drowning in my nostalgia


    The narrator was struggling to find the space in his mind to appreciate the simple beauty of things, such as the calm, joy, and carefree voices of people enjoying themselves. One could almost see Sylvian gazing out of his apartment window in London, seeing such sights in the park, hearing the voices, and longing for a time past when he could appreciate such moments himself. But the imagery was more symbolic than literal, symbolic of a lost life of innocent pleasures. This loss was because the narrator’s mind was wandering, and was preoccupied with an exacting and difficult process of cutting away memories that were once reassuring, but which were now a source of angst. While it was a painful process, it was necessary, as these memories were not providing the answers they once did. The lyric could obviously be read on numerous levels. A lost love, the loss of Sylvian’s friends and associations post-Japan, or a lost faith. Whichever way it was read, we were left under no illusions, the narrator was subsumed by the effect of this process, and was indeed “drowning” in this nostalgia.


    There was compelling evidence to suggest that Nostalgia referenced the film of the same name by Andrei Tarkovsky released in 1983, some saying that Sylvian composed the piece shortly after seeing the film. Tarkovsky was a Russian film director who was once quoted as saying that there was only one way of thinking in cinema, and that was poetically. His films were characterised by Christian and metaphysical themes, long takes, and a beguiling cinematic beauty. He evoked mood through the use of surreal images of nature. Fire and water were recurring symbols, exemplified by the famous candle scene in Nostalgia, a film which was imbued by an overwhelming feeling of longing reflected in the lyric of Sylvian’s song. The longing in the film was indicative of Tarkovsky’s longing for his homeland after his exile. As we shall see, the influence of Tarkovsky’s films and philosophy ran deeply through Sylvian’s music in the ensuing years.


    The next song, Red Guitar, moved more overtly back to the philosophers and artists. Musically, this was an accessible pop song, but this accessibility contrasted with a complex lyric, and numerous uses of potent imagery. Here we had Radiguet, Sartre, and Cocteau working with a narrator who once again illuminated the struggle for direction and vision. The song was also apparently influenced by Angus McBean’s photographic portrait of Dame Flora Robson which Sylvian had seen in a newspaper, and upon which he instructed the director of the accompanying video — Anton Corbijn — to base the visuals. 134 From its opening lines, the tone of Red Guitar was set.


    I recognise no method of living that I know / I see only the basic materials I may use / If you ask me / I may tell you / It’s been this way for years


    The narrator left little doubt that the unfulfilled state alluded to in Pulling Punches had now coalesced into a bleak and brutal statement of fact. Some clarity had emerged, but this clarity had left the narrator bare, with no idea what life was about, and only the merest hint of possible redemption in the fact that some of the most basic building blocks for a future resolution were in place. What had also become obvious was that this had actually been the situation for a while. What seemed to have happened — indicated by the array of radical thinkers and existentialists indirectly name checked in this lyric — was that they had through their questioning reduced the narrator to this state of helplessness. The resolution from this position was to find and absorb the knowledge that gave the key to spiritual understanding and fulfilment. Within the context of Red Guitar however, we were left with the indication of one area where there was at least a modicum of stability and fulfilment.


    I play my red guitar / It’s the devil in the flesh / It’s the iron in my soul


    The red guitar mentioned was Sylvian’s red Yamaha Super Axe that he used throughout the 1980s. Even the simple act of playing music, however, had two sides. Yes, it may have been the “iron in the soul”, but at the same time it had a flip side, being “the devil in the flesh”. Why these analogies? Was it that making music was perceived as a frivolous process that could act as a distraction from seeking a greater truth, while at the same time being the only safe refuge, or was it as some people — perhaps bizarrely — surmised, a sideways reference to Sylvian’s cocaine addiction at the time of this recording.


    Sylvian became addicted to cocaine just before the break up of Japan. He saw the drug as an escape more than anything else, and when he recorded Brilliant Trees he was by his own admission hooked. He once said that his addiction was caused by psychological problems rather than rock star excesses. “I had a sleeping disorder whereby I couldn’t stay conscious for more than four hours at a time, and I was looking for some medication to help with that. This went on for months, and that’s when I became cocaine-dependent. In the end, I reached such a low with the drug that I knew I had to stop, or face the consequences”. 1 The argument went that Red Guitar perhaps obliquely alluded to the fact that cocaine for Sylvian at this time was “the devil in the flesh, the iron in my soul.” Whichever way it was read, we were left with a feeling that the one vestige of potential stability, be it playing music or whatever else, was a double-edged sword.


    Using a number of indirect name checks, the narrator acknowledged a certain comfort in the “family” of artists and writers, dead or alive, that he had tapped into. In Red Guitar, Sylvian associated his plight with that of Cocteau, Radiguet, and Sartre. But the understanding of this plight was not a resolution, as at its heart were problems and “difficulties of being”.


    I understand you’re facing problems inside you / A certain difficulty of being that I know too


    The references to Cocteau, Radiguet, and Sartre were littered throughout the lyric. Le Diable au Corps (The Devil in the Flesh) was a love story written by Radiguet. Seen by many as a modern day masterpiece, the book described an affair between a young boy and a married woman whose husband was fighting in the trenches in World War One. When the affair was revealed, Radiguet used the novel to rail against the public indignation, and indicated that it was almost mans’ duty to follow love and the heart regardless of public opinion. Out of the existentialist mould, it was very much a cry for support of individual expression and following heart not head, which became a recurring theme in Sylvian’s work. La Mort Dans L’Ame (The Iron in the Soul) was a book written in 1949 by Sartre about the defeat of French soldiers in 1940 during World War 2, a harrowing depiction of war and what it meant to lose the fight. It was the third in a trilogy that began with The Age of Reason referenced, as we have seen, in the Ink in the Well. Perhaps more than any other of his books, The Iron in the Soul drew the reader into an extreme empathy with the characters that were used as conduits to expound Sartre’s existentialist and philosophical views. This merging of reader and character once again resonated with Sylvian’s own attitude concerning the interface between his music and the listener. It needed to be a personal and unique relationship. Finally, Cocteau’s book “La Difficulté d’etre” (The Difficulty of Being) was effectively a series of brief observations by the author on a great range of subjects, all very much peeling away the layers of the self. Using the title of the book as part of the lyric of Red Guitar revealed the fact that Sylvian was fighting with an inability to live as before, and was also perhaps a message to Cocteau that he understood him, he had touched the essence of the man and his work and inhabited the same world.


    Sylvian, a few years after its release, explained what he thought of — and how he hoped his audience would react to — the music on Brilliant Trees. “Buying Brilliant Trees, a lot of people would have related side one of the album to work I had done previously, but they would have to work to get through side two. Eventually, I hope that they would have enjoyed side two more than side one. I wanted to lead people with me in the way I’m going.” 7 For sure, the album was very much in two parts both musically and lyrically. Overt references to the philosophers and intellectuals gave way on side two to much more overt personal and religious questioning. At the same time, musically, the compositions began to slough off the traditional song format. Side one of Brilliant Trees was full of songs with simple structures and a jazz orientation, while side two showcased compositions with a less discernible song format. Was it a coincidence that the traditional songs structures on the album (Pulling Punches, The Ink in the Well, and Red Guitar) used existential and surrealist imagery, and Nostalgia and the three songs on side two — the more deconstructed compositions — dwelled much more directly on personal questioning?


    Side two of the album provided a relatively clear indication of the musical path Sylvian was going to tread as his early solo career progressed. It began with a song entitled Weathered Wall, which along with all the songs on side two came out of the ambient mould, almost trance like, giving a flavour of tribal, ethnic tones, with hints of jazz, and signature percussion loops providing a framework. Weathered Wall and the title track were co-written by Sylvian and trumpeter Hassell and they provided a lustrous backdrop for Sylvian’s vocal performance. Lyrically, Weathered Wall presented an overriding sense of the loss of something or someone. There was an interesting use of the past tense in the first line, which indicated that the narrator was moving away from something held onto in the past.


    You were someone to believe in / A place for hope in a changing world / Feeling every moment / Every one of the years spent in your arms


    Obviously, the lyric could be read as a loss of someone’s love, or the loss of a connection with a higher power, a possible double reading that continued throughout the composition. Whichever way it was read, with a nostalgic and regretful air, the narrator was looking back at a love or a faith that was a refuge when all around was changing and challenging, and there was a tangible sense of lost safety and security, which had been felt in an embrace. However, there was also a sense of realisation that despite having had a focus in the past which provided some solace, it masked or diverted the narrator’s attention from facing up to fundamental questions, even fears, that were lying dormant.


    After a lifetime of living / These soiled hands show no life at all / Working at all hours / Never facing the fears here in my heart


    Sylvian here used a reference to “work”, which he explained in the context of Weathered Wall and some compositions to come. “As a person…I’m more detached from the physical realities than the intellectual ones. I tend to attack things first with the mind. I suppose I’m more of the mind than the body. So I use references of that kind [work] to the work of the mind…. It must relate to a kind of growing process — that through action, things happen, and through experience you grow and progress and learn. Through struggle comes knowledge, maybe it’s easier to represent that in physical terms.” 35 So the narrator had been “working at all hours”, and had the scars to show it. But he had in fact been treading water, insomuch as this work had been unfulfilling, as it had not been focussed on the areas where fundamental — and as it would turn out life-changing and life-affirming — answers could and would be found. The feeling that long held beliefs and disciplines had now lost their ability to soothe and reassure had left the narrator bereft, mourning their loss.


    Grieving for the loss of heaven / Weeping for the loss of heaven / By the wailing wall


    This feeling of loss was then augmented. It was deemed inevitable. The narrator had the ability to see the end, and count down the limited amount of time left in the embrace of the faith or love. It no longer represented a natural resting place for his faith, and he mourned its imminent loss.


    You were someone to believe in / Giving life where there was a will to learn / But it’s the nature of living / To count only the years left in your heart


    Sylvian was once questioned about who the “you” was on Weathered Wall. His answer was very illuminating. “I wouldn’t like to pin it down, because I think it can be interpreted in a number of ways. For me the person or the thing in question changes all the time. I like that ambiguity. I like that the song can move between being a love song to someone that’s close to you, or a God, some greater, higher power, so I purposefully allow the pieces to have that ambiguity so that people can still find something of themselves in the work and work it into relevant situations in their lives.” 36 Weathered Wall — on the basis that Sylvian reportedly wrote it before becoming aware of Kaballah — gave a subliminal nod in this direction by its reference to the “Wailing Wall”, where people could actually be in the presence of the divine, and Kaballah claimed through its studies to be able to prove its link to the creator.


    The next song, Backwaters, was an edgy composition, with provocative drum loops, and discordant elements that backed the world weary, resigned vocals. Probably the most musically experimental song on the album, lyrically, Backwaters alluded to a narrator moving to the dark recesses of consciousness, in a desperate search for enlightenment and the longing to find resolution. The lyric tone was of someone exhausted with the necessity to please those around him, and feeling rudderless in respect of faith.


    Once again I’m hiding in backwaters / Running this way and that / Trying so very hard to please / (Beware of hidden snares)


    Without a definite path to take, the narrator made seemingly random decisions at the periphery, while obviously trying to gain approval. It was reasonably easy to make the leap here to Sylvian’s state of mind and the situation he found himself in as he wrote Brilliant Trees. He had removed himself from the spotlight, and manoeuvred himself into the “backwaters”, and on nearly every level — musically and spiritually — he was unsure which way to move, but had a nagging need to please and be accepted on his own terms. How could he knit together all the aspects of his life in a coherent and viable way when he had no personal direction? But he was also certain that while “running this way and that” there were elephant traps, dark alleys to avoid, “hidden snares”. The next verse of this relatively succinct lyric was extremely illuminating.


    Rushing to bite the hand that feeds me / Running this way and that / (There are always other possibilities)


    Focussing once more on Sylvian’s plight, the idea of making a dash to “Bite the hand that feeds me” could quite easily be read as a commentary on his musical volte-face, moving from the commercial spotlight to a less obvious route to professional fulfilment. At the same time, it could be read as a commentary on his change of spiritual focus, about to turn his back on long held beliefs and a security of sorts, to an as yet unknown alternative. The lyric, however, offered a modicum of hope. Despite a seemingly random series of decisions, and despite turning his back on a secure career and/or faith, “there were always other possibilities.” It was an analysis of the possibilities both musically and in respect of spirituality that provided the foundation of all Sylvian’s future work.


    Brilliant Trees finished with the simple, atmospheric, almost hymnal title track, which saw Sylvian’s vocal front and centre describing his quest for self-discovery.  Lyrically, this was the composition to which everything else had been working, where there was a degree of resolution and the recognition of a possible path to understanding. The title of the track, indeed the title of the album, was in itself significant. Trees represented solidity, permanence, grandeur, quiet beauty, and in the case of these trees they were “brilliant”, imbuing them with even more symbolism. As a link between the earth and the heavens, trees were rooted firmly in the ground, and yet reached inexorably to the skies, hence their adoption as the symbol in the Tree of Life, Sylvian’s subliminal focus on the album. The lyric began with a reaffirmation of the sense of instability and doubt that the narrator felt in his relationship, with a partner or a higher force.


    When you come to me / I’ll question myself again / Is this grip on life still my own / When every step I take / Leads me so far away / Every thought should bring me closer home


    But in this lyric, the narrator raised his eyes, and seemed to begin to see the possibilities that existed in spite of his feeling of restlessness and “unbelonging”.


    My whole life stretches in front of me / Reaching up like a flower / Leading my life back to the soil


    The symbolism at this point was important. Once the narrator had given an indication that there was a whole life that was there to explore and take on, it was described in terms of flowers, at one and the same time — like trees — reaching up towards the sky (a higher realm) while also being rooted in the soil. A circularity was implied that was redolent of the Tree of Life, and also the cycle of life and death obviously at the heart of Christianity, it being Adam’s ultimate punishment to work the ground — out of which grew the tree that bore the apple that Eve ate — until he himself was returned to it. There was an undeniable degree of positivity coming out of the questioning and lack of resolution as to personal, life, or spiritual direction.


    Every plan I’ve made / Lost in the scheme of things / Within each lesson lies the price to learn / A reason to believe / Divorces itself from me / Every hope I hold lies in my arms / And there you stand / Making my life possible / Raise my hand up to heaven / But only you could know


    Things had fundamentally changed, but there were “lessons to be learned”, and this was the key to everything. If people had a fulfilling and satisfying personal and spiritual focus, everything good and bad in life had the potential to positively enhance. As the narrator found “no reason to believe” any longer, the realisation was that the ultimate path to resolution was to an extent self-determined, and not pre-ordained. The narrator was struggling with the basics of religious belief, and saw that there was an all embracing alternative that could be attained on a one-to-one level, redemption found in human love which was linked to the divine, and which was the product of one’s own desires and actions. This self-determining aspect was a very existentialist view of he world, and also resonated with the underpinnings of Kaballism and Buddhism.


    As we have seen, Blue of Noon was written in the Brilliant Trees sessions, but it didn’t make the cut and was eventually released a number of years later. Within the context of other compositions that actually made it onto the album, this song very obviously fitted the mould. It introduced another radical free thinker, Georges Bataille, whose novel of the same title (in French “Le Bleu du Ciel”) was written in 1935. Bataille was a pre-eminent figure among French intellectuals at the time, being closely associated with such luminaries as Juan Miro, Pablo Picasso, and Max Ernst, and the philosophical and surrealist underpinnings of his work were heavily influenced by Freidrich Nietzsche.


    As a whole, then, Brilliant Trees was a musical storyboard marking out Sylvian’s early solo career development. Not only did it move from traditional song structures to more deconstructed works, but each song very obviously used lyrical imagery that laid bear the innermost feelings of the artist, and mapped the struggles he was going through and the quest he was undertaking. Sylvian’s music continued to do this over the years, but often in a much less obvious way than on Brilliant Trees, where some of the imagery — as we have just discussed in detail — was effectively borrowed from writers and artists, applied to Sylvian’s own thought processes, and then conveyed to the listener. As Sylvian’s solo work matured, this “name dropping” gave way to a much more intensely personal imagery (as indeed it began to do ever so slightly on Brilliant Trees). In time his lyric art became more oblique, while still conveying a strength of feeling, emotion, passion, spirituality, and philosophy.


    Sylvian made an extremely interesting observation regarding the lyrical content of his compositions. “[With Japan] I tended to write on reflection after going through something, rather than writing about a certain thing when I was going through it, because I used to think that you couldn’t get the best viewpoint like that. I would always try to make it maybe a little less personal sounding so that people could relate to it more, or maybe I would disguise it, I’m not sure. Maybe I was too afraid to show it that openly, or maybe I was not capable of showing it that openly. On Brilliant Trees, I think I’ve been more direct. Even though I don’t perform that much on it, I feel that I have created something musically and lyrically in a far more personal style than I ever did before. I’ve written about some things when I’m in the middle of experiencing them, not having a solution or even a clear observation of it…. I’m writing as a confused person whose constantly doing things and acting in certain ways that surprise him, rather than as a person trying to keep control of himself. I think the writing’s more valuable for that.” 15 This new found ability to write about ongoing personal issues, demonstrated on Brilliant Trees, informed a process adopted on all Sylvian’s future compositions, some of which were achingly self-analytical, and some of which told the story of intensely personal thoughts and events. Added to his new found confidence in his song writing ability and the nuances added through collaboration and improvisation, this newly grounded lyric writing really swept away the sterility of some pieces composed in the Japan era, and presented the offerings of a man that had found a way of opening himself up to his environment, drawing off it, and enriching his compositions with profound and heartfelt emotion.


    The references made on Brilliant Trees to the alumni of philosophers and artists were perceived by many as being a little pretentious, but the kinder view was that Sylvian was finding his voice. Such eminent sidekicks were a way of reinforcing thoughts and feelings he himself was coming to terms with, and he used them to help indicate the way his thought processes were developing. Sylvian explained his rationale while at the same time indicating that name-dropping was not a perfect device. “I think I’ve incorporated too many references in my work to writers and artists. But the reason for doing so was that it was my community. I didn’t have one in the physical world. So I found like minds through the work of others and I drew them into my work as a result. As a band of like-minded individuals, dead or alive, it didn’t matter. I sort of bonded with them.” 8


    When Brilliant Trees was conceived, Sylvian was still only twenty-five. As a person he still had a lot to learn, as an artist he was at the very beginning of the “new” road, the constraints of Japan having been lifted, and allowing his freedom of thought and expression. Until this exploration and analysis had matured, however, Sylvian’s work represented a window on his questioning, and a fascinating insight into the first tentative steps that were being taken on this long journey. As time went on, life events would impinge on this journey. As we shall see, the break-up of his relationship with Fujii, a spiral into depression, his marriage and later his divorce from Ingrid Chavez, would all seriously affect him. But all things, good and bad, were seen as life affirming, and would all be thrown into the pot, mixed in, and eventually added to the richness of the ensuing work. Life was light and dark, happiness and sadness, good and bad, and an ongoing experience of all these things were the fuel for Sylvian’s work.


    Sylvian’s view of his first solo offering remained positive throughout his career, not always the case when he was asked retrospectively to review his compositions over the years. A couple of decades after Brilliant Trees was released, and at a time when his musical evolution had taken him light years away from the processes used to create his first solo album, he was asked which of his projects he looked back on most fondly. His answer? “Probably Brilliant Trees — there was such a sense of adventure there, making one’s first solo recording, meeting those wonderful musicians…having never spoken to any of them before. That sense of dislocation, it frees up the minds of the musicians and brings greater commitment from them as players.” 37 Brilliant Trees was an important record, but more than anything else, it set up a working process that remains to this day to some extent. As a foundation stone for future work, it was solid, and it represented the blueprint for all that followed. Sylvian was in front of the eyes of his audience discovering his values for living, and seeking a philosophy that he could happily adhere to. “I started looking for spiritual depth, and I feel like I planted fresh roots in some very potent soil.” 38


    Sylvian suggested that Brilliant Trees was “supposed to reflect the highest level a human can attain.” 39 Much of his future work had this as its central objective. In common with Brilliant Trees, future solo work would also utilise collaboration as a means of musical expression, would use ambiguous lyric qualities to allude to spiritual enlightenment while at the same time appealing on a more personal level to his audience, and fuse lyric and music together to create a unique atmosphere and mood. His collaborators would change over the years as he sought out the different voices he required to create this atmosphere, but his entire solo and jointly-composed back catalogue took his audience on a personal journey of growth and development as a man and artist. Most striking of all was that Sylvian’s music now allowed him to a certain extent to reveal himself to his audience, not hide himself, as had been the case before going solo. However, while doing so, he was loosening the linkage between himself and his former cohort of fans. The hard-core Sylvian fans were about to gird their loins and be taken on the journey. The die-hard Japan fans were about to leave the fold, and seek their musical grazing fields elsewhere.


    The release of Brilliant Trees still saw Sylvian renting an apartment on Park Walk in Chelsea, separated to an extent from his previous musical and personal life, but still very much in the same community. He had begun to make the break from the excesses of the pop world, but in many ways, he had not slipped the shackles of other elements of his life that informed his path. In a sense he was attempting to break out, but from within the confines of a world whose view of him was still quite consistent. At this time, his image was much the same, he lived in the same place, he still had connections with all but one of the ex-members of Japan, he was still a cog in the Virgin machine, and he was still in a relationship with Yuka Fujii. Because of this, people continued to try and shoehorn what he was doing into a mould with which they were familiar. But it was already difficult to put a label on what Sylvian was doing, and where he fitted into the music scene. Despite his much-repeated desire just to be seen as a “pop” artist, Sylvian had a crack at defining where he was at this time. “There’s an area between the avant-garde and the pop world where I think I fit. But it’s such a broad area that I don’t feel confined by it. I think that people, like Virgin Records, are not sure where I stand.” 30


    Much of his reticence about being considered an avant-garde musician was that he considered many in this genre as highly proficient players which he was not, in much the same way as he struggled against being in any way seen as a jazz artist. In place of what he considered a lack of technique, Sylvian was strong on the ability to imbue his work with emotional content which he saw as missing from pop and the avant-garde, and as one commentator put it “he extracted the best of both worlds, the excitement and delicacy of pop as well as the lyrical content and bravado of the avant-garde.” 19 It would be many years before Sylvian would find true release and iron out his own unique place in the music industry, but this was step one. Eventually he would leave London behind, his spiritual quest would lead to a change in lifestyle that in terms of his solo output would see him all but disappear off the radar for years on end, and his image and persona would completely change.
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    An Index Of Possibilities


    Brilliant Trees was critically very well received, and despite the fact that it was an expensive record to put together (apparently costing over £100,000, a lot now, but a huge amount in 1984), Sylvian had successfully sown the seeds for his future development. Crossing the genres between pop and a slightly more jazz-oriented, avant-garde sound, Sylvian had produced a record that on so many levels indicated where the journey of his development was going. It also, however, alluded to the fact that he was evolving as an artist and person in directions in which he didn’t yet have complete clarity. The influences that inspired the works that made up Brilliant Trees were still solidifying in his own psyche, so he like everyone else was not, at this time, certain precisely where they would lead. One thing, however, was becoming obvious, and that was that for personal reasons and for reasons of musical integrity, he was happily moving away from the mainstream pop world, and into the less commercial world of innovative musical composition. Another was that by moving towards the fringes of the commercial music world, he was becoming more and more able to experiment and express his true feelings and artistry, rather than the one forced upon him by the requirements of the popular music business. At the heart of Sylvian’s activity was that he had an ever-growing confidence in the validity of his work that meant that immediate audience acceptance — while good — was not the only goal. Fusing the two together was great, but the impression certainly grew on Sylvian’s “solo” journey that musical credibility was the key, and he understood that because of this, parts of his audience would come and parts would go.


    I am reminded of stories of the seminal classical composer Igor Stravinsky, who actually conducted the first public performance of his work The Rite of Spring. The audience threw fruit and vegetables at him, and booed him off stage, so testing and radical the musical composition seemed at the time. Beyond the fact that this implied that audiences in those days went to concerts armed with food in case they needed to air their grievances, The Rite of Spring some 100 years later is now heralded as one of the most incredible pieces of musical composition of the 20th century. It has served a long-term service, pushing musical boundaries, but its importance was not perceived at the time. In a similar way, it takes pioneers like Sylvian from the modern popular music scene to keep the faith, maintain a true focus on the credibility of their own musical vision, and to push the limits and publish music on its own terms regardless of mass popular acceptance (while at the same time hoping not to be bombarded by groceries).


    At the time of Brilliant Trees, and then the evolution of further compositions in the mid-80s, Sylvian found himself in an odd position. He was still accepted on a level by his old fan base, but he had not been fully embraced by the more serious and avant-garde group of listeners and the media that accompanied them. As time went on, this balance would shift almost completely. It is hard today to find any discussion of Sylvian in the popular music press. More likely now that you will hear him on the classical U.K. music station BBC Radio 3, or being reviewed in the Independent newspaper. But in the mid-1980s, Sylvian had not moved to this polar position, and his work was increasingly viewed through two different prisms: first, there was the popular press and audience, which did not fully understand his motivations or direction, and some of whom suggested that he had lost the plot, or maintained that he was becoming ever more pretentious; second was the world of the avant-garde and improvisation, artists and audience from which began to wake up to the offerings from this new and increasingly innovative composer.


    Sylvian himself was experimenting and defining his course under the gaze of these disparate audiences, and truth be told seemed more concerned with courting the latter than the former. He wanted his compositions to be accepted on a musical level, devoid of distractions such as his image and the intrusive and unnecessary interest in his personal life. Virgin — the label under which he was still recording at this time — was treading a fine line too, allowing a certain degree of freedom for the artist, while also wanting a return from its investment in him. This marriage of different objectives was not easy, and as time went on became harder and harder, ultimately ending in Sylvian’s break from Virgin, and the setting up of his own label some 15 years down the line in the early 2000s. This ultimately allowed him complete freedom to develop his compositions in his own time, normal financial contingencies accepted.


    What was seen before this, however, was a degree of friction between the artist and the label to achieve their own objectives, which were to a large extent at odds with each other. Virgin had had a nascent pop idol on its hands, extremely marketable personally and musically when Japan broke up, and now it was anxious as far as possible to arrest the move into the shadows that Sylvian at the same time desperately wanted for himself. Sylvian has been at pains over the years to add some texture to the black and white view of the battle between artist and commercial record label. His main objection and frustration was less that Virgin was trying to force him into doing things he didn’t want to do, and more that the label was indifferent to his less commercial endeavours. At times later in his solo journey, Sylvian wondered why Virgin stuck with him at all. He was less than prolific, he took an age to compose and record what ended up as very expensive albums, and he didn’t fit into a cosy compartment that could be easily marketed.


    One thing that seemed to be the case, however, was that he was never actually forced to compromise his work to get the support he needed from Virgin, although he was asked. “If somebody’s selling you a compromise that would really benefit the work and will potentially get it to a larger audience, there’s no cynicism in that, because you make work to communicate. You don’t just want to communicate with 10 people over there, you want to communicate with as many people as possible, as many people as the work might reach emotionally. Sometimes a little compromise isn’t a bad thing…but you have to feel that the compromise is valid, and there’s a point to it, that it won’t change something about the nature of the work. And very rarely was it ever valid.” 9


    While Virgin’s indifference was to a great extent overcome by strong relationships Sylvian had with some key personnel in the company in the earlier years of his tenure (these relationships deteriorating significantly at the time Thorn EMI bought the label in mid-1992), one area of control always existed, and that was finance. In effect, Virgin subsidised Sylvian’s experimentation, and occasionally the fiscal whip would be cracked to keep him in some kind of line. The result of this was less that projects were not funded at all, and more that at a certain point, the supply of money was cut off, and works that were to an extent incomplete would be released. We shall see how this affected later albums, but in the early days of his career it resulted in Sylvian having to compromise to a certain extent, while still retaining a lot of freedom to explore.


    An early example of this compromise could be seen in the events that occurred immediately after the release of Brilliant Trees. Sylvian was taking his exhibition of Polaroid montages — Perspectives — on tour, and in the autumn of 1984 the exhibition was in Tokyo. Interestingly, on this trip he met Sakamoto, and the pair discussed making an album, and also touring together. It was decided when they recorded some demos that the sound was essentially “solo Sylvian”, so the idea of a joint venture diminished. Sylvian did not discard the ideas, however, and some found life on his solo work Gone to Earth some years later. It was while in Tokyo with all this going on that Sylvian was approached by a Japanese television company and asked to make a video documentary about himself. So began the slightly protracted, and sometimes frustrating, evolution of his second solo work.


    History had it that at the time, Sylvian was somewhat short of funds. Indeed, some contested that he reportedly only allowed his Polaroids to be exhibited in London, Tokyo, Milan, and Turin as he tried to recoup some of the costs associated with the production of Brilliant Trees. The video idea, therefore, which was eventually accepted and undertaken was nothing more than an attempt to help replenish his coffers. The fact that it effectively forced Sylvian to participate in a project that placed him back in the spotlight at a time when he apparently wanted to move away from it also suggested a motivation other than a purely artistic one. How Virgin must have wished that his chosen route to enhance his bank balance would be to sit in the studio and produce an overtly commercial set of songs. But Sylvian was never now going to return happily to the strictures imposed by the pop machine if he could help it, and so as 1984 rolled into 1985, an array of left of centre creations began to evolve.


    What came after the trip to Japan were works that eventually became the video and musical score Preparations for a Journey, the instrumental piece Steel Cathedrals and its associated video, and a series of instrumentals entitled Words with the Shaman. The video Preparations for a Journey tracked Sylvian’s career to date. Stretching the original idea of an autobiographical video, Sylvian had taken the opportunity to work with its director Yasuyuki Yamaguchi (whose work he studied and admired at the time) to compile images of the Japanese industry-scape around Tokyo. This video became Steel Cathedrals. Sylvian — along with Sakamoto — later set Steel Cathedrals to music, and subsequently re-recorded it in London with an array of musicians including Wheeler, Jansen, and Czukay from the Brilliant Trees ensemble, plus a new addition — Robert Fripp — with whom Sylvian forged a strong and fruitful friendship and collaboration over the ensuing years, as we shall see.


    Fripp was a childhood hero of Sylvian, and he was enamoured by both his solo and collaborative work. As we shall see, he found composing and playing with Fripp challenging, but also regarded him as a generous individual with an exacting way of working and total commitment to his music. Fripp came to Sylvian’s project with a rich, innovative, and varied approach to music, and was nothing if not prolific. Born in 1946, he was synonymous with the band King Crimson, which he founded in 1968, their first album In the Court of King Crimson being released one year later in 1969. This was very much progressive rock, and even on this first outing it was critically acclaimed as a seminal work. King Crimson split and reformed over the years on numerous occasions, but Fripp remained the only member who stayed with the band consistently. He first pulled stumps on the project in 1974, and this saw a burgeoning of his collaborative career.


    He worked with an eclectic number of musicians in the 1970s, and all the time he honed a technique and style on the guitar that broke new ground. He first worked with Brian Eno, for example, in the early 1970s, and the pair used a dual reel-to-reel tape set up that allowed delay, which was the foundation for a mode of guitar playing that was the cornerstone of Fripp’s ensuing career, becoming known in time as Frippertronics. Effectively, in its early incarnation pre the digital age, Frippertronics was an analogue delay system. The two reel-to-reel tape recorders were situated side by side, and were configured so that the tape travelled from the supply reel of the first machine to the take up reel of the second machine, thereby allowing sound recorded by the first machine to be played back some time later on the second. The audio of the second machine was routed back to the first, causing delayed signal to repeat while new audio was mixed in. The amount of delay (usually anything between three and five seconds) was controlled by simply increasing the distance between the machines, therefore affecting the distance the tape had to travel. What this innovative idea allowed Fripp to do was to create recordings of electric guitar layer-upon-layer, in real-time, while playing live or in a recording studio.


    Eno and Fripp’s association came to a creative head on the album that was acknowledged as a big influence on Sylvian in his teenage years, namely the 1975 release Another Green World. Giving much room for improvisation and innovation, this album allowed Eno and Fripp (and the other collaborators) room to experiment with their instruments and the sonic nature of their performances, marking a departure for Eno, as he moved with this release into the slower, more ambient, restful musical territory that he almost made his own in the ensuing years. In the late-1970s, Fripp spent a deal of time away from music, and became fascinated by the teachings of the philosopher Gurdjieff through his study of the works of J.G. Bennett. We will see both these names crop up again as Sylvian’s story progresses!


    Fripp returned to music setting up a close association with Peter Gabriel that lasted to the end of the 1970s. Maybe of greater importance, however, was when Fripp accepted an invitation from Eno to join him as he worked on David Bowie’s album Heroes. This collaboration seemed to open the floodgates and initiated a number of future working relationships with the likes of Daryl Hall, Jerry Marotta, Phil Collins, and Tony Levin, all of whom contributed to Fripp’s first solo album Exposure, which was released some six years before his first collaboration with Sylvian who was at the time up and running with Japan. Between the late 1970s and 1985 when Fripp and Sylvian came together on Steel Cathedrals, Fripp’s time was spent collaborating with the likes of Blondie, Bowie (again), Talking Heads, and The Roches. In addition, he assembled what he branded a “new wave instrumental dance band” called The League of Gentlemen, which toured throughout 1980. In 1981, King Crimson reformed, releasing a number of albums including Three of a Perfect Pair, before breaking up again in 1984. His final release before working on Steel Cathedrals was with the Police guitarist Andy Summers in 1984. The unique sound that Fripp had created which really hit its straps on his Steel Cathedral’s contribution was in no small part due to his underlying technique, which unlike most rock guitarists who had their musical roots in traditional blues influences, was based on avant-garde jazz and even European classical music.


    At this stage in the evolution of Sylvian’s second substantial solo release, instead of a clutch of marketable songs, Virgin had a video and accompanying score, and a Japanese television company had an autobiographical film documentary. Virgin rejected the opportunity to take on Steel Cathedrals on its own, so Sylvian agreed to record a series of instrumental pieces that became Words with the Shaman to be released with it. Thinking that these compositions didn’t sit well together, he decided to record a vocal side to be released with Steel Cathedrals instead. Again, to his way of thinking, these did not work well together either, and so the project continued to stutter. The outcome of all this slightly disjointed creativity was a plethora of bits and pieces. The autobiographical film Preparations for a Journey was aired on Japanese television, Steel Cathedrals was released as a video in May 1985 (the images backed by the music of the same name), and Words with the Shaman was released as an EP. The music for Steel Cathedrals, some of Preparations for a Journey, and Words with the Shaman were later released en masse as Alchemy – An Index of Possibilities in December 1985 as a limited edition cassette. Together, these pieces effectively constituted Sylvian’s second solo album. The vocal tracks that had been recorded during its gestation and with Sakamoto in Tokyo would now sit in the wings.


    Most obvious of all on Alchemy was that Sylvian’s most marketable asset — beyond his looks and image — namely his voice, was totally absent from all the pieces. This was overtly non-commercial, instrumental, ambient music, Sylvian’s first obvious thrust into this area. In his Japan disguise, he was synonymous with his vocals. From a marketing and PR point of view, the man and his lustrous voice were inextricably linked. Was this early move to non-vocal offerings a way to break the link, a step in the journey of detaching the personality from the music? While later in his career, Sylvian became less critical of his vocals, it was certainly a recurring theme in the early years of his solo journey that he was not satisfied with his voice, which may have been another motivation to release instrumentals. Without the public persona being pushed to the fore, and now without the voice, the music did truly have to speak for itself. The listener and the critics were forced to take these compositions at face value.


    What was quite obvious was that the push and pull between the artist and his record label was a factor at this time— at the very least in what was packaged up and released to the public. Sylvian relied upon the largess of Virgin to finance his musical excursions, and then market them so he could receive his pay cheque. The image of Sylvian the man and his music that was now on offer to Virgin was difficult to market. A 20 minute video of industry-scapes in Tokyo was really “out there” for the Virgin marketing department, who probably had sleepless nights about promoting “the world’s most beautiful man with the voice like honey”, when no-one could see him or even hear him on his latest releases. Sylvian was marrying his ultimate goal of complete artistic freedom of expression with the requirement to pay the bills, at the time of Alchemy, this compromise leading to the recording of more “marketable” pieces to facilitate the publishing of Steel Cathedrals.


    The Virgin years were definitely a distorting lens through which to see Sylvian’s solo development, and affected everything he produced in the years 1984-2001. It was interesting to see just how close to ultimate artistic freedom Sylvian got with the releases under Virgin. With Brilliant Trees, this was difficult to assess. It was early days, and the compositions that made up this record were written at a time when Sylvian himself was defining his niche. The fact that it was perhaps the most commercially successful offering of all in the solo years was no real surprise, not just due to the legacy and loyalty of the legion of Japan fans that still stuck to his coat tails, but because his artistic evolution was still in its infancy, and the more extreme examples of where this evolution was to take him were not as obvious as they would become. So saying, the Virgin marketing machine had something that was still relatively within their comfort zone, and they still had the vestiges of Sylvian’s Japan image to play with. With Alchemy, much of this was swept away, and these compositions in fact represented a huge step in the evolutionary process for Sylvian. Each composition was actually very true to the essence of what Sylvian wanted to say at the time. In other words, he had not been forced to compromise too much.


    The music on Alchemy was effectively a mixture of all the influences first revealed on Brilliant Trees, with jazz, ambient, and experimental music referenced throughout every piece. Sylvian explained the ideas behind the music in a bit more detail. “The goal was to inhabit the world of spiritual invention and to try and reflect that musically by drawing on a wide range and variety of influences. It was an immersion into the ritualised, the repetitious, and the exotic. It was also a combination of themes explored on Brilliant Trees that I’d wanted to take a step further.” 23 What was obvious was that Alchemy leaned fairly heavily on some of the works of American composer Steve Reich, especially his Music for Eighteen Musicians composed in the mid-1970s, and first performed in New York in 1976. Sylvian admitted that Reich was “obviously present in the mix.” 23 Reich was an explicit influence on many pioneers of electronic music. He was famous for fusing together aspects of Western classical music with the structures, harmonies, and rhythms of non-Western and American-vernacular music, especially jazz. He was born in New York City in 1936, and spent his formative years there and in California. He graduated in 1957 from Cornell University majoring in philosophy, not music. His musical interest galvanised once he had graduated, as he began to study composition between 1957 and 1959. His teachers at this time included Hall Overton who was a composer rooted in the jazz genre, and William Bergsma who was a lyricist and composer notable for composing music of great intimacy, exhibiting an adept way of combining subtle combinations of sound, and greatly concerned with harmonic spacing as well as harmonic weight. In addition, Reich received tutoring from Vincent Persichetti who was a prolific composer and one of the most respected American composers of the twentieth century.


    Upon graduating in 1963, Reich worked with Luciano Berio and Darius Milhaud, Berio being an Italian composer of mostly stage, orchestral, chamber, choral, and vocal works, and Millhaud a French composer who was heavily influenced by jazz, and who made use of polytonality (composing music that was in more than one key at the same time.) After his training from this eclectic group of talented musicians, in the summer of 1970, Reich studied drumming at the Institute of African studies in Accra, Ghana. Of great importance in terms of his own output — later in the 1970s — he also studied Balinese Gamelan at the American Society for Eastern Studies in Seattle back in the United States. Gamelan was effectively a musical ensemble, a set of instruments as a distinct entity, built together and tuned together. Musically, Balinese Gamelan in particular compared with its Javanese cousin was percussion-based, sometimes known as a “gong-chime” musical ensemble. It consisted of bronze gongs, metallophones, cymbals, and a time beater. The music was in a cycle, or in musical terms “ostinato”, usually repeating over and over until the drummer gave a signal to end the performance. Also the music was performed in interlocking style, meaning that different groups played either short melodies/rhythm patterns simultaneously to create a complete musical phrase.


    Gamelan has had a considerable influence on Western music, probably dating back to the late 1800s, when it was showcased at the Paris Exposition in 1889. Both Claude Debussy and Erik Satie came into contact with it at this event, and its influence can be seen in their subsequent compositions. One can also see the Gamelan influence adopted beyond this point through the likes of Francis Poulenc, Olivier Messiaen, John Cage, Philip Glass, and Henry Brant from the classical genre, and more recently in popular music through the likes of King Crimson. In the late 1970s — as Sylvian was starting his commercial musical career — Reich was getting to grips with Gamelan, and was immersing himself the traditional forms of cantillation (chanting) of the Hebrew scriptures. All the time Reich was absorbing such influences he was touring and performing with a group of musicians called Steve Reich and Musicians. This gave him the opportunity to put into practice the things he was learning, and he became more and more interested in experimentation of one form or another. Through such experimentation he became an early pioneer in tape music and what was termed American “minimalism”. His music became characterised by a strong, steady pulse and strictly diatonic and tonal harmonies, (in contrast, therefore, to chromatic, which was not based on tonal scales but semi-tonal scales). Reich was often seen as being allied to a group of other “first generation” minimalist composers such as Glass and La Monte Young. His music remained deeply “American” in its roots, with an unrelenting pulse, and short repeating melodic elements, and as such in structural form it had a lot in common with rock and “pop” music in general.


    Reich’s early works — created in the mid-1960s — were taped pieces, exemplified by It’s Gonna Rain in 1965 and Come Out in 1966. These pieces were among the earliest examples of “phasing”, where two tape loops were set in motion at two slightly different speeds, so they began in unison, and slowly shifted out of place, creating a new set of harmonies and rhythms. This process was later incorporated into pieces for traditional instruments, or instruments and tape, such as his works Piano Phase and Violin Phase released in 1967. In addition to phasing, in Violin Phase, Reich also introduced the notion of “found” or “resulting” patterns (new melodic figures created from overlapping voices of the original “theme”).


    In respect of his influence on Sylvian, Reich’s 1970s exposure to Ghanaian drumming and Gamelan was perhaps the most profound. What came over in Reich’s music when incorporating these influences was a combination of repetition and process. His tonal melodic style was an attraction to audiences usually put off by the more extreme areas of “new music”. Sometimes Reich’s music was almost trance-like. It was the previously mentioned piece Music for 18 Musicians that perhaps showed the fruits of his exposure to Gamelan best, while also showing this trance-like quality. The trance reference was actually better described as repetitive and hypnotic, its percussion elements being played by Gamelan, vibraphone, marimba, and maracas. Music for 18 Musicians blended non-Western, classical, and even jazz music. In this sense its repetitiveness was far from minimalist. Through such pieces, Reich blurred the boundary between popular music and classical music, and was latched on to by a cohort of pop musicians in the 1970s, Sylvian among them. Focused back on Alchemy, Sylvian’s desire to “inhabit the world of spiritual initiation” by musically “drawing on a wide variety of influences…an immersion into the ritualised, the repetitious, and the exotic” 23 quite obviously leaned towards Reich for inspiration.


    The idea of spiritual initiation, ritual, and the exotic was indicated in the very title of the album. Alchemy was both a philosophy and a practice, the key aim of which was to achieve ultimate wisdom as well as immortality. In contemporary art, alchemy had been a profoundly important source of inspiration — for among others — surrealist artist Max Ernst (who as we will see influenced Sylvian’s on future releases), and other pioneers of the Dada movement and surrealism. Because alchemy used a wide variety of esoteric terms and symbols, many people of a mystical leaning became intrigued by it. The title of a set of works on the album, Words With A Shaman, was quite illuminating as well, with mysticism and the supernatural again being evoked. Central to the idea of the shaman was the concept of a focal point where the natural and the supernatural worlds connected. This area was often viewed as the centre of the world. A shaman crossed over from the natural world to the supernatural world, and often had to overcome certain trials there to exert some power over the world of spirits. When the shaman then returned to the natural world, he had been imbued with special powers and knowledge, which could be used for good or ill. Neither of these obvious references to alchemy and shamanism in themselves was indicative of Sylvian moving towards the outer reaches of mystic practices and otherworldliness, but they helped evoke a mystical feeling that was reflected in the music.


    Sylvian said of Words with the Shaman. “After Brilliant Trees, I really wanted to further explore the relationship with Jon Hassell and Holger Czukay, developing themes which surfaced during the recording of the album, as everything I do tends to contain the seeds of the next project.” 19 Understandably not as mature as many of his later instrumental works, the three pieces composed on Words with the Shaman were originally conceived as one long work, but were later cut into three separate compositions as Sylvian thought “it had begun to over-reach itself — it sounded like too much of a grand statement.” 19 Words with the Shaman consisted of Ancient Evening, Incantation, and Awakening (Songs From The Treetops). Ancient Evening and Incantation were co-written by Sylvian and Hassell, and Awakening by Sylvian, Hassell and Jansen. All three were a glorious mixture of electronica, otherworldly voices, and tribal rhythms interspersed with trumpet improvisations and guitar abstractions, each one showing Hassell’s obvious influence. Sylvian said of the pieces, “I was aiming for something between pop music and avant-garde music. My approach was to build up layers of sound until something was working for me emotionally. I’m interested in unease in music, and instrumentals — if they are to work — must convey a sense of fascination…. On Alchemy, I allowed the players to do what they wished and shifted things around quite a bit in the studio at the editing stage so as to facilitate that.” 24


    With Steel Cathedrals, the influence of Bogarde returned, as he penned an extremely well known poem during the Second World War with the same title. Published in 1943 while Bogarde was serving as a Major in the Queen’s Royal Regiment based in the Far East, the poem Steel Cathedrals was his first real sortie into the area of writing, having just at this time begun his film career. The poem was about a soldier in training, and the melancholy of travel by train, and was published in numerous anthologies of war poetry. What the poem evoked — in a similar way to Sylvian’s film and score — was the vivid description of inanimate objects and the mood evoked.


    Dawn stations, with a steel light, and waxen figures. / Dust, stone, and clanking sounds, hiss of weary steam. / Night stations, shaded light, fading pools of colour. / Shadows and the shuffling of a million feet /… The station clock with staggering hand and the callous face, / says twenty-five-to-nine 40


    Interviewed later in his career, Sylvian seemed to have lost the link between his composition and Bogarde’s poem, while admitting that it had to be there. “I wouldn’t have remembered an interest in Bogarde were it not for the fact that his biographer got in touch recently to ask about the obvious references. I was quite taken aback that Steel Cathedrals was a poem by Bogarde. I simply wouldn’t have known that to be the case, but I must have read it and it lodged itself in the back of my mind.” 11


    Having made the video for Steel Cathedrals in Tokyo during a couple of days in November 1984, Sylvian put his mind to making the musical score, a significant amount of which was completed in a period of three days in the same month while still in Tokyo. This work was later updated in London to “elaborate on the theme started earlier”. 41 Sylvian explained the musical approach to the piece. “Steel Cathedrals was the first step in a new approach for me. There had been a fair amount of room for improvising in the recording of Brilliant Trees, but the pieces themselves had an existing, recognisable architecture, a clear framework that the participants had to be conscious of. With Steel Cathedrals I loosened things up a bit. I drew out a roadmap of the dynamics of the piece but left the content open to the participants to decide. I created a backdrop to give the players something to work off (I was still working one-to-one, not as a group), there was the ambience, the pulse etc…. Then I invited players to respond to this. I did a considerable amount of editing after the fact, a cutting and pasting, shifting information around, composing would be the simple word for it.” 23


    Steel Cathedrals in its time was extremely innovative, full of synthesiser atmospheres, with Wheeler’s flugelhorn soaring and improvising above a repetitive drum loop, Sakamoto alternating complicated and very simplistic piano improvisations, and knitted into the composition, simulated clanks and bangs, and the voice of Jean Cocteau, Sylvian’s ever present muse at this time. This composition meandered into sonic areas that exuded emotion, and at the same time drifted and surprised with sudden calls to attention. The birth of the composition was interesting, because as Sylvian explained, the music was almost an afterthought. “I didn’t originally set out to do anything but create visuals that evolved the same way as music does, in that they don’t dictate to the viewer but allow a starting point for imagination. They could spark off something in the viewer’s memory. It could be to do with colours, anything. Even if it bores them into thinking of something else.” 24


    Beyond the Bogarde influence, some suggested that Joseph Beuys was another inspiration behind Steel Cathedrals, at least an indirect one. Sylvian’s interest in Beuys was increasingly obvious in the mid to late 1980s, and he was quoted at the beginning of his first book of lyrics, Trophies (first published in 1988), as well as appearing on solo works to come. In 1952, Beuys — who was born in Germany in the 1920s — graduated from the Düsseldorf Academy, and during the following few years focussed on drawing, producing thousands of individual sketches in the 1950s alone. At the same time he immersed himself in reading — mostly philosophy, science, poetry, literature and writings about the occult. It was in the 1960s that Düsseldorf developed into an important centre for contemporary art, and Beuys became acquainted with experimental artists and the Fluxus Group, whose public “concerts” brought a new fluidity at the boundaries between music, visual art, performance, and everyday life.


    The Fluxus Group’s ideas were a catalyst for Beuys’ own performances — which he called ‘actions’ — and his evolving ideas about how art could play a wider role in society. He produced large sculptures, small objects, drawings, and room installations, all displaying his unconventional artistic style, including ritualised movement and sound, and utilising materials such as fat, earth, honey, blood, and even dead animals to produce some evocative pieces. Sylvian bought into this controversial artist’s means of conveying feelings and emotion through his eclectic use of various materials, especially the way he could convey something almost magical using quite mundane objects. As we saw with the way Sylvian reacted to Frank Auerbach’s painting at around the time of Brilliant Trees, he let his mind wander onto how he could capture similar ethereal qualities through the medium of sound. So it was with Steel Cathedrals, where visuals and music “described” what on the face of it were ugly, mundane industrial scenes. The celluloid tapestry transformed these objects into things of shimmering beauty, and the music complimented the visuals perfectly. “I clearly remember being in a car on the road from Yokahama to Tokyo, speeding past all the factories that were beautifully lit up at night, looking quite other-worldly, like some colonial outpost on a distant planet, and thinking to myself ‘those resemble something like Steel Cathedrals’, inspiring a similar kind of devotion perhaps amongst those who work within their walls.” 11 Sylvian once described how it looked as if the buildings actually breathed, and he did not find the industrial landscape in any way austere, but rather something reassuring and evocative.


    A connection was suggested at the time between Steel Cathedrals and a film by Godfrey Reggio entitled Koyaanisqatsi – an American Hopi Indian phrase meaning “Life Out of Balance”, which used the tag line “Until now, you’ve never really seen the world you live in.” This film was put together between 1975 and 1982 and featured a score penned by Philip Glass. Effectively a series of images depicting the natural world and its physical motions (such as cloud formations and ocean waves), the film introduced effects on the natural environment made by man, eventually depicting totally man-made environments, but showing them to have the same flows as the natural world depicted at the beginning of the film. Both Koyaanisqatsi and Steel Cathedrals relied to an extent on viewers making their own ultimate interpretation of what was shown. But the core of each piece was very different, in so much as Reggio — while indicating that there was a symmetry to the human environment that was as “natural” as anything in nature — was also fairly obviously making the point that man now lived within the technology that he had created, separated from the natural world. Steel Cathedrals, on the other hand, seemed to have a slightly more basic and intentionally superficial theme, as it depicted a beguiling beauty in what could on the face of it be seen as ugly man-made structures.


    Sylvian was used to his non-musical output being dogged by people trying to tease out similarities between his and other peoples’ work. His other most famous sortie into the world of visual arts, Perspectives, using his Polaroid montage technique, for example, was criticised as being a copy of David Hockney’s Cameraworks. Sylvian began experimenting with Polaroids in 1982 when he visited Japan to see Jansen perform with Yukihuro Takahashi, and noticed the number of Polaroid cameras that were being used backstage. On Japan’s farewell tour as he played around with his own Polaroid camera, he hit upon the idea of montages. In the summer of 1983 he spent a great deal of time photographing buildings and friends in the U.K. (Jansen) and Germany (Czukay), and a few months later he and Fujii went to Switzerland and France, stopping off on the trip to meet writer, composer, and singer Pierre Barouh, whose house he photographed, and which appeared in the Japanese version of the Polaroids book, and also adorned the walls of the Opium (Arts) office in London for a number of years. After Europe, Sylvian went to Japan and Nepal, more Polaroids being taken on this leg of his trip and finding their way into an exhibition, which was eventually hosted at the Hamilton Gallery in London June 18th to the 30th 1984, and then taken to Japan and Italy.


    It was just Sylvian’s luck that a year earlier in 1983 Hockney had hosted his exhibition of Polaroid montages, and the critics tore into him as a plagiarist. But for Sylvian, his motivations for working with Polaroids in the first place was secondary to his main focus on music, and he was reluctant to host the exhibition at all, eventually doing so due to apparent financial pressures at the time as mentioned. As such, this was not a man attempting to shout his “new found vocation” from the rooftops. Sylvian placed his Polaroid work in the context of his music. “The Polaroids came out of a period when I stopped writing and were kind of an extension of the drawing and painting I was doing. And I don’t place that much importance on all of that at all, other than it being some kind of exorcism for myself. It was necessary for me to do that at the time I wasn’t writing.” 42 He quite obviously smarted from the criticism levelled at him in respect of Perspectives, and even used the forward to the subsequently released book of his montages to fight his corner. “I feel I must point out that although looking back I know there were other artists working with Polaroids in the same, or similar areas as myself (most notable of these being D. Hockney), at this time (the remaining months of 1982), I was working totally by means of self-discovery as I had no other possible guides. I gradually became aware of the work of others towards the middle of ’83. Sometimes consciously (and I hope with humour) I place references in my work to that of others.” 43


    While the similarities recognised between Steel Cathedrals and Koyaanisqatsi were less overtly critical than those between Sylvian’s Perspectives and Hockney’s Cameraworks, the background noise was that it was not that original. There were two ways of viewing this. First, Sylvian was unashamedly plagiarising the works of his contemporaries, and did not have an original thought in his head. Or instead, he was an artist of the time, and was representing his art in a context that existed at that time. In other words, he was just another artist expressing himself in the accepted language of the day. This latter view had more traction, in that it was consistent with the history of any form of art, that trends and fashions exist that change over time. For example, there were countless artists that painted under the umbrella of “impressionists” or “surrealists”, and there was a tangible connection between their output, hence the fact that they were categorised together. To accuse each of copying the other, however, would have been facile.


    Sylvian at this early stage of his solo career was seeking out many ways in which to express himself, not just through his musical compositions. As time has gone on, his sorties into the non-musical arena all but disappeared, despite the fact that at the point of writing (September 2013), he has just hosted a photographic exhibition in Japan called Abandon / Hope. Whether his retreat from non-musical output was because he became tired of the bleating from critics every time he put his head above the parapet, or whether more persuasively it was to do with his own realisation that his aptitude for musical expression was far superior to his aptitude in alternative media is perhaps something that will never be absolutely clear. Sylvian did decide that music was where he was most eloquent, and other forms of artistic expression became a personal outlet, not something he often felt the need or the desire to publish. Therefore, the music on Steel Cathedrals is where the key focus should be when analysing Sylvian’s solo development. Speaking of the composition, while he was not entirely comfortable with the end result, Sylvian did allude to its importance. “I have just heard Steel Cathedrals again after many years. It’s an interesting piece as it was a precursor to the work I was to do with Holger and later again with Rain Tree Crow…. As a composition it has its moments, but as its composer I’m drawn to its weaknesses rather than its strengths. It’s an area of work which will likely go on intriguing me for many years to come.” 36


    Another offering on Alchemy came from the soundtrack for the Japanese autobiographical documentary film Preparations for a Journey, which Sylvian released in February 1985. In its original form, the soundtrack consisted of a number of pieces, the composition Preparations for a Journey itself, and pieces entitled The Women at the Well, The Woman at the Well (version), Le mystere des Voix Bulgares: Pilentze Pee (traditional), Le mystere des Voix Kalimankou Denkou (traditional), and Showing the Wound (a will to health) which was later overdubbed and became Steel Cathedrals. Preparations for a Journey was the only element of the soundtrack for the documentary to make it onto Alchemy, and was a short instrumental of synthesiser-based and electronic meanderings. The very title set the stall for where Sylvian was at this time in his career. Here was a man with his first solo offering under his belt, a plethora of different influences and stimuli being knitted together to form the essence of his compositions, unaware where exactly he was going to end up, but very aware that he was girding his loins for a journey. The composition accompanied the opening few minutes of the film which began with wavy images of reflections of trees in lakes, leaves floating on water, and carp swimming in a pool where you could see Sylvian’s reflection. A substantial part of the film was made up of such images, with no voice-over, and just the accompanying track playing in the background, the visuals used being reminiscent of the cover of Brilliant Trees. Sylvian began his narration on the film by saying: “Over the last three years, I’ve seen major changes in myself, and I now feel about ready to commit myself to certain basic philosophies that may see me through my entire life.” 44 These were the philosophies we saw being articulated and referenced on Brilliant Trees, breaking down barriers and beginning to define the spiritual evolution to come.


    The musical score to the video gave way at this point to a very repetitive, oriental flavoured synthesiser composition over a repeating drum loop, and continued in similar vain throughout the duration of the documentary, none of this music being reproduced on Alchemy. Sylvian continued to discuss various issues during the piece, such as his relationship with Kyoto, and his recent ability to tune into its special atmosphere, which he had missed on previous visits. This he put down to his “opening up” in general to the broader world of art, which heightened the senses, and made him more responsive —  among other things — to the beauty of nature, another central theme in Buddhism and Hinduism. As a city, Kyoto was almost the polar opposite of Tokyo (where Sylvian spent much of his time when in Japan), and was steeped in traditional Japanese culture and history with hundreds of ancient temples nestling in the hills that surrounded the city.


    Alchemy was, therefore, the product of a troublesome birth, and was the culmination of a challenging period for Sylvian after the successful release of Brilliant Trees. As he put it, “It has been quite a frustrating year, just overcoming obstacles. It wasn’t very satisfying to be honest. And I’m very aware that the things I’ve done this year were for a very, very limited audience.” 19 Some categorised Alchemy as indulgent, some as almost a move into meditative music. The less mainstream critics and the unique world of avant-garde artists and fans were forced to sit up at this stage and take notice, not least because Sylvian’s collaborators at this time effectively formed a wish list of the great and the good of experimental, avant-garde, jazz, and ambient musicians. Sylvian who at one point in the not-too-distant past would have been viewed as anathema to everything that this niche of music revered and aspired to, was beginning to look like a credible new recruit, someone who was making waves in genres of music he had previously not inhabited. He was finding his voice within this new environment, and he had a new and unique sound.


    Later in his career, Sylvian collaborated further with Czukay, releasing two more ambient offerings for which the instrumentals that were clubbed together on Alchemy acted as a precursor. Even this early in his career, two discernible musical paths were developing, vocal compositions and instrumentals. His instrumental work eventually found a natural home in music that was composed for various visual and audio projects throughout the world. Such installation work was a natural area for Sylvian to inhabit as it naturally melded together visual and aural landscapes, and with his mastery of atmosphere and emotion in his writing, it was no surprise that he was commissioned to compose for such events. Alchemy, however, was significant as it represented the first purely instrumental offering of his career.


    Sylvian’s next project would cast the net further, and draw back some of his audience, with a move back towards a hybrid vocal and instrumental album Gone to Earth, that once again pushed the boundaries of contemporary musical composition. Before that, however, there was a flurry of collaborative work with other artists, beginning as Sylvian made a contribution to the Sandii and the Sunsetz album La La La La Love (released in the West as Banzai Baby). Sandii and the Sunsetz was a Japanese pop group best known for the music they produced in the early 1980s, but they had worked together in different guises in the 1970s as well. Included in the line up were bandleader and guitarist Keniche Inoue, bassist King Champ Onzo, percussionist Hideo Inoura, and front woman and lead singer Sandra O’Neale (Sandii). The band collaborated with Ryuichi Sakamoto in 1979 as they guested on the Yellow Magic Orchestra album Solid State Survivor, and it wasn’t long before they came to the attention of Sylvian and Japan, and were soon booked to be the opening act on Japan’s Son’s of Pioneers tour. Around this time, Sylvian wrote material and performed on the Sunsetz album Immigrants. His association with the band lasted through until the contribution on Banzai Baby, for which he wrote and performed on the song This Is Not Enough, released in May 1986. This was very overtly a pop song, providing a contrast to the nature of the solo work he was producing at the time, and showing that he still had the “pop gene” and the ability to write and perform songs that were overtly commercial.


    Around the same time as Banzai Baby was released, Sylvian was entering the studio with his brother Jansen and ex-Japan band mate Mick Karn to record some contributions on Karn’s second solo album, Dreams of Reason Produce Monsters. Here was proof that at this stage, Karn and Sylvian had moved on from the apparent falling out at the time of the Japan split. In 1986 at least, the hatchet seemed to have been buried. Karn had been quite busy since the break up of the band. Universally respected for his unique sounding fretless bass work — much to the fore in Japan’s compositions — he was in fact a multi-talented musician who could turn his hand to numerous instruments, including clarinet and bassoon. When he went solo, he blossomed as a composer and a bass player, releasing his first offering in 1982, Titles, and then Dreams of Reason Produce Monsters, which was finally released in February 1987. His early solo offerings were an eclectic mix of bass-driven compositions, meditative ambient music, and melodic pop songs. He was also busy working as a session musician with the likes of Kate Bush, Midge Ure, Joan Armatrading, and Gary Numan.


    Dreams of Reason Produce Monsters was named after the Goya etching The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters, translated by some — from the original Spanish — as Dreams of Reason Produce Monsters. The meaning behind the title of the etching was that when critical thinking or analysis of belief or ideas was omitted, perceptions were often distorted. The etching highlighted the value of rational thought and reflection. Sylvian’s contributions were limited to three tracks, providing additional keyboard on the composition entitled Land, and words and vocals on the songs Buoy and When Love Walks In. Both songs were very similar in time and tempo, structured pop songs, with well-crafted lyrics and vocal delivery from Sylvian over a detailed arrangement and a liquid bass part from Karn. Buoy was a song of love, the music Karn wrote mixing his bass with repetitive woodwind phrases.


    You’ll be the moth, I’m the flame / I’ll bless you and keep you safe and sound / Until sunrise comes round again


    When Love Walks In saw a very Japan-esque bass and synthesiser part used as the backdrop for Sylvian’s vocal that itself was distant and — using his higher register — more reminiscent of his Japan contributions than his solo works. The song was about the power of love in overcoming adversity.


    Like waves of golden sand / Heavenly floating seas / The power in her hands / Brings mountains to its knees


    Karn considered this album as perhaps the low point of his solo career. He explained that after the release of Titles, he was lauded as being one of the best bass players in the world, which he found difficult to come to terms with. He said, “My reaction was to try and prove to people that I was a composer and not a bass player. That’s how I look at Dreams of Reason Produce Monsters. There’s not a lot of bass playing on that album. Looking back, I actually think that’s the weakest album I’ve made. There should have been more bass playing on it. I think that my trying to prove to the world that I was a composer was all very well and good, but I think the way I see my bass playing now is almost as the main melody of the piece. That’s something I was ignoring when I made that album. I think it suffers for that.” 47 It has to be said that many critics agreed, gallingly for Karn a few suggesting that the tracks on which Sylvian appeared were the best on the album by far!


    Sylvian had one more overt flirtation with the mainstream pop world before his next solo offering was released. In the summer of 1986, as the final touches were being made to Gone to Earth, Sylvian contributed to a song by Virginia Astley. Again, as with Sandii and the Sunsetz, Sakamoto was the link here, as he had been a long-term admirer of Astley’s work, and was asked to work on her second album Hope In A Darkened Heart. He eventually produced the album, and provided keyboards and string arrangements, as well as co-writing the song that he invited Sylvian to contribute to. Astley had made some forays into the pop world in the late 1970s, but it was in the early 1980s that she began to consider releasing her own material. She formed her own label Happy Valley and released her first solo album From Gardens Where We Feel Secure in 1983. This critically well-received album was entirely instrumental, blending her piano and flute playing with natural sounds. In 1985 she was signed to WEA, and began to focus on her second release. Sakamoto injected a huge amount of energy into the album that was recorded over a period of nineteen days at Tears for Fears’ Woolhall Studios. Sylvian was asked to provide the lyrics and sing on the track Some Small Hope. This was a duet between Astley and Sylvian, with a very “Sakamoto” inspired backing track. It was a song of loneliness and the inability to escape to a better place.


    Why must all days be dark? / Can no-one ever escape their fears? / Could we ever feel such a sad despair / With just one small hope?


    While Sylvian’s contribution to Astley’s album was in the summer of 1986, it was not released until April 1987. In between, his next substantial solo offering saw the light of day, revealing more interesting areas of inspiration, a developing world and spiritual view, and a continuing evolution of musical forms.
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    Those Days Are Gone


    The early years of Sylvian’s solo career were his most productive, and probably the most varied in terms of content. Alchemy had been out less than 9 months when the next solo work, Gone to Earth, was released in September 1986. There were a number of associations that could be made between Sylvian’s first three albums. For example, as we have seen, some of the songs that eventually appeared on Gone to Earth had been conceived as Sylvian worked to produce vocal compositions to sit along side Steel Cathedrals in 1985 in an attempt to make the latter more marketable. Also, there was the overt symbolism that was used lyrically to convey message. In his early albums, the themes were pretty near the surface, and all but a passing interest would detect them.  For example, as with Brilliant Trees, spiritualism was an obvious recurring theme on Gone to Earth, as was the struggle with personal self-discovery. Musically, too, there were many links between the first few albums (although at the time Gone to Earth was conceived and recorded, Sylvian was playing more and more guitar, and the album therefore saw a shift from synth-based compositions to guitar-based compositions). The group of collaborators remained pretty tight, but there were signs that the family tree of contributing musicians was growing, new recruits often — but not always — having a link with personnel involved with Brilliant Trees and Alchemy. 


    Key among the new faces was guitarist Bill Nelson, who was born in the United Kingdom in 1948, and at the time of his collaboration with Sylvian, was well respected as a guitarist and an “experimental” musician. Nelson — like Sylvian — had a fascination with Jean Cocteau, founding his own label with his manager in 1981 and calling it Cocteau Records. After some collaborations in the early 1970s, Nelson released his first solo album, Northern Dream in 1971, and the acclaim it received led to his band at the time (Be-Bop Deluxe) signing to EMI. Be-Bop Deluxe released a number of albums in the mid- to late-1970s, before breaking up in 1978. Immediately Nelson formed another band, Red Noise, which released the album Sound on Sound in 1979, soon after which he settled on a career as a solo musician, producing music that could best be described as “electro-pop”. On solo albums such as Quit Dreaming Get On The Beam (1981) and The Love That Whirls (1982) he issued bonus tracks that were experimental and ambient offerings, this experimentation reaching maturity on a release that Nelson recorded just before his association with Sylvian, a four record boxed set of experimental electronic music entitled Trial by Intimacy (The Book of Splendours) in 1985. The album marked a complete change of direction for Nelson, as he moved from synth-pop into more ambient realms, at this time populated by Eno, Harold Budd, and Fripp, who all obviously influenced his style. His first less obvious move into this area came on the album Savage Gestures for Charm’s Sake in 1983, but Trial by Intimacy (The Book of Splendours) really showed the extent of his conversion. His move into the realms of ambient and experimental guitar playing was an obvious hook for Sylvian’s interest in him at the time of recording Gone to Earth.


    Also guesting on a Sylvian composition for the first time was bass player Ian Maidman. Maidman was born in the late 1950s in Upminster, and his freelance musical career began in the early 1970s when he signed to Phonogram. As his career developed he worked as a recording engineer for Marc Bolan and T Rex, Steve Marriot, and Jeff Beck. In terms of his own playing, he moved into the session field, mainly specialising in bass, but also playing guitar, and even keyboards and percussion. He recorded and toured with the likes of Joan Armatrading, Gerry Rafferty, and Shakespear’s Sister. About the same time as his work with Sylvian, Maidman began performing with the Penguin Café Orchestra, synonymous at this time with a musical focus that blended up-beat folk music with a minimalist aesthetic thought to have been influenced by Philip Glass. Some connection with Sylvian existed here, as Steve Nye was the founder member of the Penguin Café Orchestra, although he left in 1984.


    Another new recruit to the Gone to Earth fold came squarely from the jazz scene, namely pianist John Taylor. Born in Manchester in 1942, Taylor became one of the most celebrated jazz pianists and composers in Europe. His career really kicked into gear in the late 1960s when he partnered with saxophonists Alan Skidmore and John Surman. In the early 1970s, he was Cleo Laine’s accompanist, and also formed his own sextet. Having worked with many visiting artists on the jazz circuit — mainly at Ronnie Scott’s — he also became a member of the Ronnie Scott’s Quintet. In 1977, Taylor formed the contemporary jazz group Azimuth, with Norma Winstone and Kenny Wheeler, which made several recordings with EMI records. In the 1980s, he worked with groups led by Jan Garbarek and Gil Evans among others, and just before coming to the Gone to Earth sessions he worked with Wheeler on the album Double, Double You. Taylor was a champion for Wheeler’s work, and he performed and recorded with him extensively, providing an obvious link into Sylvian’s circle of collaborators.


    Another horn player was added to the Gone to Earth recording in the shape of Henry Beckett. Barbados-born Beckett moved to London in the mid-1950s, and had a unique style described as “a kind of chastened happiness.” 49 Beckett came into contact with the modern jazz scene in the United Kingdom in the early 1970s, and he brought a lightness and vivacity to everything he played, but was also exactingly precise in his performance. He worked closely with Graham Collier throughout the 1960s, and released his debut album Flare Up in 1970, which featured such jazz stars as John Surman, Alan Skidmore, and fellow Gone to Earth collaborator John Taylor. This same group made two more albums, Warm Smiles in 1971, and Themes for Fega in 1972. During the 1970s, Beckett worked with a number of jazz greats, and contributed not just to trad-jazz groups, but also played with the fiercely abstract London Jazz Composers Orchestra, alongside such uncompromising improvisers as Evan Parker, a collaborator much later in Sylvian’s career. In the 1980s, just before his work with Sylvian, Beckett worked with jazz great Elton Dean on the 1985 release Pictures of You.


    Saxophonist Mel Collins was another new face. He began his professional music career in the late 1960s with the band Circus, which released its first and eponymous album in 1969. After their second release under the Transatlantic label in 1970, Collins left the band and was approached by Robert Fripp, who was at this stage trying to rebuild King Crimson, which had just had success on both sides of the Atlantic. Fripp convinced Collins to replace Ian McDonald as the band’s saxophonist, and in Crimson’s early 1970s albums, Collins’ saxophone playing attracted much critical acclaim. He formally joined the band as it toured in 1971. This particular line-up of King Crimson, which included Ian Wallace and Boz Burrell, produced just one official document of their stage work entitled Earthbound in 1972. The recording quality on this release was so poor as to render it almost worthless, but one thing did stand out, and that was Collins’ playing which held its own against Fripp’s guitar work, no mean feat! After a number of brief flirtations with another couple of jazz and R&B bands, Collins became one of the most sought after saxophone players in the popular music scene in the 1970s, and could be found playing on recordings with artists too numerous to mention. The pace eased a bit in the 1980s, but he obviously came to Sylvian’s attention through Fripp, and arrived at the sessions fresh from a stint as the saxophonist with Tears for Fears, Go West, and Jim Capaldi.


    The final new recruit on Gone to Earth was the legendary pedal steel guitar player, B.J. Cole, who was famous for taking the pedal steel guitar out of the country and western genre where — before his efforts — it had almost exclusively resided. Initially he used it extensively with his post-psychedelic and country-influenced band Cochise in the 1970s. At the same time, he began playing pedal steel with an eclectic mix of artists including Elton John (on Tiny Dancer), Scott Walker, Marc Bolan, Jerry Lee Lewis (on the album The Session in 1973), Chris De Burgh, Joan Armatrading, and Cat Stevens on his release Back to Earth in 1978. As a session musician championing the pedal steel guitar, Cole was much in demand as he collaborated with Sylvian in 1985/86.


    Rumour had it at this time that Sylvian was also interested in linking up with saxophonist Jan Garbarek, a potential alliance that apparently interested Sylvian all the way through to the early 2000s. For one reason or another, this collaboration never happened, but it could be seen that Garbarek would have fitted well with the group of avant-garde and jazz-oriented players that represented the final line-up on Gone to Earth. In addition to the new musicians introduced on the album, Sylvian also retained the services of previous collaborators Jansen, Fripp, Palmer, Wheeler, Barbieri, and Nye.


    Sylvian was certain early on in its creation that Gone to Earth was going to be a guitar-driven album, and discussed how Nelson became one of the chosen guitarists. “I met Bill [Nelson] before I started recording the album, and we talked a great deal and found we had a lot in common. I’ve admired his work for many, many years. What happened was that I was working on the material for Gone to Earth and I realised that I wanted to make it a guitar-oriented album, and Bill was one of the first people to come to mind.” 50 Fripp’s inclusion was due to Sylvian’s intimate knowledge of his signature sound. “I was working through one of the pieces on the album called Wave. I’d gone through many many soloists, trying to find the right instrument to break up the very structured composition, and I wanted somebody that would come along and improvise throughout the piece. I’d tried these various instruments and I was having no luck at all, and late one evening I was totally despondent, wondering what kind of instrument I could use, and Robert’s guitar sound came to mind. I thought that would be wonderful, that would be perfect. And fortunately he was in London at the time, came up the next evening and recorded the [part] in the first or second take or something like that. I kept the two guitarists in mind and wrote for them, so it was luck for me.” 50


    Sylvian further elaborated about the choice and working patterns of Fripp and Nelson. “First of all there was the contrast in musical styles that I thought would be interesting to play with throughout the album. There’s a contrast in characters, there’s a contrast in methods, and different ways of working in the studio. Robert is a very spontaneous player, you tend to have to catch what he plays first take, otherwise it’s different next time around, whereas Bill’s a more contemplative kind of player. He will think about what he wants to do, we would talk about it more, and there’d be a lot more suggestions, a lot more give and take working with Bill. And I like the contrast of working that way with different people. There was never a band in the studio, so I was always working with one person at a time in a very close way, so you could concentrate really on what these people were doing, nothing was really left to chance in that respect.” 51


    Sylvian adopted very much the same technique for Gone to Earth as he had used successfully on Brilliant Trees, bringing all his chosen musicians into an environment to record (this time London and the Manor Studios in Oxfordshire) where some were often meeting for the very first time, and which was for many off home-base. He described his role in the process of recording as that of a film director, but in this case, a director who wrote the scripts, directed the film, and played the leading role. Effectively what Sylvian did was to surround himself with really good “actors” to support the performance, and bounce off those performances until something special began to take place.


    Gone to Earth was famous for being split, originally released as a double vinyl album, sides one and two featuring the vocals of Sylvian on what could be termed “extended art songs”, and sides three and four moving dramatically into the ambient area, with no vocals, and a series of instrumental sound-scapes, almost minimalistic in their structure. Sylvian explained the general background to the instrumentals, and the record label’s obvious lack of interest. “The deal was that the budget for the album would not cater for the instrumental work, and if I wanted to produce it then I had to produce it in the off hours, like the end of a session or the very first thing in the morning before sessions got underway, and therefore produce it in my own time and at my own costs. So that’s what I did.” 13 Sylvian’s move towards instrumental “ambient” music was seen by some as his attempt at seeking a purified state in his musical output. All things considered, this seemed too simplistic an argument, as it effectively categorised anything that Sylvian produced with a rough song format and with vocals as compromise pieces. History has shown — even post-Virgin — that Sylvian’s output has seen the happy co-existence of instrumental and vocal compositions. The common denominator in all his work was its experimental nature, pushing the boundaries of the conventional.  On Gone to Earth, it was just that Sylvian sought to express this experimentation using both types of composition. Beyond that, there doesn’t seem to be too much more to read into the juxtaposition of the vocal and instrumental elements, other than he felt they lived well together, and were mined out of the same creative seam. Gone to Earth was not the set of musical entities that suddenly flouted the conventions or the commercial “wisdom” of the day. Over the previous three years with Brilliant Trees and Alchemy, Sylvian had treated his audience to examples of both vocal and instrumental works that did that.


    It was important to get a precise feel for where Sylvian was in his spiritual quest in 1986 in order to begin to understand the nature of the works included on Gone to Earth. At the time the album was released, he said, “Religion is a very important thing for me, to find out what and why and give my life a positive direction. So often you sense what you are doing is right, but I want to know what I’m doing is right…in a universal sense. I want to develop a spiritual side of myself because I believe that is the only thing in my life. What I’m learning about, it can’t help but appear in my work. I’m at a stage where I have to make a decision about which doctrine to follow, and I haven’t made it yet. It’s not something I should talk about until I’ve made that decision.” 19 He may not have been in a position where he wanted to talk about which doctrine to follow, but on Gone to Earth — as on Brilliant Trees — he took the opportunity to give an insight into the thought processes and experiences that were influencing his decision-making process. What seemed to be revealed was that there was a growing interest in — and move towards — Buddhism, but this interest was gaining traction in the background while he continued to review alternative ways of thinking. Travelling in Japan when with the band before he embarked on his solo career (and indeed just after embarking on his solo career) opened his eyes in many ways, and sowed the seeds of a spiritual inquisitiveness that was continuing at the point when Gone to Earth was written. “I had already travelled to Japan numerous times at this point, and the open-minded approach of the Buddhists may have influenced the resulting search into various esoteric teachings. The search led me to look in Gurdjieff’s teachings, Sufism, Gnostic Christianity, and deeper still into Buddhism etc…. At some point or other all of the above held me captivated for a period of time. I felt free to explore whichever avenue of interest cast its spell, and more importantly, produced results.” 52


    Buddhism, Gurdjieff, Sufism, and Gnosticism: quite a heady brew! These various “esoteric teachings” were very much in evidence on Gone to Earth, most obvious initially on the Russell Mills created cover. Sylvian explained his coming together with Mills as he put his mind to the artwork that would accompany the album. “I came into his studio bearing books ripe with illustrations that I felt might work as an interesting starting point for the cover art or discussion thereof. Codex Rosae Crucis was one volume I remember bringing, and the graphics of Robert Fludd another. They had a clear influence on the nature of the finished work. Russ digested these elements, appropriated them, made them part of his own vocabulary.” 23 Mills produced a cover heavily influenced by the hermetic diagrams of the Elizabethan scholar Fludd and those contained in the Codex Rosae Crucis, showing three spheres that represented the universe, the heavens, solar bodies and the elements. The influence of the divine was seen coming from a semi-circle connected to the top of the three spheres, called Kether in Kabbalahism (Nirvana in Buddhism), mediated by a triangle representing the sun.


    The Codex Rosae Crucis was seen as the definitive work in the field of Hermetic arts and contained diagrams and figures from seventeenth century alchemists. It threaded together a fragment of history pertaining to the foundation of Rosicrucian mysticism, which had as its central tenet that people could experience the world that lay beyond ordinary consciousness through the development of intuition that was attained through a study of the esoteric truths of the ancient past.


    Fludd, the other key influence on the cover art, was born in England in 1574, and was a philosopher who — from within the Christian paradigm — attempted to transcend the mundane aspects of the religion. He did this by advocating the universality and interconnectedness of things spiritual, astral, and physical within Western Christianity. Fludd translated the written metaphors and parables — used in the bible to describe things spiritual and unseen — in graphic depictions, describing visually the unseen goings on in the higher dimension. He wrote several books which included beautiful illustrations of spiritual concepts that were clearly part of Christianity, but which were never discussed within Christian religions. The drawings expressed — in pictorial form — the details of universal mysticism from the Western and Christian point of view. They were drawn in place of biblical metaphors. His work had a particular relevance for those seeking the reality of divinity, because it was Christian, placed Christianity in context with mysticism, was in accord with the bible, and above all was a very clear and descriptive illustration of universal Kabbalistic order, and its relation to Christianity, life, and existence.


    So with Fludd and the Codex Rosae Crucis, two sources of inspiration firmly rooted in mysticism were seen, mysticism here being defined as the pursuit of achieving communion with, identifying with, or becoming consciously aware of ultimate reality, the divinity, spiritual truth, or God, through direct experience, intuition, or insight. As such — forgiving the pun — mysticism was a broad church, and informed numerous religions or philosophical traditions. It indicated a belief in the literal existence of dimensional realities (beyond empirical perception) or a belief that a true human perception of the world went beyond current logical reasoning or intellectual comprehension. In many traditions, the purpose of mysticism and mystical disciplines — such as meditation — was to reach a state of return or re-integration with a higher power. A common theme in most mystical traditions was that individuals and all reality were one, in other words they were pantheistic in nature. Mystical practices attempted to achieve this oneness in experience, re-identifying with the “all” that is. In Christianity this oneness was described as illumination or union, in Islam irfan, nirvana in Buddhism, moksha in Jainism, and samadhi in Hinduism.


    Gurdjieff was another person that taught that the betterment of the self could be achieved in life not just in death. Gurdjieff was a Russian-born spiritual leader, who established what he called “The Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man” in 1919. In this Institute, Gurdjieff expounded a number of occult-related and mystical notions about the universe, which he claimed were taught to him by wise men on his travels in Central Asia. He documented his insights in a number of books such as Meetings with Remarkable Men, All and Everything, and Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson. As a guru, Gurdjieff was attractive in that he made what was a generally acceptable point that human beings who were awake operated as if they were asleep, and that in essence, most men were dead on the inside (perhaps informing the ideas that Sylvian revealed in Pulling Punches as touched upon earlier, where people were said to be sleeping on their feet). As such, people were not sceptical, nor were they self-motivated, but they were instead passive, and needed a guru to add colour and meaning to their lives. Gurdjieff’s teachings attempted to show his followers the path to true wakefulness, awareness, and vitality that transcended ordinary consciousness, and promised entry into a world of ancient mystical wisdom. His system of self-awareness drew from many esoteric traditions, and brought to the West techniques to break through the automatic reflexes and conditioned habits of our narrative state, which he described as waking sleep. Sylvian’s use of sleep and dreaming imagery throughout many of his compositions had this meaning in mind.


    Such views would have seemed attractive to Sylvian back in the mid-1980s, as he was to an extent drifting and rudderless spiritually. As Peter Ouspensky, a Russian philosopher and close ally of Gurdjieff put it when describing the teachings of his mentor, “Man’s possibilities are very great, you cannot conceive even a shadow of what man is capable of attaining. But modern man lives in sleep, in sleep he is born, and in sleep he dies. In the consciousness of the sleeping man his illusions, his ‘dreams’ are mixed with reality. He lives in a subjective world and he can never escape from it. And this is the reason why he can never make use of all the powers he possesses, and why he always lives in only a small part of himself.” 53 Sylvian was beginning to show a desire to escape this narrow focus in life, and wanted to embrace the less restrictive and less dogmatic religious principles that could blinker the growth of his spirituality and quest for self-enlightenment.


    Another area that Sylvian was looking into at this time was Gnosticism, and Gone to Earth embraced some Gnostic symbolism and iconography. Gnosticism expressed a specific religious experience, an experience that did not lend itself to the language of theology or philosophy, but instead was close to, and expressed itself through the medium of myth. Where all religions acknowledged that the world was imperfect, Gnostics had their own unique view of these matters, and held that the world was created flawed. Gnosticism began with the central premise that earthly life was filled with suffering, and in order to nourish itself, all forms of life consumed each other, thereby visiting pain, fear, and death upon one another. Human beings — with their heightened and complex awareness of what was around them — not only saw this painful side of earthly existence, but also suffered from the recognition that they were strangers living in a flawed, and to a certain extent, absurd world.


    The dichotomy between Gnosticism, traditional Christianity, and other mainstream religions could be seen when looking at their different views of the essence of the world’s imperfections. Many religions stated that the basis of the imperfections in the world were the transgressions committed by the first human pair, Adam and Eve, who brought about a fall of creation resulting in its present day corruption. Gnostics maintained that this interpretation was false. The blame for the world’s imperfections lay not with humans, but with the creator. As many religions saw the creator as God, this view could be seen as blasphemous. But the Gnostic view of God could be seen as quite persuasive. Theirs was a true and transcendent God, who was beyond all created universes and who never created anything in the ordinarily understood meaning of the word. While this God did not fashion or create anything, it brought forth from within itself the substance of all there was in the universe, visible and invisible. All was therefore God, as everything consisted of the substance of God. So saying, it was also recognised that many portions of the original divine essence had been projected so far from their source that they had undergone unwholesome changes in the process. To worship the cosmos, or nature, or creatures was thus tantamount to worshipping alienated or corrupt portions of the emanated divine essence.


    Gnostics referred to Aeons or intermediate deific beings that existed between the ultimate true God and ourselves. They together with the true God comprised the realm of Fullness (or Pleroma), wherein the potency of divinity operated fully. Such a position was completely at odds with the philosophers that were so much in evidence in the lyrics of Brilliant Trees, who highlighted the emptiness of the existential state. One of the aeonial beings that bore the name Sophia (or wisdom) was central to the Gnostic worldview. As she travelled, Sophia came to emanate from her own being a flawed consciousness, a being who became a creator of the material and physical cosmos, all of which he created in the image of his own flaw. This being, unaware of his origins, imagined himself to be the ultimate God. Since he took the already existing divine essence and fashioned it into various forms, he was called the “half-maker”. There was an authentic half, a true deific component within creation, but it was not recognised by the half-maker and by his cosmic minions, the Archons or rulers. As such, human nature mirrored the duality found in the world; in part it was made by the false creator God and in part it consisted of the light of the true God. Humans contained a perishable physical and psychic component, as well as a spiritual component that was a fragment of the divine essence. This latter part was often referred to as the divine spark. Humans were generally ignorant of this divine spark, this ignorance being fostered by the influence of the false creator that tried to deny humans knowledge of their true nature and destiny. By so doing, people remained tied to earthly things and this kept them enslaved to the lower gods. Death released the divine spark, but if there had not been a substantial work of Gnosis undertaken by the soul prior to death, the spark would be thrown back and re-embodied within the slavery of the physical world.


    Not all humans were spiritual, and thus ready for Gnosis and liberation. Some were earthbound and materialistic beings that recognised only physical reality. Others lived largely in their psyche. Such individuals usually mistook the half-maker for the true God, and had little awareness of the spiritual world beyond matter and mind. Over time, humans progressed in their history from materialistic slavery by way of ethical religiosity to spiritual freedom and liberating Gnosis, travelling through the inferno of matter and the purgatory of morals before reaching spiritual paradise. An evolution of consciousness. But humans needed help to attain this evolution, and this came in the shape of Messengers of Light that themselves came from the true God in order to assist humans in their quest for Gnosis. These messengers included Seth, Jesus, and the Prophet Mani.


    Most Gnostics viewed Jesus as the principal figure of salvation, not from sin, but from ignorance, and Christ performed his salvation through his life and teaching not through his suffering and death. So the Gnostic concept of salvation was an individual experience, and the potential for Gnosis and this salvation was present in every man and woman. However, it also maintained that it had to be stimulated by the Messengers of Light in order to arise in human consciousness, in other words it had to be awakened from its earthbound slumber by saving knowledge that came from without. Gnosticism stepped away from the theological dogma that in many ways could be seen to stifle religion. It did so as its worldview was stated in myth rather than theology, and these myths could be interpreted in diverse ways, while still telling of profound truths. As such, its non-dogmatic and “self” centred spiritual view resonated strongly with Sylvian as he decoupled himself from the basic tenets of traditional Christianity. In much the same way as his analysis of existentialism, the Gnostic view of religion showed the path to a new way of religious thinking that posed fundamental questions. Also in common with existentialist philosophy, it did not end up being a path to spirituality that ultimately seduced Sylvian, but it did open up a world of alternative ways of thinking that went a long way to building the foundations of his future faith.


    The symbolism of Gnosticism, which was infused with dualism, tended to focus on God as the light, and the material world as the darkness. The connection between the two was depicted in the form of a serpent biting its own tail, one half of the serpent being black, the other half white. The number seven was also highly symbolic, representing the seven angels that created the world and who in turn represented fate. The symbol of the mother was another that reflected dualism, there being two, the supreme and the inferior mother, who gave birth to the God of void. This dualism went some way to explaining an often-repeated observation that Sylvian was melancholic in his writing. “I think most of my solo work is celebratory, but it is not always apparently so because I allow the shadow side to come in because I don’t think you can embrace life fully without the darker side being present. It has to be present to paint a full picture.” 54 It also resonated with Tarkovsky’s views of light and shade in his work.


    With Kabbalah, Rosicrucianism, Gnosticism, and Gurdjieff to the fore, and with Buddhism gaining more and more traction in the background, Sylvian was moving towards a spiritual focus that began to resolve the complicated situation he found himself in at the time of Brilliant Trees. What was beginning to be defined was a view that in life, not after death, there was a route to a connection with a higher being or the divine. The path to this connection, and the philosophical underpinnings of how this connection could be made, were somewhat different in each of the areas that Sylvian was looking into, but inherent in all of them was an element — and a promise — of hope. This was reflected in the overall tone of Gone to Earth, which seemed on one level at least to speak of resolution. With the benefit of hindsight, Sylvian explained his focus at this time, informed by a rapacious appetite for factual books on various forms of religious belief that could shed some more light on the situation he personally found himself in. “There does seem to be something of the spirit of acceptance or…resolution, that must be the product of experience, direct experience of the subject of the journey or inquiry. I was beginning to make inroads I remember. There wasn’t so much of that clawing in the dark without the benefit of light. Yes, there were multiple references to the discovery as opposed to questioning, the recognition of my own feelings, shortcomings, and the embrace of the same, the acknowledgement of a ‘presence’, an ‘other’, to whom many of the pieces are directed or refer. I did see the record as being a reflection of that alchemical process from base instincts to the development of higher properties or attributes. I was reading Gurdjieff around this time but was intrigued by the Gnostics, the Rosicrucians also, Pascal etc…. This interest didn’t lead me away from the clarity of Buddhist teachings, but I was briefly held captive by the symbolism, the language, the romance. Ultimately I felt this knowledge obscured as much as it revealed. The straight ahead clarity of the Buddhists, the lack of obfuscation, the indisputable benefits and the results of the practice determined that I should stick with the teachings when other avenues of interest had lost their charm.” 23


    The fact that Blaise Pascal was also referenced as a source of intrigue at this time was not a massive surprise. Pascal at an early age invented the first mechanical calculator between 1642 and 1645, called the Pascaline. Despite his obvious interest in arithmetic and science in general, Pascal became a deeply religious individual, and later in his life began to publish anonymous religious works. This interest and focus led him to produce one of his most famous works, Penseés, a collection of personal thoughts on human suffering and faith in God. This work contained “Pascal’s wager” which claimed to prove that belief in God was rational, saying that if he did not exist, nothing would be lost by believing in him, but if he did, we would lose everything by not believing. In this wager, he used probabilistic and mathematical arguments, but his main conclusion was that we were “compelled to gamble”. 55


    Pascal was won over by Jansenism, a catholic-based religious movement that arose out of the theological problem of reconciling divine grace and human freedom. Its main tenet was that only a particular section of humanity was certain to be saved. The insistence of the movement was that love of God was fundamental, and that only repentance of past sins during or after confession could save a person, and that in turn, only an effective grace could tip that person toward God and such contrition. Another of his most recognised works was “Provinciales”, a stout defence of Jansenism, dealing with the agreement between grace and human liberty. Provinciales also represented a forceful criticism of the Jesuits. Overall, his works questioned the lowering of the Christian ideal, and the softening of the moral code. As such they were somewhat of a counterbalance to the other areas of interest that Sylvian was reviewing, which provided alternative views to religious adherence.


    So a rich mix of ingredients were brought together to provide the spiritual backdrop to much of Gone to Earth, and this provided the lyrical context around which Sylvian’s musical output evolved at this time. He had dabbled with the “extended art song” format on Brilliant Trees, and on the vocal tracks on Gone to Earth, this continued. The art song was effectively a poem set to music, and had a long history stretching back into classical music from about 1800. In German it was known as a Lied, and notable exponents of the form were composers such as Schubert, Schumann, and Wolf, all of whom set the poems of Heine and Goethe to music. In French it was known as mélodie, with poets such as Verlaine set to music by the likes of Fauré and Debussy. There were key constituent elements that comprised an art song, namely the poet, the composer, the singer, and the musical performer. In Sylvian’s case, the poet, composer, singer, and usually the performer were one and the same, making his compositions quite dense and intensely personal. This was why the marriage of music and lyric was so close, neither was abstract, both were born of the same source, and both were therefore intrinsically linked and fused together to perfectly convey the emotion required.


    As the art song evolved in the popular music scene, it had the power to communicate in a way that many musical genres could not. It was the kind of music that allowed composers such as Sylvian to communicate the language of changing times, and in Sylvian’s case, the nuances of his changing world and spiritual view. Looking at the individual compositions that comprised the vocal tracks on Gone to Earth, a close analysis revealed how the subtleties of the art song were used to infuse the pieces with a profound emotional dynamic.


    Sylvian was still using a Prophet synthesiser as he recorded Gone to Earth, the same synthesiser he used with Japan. In 1986, though, there was a feeling that it was beginning to outlive its usefulness. “I’ve lived with the Prophet since the days of Quiet Life. I still use it because it has a more organic sound than something like a Kurzweil or a Fairlight. But I did become very frustrated with it when I first started recording Gone to Earth. I’d just sit in the studio for ages staring at it thinking ‘why can’t I get a different sound out of this thing?’ After so many years, I know it back to front — it’s very limiting now.”7 Working out which alternative instruments to use at this time, Sylvian was in somewhat of a quandary. The Yamaha DX7, which was the fist commercially successful digital synthesiser that came to the market in 1983, did not have the same quality of sound that Sylvian could create using the analogue Prophet 5. He found that the percussive sound of the Prophet was much softer and warmer and had more depth. The DX7 made a sound that was too contemporary for Sylvian, geared towards the parts of the pop genre that didn’t interest him, with a focus on pre-set sounds. He was after a less structured and less formalised sound as he pushed into a more improvised set up in his music making, and this required that he put more heart and soul into the synthesiser sound, giving it an individual character rather than something that just sounded like other pop artists of the day.


    This meant that if Sylvian played a synthesiser, and the origins of the sound could be detected, he was disinclined to use it. He would try to disguise it and mask the source of the sound from the audience. This level of scrutiny and attention to detail stuck with Sylvian throughout his career. In a way, however, technology was not keeping up with his needs in the mid-1980s. He was continually moving towards more freedom and more room for improvisation in his compositions, and the synthesisers on the market at the time were not flexible enough to be used in the sorts of improvisational ways he needed. They were fine for structured recording situations, but could not be used particularly well in a “live”, improvised, spontaneous recording.


    This was 1986, and Sylvian was already beginning to show his interest in improvisation, and his thoughts on the sounds he was after — and the methodologies he wanted to use to achieve them — were quite visionary and somewhat prescient when seen in the context of the music that he made much later in his career, and when he composed in the Electro Acoustic Improvisation (EAI) genre. Sylvian was from a generation that did not have technology in his blood like the generation to come, and eventually he looked to this next generation to be the one that could push the envelope for him and make technology adaptable and flexible enough to be used in a proper improvised setting. As his career progressed, Sylvian was attracted to technological innovators and pioneers in various new electronic genres. While he waited for these advancements to be made, he continued to use loose improvisational settings fronted by more “traditional” instruments and technology to provide him with the spontaneity that he required. The answer at this stage was to avoid being a formulaic composer and performer, and to do this by surrounding himself with talented musicians to whom he gave the freedom to explore and bring the unexpected into the pieces.


    In keeping with the spiritual influences that were at play at this time, lyrically Gone to Earth hinted at a kind of pantheism, or at the very least at an integration of the sacred and the material world. 31 Sylvian also used Gnostic symbolism and iconography, and while there was a feeling evoked of being somewhat “earthbound”, being attached in many desirous ways, (in other words having no mystical other-worldliness), there was also a suggestion of a connection with the essence of a higher realm, the divine, and a feeling that the route to this connection could now be made. When achieved it would allow for comfort and spiritual satisfaction. In other words, the potential for being released from an earthbound existence did exist, and was within reach.


    As usual, the lyrics were introspective and soul searching, largely a product of Sylvian’s intimacy with Japanese culture, its philosophy of self discovery, and his ever-present interest in Buddhism, which ran parallel to his other areas of discovery. The lyrics provided a window on his own learning experience, his journey of self-discovery. Such levels of introspection needed to be dealt with carefully by the singer songwriter, as it could deter listeners from connecting with the music. Sylvian therefore continued to develop his technique of merging his own personal spiritual journey and quest for the divine with the much broader and easily understood concept of human love. In that way, the songs retained their dual meaning depending on how they were approached by the listener. Audience connection, as always, was a key driver in Sylvian’s song writing at the time: “You definitely learn through what you write, if you don’t there is something wrong. It has to have a very human quality about it, even if it is stylised like Japan, it has to relate to people on a very personal level. Without that, I don’t think people relate to music over a long period.” 7


    Any analysis of Gone to Earth had to begin with the title of the album itself, which seemed to indicate the feeling of being earthbound, or which could even be seen to be an analogy for death, returning to the soil, maybe an unconscious hiding place where the composer felt safe. It was also suggestive of animals running for cover, and returning to their hides. This latter train of thought seemed to provide a link with a book by Mary Webb also called Gone to Earth, which was a multi-layered book which dealt with issues of personal relationship, the central character’s deep and abiding relationship with the natural world, and a subliminal expression of the tragic years of World War One when the book was written, a time when legions of men were slaughtered and indeed had “gone to earth.” “Gone to earth” is the cry of fox-hunters as the fox takes to its den, and in Webb’s book, she contrasted her central character’s relationship and understanding of a half-tame fox cub with her misunderstanding of humanity. There were profound and disturbing themes at the heart of the book, which chimed, to a certain extent with the tone of Sylvian’s lyrics at this time, but I will refrain from suggesting a direct link between the two, and instead just point out the coincidence.


    Gone to Earth was a master-class in how musical and lyric expertise could be fused together to transport the listener into areas that were not always comfortable, but could —  at one and the same time — be reassuring. Not that the chosen areas of focus were necessarily predictable. For example, the album’s opening track, Taking the Veil, seemed to be discussing the struggles of a young girl about to take on holy orders, the phrase “taking the veil” obviously being a common analogy describing the process of a girl becoming a nun. Musically, this piece was underpinned by an offbeat jazz-like drum pattern, overlaid by funky guitar riffs, and sophisticated bass lines tumbling below. The catchy guitar line gave way to a more ambient feel when Sylvian sang, and returned when he was quiet. It featured a meandering and beguiling guitar solo from Fripp, which worked around a resigned laid back vocal performance from Sylvian, which suggested a feeling of tired resignation.


    The context for the lyric was suggested by the fact that the track was conceived after Sylvian had come into contact with the 1930 “Collage Novel” by Max Ernst, Rêve d’un Petite Fille qui Voulut Entrer au Carmel (A Little Girl Dreams of Taking the Veil). Ernst was one of the foremost Dadaist and surrealist artists of the early 20th Century, collage being one of a wide array of techniques he utilised in his work. He adopted this technique due to his dissatisfaction with the power and ability of traditional art to move the viewer. Ernst created his collage novels by cutting out sentimental woodcut illustrations and reconfiguring them into shocking and surrealist collages. The results were skilfully fused together, so much so in fact that it was almost impossible to see where each constituent element started and finished.


    In a description of his own work, Ernst explained the collages in the following terms: “One day (in 1919),…I looked at an illustrated book of objects (umbrellas, tools, clothing etc…). I was surprised to see such different things tight beside the others, things which one does not see together usually. My eyes saw other objects, I wanted to add with the pencil some lines and hatchings between the various objects so that it gives some images that I see in my dreams…. Thus I obtained a faithful fixed image of my hallucination and transformed it into revealing drama, my most secret desires, from what had been before only some bland pages of advertising.” 58


    A Little Girl Dreams of Taking the Veil was seen by many as the best example of Ernst’s collage work, and effectively told the story of a girl who lost her virginity on the day of her first communion, and so committed herself to becoming a religious recluse. The collages in this novel, with short narrative accompaniments, were visualisations of her nightmarish, profane, almost schizophrenic dreams, and dealt in large part with innocence, the loss of innocence, and violence. (One of the collages in this novel had the narrative underneath “I already find myself alone” words that were repeated almost verbatim in the song Ghosts, which may imply Sylvian’s interest in Ernst went back some time before the release of Gone to Earth). There were uncomfortable sexual references in the work, the collages effectively detailing a young girl’s first sexual dream, in which there were unpleasant connotations. Marriage equated to death, lover was father, broken teeth were symbolic of the anatomical consequences of a girl’s loss of virginity.


    While Taking the Veil spelled out the title of Ernst’s work, there was a much more benign feel to Sylvian’s lyrics than those Ernst conveyed in the novel.


    In dresses white, all set for sail / A little girl dreams of taking the veil|

    On beaches clean of sand and shell / A little girl dreams of taking the veil

    All lightening bright and thunder loud / A little girl dreams safe and sound


    Explicit throughout this lyric was that the girl was dreaming. Implied was that what she was dreaming about was a beginning, the start of a journey, and added to this was a feeling of innocence, reinforced by references to the “white” dresses, which themselves were to become the sails which allowed her to begin her adventure. The dream-like imagery kept the lyric firmly rooted in suspended reality. The song ended with an implication of potential danger, with lightening and thunder, but it seemed as if her dreams — or more precisely what she was dreaming about — kept her protected from the harshness and threats about her.


    All Sylvian’s lyrics at this time had to be viewed through the prism of his spiritual associations. This particular song seemed to comment on the ability, through faith, to reach a state of mind that could cocoon in a way that provided protection from the vagaries of the potential dangers around, and very overtly suggested that religious devotion could act as a refuge from the harsher elements of the world. But this refuge was only of any use if questions were being answered, or a coherent spiritual route forward was acknowledged and seen to be accessible. In Taking the Veil, the suggestion was that this refuge did work for the dreaming girl, and perhaps also for Sylvian. The thunder and lightening referenced in the song, seen from a Gnostic perspective, were actually symbols of connection with the divine, a bridge between the heavens and the earth. In this lyric the lightening was bright, but not especially threatening, symbolising the flash from above, which suddenly shed light and helped awareness. An instantaneous and forceful instrument of divinity, a powerful and unforgettable statement from a higher source. Thunder in the same way was a symbol of the voice of the divine, coming from above but heard below, and therefore providing a union of heaven and earth.


    As was always the case when there was an overt reference to a third party work such as Ernst’s collage, it was a source of inspiration, and Sylvian was not attempting to recreate in musical form the precise nature of the source work. As with Brilliant Trees, however, on Gone to Earth, Sylvian was still referencing groundbreaking artists in his work. Ernst, as with so many luminaries mentioned on Brilliant Trees, was out of the same mould, a radical thinker, an individual constantly pushing at the boundaries of the traditional and the accepted. Such people at this time were obviously still a great source of inspiration and interest for Sylvian, many enduring throughout his career.


    Another song, and another name was added to this list. Laughter & Forgetting was apparently obliquely inspired by the Milan Kundera novel The Book of Laughter and Forgetting. Sylvian suggested that this composition was the key to the entire vocal part of the album, and he exhibited a very Gnostic/Buddhist view of life and the world when he discussed laughter (happiness) and his pursuit of personal knowledge and insight in respect of this song. “The greatest kind of happiness is a kind of peace with yourself, coming to terms with yourself whatever the conditions. Not a neutral calm, or a mindless calm, no I think that true peace can only come from understanding. Happiness does not manifest itself in a jovial way. For people like myself, who are very self-conscious, who think about everything that goes on around them, happiness is when you lose a sense of self…. It’s very hard to do that. Happiness is such a fleeting thing. It picks you up for a time, but always puts you back where you were. I don’t fight that now.” 10 And what about forgetting, was it youth, people, the world, the past, everything in fact that was beyond us? “Yes, it’s being able to release yourself from past happenings. I’m the kind of person who worries over everything I’ve done, always looking back, not able to just let go and tell myself that nothing is worth worrying about. Almost to think that nothing is important.” 10


    Milan Kundera’s novel was written in 1978, and in it, the author — an expatriate Czech who lived in France — melded together sexual imagery, autobiography, and the vagaries of cold war Czech history. Kundera was a labourer and jazz musician under the Communist regime in Czechoslovakia, before deciding to devote himself to literature and film. In 1968, when Dubcek’s attempt at “socialism with a human face” was crushed by the Russian invasion, Kundera was persona non grata in his home country, so he emigrated to France. Upon publishing Le Livre du Rire et de l’Oubli (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting) the Czech government revoked his citizenship. This transient, foundationless existence informed much of Kundera’s work, and his skill was the merging of personal and political experiences. In the book, for example, the theme of forgetting was ubiquitous. On the official level it was seen in the images of archives being erased, and communist officials falling out of favour and being erased from official photographs. This official forgetting was echoed by the individuals that featured in the work trying to recover lost letters, and trying to remember details that gave life some sort of emotional continuity. This multi-layered approach to novel writing was mirrored by Sylvian’s approach to lyric writing, which as we have seen could be interpreted on many different levels.


    Kundera’s recurring theme in the book was that our existence was constantly marred by the uncontrollable action of forgetting. Memory was fragile and constantly at risk of being changed, altered, or questioned. If there was one single situation that Kundera was constantly driving towards in the book, it was that point where memory and forgetting coincide and all reason and truth become a blur. By conclusion, Kundera seemed to ask how we live with this conclusion, that our memories are ours, so intimate yet so unimportant. In the end, we were only here to speak to “an indifferent sea of infinite ears”. What else had we left to do but laugh? Thus the title of the novel. There was comedy in the book, too, centred on the theme of laughter. But for Kundera, the theme of laughter was elaborated to the point where it could no longer be connected with laughter as we know it. It was almost a feeling of mockery, slightly sour laughter that was born of the massive personal and political struggles that informed the author’s life. Kundera contrasted devil laughter with the laughter of angels, which were endowed with contrary meaning. Angel laughter rejoiced about how good everything was, the pure divinity of creation. The devil found this laughing itself “infinitely laughable”, and that laughable laughter was separate from the laughter we all knew and loved. That we lacked the words to distinguish them was — for Kundera — one of the tragedies of the contemporary era.


    The general feeling when looking at Kundera’s book was one of uncomfortable melancholia. The parallels with Sylvian were largely tenuous, but in very general terms, Kundera articulated in the Book of Laughter and Forgetting a brittle and emotionally charged remembrance of past events. He was essentially without anchor, rootless, and here was perhaps the most tangible parallel with Sylvian, and an indication of why Sylvian located an interest in Kundera’s work, seeing something that he could reflect in his own compositions. In addition, Kundera used and articulated the contrast between light and dark, good and evil, which underlay much of Sylvian’s writing — the need to reflect two sides of every coin in order to appreciate contrast, and therefore see key emotions in context. Sylvian tried to explain the concepts of both laughter and forgetting in the song. “Laughter isn’t a reference to outright laughter, but to an enjoyment of life in its most noble sense. Not your life, but life in itself. ‘Forgetting’ means…not to take things too seriously. Not to take yourself too seriously. To dig behind…to move away from the past or segments of the past you find it difficult to move away from, but in a positive way. That’s the best explanation I can give, but it has many more levels than that.” 19


    As when Sylvian used Guernica and Ernst’s collage, Kundera’s book was an impulse behind the composition, which at no point attempted to describe it. He fused these stimuli with his own personal experiences, and the piece was set, lyrics this time focussed on the enjoyment of life, and not looking too deeply at things.


    Running like a horse between the trees / The ground beneath my feet / Gives me something to hold on to / With the reins around my heart / Guided by hands that spread life before my very eyes


    There was definitely hope in this lyric, a narrator at ease, grounded. Compared with the rudderless person of Brilliant Trees, here was a telling contrast. Having cast around for answers to the numerous questions relating to spiritualism, the world now seemed to offer some degree of solidity without yet providing a definite solution. The horse was synonymous with a spirit that was free, noble, powerful, and full of grace, with strength in motion, and there was a safety in the things around that gave the narrator something to rely on. What direction there was came from the external influences and forces that were forming a way of thinking, they were opening a view of the way things could develop. Extending the “horse” analogy, the direction was guided by hands that had hold of reins around his heart. These guiding hands ensured that the narrator saw future possibilities, and recognised that despite past hopes and dreams having failed, he was “no longer lost”, and instead felt that love (a human love or love of the divine) was now the only guide he needed to find contentment. Importantly, the reins were guiding the narrator’s heart-felt instincts, not his mind. While life was still full of disappointments, and hopes were dashed, the lyric implied that this was easier to cope with, as the narrator had now found a focus that made problems easier to handle.


    Well every hope falls down on its knees in time / But I’m no longer lost / Every day, every second, every hour inside / Love’s my only guide / Are these the years for laughter and forgetting?


    Before the Bullfight emerged from the musical meanderings at the end of Laughter and Forgetting, and was notable for a strident and dominant drum pattern played by Jansen that ran throughout the entire piece. Knitted above this dominant percussion-based foundation, and set against a backdrop of sustained ambient textures provided by Sylvian and Barbieri, were soaring acoustic guitar solos from Nelson, and strident Spanish sounding brass played on Wheeler’s flugelhorn, evoking the bullfight in the title. The “bullfight” metaphor was used to describe the narrator’s preparation for the battle that existed in a relationship. The title suggested that the narrator saw the inevitability that a fight would ensue, and the song delved into the mental and heart-wrenching emotions that this brought to the surface, and what the likely outcomes would be. Once again the lyric focused on the subject of love, personal and divine. There was definitely a feel that the narrator was dealing with a pretty weighty adversary, one that had a strength and had had a control whether positive, benign, or malign during the course of the relationship. There was a longing in the lyrics, but also a self-deprecating and self-analytical resignation of the inevitability of having to face the fight. The perfection of the remembered beauty of the relationship as it was in the past was abruptly shaken by current reality.


    I hear your voice / Way down inside / A whispering sea / Of towering trees / But no reply / A silence so rare / And more than I can stand / Sweeps like a flood / Through life’s flesh and blood / And steals away with its heart


    Blame for the narrator’s plight was not directed at the other protagonist in this relationship, but seemed very much to be centred on the narrator himself.


    When all’s forgiven / Still every fault’s my own


    There was a feeling that the narrator was longing for a situation that no longer existed, but a resolve was stiffening that if there was an inevitability he had to fight, he would need strength, and he would find this in time.


    Say a prayer for my release / When every hope in the world is asleep / And my strength will return / To fight the bullfight.


    All this together obviously fitted with Sylvian’s personal doubts and expectations as he moved from one set of spiritual allegiances and explored the possibilities of others. No doubt was left that this was a struggle for him, but it was tempered by a positive suggestion that he had the strength to plough on and not give in.


    Within the lyric of the song, Sylvian used the phrases “Guilty of stealing / Every thought I own” and “As time’s come to show / I’m told nothing more than I should know”. Together these lines quite clearly described how Sylvian viewed himself at this time, someone who was absorbing so many different influences, and who was stretching into so many different areas of wisdom and teaching that he now realised that everything he saw and did was effectively seen through a prism of countless borrowed thoughts. However, aware of this, the forces guiding his learning fed it to him so as to ensure that he was not overloaded, and could therefore rationalise and adapt to the new stimuli. A beautifully simple turn of phrase to describe such a complex, drawn out, but ultimately life-affirming quest for knowledge and redemption.


    The title track followed, co-written by Sylvian and Fripp, and effectively a duet between the former’s vocals and the full range of the latter’s famous “Frippertronics”. Sylvian said of the composition, “The lyrics of the song…were written before I got in the studio. I had in mind to do two versions, one with Bill Nelson, and the other with Robert Fripp, but in the end I only had time to record the one with Robert. I sat down with him in the studio, picked out the song on the guitar, and he responded immediately by playing something very aggressive. I recorded the rhythm track there and then, and very quickly he came up with two or three takes on lead guitar that would be suitable. The vocal went down soon after, and all in all, it was a very spontaneously created song with the minimum of studio overdubbing.” 24


    Fripp also influenced the sample used in the middle of the song, which was the voice of J.G. Bennett, modern day philosopher, and follower of — and commentator on — Gurdjieff.  Bennett trained many people in the use of practical inner exercises that were taught to him by Gurdjieff, passing on his philosophy of “Enlightenment Through Discipline and Work”, which centred around the notion of “conditional immorality”, effectively postulating that human beings were born with the possibility of a soul, but that a fully formed soul was very unlikely, and only attainable by determined hard work. Fripp was one of Bennett’s students, although they only actually ever met once at Bennett’s last public lecture in November 1974, a month before he died. Subsequently, Fripp attended courses at Bennett’s school, Sherborne House in Gloucestershire. It was here that he formed a close friendship with Bennett’s widow, and took on the task of preserving and archiving all of Bennett’s recorded material.


    Sylvian sampled Bennett retelling a moment from his autobiography, Witness. In it he was heard to say, “The soul goes beyond being and enters this divine world”. Sylvian described the thought behind his inclusion. “The context the sample was used in …was like this moment of clarity in an otherwise chaotic universe. So it was to indicate, to some degree, the possibility of divine insight if you like.” 57 By utilising Bennett’s voice on this track, the continued impact of Gurdjieff’s philosophy on Sylvian was still detectable. “My interest in all things Gurdjieff led me to the writings of J.G. Bennett. Of course on meeting Robert for the first time, I spent far more time inquiring about Mr and Mrs Bennett and their teachings than recording (actually Robert set up a number of Frippertronics loops so we put the machines into record and left them to it allowing us to take tea and sit and talk while simultaneously ‘working’) which in turn quite naturally led to the inclusion of Mr Bennett’s quotation on the title track.” 23 Fripp famously adapted techniques found in Gurdjieff’s teachings to create what became knows as Guitar Craft, a series of guitar playing and personal development courses, which looked to develop an individuals’ relationships with the guitar, with music, and with themselves. In terms of guitar playing per se, Fripp advocated — and adopted around 1984 — what he termed “New Standard Tuning”, tuning the open string notes of the guitar to C, G, D, A, E, and G low to high, which contributed greatly to his unique sound.


    The lyrics on the title track were interesting on a number of levels, if a little difficult to decipher. The title itself was symbolic of death if looked at in terms of people returning to the soil when they die. But, if the reference to earth was seen in the broader sense of nature, it could have indicated a connection with the natural world, or indeed implied being earthbound. The lyric seemed to be railing against dogmatic and threatening religions, religions that used fear as a tool to ensure that people kept in line (the wages of sin is death etc…). Here the religious iconography of a candle, and the book of holy things had violence attached to them.


    With a burning candle / A book of holy things / They’ll throw you up against the wall / Bind your hands with string


    The next stanza turned the tables, these malevolent forces were themselves placed under scrutiny.


    Caught in this sudden shower / Our host of heavenly Kings / They’re all victims of circumstance / Of ancient bells that bring / All the fear in the world, naked and shy / Down upon our heads, with no reason why


    The sudden shower referenced here implied an intellectual reasoning against the stance of these holy things and heavenly kings which had become malevolent forces. The narrator was in a position to question the perceived normality of this religious philosophy. The stanza that ended the song was suggestive of the fact that there was no way of rationally returning to an adherence and understanding of this distortion. While voices were raised, it was too late, cover had been taken and backs were turned.


    And though voices may holler / For all they’re worth / The rabbits have fled their burrows / Gone to earth


    The next track had an awkward conception, and was not to Sylvian’s satisfaction in its finally released form. Originally, Wave had different lyrics, and a different title, as was confirmed by Fripp. “He asked me to play on his record. The actual message I got was…’David Sylvian phoned. He has a piece of music and he says you’re the only guitarist in the world who can play it’. Well I said ‘yes!’ I mean how could you say no to a line like that? So I went along and played. It’s called Wave…. That music has something about it. The song was originally called The Holy Blood of Saints and Sheep. Now I don’t know why he changed the lyrics, but I loved the original vocal, which I heard and worked through. The current one is fabulous too. He said ‘Go. Here you are. This is what we’ve got. Come up with something. Go.’ And I work well like that.” 58


    Sylvian’s reaction to the song was somewhat at odds with Fripp’s, suggesting that perhaps he would have been better off sticking with the original version. “Wave was a great disappointment to me on the record. I wanted to have another bash at it. For me, [two] tracks on the record [Wave and Riverman] failed on the rhythm section. Wave started out more like a ballad with a jazz feel but it didn’t work. We started to play with different rhythms and settled on the one you hear, but it never satisfied me, it was too rigid and very hard to work with. It did have a totally different melody and lyrics at one point, which all of the musicians had played along with. I did change it though, and Robert for one was very pissed at that.” 20 Fripp may not have been “pissed” as Sylvian put it, but the multiple iterations of this song obviously detracted from Sylvian’s appreciation of the finished article, which appeared as it did because the money ran out to do more reworking. Sylvian’s dissatisfaction obviously rankled, as Wave was one of the songs that he took the time to rework on the retrospective albums that he released just before his break from Virgin.


    The song was a perfect example of a piece that on one level was written about romantic love, and on another about a relationship with the divine.  “That was the objective of those pieces. For me it was a spiritual romance. I thought ‘maybe this doesn’t really have a home in popular music, how do you deal with this?’ But you can talk about it in the same way as physical romance, so that’s what I tried to do. I tried to open it up to be interpreted in different ways. Obviously, most people saw it as a love song, to someone, and they used it in that capacity in their own lives, and that’s terrific. But the grandiosity of the romance of a piece like Wave existed because it is about a divine love, a universal love.” 9 In contrast to Before the Bullfight, which presented a relatively pessimistic spin on the personal or spiritual relationship, and the overwhelming and bleak angst of the title track, Wave luxuriated in the finer emotional aspects of love. The title of the song seemed to allude to love and spiritual contentment coming in waves.


    It seems that I remember / I dreamed a thousand dreams / We’d face the days together / No matter what they’d bring / A strength inside like I’d never known / Opened the door to life and let it go


    The narrator of the piece had attained some level of understanding, a degree of resolution in terms of his longing for spiritual happiness and contentment. Once attained, it seemed as if life took on a different perspective, in fact it made sense of what the full potential and point of life was really about. As was common in many of Sylvian’s lyrics, another reference to rain was made, seemingly representing areas of concern or states within which life was questioned. When compared to the problems that ensued after the “sudden showers” referenced on the title track, here the rain was something from which the narrator could protect himself.


    This sun may shine forever / Upon the back of love / A kingdom raised from ashes / And held within your arms / And should the rain break through the trees / We’ll find a shelter there and never leave


    And it soon became clear why there was this apparent strength and ability to deflect the thoughts and concerns that would previously have left the narrator isolated and confused.


    I’ll run to you, nothing stands between us now / Nothing I can lose / This light inside can never die / Another world just made for two / I’ll swim the seas inside with you / And like the waves, without a sound / I’ll never let you down


    The narrator had recognised the way in which he could come in contact with the divine. There was a clarity, which ensured that all the thoughts and confusion that obscured this route to connection had been cleared away. It was also apparent that there was an act of surrender involved, giving himself over to the support of love, and no need for a safety net! The absolute abandonment and belief in the power of this love was palpable, and the song ended on one of the most emotional and heartfelt lines Sylvian sang on any song from this era, “I’d tear my very soul to make you mine”.


    After the exultant feel of Wave, the composition Riverman once again added a degree of complexity. Here there was a feel of mysticism, and Sylvian’s vocals were deep and at the bottom of his range for much of the piece, which added to the mood conjured up by the dusky imagery. Musically, the song centred around a walking bass line sample controlled by Jansen, bass harmonics from Maidman, with Fripp once again adding his unique guitar textures through his Frippertronics and “skysaw” guitar. Mel Collins also made his first contribution on saxophone. The song shared the same name as a composition written by Nick Drake, but here the similarity ended, save for the mastery of vocal and lyric style. The song began with a narrator acknowledging a presence, but also suggesting a hint of frustration.


    I see your eyes light up like fire / It’s medicine to me / But as the hunted live their lives / You’re keeping out of reach


    There was confirmation that the divine had the power to heal, but coming into ultimate contact was apparently not going to be easy.


    So I keep running, falling / Till I reach the water / Run with me holyman / But when I reach out / I find I’m standing right beside her / Now we’re living / Blessed with all the thunder in the world


    The point was clearly made that although the narrator felt that there were so many things standing between him and the divine, in fact, when he did “reach out”, the divine was close at hand. It was merely a question of realising how close and omnipresent the divine was, how close the joy of the connection was. The thunder analogy was suggestive of a link between the heaven and the earth, and in this instance, when the link with the divine was made, he was blessed “with all the thunder” in the world. The quest was bearing fruit, all that was left to do now was for the narrator to unlock the means by which to realise a connection.


    The focus of the quest was centred on the symbol of water, and the apparent struggle of the narrator to be at one with it. There was a suggestion of water being sought for baptism, as the narrator looked for initiation and ultimate adherence to a new faith. In many mystical religions, water represented the unconscious forces within our psyche. People either chose to ignore the forces that lay within their unconscious, or they could tap into them, get under the surface, and draw on them to enhance their creativity. Gnostic and other mystical teachings examined the ways in which people could get below the surface and realise their full potential! Riverman was, therefore, another articulation of Sylvian’s quest for, and journey towards, spiritual enlightenment, a quest that at this time was far from resolved. The river was a spiritual metaphor, and Sylvian wished to be on the other side where he felt he would be free. He never stopped running and falling but he got up time and time again without losing hope and without losing sight of the goal. Running with him was the holyman, perhaps — as his interest in Buddhism continued — implying the Bodhisattva.


    The final vocal composition — Silver Moon — moved away from the experimental, and fitted the construct of commercial pop songs of the day. On the basis that it was released with a video, it was easy to dismiss it as a sop to the record label, a bone thrown to them to show Sylvian still had a realistic eye on the commercial necessities that underpinned his relationship with Virgin. What was beyond doubt was that Sylvian demonstrated that despite his explorations into the fringes of musical composition, if he needed to write a “pop” song he could, and he could also do it extremely well. Silver Moon included the pedal steel guitar playing of B.J. Cole, and Sylvian explained how this came about. “That was basically Steve Nye’s influence. I decided to use pedal steel on Silver Moon, and he suggested B.J. Cole, because he’d worked with him before on an earlier project, and he’d said that B.J. had expressed a desire to work on material that wasn’t so obviously geared towards that kind of instrument. He said that that instrument had a lot more capabilities than it was given credit for, and he’d like to try something that was a bit more experimental.” 51


    To read Silver Moon as Sylvian’s commentary on the unfinished nature of his self-questioning and search for spiritual focus was perhaps as appropriate as any other interpretation of the song, although on another level it was very obviously a romantic love song, and was the nearest that Sylvian had been to writing one for many years. At face value, the song suggested a mood of togetherness and love, but it was a love that was not just fulfilling, it in fact seemed to actually be necessary to protect against external forces that could be malign. It also existed in an environment devoid of certainty. The lyric alluded to the need for protection, the analogy of rain again used to imply a myriad of thoughts and ideas, which were at the same time thought provoking but unsettling.


    Out upon the open fields / The rain is pouring down / We’re pulling up the sheets again / Against the passing tides of love / Every doubt that holds you here / Will find their own way out


    There was a reassurance, however, as there was a suggestion that if a focus on the goal was maintained, the doubts that kept the narrator earthbound could be resolved, the implication being that if this could be done, the way would be clear to spiritual redemption. But a warning was given, this abandonment to the divine — or more precisely this commitment to a desire to connect with the divine — was not easy.


    Baby, I can tell you there’s no easy way out / Lost inside of dreams that guide you on / Baby, I can tell you there’s no easy way out / Soon the guiding moonlight will be gone


    Being lost in this current state of “dreaming” (the Gurdjieff-inspired idea of sleeping while awake) there was no simple way to find the spiritual path that would lead to a full wakefulness or connection with the divine. What used to be seen as a reliable guide (the moonlight) would be gone, and with it, past associations that used to afford an illusory comfort. The image of the moon apparent in the title and the lyric, in many traditions represented the mother while the sun represented the father. The energy of the moon was often seen as intuitive, deep, subtle, feminine and psychic. It was also associated with clairvoyance and knowing without thinking. To use the energy of the moon didn’t involve complex thought, so to associate with it was to imply you went with what you felt, in the certain knowledge that it would be for the greater good.


    Every shore the moon shines on / Every word her siren’s sung, “believe in no-one”


    In Silver Moon, this benevolent symbol was warning the narrator to “believe in no-one”, adding to the mood of uncertainty and of relative isolation as the move into the unknown but potentially more fulfilling focus on love and the divine was pursued.


    Sylvian used the vocal tracks he had started to compose in the Alchemy sessions (Wave, Before the Bullfight, and Laughter and Forgetting) as the cornerstones of Gone to Earth. While he was composing such songs, he came across a new gadget that allowed him to multi-track instruments, mainly at the time used for guitars. It was on this gadget that he began to compose the instrumental pieces that made up the rest of the album. Sylvian explained how these compositions developed. “[They] came about because I found a system of writing…pieces made up of tape loops and guitar loops, and it was fascinating for me so I pursued it. I wrote maybe thirty or forty of those pieces at the same time as I was writing the songs, and they all belong together, I didn’t want to separate the ideas. Separate them as albums, yes, but they belong together. There’s still a continuity that runs throughout the two albums. So it was just an idea that I wanted to pursue, writing based upon those guitar loops.” 50 So Sylvian actually saw Gone to Earth as two separate albums, but with a fundamental interconnectedness as they were mined from a similar seam at a similar time.


    With the instrumental pieces, the dichotomy in musical form between absolute music and programme music came to light. Some music is written in such as way as to be dependent upon its structure as music alone for comprehension. It is not associated with extra-musical ideas or with a pictorial history or narrative scheme of emotions, nor does it attempt to reproduce sounds in nature. In such a way, it is always instrumental, and is typified by such compositions as Bach’s Art of the Fugue, which is written, and completely conforms with, accepted musical structures. Such music is termed absolute music, and attempts in no way to paint a picture, or evoke a mood.


    The antithesis of absolute music is programme music, which endeavours to arouse mental pictures or ideas in the thoughts of the listener, in other words to depict a scene or impel a mood. It is so called because it relies on a programme (an explanatory text or narrative) to explain its extra-musical associations. A classic example of such music is Moussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition, which in musical form attempts to represent an individual walking around an art exhibition, each piece of music “describing” the pictures being looked at. The titles of the pictures include Catacombs, Ballet of the Chickens in their Shells, and The Market Place. It is the titles that give the listener a way into the pieces, gives them a “leg-up” if you like to hint or directly indicate the nature of the piece. Some argue that such music should be able to communicate its message without markers set out for the audience, but really the titles of such compositions give the listener a hook, a way of understanding the nuances of the piece in order to be able to appreciate it better. In a similar fashion to the way in which minimalist artists give their abstract paintings titles, (in order in many instances to convey the nature of a work that would otherwise remain abstract and imponderable), so with titled instrumental music, the context for true appreciation is given through the appellation.


    Sylvian’s instrumentals on Gone to Earth were examples of modern programme music, and the titles gave a very direct lead to the listener. Within the titles, however, there was a split between those that were highly descriptive of a physical scene (Where the Railroad Meets the Sea, Silver Moon over Sleeping Steeples, Sunlight Seen through Towering Trees, The Wooden Cross, Camp Fire: Coyote Country, and Bird of Prey Vanishes into a Bright Blue Sky), and others that described a more abstract and less specific subject (Upon this Earth, The Healing Place, Home, and Answered Prayers). Sylvian was once asked whether he felt that it was important for people to visualise what was described when listening to the songs. “I really did that for people who find it difficult to listen to that kind of music. I think the majority of people find it difficult to understand that kind of music…and I tried to make it as easy as possible for them to find a way of understanding it. I got the idea from reading about Picasso. When he first started painting cubist paintings, he said to make it easy for the viewers he gave the pictures very matter of a fact titles, so that they could actually see something within the picture. By just looking at the title they could look at the picture and begin to make the outline of what they are seeing, and therefore they could find a way into the painting that much more easily. And basically I’ve just adopted the same attitude towards the music, giving a very visual title. People will almost immediately have a picture in their mind even before they start listening to the music. And then, from that point onwards, it becomes very easy to enjoy the music I think. I’m not saying that people have to really be guided by the titles, I’d prefer it generally if people will just listen to it and kind of conjure up their own images. As I said, it’s very important for me that people personalise my music, that it becomes involved in their lives, that it doesn’t remain outside, an external thing, kind of entertainment. I think it ’s very important that music be personalised because only in that way will it be of value, will it have a long life, and will it take on a life of its own.” 51


    The more descriptive pieces were essentially musical paintings, akin in many ways to Mussorgsky’s pictures in that exhibition. But there was a fundamental difference. Whereas Mussorgsky described a picture in music, Sylvian created an aural composition, which suggested an image that he then conveyed through the title. So the title described the image or mood that the music provoked in Sylvian, and he then used that image in the title in the hope that it resonated with the listener in a similar way. He explained, “With instrumentals, you tend to sit down at an instrument and start playing around, and something will begin to come out of the playing, and you’ll find within it a visual picture if you like, like a mood or an atmosphere, and then you begin to enhance that with arrangement. When the piece is finished, generally when I’ve finished recording it in the studio, I will have a very abstract feeling of what that piece is about for me. I try to pin it down in a phrase as close to it as possible, as close to the feeling I have as possible. So the title very rarely comes first in that case.” 51


    The very tranquillity of the instrumental pieces — and the use of titles such as The Healing Place, Answered Prayers, and The Wooden Cross — obviously showed something of a spiritual and philosophical connection. Sylvian’s view of the instrumentals was pretty straightforward in terms of their rationale. He also showed once again how his experimental meanderings were at odds with the requirements of the record label. “The instrumental half lends itself to the way people don’t sit down and listen to music anymore. They aren’t as rewarding as vocal songs, no, but they aren’t meant to be listened to in the same way. I…recorded them very quickly, randomly, because Virgin weren’t really that interested in them. I paid for most of them myself.” 10


    The instrumentals were important in that they allowed Sylvian freedom to connect with the listener on a quasi-meditative level, without the complication of vocal delivery and the meaning of words. These pieces were designed to give the listener an aural landscape within which to explore, relax, meditate, or think. As such, they would evoke unique and personal responses in the listener. A couple of pieces were worthy of particular comment as they presented a further insight into influences that were apparent in Sylvian’s life at this time. On The Healing Place, for example, Joseph Beuys (a possible source of inspiration at the time of recording Alchemy) was sampled. Beuys was heard talking about systems that can destroy humankind’s ability, which in turn can destroy nature and us. The central tenet of Beuys’ philosophy was that the true capital of the world was humankind’s ability for creativity, freedom, and self-determination. Everyone was an artist, culture was the true capital, mankind had to heal his relationship with the natural world. Sylvian explained his interest in Beuys.  “An abiding interest in contemporary art eventually led me to the work of Joseph Beuys, and his theories regarding the role of art in society…there is this reference to the alchemical process of transforming the base elements of society. Working with ideas and a strong sense of community to uplift society, restructure it, empowering the individual via recognition of their own creative impulses etc…. In relation to his own physical work, I respected the way that he was able to transform the most mundane of materials, lending them magical properties.” 23


    It was interesting to learn just how much involvement Sylvian wanted from Beuys when the elements of Gone to Earth were conceived. “I was actually trying to make contact with him when I made the…album. I used a quote from him on it…but I was actually going to try and get Beuys to come in and record throughout the whole instrumental side, just quotations coming in and out, which would have been amazing. But as I was driving home from the studio one evening, I heard that he’d died. But he’s been so present in my life at different points in time. He’s turned up in dreams and his presence has been very tangible. So often time, the presence of these dead artists has been more tangible than some of the people living around me.” 18 So like Cocteau at the time of Brilliant Trees, Joseph Beuys was enlisted in the family of great thinkers that Sylvian felt he understood, and who in a way he felt may have understood him.


    Another was to crop up in a later instrumental. On Upon the Earth Robert Graves was heard reciting his poem “The Foreboding”. Strangely, Graves was not acknowledged on the album at all, despite the fact that credits were given to Joseph Beuys and J.G. Bennett (who appeared on the title track). Graves was a poet, novelist, biographer, and mythographer, who was born in 1895 and died in 1985, and who was regarded as one of the foremost war poets. His poetic style was highly idiosyncratic, mythical and magical when compared with traditional classical verse. Graves famously distinguished between “solar” knowledge and “lunar” knowledge, the former being rational, and the latter being intuitive. He felt that poetry was a lunar art. It was this source of inspiration that led some to consider him an occultist, and indeed, Colin Wilson (philosopher and novelist) who wrote the book “The Occult” in 1971 dedicated it to Graves. Graves was reported to say that he was not an occultist, but instead drew on what he described as “the fifth dimension”, an intuitive ability to get insight in a flash, to know everything at certain points in time. From the point of view of Sylvian’s development, it was obvious that with Graves there was another radical free thinker, a writer of exceptional talent, who pushed the limits of poetic form, and flirted with areas of mysticism and mythology that fascinated the composer. Graves wanted his poems to act as a “spiritual cathartic” to the poet and the reader. Fertile ground indeed for Sylvian. The Foreboding was an incredibly powerful work, railing against the ephemeral nature of love, and the cruelty of a relationship gone wrong. Obviously autobiographical, Graves wrote his poem as if he was looking at himself, and commented on the toll that this broken love had taken on him physically and mentally, and the angst that was the consequence of being seduced by a love that at the time seemed to have no end.


    In its totality, Gone to Earth represented an important work in many ways for Sylvian. As a set of compositions, it built upon many of the strengths and themes that were initiated on Brilliant Trees and Alchemy, but it matured the art song format and the instrumental formats introduced on these two albums. All three of Sylvian’s solo offerings to this point had been a successful fusion of an array of expert collaborators, some of whom would have enduring relationships with Sylvian into the future, some of whom he would not work with again, but from whom he had received the right voice for the compositions at the time. Musically, Sylvian had produced the album in a slightly different way from his previous solo releases. “I tried not to decorate anything, and used more organic sound, everything drifts together. This album is getting everything out of my system. I would understand if the public wasn’t interested in it, because it’s the end of a period. Brilliant Trees is probably more successful in that way because I was entering into the dark; but I knew what I was doing this time. I can’t deny that musically it may be safer, but it’s certainly not safe in terms of sales.” 10 Applied to his personal and spiritual growth, the album had continued to name check some influential names. Joseph Beuys, J.G Bennett, Robert Graves, and Milan Kundera were to the fore on Gone to Earth, adding new flavours to the melting pot of philosophers, painters, and writers that had graced Brilliant Trees, and who had helped Sylvian to examine life from a new and exciting perspective. Superimposed upon these artists was an overt interest in and reference to mysticism, a broad area of spiritual focus, his interest in which would endure and refine as time progressed.


    As was typically the case, however, despite its critical acclaim, Sylvian was not entirely happy with the album. As mentioned, as he ran out of time, and Virgin turned off the money tap, compositions such as Wave were released before they had been completed. Sylvian was a perfectionist who would never be entirely content with his work, but he seemed quite realistic about the process. “At this point in time, I can’t say I’m happy with the new album, there are elements of it that I would love to change. I could still go back and re-do a vocal and remix a couple of tracks, but it’s got to the point where I’ve had to let it go, partly because my enthusiasm for it has begun to wear thin, and that’s worse than a bad mix or a bad vocal.” 7 Sylvian had this ability to produce a composition, and when released, move on. He rarely looked back at his work, almost as if — once articulated — whatever inspiration and influences were at the core of it, it was time to drive on, absorb more, fertilise the mind for the next offering. As his life and spiritual quest was evolving apace at this time, thoughts and emotions conveyed on records were almost obsolete as they were released. At the time of Gone to Earth, his quest for spiritual enlightenment in particular was moving on quickly, and although he had not reached a decision as to the path he would ultimately choose, things were beginning to coalesce around a few key areas of interest. Gone to Earth had been passed on to the listener, but the composer was busy pursuing new and challenging areas of musical, intellectual and spiritual learning in his search for some form of enlightenment, which would find voice in future compositions.


    Immediately after Gone to Earth was released, however, Sylvian found himself back in the studio with Czukay. At the end of 1986, he flew to Cologne to record a vocal contribution for Czukay’s solo album, Rome Remains Rome. Sylvian was not credited as having worked on any tracks on this album, but there was an enduring rumour that his presence may be lurking somewhere on the track Blessed Easter. During the trip, Czukay and his co-collaborators began improvising and dabbling for about three days, and two unplanned compositions were conceived— Plight (the spiralling of winter ghosts) and Premonition (giant empty vessels). Any concept at work in these pieces arose during the process of recording the material. All the collaborators arrived late at Czukay’s studio (an abandoned cinema) on the first evening, and something entirely different from what was expected occurred. The place was as eccentric as its owner, and at this time looked almost derelict from the outside and as if it was about to collapse. Inside, however, it was a different matter. It was meticulously designed to accommodate musicians, put them at ease, with acoustically perfect places equipped in such a way as to relax players, and therefore stimulate improvisational creativity. Sylvian at the time considered it magical. “At the Can studio — as it then existed — there were instruments set up all around the room. I settled down at the harmonium I think it was, and unbeknownst to me, Holger put the machines into record, and so began the Plight and Premonition sessions. As the evening went on, I recorded a series of improvisations on a number of instruments” 59


    It became clear to Sylvian as the work went on that there would be very little in the way of performance, and the recording would almost end up as if it had been captured illicitly. Czukay would record Sylvian as he familiarised himself with an instrument, before he thought he had actually got to the point where he felt there was something worthy of recording. Sylvian said of Plight and Premonition. “It was the easiest record I’d ever made and quite unexpected…. Karl [Lippergaus] just sat down at the piano and played a little melody. I joined him on electric guitar, and after a while, began making some repeating tape-loops. Holger added occasional excerpts from short wave radio and we just went on all night, recording this free improvisation. The idea was to create environmental atmospherics. Premonition was basically one performance but Plight, which was originally only ten minutes long, was re-edited extensively by Holger in 1987. He really brought that to life; it’s really his piece. Premonition was closer to me.” 24


    Both compositions were almost abstract experiments into pure unadulterated atmospherics, truly ambient, but extremely well constructed, and highly evocative of their sub-titles, with Plight conjuring up a cold and icy scene for flitting ghostly images, and Premonition producing the depth and space of a giant empty iron vessel. In addition to Czukay and Sylvian, Plight and Premonition also featured Karl Lippergaus and Jaki Liebezeit. Lippergaus was a DJ and journalist living in Cologne at the time, and Liebezeit was best known as the drummer and founding member of CAN with Czukay. In the mid-1960s, he was part of the Manfred Schoof’s Quintet, early practitioners in the European free jazz scene. CAN saw him move into what could be termed psychedelic music, and his drumming was always extremely prominent and metronomic in style, making the end result seem almost mechanical. In the 1980s, he became a member of Phantomband, and was also the founder of drum combos such as Drums of Chaos and Club of Chaos. On Plight and Premonition, Liebezeit contributed “infra sound”, and Lippergaus “radio tuning”, while Sylvian played around with electric guitar, keyboards, vibraphone and harmonium. This was weaved together with Czukay’s performances on organ, piano, shortwave radio, and treatments. During the three day sessions (actually two long nights!), a sonic environment was created by cutting up guitar loops, tape loops, and drones, made up from — among other things — pre-recorded radio signals. The players then improvised at random on whatever instruments came to hand. Liebezeit added his contributions after the sessions.


    Once Czukay found the time to dub and edit Plight some months later, he made some radical cuts, which Sylvian felt gave the end result a “filmic” quality. 60 Originally just a ten minute piece of music, Czukay tweaked and reworked it for six months making it into the longer work that was finally released. “As the re-editing remains audible, it can have the effect of producing in the visual imagination of the listener constant shifts in perspective and/or location, wherever they appear. This is, of course, accompanied by shifts in emotional response. The idea of this approach to editing music in a ‘visual sense’, as one imagines editing of film, although not far from Holger’s own way of working in the past, offers up interesting possibilities, when applied to forms of music which are visual in nature.” 60 Sylvian and Czukay completed Premonition together quite soon after the session in February 1987, and it was released pretty much as it stood at the first take. Premonition was apparently harder to tinker with, as there was little room for dubbing and editing due to the pre-existing and well-defined rhythm and dynamic in the improvisation. “We basically mixed it as it stood, with faults in sound, tuning etc… remaining. Every attempt to rectify these things seemed to chip away at the internal chemistry of the piece.” 60


    The music that Sylvian composed with Czukay was very much to do with time and place, and the calm and peace of the environment in which they played. Their work together was a kind of improvisation, but not “pure” as first and second takes were accepted. But the process fascinated Sylvian, and made him begin to look in detail at the function of music, which he increasingly saw as something to “enhance” a mood, not “dictate” a mood. Sylvian was minded to categorise the sort of work he was producing with Czukay as “environmental music”, similar to ambient music, but with perhaps a different goal. What was obvious was that Sylvian saw no association between his compositions and new age music which he saw as sonic wallpaper, and left him cold. “We were quite serious about trying to get the record company to sell this music in Chemists and so on, because we thought it was really more in keeping with the way this music should be used. I call it environmental music…. Many people buy albums by classical composers or jazz composers, or pop music, and they listen to this music intensely one, two, three, four times, and then they put it on as background to other activities. It was never intended for this purpose, but it is quite a legitimate use of music. Why not have composers composing for specific functions, for cars to help relax in traffic jams, or for any reason…. Music has this power, and it is actually not a simple or easy process to make this music, it is very complex, which I don’t think a lot of New Ager’s appreciate. Very subtle. Very delicate.” 4


    Czukay taught Sylvian a lot about music, but also about friendship, playfulness, inventiveness, and the reasons why to break — and the results achievable from breaking — with technical and conventional musical rules. Sylvian explained one such rule-breaking episode. “Well, at one point he was strumming his guitar and we could not get a clean sound…in the studio. So, in the end, I had him sitting outside the studio in a courtyard at a desk with a chair, and guitar on the table as he strummed with cables leading back into the studio. It was a very hot day, and all the office workers had brought their desks out and were sitting in the courtyard. So he was sitting among these secretaries doing their work and he was having a great laugh. Between strums, he’d lean over to these ladies and say ‘they’re paying me a lot of money to do this, you know?” 3


    Although recorded late in 1986, the compositions were not released until March 1988 by the low budget subsidiary of Virgin that specialised in less mainstream and experimental compositions, Venture Records. In the interim period, Sylvian had his head down focusing on a new solo work, an album still today held up by many of his followers as the best he ever composed.
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    Game Is Lost Again


    Through Brilliant Trees, Alchemy and Gone to Earth, Sylvian was exploring a number of avenues as he examined alternative views of religion and spiritualism, all causing him to question the fundamentals of long held, traditional, Christian-based beliefs. Religion, it seemed, by its very nature confined the follower to rules and experiences of others, while spirituality placed the responsibility on an individual’s own shoulders. In a general sense, religion could be seen as the formalised ideas held by a group of people to define their understanding of God and their relationship to the creator and creation. Religion collectively valued, upheld, and even imposed a set of beliefs that followers considered the path to God and the truth. The fundamental difference between spirituality and religion was that religion was based on knowing about God, while spirituality was based on knowing God on a personal level. Knowing about God was almost an intellectual exercise, relying on the experience of others, while knowing God was a deeply personal thing. With such a personal relationship, there was no need to go to a house of worship to find God, you just had to look within yourself. Sylvian’s battle of heart over head was bound up inextricably in this difference of focus.


    There was ultimately a sense of liberation and freedom that came from a personal relationship with God or the divine, which in a way affirmed the fact that individuals mattered — regardless of whether they adhered to a set of arbitrary religious rules.  In a way, Sylvian’s spiritual development exhibited a shift from Christian religious beliefs to totally non-doctrinal, pure, personally focussed spiritualism in the mid-1980s. On the way, he spent time looking at Surfism, Kabbalism, Gnosticism, and the teachings of Gurdjieff, and as we have seen — especially in the early days — there was a strong existential flavour to the artists, writers, and film makers that were obviously influencing his quest for enlightenment. Eventually, he began to focus more and more on Buddhism which had always provided a fertile area of interest since his early visits to Japan, and which he saw as free from dogma (the fundamental prerequisite for faith to flourish to his way of thinking), and represented his first concerted adherence to a form of personal inner spiritualism, and a one-to-one relationship with the divine. Sylvian explained his attraction to Buddhism at this time. “The pull of Buddhism appealed to me because of the clarity of it, particularly Zen Buddhism. What ultimately appealed to me is that it is a discipline where belief isn’t necessary. You follow a systematic set of rules in a sense. It had a clarity that allowed me to embrace a discipline without necessarily embracing a doctrine per se.” 21


    It was possible to argue that as Sylvian’s spiritual direction emerged from an existential struggle of sorts, his interest in Buddhism — while it marked the beginning of a relatively settled spiritual focus — also initially contributed to his increased angst, as it effectively cut the final threads binding him to his ego (in the spiritual sense of the word) and his Christian roots. For a time it left him floating free and in a somewhat vulnerable emotional state. In time, however, the clarity of Buddhism would provide fertile ground for Sylvian, and ultimately set him on a path to the attainment of a level of spiritual maturity that would not only give him inner peace, but would also affect his musical output in fundamental ways. The effect of a settled and stable spiritual outlook on his musical output could be seen if you compared the period in the late 1980s — when his next solo offering Secrets of the Beehive was released — and the period around the release of Blemish in 2003. As we shall see, parallels can be drawn between these two periods of Sylvian’s life, as both were symbolised by periods of immense personal crisis. After Secrets was produced, Sylvian fell into a depression (indeed it has been suggested by some observers that he was on the verge of clinical depression at the time of writing this album), and retreated from the composition of solo materials for a number of years. In 2003, he published Blemish, dealing head on with issues related to the break-up of his relationship with his then wife Ingrid Chavez.


    It was the maturity of Sylvian’s spiritual development in the 2000s that made Blemish possible and helped him avoid another spiral into depression. Even though he was dealing with such painful issues, his spirituality allowed him to detach himself somewhat, get close to the flame, and analyse it without getting burned. After Secrets was produced, he seemed not to have these tools at his disposal, depression ensued, and he then appeared unable to express himself musically. Speaking after the release of Blemish, Sylvian articulated this dichotomy. “Some of the experiences you’re forced to live through, to face head on, you see them with such clarity. I don’t necessarily feel better equipped to deal with what is coming, but compared to the past, when certain negative experiences have welled up and I’ve become immersed in them and not been able to find a way through them…going through a similar kind of thing at this point in life, it has been a very different experience.” 61


    In the late 1980s, Sylvian was going through a period of deconstruction in terms of his faith, and had begun to unswervingly nail his colours to the Buddhist mast, but this new focus had not had time to mature and become the support it would become in later life as he added textures from other faiths. In fact, analysing the reasons why Sylvian was attracted to Buddhism may suggest why its adoption as an area of focus, at least in the early days, could be seen as dangerously undermining.  “I like the Buddhist approach, that you’ve always been encouraged to question everything, to take nothing for granted. It’s the most scientifically friendly sort of religion there is in that respect. It’s a kind of science of the mind — as it has been touted — and I think that’s the healthiest approach to all aspects of life. Nothing should be taken for granted. Everything should be questioned. ‘What are you doing? You’re undermining the faith, the religion.’ If it can’t withstand questioning, what value can it possibly have?” 9 All the areas that Sylvian explored at this time drew back from mass doctrinal religious disciplines, and became more self-determining in their orientation. This was further demonstrated in that Sylvian settled on the area of “Zen” Buddhism, which focussed less than mainstream Buddhism on knowledge and textual study, and more on direct experience. This therefore was the spiritual context within which Sylvian’s fourth solo work, Secrets of the Beehive was released.


    Other issues were circling at the time. Interviews seemed to suggest that Sylvian was quite regularly being asked to contribute music for films, and there were even suggestions that he may have been offered acting roles, but his interest obviously did not dwell in either of these areas. He was committed to music for his own projects at this point in 1986/87, and interestingly his source of inspiration seemed to be changing. In the days of Japan, and in the early days of his solo career, Sylvian travelled fairly relentlessly, as this was his primary spur to creativity. It seemed as if he needed external stimuli to get the creative juices flowing. However, around the time that he was putting his mind to Secrets of the Beehive, the travel bug seemed to have been replaced, and in line with his spiritual shift of emphasis, he stayed home, and began to tap into himself more and more for inspiration. This self-fuelled source of inspiration had a fairly radical effect on the way that Sylvian wrote. Finding it simpler to write in his own environment, things became more spontaneous, and there was an element of logic and understanding as to what he was ultimately aiming at that had not been apparent previously. Also there was more and more momentum building behind his urge to completely decouple image and work. By now, Sylvian’s appearance was totally different from his Japan days, and he rarely appeared in public to discuss his work. Very few radio or TV interviews exist from this time, and those that did presented a demure, self-effacing character, uncomfortable in the media environment. Everything he discussed was music-centric, and he tried quite obviously in some instances to steer the interviewer away from the age-old questions about Japan. If he didn’t steer these conversations successfully, he answered with a tangible air of cynicism and ennui.


    While we had heard the sentiments before, here was what Sylvian said just after the release of Secrets. “I found with Japan towards the end too much of the valuable content…of the lyrics and music was buried beneath imagery, too much imagery, and you could say the visual image got in the way as well. It makes life very easy for people if they’ve got something there presented for them in a kind of package, they don’t have to do too much work to enjoy that music. What I have tried to do is break down the barriers between artist and audience, which can be just a simple fact like the visual image. I try to write on a very basic level, I don’t write about personal experiences so much as the emotions and thoughts that accompany the experience, so that there’s a kind of universal quality to the lyrics. And musically, I’ve broken down the decoration that you tend to find in a great deal of pop music. Because pop music is basically trying to capture the listener’s attention in the shortest time possible, there [are] a lot of superfluous melodies or decoration in general. And so it’s been a slow process of trying to break all those elements down, and it can be very difficult to be objective about this at times.” 51


    Musically, where this objective led Sylvian at this stage in his career was the ballad, a form that he was extremely familiar with, but within which he found the freedom to play with arrangements, while retaining the level of accessibility that he wanted with the audience. In Sylvian’s work, the ballads were often somewhat distorted, but in essence they remained a simple form that was recognisable and drew the listener in due to their comfort with the form. Sylvian retained one key objective, that if what he wrote properly connected with just one person out of a thousand then it was a worthwhile exercise. It was certainly the case that Secrets provided an array of — on the whole — fairly accessible pieces, but the slow tempo, and somewhat introspective lyrics would again lead to the melancholic tag being affixed to his offerings. In effect, he was accused of being too serious! Just after the release of Secrets, this was how he responded to this accusation. “It may be a reasonable criticism. I think there’s two sides to it. I do take the world very seriously, but on the other hand I think there is too much trivia in the world, and people are too easily distracted by the trivia than things of a serious nature. I mean the balance of entertainment and serious art is way out of balance, it falls totally on the side of entertainment. People are looking for escapism instead of things that will enrich their lives.” 62


    For a composer who usually took an age to convert the idea for a composition into the finished piece, Secrets was something of a surprise, as it took so little time to pull together. Just after the release of Gone to Earth in 1986, Sylvian embarked on a world press tour to promote the album that took him as far as Australia and the Orient. He was constantly accompanied by Fujii. (It was at this stage that Fujii — who had already prompted Sylvian to embrace the jazz genre earlier in his career — nudged him in the direction of the ECM jazz catalogue). As Sylvian continued the press tour, the compositions that would collectively represent Secrets of the Beehive began to formulate in his mind, and it became apparent to him early on that this next solo offering would emphasise compact song writing alongside simple acoustic instrumentation. When he returned to the United Kingdom in the first few months of 1987, he began making rudimentary home demos, but even at this stage, the songs were definitely “jazzier” than his previous works, with folk and orchestral aspects also being accommodated. Writing in early 1987 was followed by recording sessions in studios in the South of France, the adding of orchestration and some instrumentals, the recording of vocals, and then final mixing and master tapes. By May 1987 (some two and a half months later) Secrets of the Beehive was completed, finally being released in November 1987.


    “The emphasis here was on the lyrical content more than on previous albums. Because the material came to me so easily and had a certain strength in its simplicity, I felt it didn’t require enhancing in terms of studio atmospherics and effects. I began recording the basic tracks in Chateau Miraval in the South of France because of its exotic location. Like when I started Brilliant Trees in Berlin, the idea was to create a looseness among the musicians involved, because everybody’s meeting in a strange place for the first time. It opens up people a bit more” 24 Chateau Miraval was about as exotic a location for a studio as one could imagine. Just outside Brignoles in Provence — inland between Marseille and Nice — the site of Chateau Miravel had views of the Gros Bésillon mountain. It was surrounded by hillsides covered with walled terraces bearing olive trees backed by forests of evergreens, white oaks, and maritime pines. At the Chateau, there was an abundance of moats, lakes, fountains, and aqueducts, the estate itself consisting of about a thousand acres of vineyards. A former monastery, with a history dating back over 1500 years, it was Jacques Loussier the French composer and pianist who bought the chateau in the 1970s and created one of world’s the foremost recording studios, Studio Miraval. Accommodation was available on-site in one of the estate houses or even in the tower of one of the main buildings with its terrace views of the valley. The studio was built in the medieval building, and had a completely different atmosphere from the high-tech studios that abounded at the time. It was spacious at over 400 square metres, and featured massive wooden beams in the ceiling. Its isolation allowed for practical concentration on the music, something Sylvian craved more and more as his career progressed.


    Sylvian’s interest at this time in the Edition of Contemporary Music (ECM) label stimulated as it was by Fujii, should not be underestimated. Founded in 1969 in Germany, ECM was best known for its jazz releases, but was also unconventional, not being confined by traditional parameters that separated different musical genres, and casting its net into areas such as “world music”. By looking at ECM, Sylvian was dabbling in areas that names he had worked with previously (or names that would crop up later in his career) were also attracted to, such as Jon Hassell, Derek Bailey, Kenny Wheeler, Evan Parker, Bill Frisell, Mark Isham, Eddie Prévost, John Taylor, and David Torn. Guitarist Torn in fact released his album Cloud About Mercury on ECM between Sylvian’s release Gone to Earth and the release of Secrets of the Beehive. Torn was one of the new faces that appeared on Secrets, along with percussionist Danny Cummings and Brian Gascoigne who provided string arrangements. These new recruits were joined by old faces Sakamoto, Thompson, Palmer, Isham, and Jansen, Steve Nye engineering the album, and co-producing and mixing it with Sylvian.


    American guitarist and composer Torn was born in Amityville, New York in 1953, and in 1979 joined the Everyman Band (Lou Reed’s recording and touring outfit) on an international tour. They made two influential recordings for ECM, and this led to Torn’s first record as leader in 1985, Best Laid Plans. This recording brought Torn to the attention of Norwegian saxophone player Jan Garbarek, who he toured and recorded with in the mid-1980s. In December 1984, Garbarek and Torn collaborated on the former’s album It’s OK to Listen to the Gray Voice, the album eventually being released in 1985. This was Sylvian’s link to Torn. “I’d seen Torn play with Jan Garbarek and heard him on the album It’s OK to Listen to the Gray Voice. It was this facet of his playing that I requested when he came to the sessions above and beyond any other. Torn is a multi-faceted player, and could’ve brought all manner of alternate ideas and contributions to the sessions.” 63 On It’s OK to Listen to the Gray Voice, Torn was largely responsible for the more aggressive edge. Garbarek’s previous releases saw him playing sax with restraint and reserve, and Torn provided him with a very different aural landscape within which to weave his magic. He was famous for exploring the terrain between rock, jazz, and world music, and he used innovative looping and audio processing which produced his unique sound, often categorised as “ambient”, a label he vigorously resisted. In fact it was looping with which Torn was rightly associated, and which he used to great effect on some tracks on Secrets of the Beehive.


    British born Cummings was a session percussionist when he came into contact with Sylvian, having come to prominence in the early 1980s through his work with John Martyn, Orange Juice, Richie Howens, Steve Walsh, and Murray Head among others. He contributed to the Secrets of the Beehive project around the time he worked with French singer Isabelle Antena on her album Hoping for Love. Gascoigne was a composer who had a rich and varied career writing film scores, music for wildlife documentaries, as well as working on song arrangements for various bands, Sylvian’s being some of the first that he worked on in the pop genre. Just before working with Sylvian, Gascoigne composed the score for the film The Emerald Forest. Sylvian explained how Secrets of the Beehive came together with these musicians. “David Torn, Danny Thompson, Ryuichi, and percussionist Danny Cummings came down [to Miraval Studios] and we built up the tracks one-by-one. Then when all the basic stuff was down, I came back to London with Ryuichi to do the orchestral arrangements at Angel Studios. Then it was off to Wisseloord in Holland to finish the overdubs and do vocals. Final additions and mixing were done at the Wool Hall in Bath with Steve Nye, who’s very much into acoustic music as well as electronic music.” 24


    Seen by many as the most complete of all Sylvian’s recordings to date, Secrets of the Beehive represented the end point of the first stage of Sylvian’s solo career, which began with the release of Brilliant Trees. In a way, it drew the musical and lyric qualities of his previous solo compositions to a head, and effectively exhausted this line of exploration. In fact, a clue to the end of this area of exploration was the very fact that Secrets was relatively easy for Sylvian to compose. For an artist who was always challenging himself in terms of musical innovation and also personal development, being in a comfort zone and finding challenges simple to achieve was not artistically satisfying. After Secrets, Sylvian needed to stretch himself musically, and for certain, the path of his career post this album was different from what went before. To suggest that the sole influence on this change was purely the decision to explore new musical directions, however, was far too simplistic. Knitted into this musical rationale were personal issues and life changing circumstances that on their own would have been enough to ensure a shift in focus, especially for an artist whose body of work was so closely linked with personal experience and development.


    Much was made of the sombre feel to the compositions on Secrets. From the images on the cover artwork — which included dead wood, dust, and a broken egg shell — to the deeply troubling nature of the lyrics in many of the songs, there was an air of longing, pessimism, and dark introspection. Sylvian’s output very much reflected the nature and progress of his life journey and his quest for spiritual enlightenment, and in this instance, the brooding nature of the work was no doubt informed by the fact that he was entering a prolonged period of depression and angst. He described the period in the late 1980s immediately after the release of Secrets as perhaps the most troubled of his life. “The depression I think was biochemical. I had nothing in my life that I felt should have caused it. And that was the confusion to me, because I went through post-Freudian analysis, I did the whole deal. Although I learned a great deal about that and I managed to resolve a lot of things in my life, I still feel the basic depression was not caused through my own state of mind. So that was a very difficult, intense, and prolonged period of time.” 57


    While Sylvian seemed to suggest there was nothing obvious in life that could cause his depression, there were certainly things going on that could have contributed. Secrets of the Beehive represented the final solo work that Sylvian would produce, for example, while still in a relationship with Yuka Fujii, a relationship that finally ended in 1991. To a great extent, Secrets marked the end of a period of personal contentment and calm. Indeed there was an air about Secrets that was suggestive of a composer struggling with personal issues that intensified after the release of the album. The despair that he was about to experience in the late 1980s, the prelude to which could perhaps be detected in some of the works on Secrets, would provide a huge shake up in his life and work. A period of flux induced by this troubled time would ultimately be followed by an epiphany, with the artist and the man embarking on a clear path to personal happiness and spiritual satisfaction in the early 1990s that would last for a period of ten to twelve years.


    But in the interim, having sloughed off traditional religious adherences, Sylvian was having to find his own way of dealing with the fundamental questions of life and death, which on the one hand was inspiring, but on the other was quite undermining and troubling. In many ways, people are dependent upon others to give meaning to their lives, they find it hard to create meaning by themselves, and commit themselves to a “meaning” system that is conditioned by the environment around them. Once this is taken away — or a conscious decision is made to move away from it — it can lead to feelings of alienation, fear, and isolation, all of which could be detected on Secrets. Sylvian’s interest at the time in the Soto school of Zen Buddhism implied that he took part in “zazen” (meditative sitting), sometimes in a temple but more often than not in a tranquil place or garden. The role of this meditation was to connect the self with nature, and ponder the “koans” (riddles) that allowed him to attempt to free the self from desire and allow inner peace to blossom. By its very nature, Soto Zen was one of the most ascetic forms of Buddhism, without any real elaborate worship or complex rituals. Rather, it placed emphasis on just sitting and paying close attention to the self’s total personality. The Soto Zen believed that the “self” gained wisdom directly from the divine, and there was no need for intermediaries and teachers to explain this wisdom. As one writer about Sylvian put it, this seemed to fit well with Sylvian’s own sense that the self remained blindsided by unreality and ignorance, alienated, devoid of a centre that holds, until it becomes a lamp unto itself. 31 As he wrote Secrets of the Beehive, Sylvian was at a stage when he was seeking refuge in his own thorough scrutiny of the self’s discriminating mind.


    To accept Zen Buddhism, people go through a period of deconstruction. Everything is in effect thrown into doubt. No answers can be found, and it gets to the point where there is nothing that is not called into question. This leads to the fading away of the “self-centred” way of being in the world, and leads to a realisation that here is a nothingness behind the self, which in turn causes what can be termed an “existential reversal”, existence in a way being turned upside down. The self as the middle point and the way of being and knowing which depends on the self fades away. The grip on things and knowledge of reality is lost. To put it another way, the world collapses, and the whole of existence as previously known is challenged, which can be an impossible and unbearable position for someone to be in. The very certainty of life is challenged, and it becomes obvious that life is not only life, but is life and death. (We will see that when Sylvian formed the band Rain Tree Crow with his old Japan colleagues a few years after the release of Secrets, the theme of death became very obvious). Life and death cannot be seen apart from one another. The seeing together of life and death has enormous consequences for the self, because it is outside the self. Life and death are present in everything that exists, existence is at once life and death, this is the reality of things, the true view of reality.


    The ultimate goal was truly being oneself, and surrendering the “I” at the centre. There was ultimately no distinction between the individual and all the other things in the world. In Buddhism, this process ended in nirvana, overcoming the burden of life, and leading to the rebirth of the true self. Reaching nirvana was therefore not an easy journey. It was littered with fundamental questions that needed to be answered, and the necessity for a huge amount of soul searching and introspection. Could it even cause, exacerbate, or accelerate a state of depression as was felt by Sylvian around this time?


    As a marker on Sylvian’s journey, Secrets was a difficult work to pin down. While musically it was one of the most accessible works he had ever produced, lyrically it was somewhat of a departure from his previous works. The ambiguity of the lyrics on Brilliant Trees and Gone to Earth allowed for multiple readings and interpretations. On Secrets, while this ambiguity was still present to a point, the lyric qualities were much more direct, and in some instances seemed to convey message through a story rather than through illusion. Sylvian explained the roots of the work. “I started writing the material for Secrets of the Beehive in the last three months of 1986. The material came to me very easily, each piece was completed generally in one sitting, and this was new for me, as I tend to take a long time over writing…. It could take two or three months to complete one piece of music. And so, it was quite exciting that this should happen to me at this point in time. I was aware that the melodic content and the lyrical content were to be of great importance on the record. I was returning to a form of song writing that I was very familiar with, but I felt I hadn’t explored to any great extent in the past. I guess it was my personal reaction to being involved with instrumental music recently, it gave me a greater desire to return to writing songs in a much simpler format. And because the melodic content and the lyrical content was…of a higher quality than in the recent past, I knew that the arrangements of the pieces could be quite sparse, and that I could get away with that. So I basically orchestrated each track from the original starting point — which was me sitting at a piano or an acoustic guitar — which is why the material is so acoustically based.” 62


    From the beginning of his solo career back in 1983, it was Secrets that allowed the least room for interpretation from his chosen collaborators. Several of the players could be heard improvising some of their contributions, but Sylvian’s guidelines were fairly specific on this album. Before the other musicians arrived, most tracks had been demoed, and some had the orchestral arrangements. Sylvian was searching for a very specific voice within each piece, and so interpretation was within fixed parameters. He leaned heavily on Sakamoto to work up the fairly basic piano demos he had produced, and he acknowledged the unique relationship he and Sakamoto retained. “Ryu is an extraordinarily generous musician, and doesn’t feel the need to place his ‘stamp’ on a performance or to ‘interpret’ one’s ideas so as to give them a personal spin, although his playing remains unmistakeably recognisable regardless. Whether it was the piano lines or the orchestral, he was generally working from my crude ideas and arrangements, and reference points.” 63


    Knitted into the narrative of many of the works on the album were perhaps the most overt references to Christian symbols, ideas, and themes presented thus far in Sylvian’s career. References to Jesus, crosses, and the devil were everywhere. But this was not indicative of a statement of belief per se, more a technique to convey message. These were the images that Sylvian had been bombarded with from childhood, and it was not always easy to let them go. However, it was perhaps the last time that Sylvian used such overt references to Christian iconography in his work. “The Christian symbols no longer have any hold on me. I could speak in the past tense, but I don’t feel that my interpretations of these references differ from most. The point of using them in this context is a short hand of sorts. I don’t believe in the devil. I do believe in the forces of evil. I believe in the force of love. Heaven and hell are here and now defined by psychological states. We know what hell feels like. We experience on occasion a descent into it. Most of us are fortunate enough to re-emerge. Likewise we also experience heaven by degrees and intensity.” 14


    Perhaps more than any other of his works to this point, Secrets mixed light and dark perfectly. On Secrets as well as this being seen in the lyrics, Sylvian also introduced a duality between beautiful melodies and deeply troubling words. The earthy feel to the music — due in no small part to its acoustic nature, the lush orchestrations, jazz textures, and the dominant resonating baritone vocal — contrasted starkly with a narrator that was often intoning disturbing and quite often pessimistic sentiments. Once again, this led to the recurrent charge that Sylvian was a melancholic, never very upbeat, constantly analysing the shadowy side of human nature. He tried once and for all to put these accusations to bed, and tackled them head on. “The interest these works provide might have a lot to do with where we focus our hearts and minds. Their popularity might be related to the cathartic nature of the works themselves. The longing and yearning often expressed in this kind of material is an expression, a primary aspect, of what it means to be alive, to be human. It is also an awareness of this state that potentially leads us on to question the nature of our lives, existence, and possible discard all that we thought we knew in favour of an ‘intuitive wisdom’. At the very least it might serve as an aid to cognisance, opening up in a space, unlocked by the nature of the compositions themselves, where it feels safe to do so, or as a possible wake up call.” 64


    Dealing with the dark side as a counterbalance to the more joyful side of the human condition, and the subsequent accusations of melancholia, were not helped by the fact that his music at this time and since rarely seemed to get above a walking pace. Sylvian acknowledged that this was the case, and said that he had been drawn to slow tempos throughout his entire career, but not because of some attempt at suggesting a deep seated sadness. “I guess I want to be mesmerised. I don’t want to be provoked. And if you rise above a certain tempo, it’s provocative. It’s insistent — you are now going to feel this way — I want to engage listeners, seduce them.” 37


    In 1988, Sylvian was interviewed on French TV just after the release of Secrets of the Beehive. During the interview, he looked unusually ill at ease, and also painfully thin, again perhaps indicating the fact that he was a somewhat troubled soul. The interviewer got has teeth into these issues, and probed Sylvian as to whether Secrets revealed him to be a nostalgic and melancholic man. Sylvian seemed somewhat irritated by this recurring theme, and gave a pointed and fairly eloquent response. “I don’t consider my work to be nostalgic nor melancholic. Even romantic, I’m not sure I would describe it as romantic. I think that that is a superficial reaction to the content in many ways. So the answer to the question is no, I’m neither a nostalgic person nor a melancholy one. I don’t know, I see melancholia as being a rather negative state, and I think that all my solo work is generally very optimistic in its outlook.” 39


    The interviewer did not let this lie, and said that evidence suggested otherwise, highlighting the death-related images on the cover, and the nature of the lyrics on the album, asking Sylvian whether with these facts as evidence, he was wrong to suggest the artist was erring on the side of gloom rather than optimism. Sylvian countered, “It’s possible. This album is slightly different in content than maybe some of the recent past. It’s to do with the positive state rising out of the negative one. There are a lot of negative emotions displayed throughout the album. But…I see life and death going hand in hand, side by side, and it surfaces in my work in the same way. I find it very difficult to separate life and death. It’s a complete cycle that makes up life as a whole.” 39 As an overt representation of the Buddhist view of life, you could not get much more clear than this. On Secrets, we had lightness out of darkness — the omnipresent duality in life from Sylvian’s perspective — represented musically.


    As was so often the case, Sylvian was not completely satisfied with the end result. Still composing under the Virgin label at this point, time and budget constraints continued to impinge on the nature of the final releases. This led to Secrets being released without the pivotal central piece (Ride), around which all other songs on the album were supposed to have revolved, and this therefore tempered Sylvian’s enthusiasm for the album. If success were measured on the accessibility of music to the masses, however, Secrets of the Beehive was a tour de force. Something else was quite obvious as well, and that was that Sylvian’s vocal style was beginning to change radically. He explained his recording style and in particular his vocal technique on the album. “Because the melodies are quite simplistic, and the song structures are quite simplistic, I wanted to make the whole feeling of the music very intimate, and therefore sang very close to the mic, in a lower register…there’s a feeling of intimacy…there’s something very personal…in the lyrical content, and I wanted to put that over in some way. And also obviously because…the music was really mellow in many ways…. I wanted to reflect that in the vocal performances.” 50


    In general the lyrics played on themes of nature — sun, moon, rain, wind, shadows, stone, ground, vines, branches, fire — knitted into overt Christian references. In this way — as was the case with Gone to Earth — we were seeing evidence of a composer displaying an array of influences and ideas that showed the multifaceted nature of his search for enlightenment. The narrator seemed world weary, fatigued, almost at breaking point, in a kind of despair. However, there was an optimism in some of the pieces, which added the counterpoint to the negative emotions, a slight balance to the overt downbeat tone of the work. There was almost a theme of love among the ruins, hope in despair, light in the dark. Here we also saw an isolated person looking for some form of escape from a lonely quest to draw away from a state of awkward soul searching.


    An analysis of the album could not begin without reference to the title. Many people attracted to Buddhism were inspired by an inherent connection that they felt with nature and the natural world. Buddhism had at its core an understanding of our place in the natural world, and the fact that we were instinctively just part of a whole that existed. Man, with his power of rational thought, his ability to live a life out of rhythm with the natural way of behaving, had found a way to obscure the natural and eternal cycle of life and death, and had found ways to amass material possessions and the chasing of ephemeral goals that all built a barrier between life led and the meaning of life itself. So a reference to bees on a very general level resonated with the stance of an individual who recognised natural answers to ways of living. But it was apparent that in the title of this album, the bee reference ran somewhat deeper. Many alchemists — for example, the German philosopher Novalis — saw bees as representative of spiritual transformation, something with which quite obviously Sylvian could relate. Novalis compared the bee’s flight from one bloom to another as reincarnation.


    Author and philosopher — and one of the early German romantics — Novalis lived in the late 1700s, and all his works drew upon the concept of education, the idea that everyone was on a mission to educate the earth, everything was a continual process, and humanity forever strove for a golden age perceived as being somewhere in the past, when there was perfect harmony between man and nature. One of Novalis’s contemporaries —  Johann Schiller — was also from the group of German romantics, and together Novalis and Schiller influenced a host of writers and philosophers and poets such as Yeats, Rudolf Steiner, and — some time later one of Sylvian’s main influences in the 1980s — Joseph Beuys. For Beuys, who used bees and honey in some of his installations, they represented an ideal society of warmth and brotherhood.


    Sylvian definitely latched on to the significance of bees in this way, and saw them as a metaphor for the structuring of society based on hierarchy as led by its philosophical  and spiritual masters. Just after the album was released, he bottomed out the title, and alluded interestingly to his state of mind at the time. “It’s something very hard to pinpoint because it’s aiming at something quite abstract. I allowed myself the title because the album was more accessible than usual and I could get away with it. The beehive has been used in many societies as a representation of the ideal society, of the ideal family group, people working together as a unit. It also represents the spiritual hierarchy as well. And I wanted it to represent all of these things in the title, because my songs are about — if I generalise about all my work in the past five years or whatever — isolation and a desire for unity and alienation from one’s surroundings. And it’s a desire to want to create a society that I can feel a part of, which I’m beginning to do within myself. I’m coming more to terms with the world around me as I understand more about myself, and the motivations of other people and myself. So I’m able to cope with the world around me a little more, but there’s always a desire to want to bring out the finer elements that I see in the world around me, and emphasise those, and say, ‘well this is what we have to build on’. And somehow, the title refers to my desire for a society which I can feel a part of, which has to be based in some way upon universal values rather than political ones.” 62


    The word “secret” used in the title seemed to allude to something that was being looked for rather than found. Sylvian took this reference further as well. “It is also something that is given to you…if you’re a very receptive person or a very creative person. Song writing for example, for me, I’m given pieces of music and I don’t know where they come from. I’m given a whole set of lyrics in one sitting, and I haven’t a clue where they come from. So it’s like information coming through me and laid out before me, and so ‘secrets’ in that sense, messages passed on.” 62


    The album began with a short piano and vocal piece September, the month that perhaps evoked the end of summer, still associated with bright images, but with the ever-present threat of the encroachment of autumn. Immediately, with this short vignette, Sylvian used his device of contrast, the lyric hovering on the border between brightness and shade. Here the sun ruled, shining high above the sounds of laughter, and the birds that swooped across the landscape, finding a resting place on the crosses of old grey churches.


    The sun shines high above / The sounds of laughter / The birds swoop down upon / The crosses of old grey churches


    In many ways, nothing more than a eloquent description of a summer scene, but with a degree of symbolism, as nature in all its glory was contrasted with the crosses, somewhat detached in this scene, a relic of the past due to their age, but also perhaps a representation of Christian religious beliefs from which Sylvian was moving away. Immediately, however the scene was applied to a relationship.


    We say that we’re in love / While secretly wishing for rain


    There was an implied superficiality here, saying one thing, wishing for another, this ambiguity setting the scene for the entire album. The narrator suggested that statements of love were made that were not necessarily true. Something was being held on to, something that was slipping away, and no amount of looking through rose-tinted glasses would hide the fact that the relationship had reached a certain point where things were about to change. The analogy used for this certain point was September. Weather and nature-related metaphors were often found in Sylvian’s lyrics. In the absence of a fixed and clear comprehension of his own emotional and psychological state, they represented a simple method of communicating complex and often disturbing emotions. In September, it seemed likely that the rain that was being wished for was associated with the fall out that would come through an interrogation of the narrator’s apparent love. It seemed as if he was “secretly” wishing for something that would unbalance his relationship, almost looking forward to the change that would bring the unease that was associated with splitting up, the “autumn” of the relationship that was about to head towards winter. The connection with a move from one form of faith to another was obvious.


    September bore some resemblance to a Japanese Haiku. Haiku had key elements within them that could be seen in this song: what was termed a season word, which gave the reader/listener a sense of time and place (i.e. September); what was termed an “aha” moment, where the writer evoked a sudden sharp response in the reader, and made the connection, allowing the readers to sense the moment (We say that we’re in love / While secretly wishing for rain); and a connectedness with nature (sun, birds). Like a Haiku, the lyrics of September in a few words captured a moment in time.


    Others commented that September evoked a similar mood to the poem Autumn Day by influential 19th and early 20th century German poet Rainer Maria Rilke. Still more saw it as an homage to the short but highly charged composition On Your Own Again by Scott Walker from his album Scott 4 released in 1969. This was the first of Walker’s albums to be entirely self-written, and in many ways parallels could be seen between On Your Own Again and September, first and foremost in its brevity, but also in the lyrics that seemed to tell of a narrator who was contemplating the change between being in a relationship and being on his own — at once an uplifting but lonely transition. It was also suggested that September was perhaps a “response” to the song April 5th by Talk Talk. Mark Hollis and his co-writer and producer Tim Friese-Greene’s song was a commentary on the swell of spring, and the optimism and love that rode on its colour and promise, prompting the argument that Sylvian’s track was its counterpoint.


    The next song was an unusual departure for Sylvian in many ways, representing perhaps the first time (but repeated on a number of occasions on the album) that he produced a lyric that was direct and told as a story. As the title suggested, on its most basic level, The Boy with the Gun was about just that, the story of a boy who was luxuriating in his plan for a random attack. As such it was seen as a commentary on the banality of evil (to borrow a phrase from a later Sylvian work) and the cruel, narrow, and distorted rationale behind seemingly inexplicable events. Just a year previous to the release of Secrets, Patrick Sherill had famously undertaken the seemingly random killing of 14 employees at an Oklahoma postal sorting office in the United States that hit the international headlines. On the face of it, The Boy with the Gun seemed to touch on the distorted reasoning that led to such events.


    Looking a little deeper into the lyric, however, there was a complexity that was not immediately apparent. Most fundamentally, the song began in the third person (He knows well his wicked ways), but at the end dramatically changed into the first person (And my name’s on the gun). This implied a revelation, as the entire story the narrator “described” in the song referred to the actions of someone else until ultimately there was a realisation that the perpetrator had been the narrator all along. The attack being planned was seen to have its roots way back in childhood.


    He knows well his wicked ways / A course of bitterness / A grudge held from his childhood days / As if life had loved him less


    He had a list of targets, systematically ticking them off, but there was also a less systematic scattergun approach, as he fired randomly, almost as if abandoning to madness.


    Reading down his list of names / He ticks them one by one / He points the barrel at the sky / Firing shots off at the sun


    When viewed from the perspective of what was know about Sylvian’s journey, the narrator seemed to be pointing towards a kind of purging process. This purging took the form of specific elimination of previous associations both personal and spiritual, planned and acknowledged. But it also took the form of a more general attack on the entire environment around him.


    The real clincher, as mentioned, was when the narrator made plain it was his name on the gun, even more compellingly implying an exaggerated description of the questioning and confrontation of previously held beliefs and relationships. Here was the emergence of an ability, however destructive and violent, to stand up against elements of the physical and spiritual life that no longer offered support and succour. The final line of the song “Work has just begun for the boy with the gun”’ strongly implied that this battle was in its nascent stages, and the journey would be a long one with many hurdles to overcome. References to work in the lyric alluded not to physical work but to work of the mind. The song was apparently delayed as a single release to the killing spree embarked upon by Michael Ryan in Hungerford on the 19th of August 1987.


    Next came the song Maria, a dreamy, trance-like piece, with spoken voice overlays and the sound of a laughing man weaved into ambient atmospherics. The laugh sample came off a recording Sylvian made from the radio on a programme about a strange man who had been living with some Indian shamans. He was telling stories and laughing in a way that intrigued the composer. Maria more than any other track on the album was one that Sylvian held dear over the years, and as was not often the case with tracks that relied on Christian imagery, he still felt a connection with the piece years after its release. When discussing, in a 2010 interview, the fact that the Christian iconography on the album drove a wedge between his present self and the person he was when Secrets of the Beehive was written, Sylvian commented, “…having said that, Maria rises above and beyond such references for me.” 63 The short lyric was redolent of a longing for something that could be sustaining and dear to the narrator. It began with an intriguing invitation from the title of the song, Maria.


    “Climb the stairs / And step into my dreamhouse” / These words are yours, Maria


    As such, the scene was set for a slightly surreal lyric. The narrator seemed trapped in a time when there was a struggle and an unease. He described the scene, and demanded Maria’s attention, compassion, and protection.


    The waters warm / (Hold me) / The table bare / (Till the worst is past)


    There was a goal, a point that the narrator felt he could reach when this protection may not be so necessary, when the vulnerability he felt would be less intense, and he could perhaps stand on his own two feet.


    Until the summer nights return / Until we close our eyes


    Here summer represented the time when there was the likelihood of redemption, again a season being seen as analogous with a state of mind, much as in the composition September. There was little doubt just how focussed the narrator was on Maria, but at the same time, he was less than certain that this focus was reciprocated, and asked for at least a semblance of acknowledgement.


    Maria, your every thought’s my heartbeat / Maria, save a thought for me


    Applied to Sylvian’s journey, what he seemed to be presenting with this song was an oblique description of the fact that while the object of his spiritual and personal goals and expectations were becoming clearer, having embarked on the quest for redemption, he was at a point where he felt exposed, somewhat at the whim of higher forces and implications that left him unable to be sure how solid the ground was that he walked upon. In such a position, he grabbed hold of any solace that gave some stability until he reached his “summer”.


    The use of the name Maria in this song was tantalising, and a link back to the film maker Andrei Tarkovsky — an inspiration behind works on Sylvian’s earlier solo outings — was once again in evidence. Tarkovsky’s final film released in 1986, just before his death, was entitled Offret (The Sacrifice), and featured a character named Maria. Offret contained many of Tarkovsky’s recurring themes, nature at mankind’s mercy, and a feeling of alienation. The story was of a well-to-do writer, Alexander who lived with his family in a remote house on the coast of Sweden. Family and friends gathered to celebrate Alexander’s birthday, and as they waited for the food to be served, they heard a roaring noise, and felt the earth shake. News soon reached them of the beginning of World War III, and the film looked at the reactions of each of the players. Alexander, a man who had lost faith in God, found himself praying to God to stop the horror, and offering to give up all that was dear to him to save the world. Soon after, speaking with a friend, Alexander heard rumour that one of his servant girls — Maria — was a witch, and if he slept with her she had the power to reverse the events of the day. The scenes of his approach to Maria and the tenderness of their embrace, and the surreal dream-like feel to this aspect of the film certainly conveyed the same atmosphere as the composition Maria on Secrets. Sylvian confirmed the link with the film and the continued impact of Tarkovsky on him. “I’m a great admirer of Tarkovsky’s work. There [is] a track on the album which related to one of his films, the last film he made — The Sacrifice. Maria related to that film in some way. It’s kind of a personal tribute to Tarkovsky.” 229


    Greek mythology was introduced into the mix on the next composition. Orpheus showed Sylvian’s audience how far he had refined his song writing style. Beautifully arranged and performed, Orpheus saw Sylvian at the top of his game, but also suggested that he was getting close to exhausting this area of musical exploration. With Orpheus he seemed to have finally scaled this particular musical mountain, conquered it, and stuck his flag in the top. From here, if he continued in the same groove, he could attempt to do more of the same, or go downhill. Neither option would appeal.


    The mythical Orpheus was a great poet and musician, his music having the ability to charm wild animals and even make inanimate objects move. His wife, Eurydice, was killed by a snakebite, and Orpheus went to the underworld to bring her back. The beauty of his songs were such that Hades finally agreed to allow Eurydice to return to the living world, but only if Orpheus adhered to one condition: he was not under any circumstances to look back at his wife while he led her to the surface! However, just before he reached the living world, he did look back, and by so doing abandoned Eurydice to the underworld again. Inconsolable, Orpheus turned his back on the company of any other women. He was finally killed by some female devotees of Dionysus who tore him to shreds, but even as his head floated down the river, it continued to sing and charm with its music. The myth famously influenced the 1949 film Orphée by Jean Cocteau, who as we have seen was an enduring source of inspiration for Sylvian through his early solo years, and the connection was therefore made between Cocteau’s film and Sylvian’s song. Cocteau adapted the Greek myth, and produced a film that focused on themes such as the contrast between reality and illusion, and between dreams and the waking world. The film was also pre-occupied with the concepts of death and immortality, and commented on the importance of commitment and love in a relationship.


    The lyrics of the track showed only a loose association to either the myth or the film. Perhaps the key characteristics of Orpheus the man, however, did have some relevance to the nature of the composition: a symbol of ambivalence, with a magic aura — and an ability to seduce all creatures organic and inorganic with his voice and his harp — but also a flawed character, bound to human weakness and an all-consuming ego, therefore condemned to be imperfect. In the song, Orpheus was an ever-present muse, who started out asleep, but stepped up to the plate as a support for the narrator as he struggled with personal questions and insecurities. He moved from sleeping on his back “still dead to the world”, to keeping to his promise and “staying by his side”, and finally singing of the promise tomorrow could bring. Orpheus was almost an analogy for a strength that the narrator needed in order to drive on and continue the personal, musical, and spiritual journey. Orpheus was representative of an inner light, a beacon that if followed would ultimately lead to fulfilment of true potential. Without the support of the metaphorical Orpheus, the narrator displayed stifling insecurity. While “Orpheus slept on his back still dead to the world”, the narrator spoke thus, displaying an awkwardness, an inner fear, a shyness, and a lack of purpose.


    I harbour all the same worries as most / The temptations to leave or to give up the ghost / I wrestle with an outlook on life / That shifts between darkness and shadowy light / I struggle with words for fear that they’ll hear.


    As “Orpheus kept to his promise and stays by my side” the narrator blossomed somewhat and adopted a more optimistic demeanour. Now there was a raising of the eyes, troubles and painful memories and associations while acknowledged seemed to be falling away.


    Sunlight falls, my wings open wide / There’s a beauty here I cannot deny / And bottles that tumble and crash on the stairs / Are just so many people I knew never cared / Down below on the wreck of a ship / Are a stronghold of pleasures I couldn’t regret / But the baggage is swallowed up by the tide


    Finally, as “Orpheus sang of the promise tomorrow may bring,” the narrator imparted a confidence, making positives out of negatives, feeling robust against the vagaries of the world. Life’s slings and arrows made for a stronger person in the end. There was also a more direct statement that while the traditional Christian concepts of heaven and hell and the preaching that accompanied them still existed, the narrator (in the company of his muse Orpheus) could find the security of a more fulfilling faith that allowed a detachment from — and a less involved view of — past faith-based associations.


    But all of the hurdles that fell in our laps / Were fuel for the fire and straw for our backs / Still the voices have stories to tell / Of the power struggles in heaven and hell / But we feel secure against such mighty dreams


    There was a hopefulness in this song that stood out on the album. Here was a narrator still riddled with self-questioning and doubt, but finding support and an inner strength to plough on and achieve greater heights. Despite the fact that the trials and tribulations were ongoing and were unlikely ever to be over, there was a well of strength that had been recognised and located that would sustain future efforts. The narrator suggested a resilience and a definite desire to find the inspiration that he needed, and there was an innate understanding that he would achieve his goals.


    Tell me, I’ve still a lot to learn / Understand, these fires never stop / Please believe, when this joke is tired of laughing / I will hear the promise of my Orpheus sing


    Having up to this point recognised the layers of meaning in Sylvian’s songs, some stretched this conceit to its ultimate on Orpheus, suggesting the lyric was actually inspired by Sylvian’s cat Oppi, describing the strength he gained from its selfless loyalty despite his own troubles! Odd as it may sound, whether Greek legend Orpheus, or Oppi the cat, it was just a symbol of strength imparted by the narrator, so either interpretation worked.


    Straight off the back of the glimmer of optimism found in Orpheus, Sylvian presented the audience with a composition entitled The Devil’s Own. Musically, the score to the dark lyrics of this track was masterful, a hypnotic, metronomic beat providing the background for austere instrumental arrangements, and a plaintiff woodwind refrain that implored and pleaded. The lyric was sombre and sparse, and seemed to deal with the struggle of a love and closeness under the threat from outside malign influences. Here was an example of the lightness and darkness apparent in much of Sylvian’s work, but on Secrets often being seen between songs as well as on occasion within songs. There was a despair and isolation, the feeling being that the struggle between love and malign forces was a mismatch, and the powers of the dark would overcome those of the light unless great care was taken. Lyrically, Sylvian painted the picture of a harsh forbidding natural environment, inextricably linked with the forces of evil doing their work. Natural forces were combined together to represent a troubled state of mind, referencing rain as so often when presenting such an analogy, this time along with dark, cold, and wind.


    The night is dark and cold / The strong winds and the rain / Crack the branches up upon my window / The devil beats his drum / Casting out his spell / Dragging all his own down into hell


    The narrator was defending against the excesses of the night and the malign evil forces at work, here being associated with negative and deeply worrying thoughts that invaded the mind when defences were down at night, and time seemed to move so slowly.


    The ticking of the clock / Inexorably goes on / The howling of the stray souls of heaven


    Despite the circling of negativity, worry, and fear, as the mind wandered, the narrator did have some solidity, a base from which he could recognise the excesses of these swirling threats. There was a faith here, personified as so often as a human love, which provided security, and which although under threat could withstand any attack if adhered to firmly.


    Underneath the vine / Shaded by the leaves / I still hold you close to me /


    Beneath the open stars / Beneath the pillows and the sheets / I still hold you dear to me


    The dawn, and the suggestion of light after the dark of the night were assumed to be a sanctuary from the threats that were all around, but until then, the forces of evil held sway. The journey the narrator was making was from dark to light, which could obviously be read as a move to personal, professional, and spiritual resolution.


    The ticking of the clock / Surely sunrise won’t be long / When darkness hides inside its own shadow / The devil beats his drum / Casting out his name / Dragging all his own down into shame


    This commentary on the dark side of life was compounded on the next song entitled When Poets Dreamed of Angels. There was some accomplished playing here, musically the song being full of “duelling” acoustic guitars provided by Sylvian and Palmer, and intricate percussion patterns from Cummings. When Poets Dreamed of Angels also saw Sakamoto providing the string arrangements that provided the context for Isham’s subtle trumpet lines. Sylvian mentioned previously how faithful Sakamoto was to his crude guidelines for orchestrations, but this song was an apparent exception. Sylvian gave Sakamoto no notes for the string arrangement, he was given his head, and the results were exceptional. The song — much in the same way as The Boy with the Gun — told a tale, and in a similar way it was a tale of violence, in this case domestic violence.


    She rises early from bed / Runs to the mirror / The bruises inflicted in moments of fury / He kneels beside her once more / Whispers a promise / Next time I’ll break every bone in your body


    The pain was unremitting, there was no sign of remorse, but instead the threat of further harm was even worse than that already inflicted. The air of desolation conveyed in the song was compounded by the fact that the subject of the violence was truly on her own. Even those around her who had the ability to help turned a blind eye and ignored the evidence in front of their very eyes.


    And the well-wishers let the devil in / And if the river ran dry they’d deny it happening


    With this song, Sylvian was seemingly casting an eye on the troubles inherent in the world. There was an air of cheating and malevolence at work, double-dealing and a whiff of nonchalance as history was swept away.


    As the cardplayers deal their hands / From the bottom of the deck / Row upon row of feudal houses blow away / Medicine for the popular complaint


    The troubling lyrics contrasted completely with the intricate melodies and harmonies inherent in the song. Once again, no pay off within this piece. Here was the dark side, we would have to wait a while yet for the counter-balance to appear. Before that, however, came the track Mother and Child, musically much more avant-garde and experimental in its nature than many tracks on Secrets, with sweeping modern jazz style piano improvisations and a raw feel on what was an otherwise acoustic and rather delicate album. Sakamoto’s organ and especially his piano playing were extraordinary on this track. Lyrically, the song seemed to return to the theme of religious questioning so much in evidence on Brilliant Trees and Gone to Earth. The title itself could be read as a reference to Mary and Jesus, but the lyric used this reference to reinforce a sense of confusion. Disturbing images were sketched out, initially evoking a chessboard.


    Shadows form knights and pawns / Upon the squares / Blood is drawn up from the well / Secret signs brought the crime / Right to your door / An innocent guilty as hell


    The lyric seemed to suggest that all the learning, the exploration of alternative faiths, many of which were riddled with esoteric signs and symbols, were effectively a crime, a crime indeed against Christian beliefs. And even though done with nothing other than curiosity and a natural quest for a more satisfying and fulfilling faith, from a Christian perspective they made the subject of the piece “guilty as hell.” There was a void where once there was a focus


    Oh, the cot is open wide / Damp with milk and honey / Gone the mother and the child / In Jesus name


    Exemplifying the degree of uncertainty that had been left as a result of all his questioning, there was an implied lack or resolve to move away, or perhaps a lack of strength to keep focussed on the goal. It was a difficult journey, one that caused angst and to an extent fear, and so despite the fact that it would be an easy and unsatisfactory outcome, if the mother and child should be waiting once the exploration was complete, the narrator may just give in and return to their arms. This would be seen as a defeat, something that implied an inability to learn from past mistakes, a lost opportunity. These were pivotal decisions that were absolutely critical.


    Should they be waiting there / On my return / I may run into their arms / Walking on a razor’s edge / Unconcerned / Game is lost again / I’ll never learn


    The next song on the album provided the pay off. It represented the essence of what Sylvian was attempting to do throughout Secrets, encapsulated in the one composition the idea of hope overcoming despair. Relatively uniquely in Sylvian’s solo journey to date, Secrets exhibited the contrast — the light and dark — from song to song, not within each song as previously mentioned. Let the Happiness In, perhaps along with Orpheus, represented the optimism that to some extent balanced the pessimism inherent in so many of the other compositions on the album. In addition, it showed a progression from one state to another within its own four walls. Sylvian said about this song. “I try to take people on a journey. The track Let the Happiness In…is a graphic example of that, where everything starts very low-key yet ends up with a sense of hope. As a listener I prefer to be taken through the stages of doubt, before being shown the way out. I find it difficult to bang a drum of positivity and go ‘everything is OK, it’s all going to work out fine”’ 65


    Once again, the idea of being taken through stages of doubt before being shown the path to redemption was a very Buddhist perspective. For Sylvian, this was the stand out track on the album in the absence of Ride. “I liked the piece…it was the kind that fascinated me, and that in a sense I had been working towards for a number of years, where a piece would start off in a rather melancholic place, an introspective place, but ultimately resolves in a feeling of celebration. So in other words, it lifts the spirit through the process of development. I felt that I’d nailed it to some extent with that particular piece, it’s the best example of that approach to creating that kind of music. Also, I remember writing the piece on a sample keyboard and deciding that it would be best performed by a brass section. And when Ryuichi Sakamoto, who was arranging the piece for me heard it he said ‘this is just within the boundaries of possibility for these given brass instruments that we will select.’ So it was a real challenge for the players to actually play the thing, it was in the very low registers of their given instruments and they had to sustain the notes for very long periods of time. And we did a very good job. I think it was like a first or second take, but they got it, it was beautiful. And I also think that Mark Isham on that track gave one of his best performances as a solo trumpet.” 25


    The song began with a funereal brass line, evoking foghorns or the horns of ships at sea, with the lyric backdrop that of a brittle cold December day. The narrator evoked a feeling of loneliness and desolation, even pain as he struggled with an emptiness, a void. However, at the same time, there was an implicit hope that there was something (the happiness) that could take away the sadness.


    I’m waiting on the empty docks / Watching the ships come in / I’m waiting for the agony to stop / Oh, let the happiness in / I’m watching as the gulls all settle down / Upon the empty vessels / The faded whites of their wedding gowns / The songs of hopeless selflessness / The cold December Sun / A cold that blisters / The hands of a working man / Wasted


    More than anything else, it was the momentum that built in the music in this composition that evoked a degree of positivity from this position of desolation, with a full ensemble driving forward over more and more dynamic percussive elements as the song moved on. Lyrically, there was no massive optimistic pay off, but there was definitely a suggestion of a hope that some form of relief from the unremitting agonies felt at the beginning of the song could be at hand.


    Listen to the waves against the rocks / I don’t know where they’ve been / I’m waiting for the skies to open up / and let the happiness in


    Let the Happiness In was seen by Sylvian as a map that showed a path from dark to light, reflecting the reality of human nature. His enduring hope was that regardless of the state of mind with which a listener approached this piece, it would have the power to help them find themselves, and have a meaningful effect on their emotions and mood. As with so many of his songs at this time, it alluded to a narrator who was searching for an answer, something that would unlock the door to a more content and fulfilling personal and spiritual life.


    The final song on Secrets was back to basics musically, with Sylvian and Sakamoto blending piano, vocals, and subtle string arrangements on an emotional and highly charged song. Powerful images were everywhere on Waterfront, which displayed an angst ridden lyric that posed more questions than it answered. Here surely was a mixture of both troubling and beautiful images, melded together in a way that seemed to be consistent with an individual that was slightly unbalanced, somewhat paranoid, and almost certainly bordering on depression. The image evoked was of a narrator alone, somewhat detached from his surroundings, who from this position was able to see the excesses and distortions that isolated him from a peaceful and meaningful existence. What he saw did nothing other than confirm a degree of hopelessness. Initially, what was being viewed seemed to be nothing more elaborate than a Spanish beach, a place that drew people because of its natural beauty. But man had the ability to spoil this. What was described was the majesty of a natural scene sullied by a grotesque charade being played out, evoking images of drunken and lecherous behaviour, which would surely see the perpetrators doomed.


    On the banks of a sunset beach / Messages scratched in sand / Beneath a roaming home of stars / Young boys try their hand / A Spanish harbouring of sorts / In Catalonian bars / They were pulled from a sinking ship / And saved for last


    Such distortions from a normal and peaceful existence did nothing to quell the narrator’s disquiet. In fact they exacerbated a feeling of isolation, and an introspective analysis of the position he found himself in. Once again a degree of autobiography could be seen in this lyric. The narrator seemed extremely troubled by the remembrance of past events and associations, be these personal or connected with beliefs and faith. There was a longing to become remote from all the painful past associations and happenings that had brought unhappiness into his life, but they nibbled away at the narrator especially when he felt so alone. Weather metaphors, and especially rain, were seen as consistent with spiritual unease and sadness.


    On the waterfront the rain / Is pouring in my heart / Here the memories come in waves / Raking in the lost and found of years / And though I’d like to laugh / At all the things that led me on / Somehow the stigma still remains


    As the song developed, the vulnerability and isolation were compounded, as the narrator described the crashing of a train, surely an analogy for the lonely quest for some form of spiritual and personal fulfilment, steaming full ahead as it was fuelled by ideas and philosophies that moved the narrator away from previously held beliefs. This journey was not an easy one, and sometimes the road to salvation had unexpected obstacles. When these were hit, one could be left in a no-man’s land, old faith mocking and distant, new associations and adherences not formed enough to provide solace.


    Watch the train steam full ahead / As it takes the bend / Empty carriages lose their tracks / And tumble to their end / So the world shrinks drop by drop / As the wine goes to your head / Swollen angels point and laugh / This time your God is dead


    An attempt to mask such feelings through drink only made the depression worse. The song ended the album with a question, “Is our love strong enough?” Love for a partner, love for an old faith-based environment, or love of a newly found focus as yet unformed, it worked on all levels. Sylvian expressed himself satisfied that the album ended with a question, something that was left hanging in the air. The idea was for the listener to ponder the question, and introspectively look within for the answer.


    And so the album drew to its interrogative end. However, as was mentioned earlier, in its published state, Secrets remained incomplete. The pivotal piece, the song around which all others were to fit was not there, the aforementioned Ride. Although this song did not see the light of day until the year 2000, it had to be viewed in the context of Secrets for which it was conceived in order to understand its message. Rumour had it that the song was originally written in 1986, and offered to Scott Walker to record, but this never happened, Sylvian instead recording the song himself for inclusion on Secrets. Missing the cut, there was discussion that it would be released as a single after Secrets, but Sylvian became increasingly concerned with the arrangement of the piece in its original form, so held it back until he was able to complete it to his absolute satisfaction.


    Ride was classic Sylvian, musically gaining momentum and drive from a quiet start, and then gradually fading back to nothing as it drew to a close. In between, the listener was taken on a journey through a form of musical ballad that was becoming a signature style for Sylvian at this time. Once again, weaved into the musical beauty were lyrics signalling a narrator troubled, confused, to an extent under attack. Able to be read on numerous levels, was it quite simply detailing the reaction of the artist on a personal level to the public view of himself, a misunderstanding of his motivations in life? Or was it in fact — and perhaps more compellingly and consistent with other lyrics from this time — a commentary on deeper concerns, an alienation from previously safe and comforting Christian beliefs that had now turned, and had become almost hostile. Whichever way the lyric was read, there was a suggestion that a turning point had been reached. Things would never be the same.


    Messages ran all over town / Words without sound / Condemned me / And left me for dead / All over again / It wasn’t the first time, but this time / Things will never be the same


    The theme of spiritual questioning was reinforced somewhat by reference to Christian iconography so often used by Sylvian at this time, but here applied in a way that showed its fragility and lack of strength.


    Ride, ride the very thought into the ground / In the church of lost and found / The angels cry — and — The chapel was burned / Razed to the ground / From the darkest of clouds / Small birds tumbled like rain


    There was a glimmer of hope in the song, the hint of a feeling that despite the absurdities of life, the lack of stability, the shifting sense of belonging and reality, there was a way out, there was a path to be followed, which involved a conscious move away from the present environment


    Ride, saddle up your thoughts and run to ground / In this world of lost and found / The eagles fly, ride


    Another song written for Secrets, but only being included on a remastered version of the album in 2003 was Promise (The Cult of Eurydice), which had a strange genesis, and was originally written as an instrumental piece, which Sylvian later over-dubbed with a vocal line. It was an understated ballad featuring Sylvian, Sakamoto, and Palmer, simply vocal, acoustic guitar, and organ providing a backdrop to a lyric riddled with Christian religious iconography and images of nature. The lyric itself evoked sentiments and feelings that reinforced themes already seen on the various tracks on Secrets. Here the narrator described from a third person perspective a woman surrounded by Christian symbols who was somewhat at the whim of nature.


    The silence of the park / The moonshine after dark / Came to keep her company / The tiny golden cross lay upon her throat / Hands clutching tight her rosary


    The fact that she was clutching her rosary tight suggested a symbol that afforded some form of protection. The weather and nature started with a benign contact through moonlight, but this developed into rain, and then lightening during the piece. There was a sense of sorrow that pervaded the song, the imminence of a loss.


    All the things we’d hoped / Would always keep us close / Stand between us now, fences / The letters that we wrote have all gone up in smoke / And now you’re just too far to listen.


    But once again, as so often with Sylvian’s work at this time, there was the sense of a place where sanctuary could be found. When all in the world seemed lost, there was a degree of benevolence and hope.


    When all but hope is lost / You believe in any cost / In things that make the living lighter / And when the shadows fall / The promise of it all / Is lying in the bed beside her


    More than was the case in his previous solo ventures, there was an almost unremitting sense of a troubled soul in Secrets and other songs recorded during the sessions. There were glimmers of redemption or a raising of the eyes to at least contemplate the thought of a better future as we have seen. However, Sylvian’s previously held beliefs had been scrutinised now for a number of years. What this process had done was to leave him in a very isolated and vulnerable place. His questioning of traditional Christian beliefs had been replaced by a more spiritual view informed by esoteric and mystical beliefs, and as the 1980s progressed by an interest in Zen Buddhism. Sylvian’s interest in Zen Buddhism at this time led a commentator on Sylvian’s spiritual quest to describe Secrets as “an album marked by a lone seeker’s private quest for salvation from the grief-stricken state of personal alienation.” 31 This state of isolation, alienation even, was a product of the questioning, and the lack of a cogent and compelling answer to Sylvian’s spiritual dilemma. This would come later in his journey, when he gave in to what can be termed “self-surrender” as a means of experiencing divine grace and help. Effectively, to attain an element of release from his alienation, he had to give up the struggle, the questioning, the fight, and only then could his solitude give way to a focussed faith and devotion provided through an adherence to a Hindu/Buddhist hybrid.


    Reviews of Secrets were in some instances good, but in general the album was panned, and there were the typical accusations of morbidity and melancholy that were perhaps — with the benefit of hindsight — actually alarms that pre-warned of Sylvian’s personal decline in the time immediately following the release of the album. Years later in his career, Sylvian released the highly innovative work Manafon, and was prompted to draw a parallel between its release and the release of Secrets of the Beehive. “On hearing Manafon for the first time, a friend and musician told me that, for him at least, it served the same purpose as Secrets of the Beehive, was its contemporary reflection. I was grateful to hear that. It’s an observation I wouldn’t disagree with. I’d also point out that at the time of ‘Beehive’s’ release, the critics were not kind but openly dismissive or downright brutal. Consequently it initially sold quite poorly.” 66


    At this point in the 1980s, Sylvian didn’t seem on the brink of despair, but a combination of factors (maybe exacerbated by addiction to cocaine) were all about to lead to a collapse which had a huge impact on his musical career. Once the album was finished, Sylvian signalled a change was needed. Musically he had exhausted the creativity that had begun with Brilliant Trees. “Having completed Secrets of the Beehive, I wanted to move away from known territory, I felt I needed to challenge myself as a writer, and I thought that the best way of doing that was to put myself in situations that would stretch me.” 17 As Sylvian was often minded to say throughout his career, the time had come for him to develop a new vocabulary, something that forced him into areas where he could break new ground. This was exactly the sort of spur that led to the creation of Blemish later in his career, and like Blemish, was prompted by personal crisis.


    As Secrets of the Beehive was released, Sylvian rested from music by absorbing himself in reading, drawing, travelling, visiting art galleries, undertaking, in fact, what he considered a normal life. Ideas were apparently teeming in his head, but he was minded to think that it would be some time before he got round to recording another album. His best guess was that, with the long-anticipated tour looming and planned for 1988, he would probably not return to his next solo album until late-1988 or even 1989. He viewed the tour as a great opportunity to form his ideas and stimulate his next burst of creativity. It was, however, to become the cause of enormous upheaval, and contributed to his deep and long four-year period of depression.


    Robert Fripp and Ingrid Chavez — and a move to a more mature spiritual focus — would in the end be his salvation, but in the interim, the world was not a happy place for Sylvian at all. It would also be some twelve years before he felt ready to produce his next solo work!
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    Pulled By The Undertow


    Just before the release of Secrets of the Beehive, Sylvian was commissioned to work on the score for a show entitled Kin put on by Gaby Agis and Kate Blacker, which premiered at the Almeida Theatre in London on the 8th September 1987. Gaby Agis was one of the pioneers of collaborative performance and dance in Britain, working with leading artists of her generation from other disciplines in galleries, museums, and theatres. She founded Gaby Agis and Company in 1985 from which time she worked with various artists such as Turner prize nominee Isaac Julien, and sculptor Kate Blacker who worked with her on the Kin project providing the set design for the show. Blacker was famous for transforming corrugated iron from scrap yards into figures and landscapes, and she made metal sets for a number of Agis’s shows in the 1980s, including Kin.


    Kin represented Sylvian’s first sortie into the field of commissions which extended through a contribution to the score that accompanied another show put on by Agis, this time with Bill Culbert in November 1988 at the Riverside Studio in London, entitled Don’t Trash My Altar, Don’t Alter My Trash, and various installation projects that came later in his career. Although the entire score of the music for Kin was never released, an excerpt was published on the B-Side of the single Pop Song that Sylvian released in 1989. Entitled The Stigma of Childhood (Kin), this excerpt found its way onto the Weatherbox compilation box set also released in 1989, and also the much later instrumental compilation released in 2002 entitled Camphor. The fact that Sylvian chose to include it, especially on the later compilation when there was so much instrumental material to choose from, suggested his enduring affinity with the work.


    Beginning with a series of distorted repetitive guitar chords that extended throughout the entire composition, along with some subtle synthesiser atmospherics that added some texture, and including some very polished and crystal clear melodic acoustic guitar playing, the composition was from the same mould as some of the short instrumentals that appeared on Gone to Earth. Sylvian recalled the process of composing the score with some pride. “Gaby contacted me with regard to writing the music for what was to become Kin! I believe she’d already started rehearsals at the time. She didn’t give me any specific instructions except to leave the duration of each piece relatively open and not to make the work obviously rhythmically based. I wrote and recorded the work at home. Each time a piece was completed I’d leave a copy with Gaby, catch up on the new developments in the work, taking ideas with me back to the studio. Things fell into place relatively easily, only one of the pieces I produced we agreed was unsuitable, otherwise there was an interesting exchange as the work developed over the weeks we had to put the piece together. I was particularly impressed by the degree of commitment the dancers exhibited.” 67


    Secrets was released about a month after Sylvian’s work with Agis on Kin. It would be 1999 before he released his next solo offering, as he descended into a prolonged period of clinical depression. So bad was it at times that Sylvian flirted with the idea of dropping his musical career altogether. The reasons for the decline were difficult to pinpoint, but it was likely that a number of factors combined. Some commentators, for example, postulated that Sylvian was still dabbling with cocaine at this time despite his protestations to the contrary. In addition, Sylvian was a self-confessed loner, exhibiting significant difficulties with social interaction. Couple this with his quest for personal and musical development that caused him to turn established norms on their head, and his interest in Buddhism (which required a fundamental re-assessment of his place in the world, and a brick by brick deconstruction of the self before it could be rebuilt), and the factors that exacerbated the effects of a medical depression could be seen. Sylvian once attempted to explain this period in more detail. “The crisis began to gather momentum prior to undertaking a 1988 tour. That took its toll and I found myself in a frighteningly unstable state, which I would experience in varying degrees of intensity over the next 3 or 4 years. I was unable to work in isolation, but at the same time felt the need to throw myself into collaborative project after collaborative project in a hope of recognising via my response something of what I was dealing with. At these times, manifestations of the crisis were less apparent” 68


    The long-awaited post-Secrets 1988 tour — In Praise of Shamans — which at one point Sylvian perceived as being an environment within which new creative ideas would flourish, was in fact a nightmare time for him. Many lurid stories surfaced about the depth of the issues that developed during the tour, with Sylvian in effect seeming to be in meltdown. Some even went as far as to suggest that he injured his brother with a cheese knife! Jansen certainly had an injury that impacted the tour somewhat, although perhaps a more rational view was that he apparently cut his hand on a cymbal, or if it was a cheese knife, that it was a self- inflicted wound. But there was some fall out that was factually indisputable, such as the fact that Sylvian contracted flu, and on an Italian date collapsed with stomach problems. Mentally at this time, Sylvian was in turmoil, and it seemed as if the pressures of touring began to take a physical toll as well. But it would be too easy to say that the tour was entirely negative. Despite his physical malaise in Italy, Sylvian was apparently staggered by the emotion and joy he felt performing there. The welcome for him and the band was extremely humbling, and to some extent managed to buoy Sylvian up at an otherwise tricky time. 202


    The tour was flagged as an eighty-day tour of the world. Alongside Sylvian were Jansen, Barbieri, lead guitar from David Torn, bass from Ian Maidman, guitars and keyboards from Robby Aceto, and brass and sax from Mark Isham. It began at the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis, USA on the 23rd March 1988, moving to Chicago on the 24th, and subsequently travelling around various venues in Canada and the USA until the 6th April. Then it was off to Japan with 6 dates from the 11th April until the 17th, then Italy for 8 dates between the 1st May and the 11th, then Germany, Holland, France and Belgium between the 13th of May and the 26th, before finishing with 15 scheduled dates in the U.K. between the 28th May and the 15th June, the final date being at the Playhouse in Edinburgh. The U.K. leg of the trip was disrupted by Jansen’s injury which saw the Oxford show on the 4th June, the Bristol show on the 5th, the Portsmouth show on the 7th, the Brighton show on the 8th, the Cardiff show on the 9th, and the Poole show on the 10th all cancelled. As the tour finished, Sylvian was exhausted, and he retreated from the public eye for about five months, apparently resting in his London apartment, and trying to hone his piano and guitar playing by throwing himself into an exacting practice regime.


    The depth of the crisis was easy to detect in many of the interviews that Sylvian gave around this time, and one was left with a profound feeling that as a man he really was in a downward spiral that was powerful enough to overtake his best endeavours to move on and overcome. In times such as these, work could be the best therapy, but when the depth of the issues to hand also hit at the heart of Sylvian’s ability to function professionally at any level, therein lay fundamental problems. “I avoided talking to people, and if I was confronted, yeah, I became aggressive. I began to hurt other people and that reflected badly on myself, which made things worse. I avoided wallowing because it was too painful. Sometimes I can laugh at the intensity of it all and how pathetic it is. But I couldn’t laugh myself out of the situation.” 69


    The roots of some of the issues that contributed to Sylvian’s isolation and personal crisis went back many many years, even to his childhood. The fact that he disliked his formative years so intensely led him to become quite introverted, living in his head, a romantic dreamer, and someone who was cripplingly shy. It also led him to become extremely independent, and unable to work under anybody else’s discipline. But more than anything else, his childhood years led him to crave a degree of anonymity. When he travelled he always invented names to protect this obscurity. This was exacerbated by an acute social phobia. Hell for Sylvian was people to a great extent, and he had difficult relating to others, meeting people, and even on occasion walking down the street. “In large concert halls or clubs, or airport lounges, I feel slightly paranoid. It’s insecurity, yes. When I went to India, the sense of chaos that pervaded the place and the difficulty getting into the country, and knowing the difficulty I would have getting out…the whole period I was there, I felt that I wasn’t in control. I hated it. A big department store can be hell, especially if you walk in all confident. That’s one of the reasons I hated school so much.” 10


    Sylvian was extremely mixed up, still getting some pleasure out of buying paintings and travelling, but financially quite insecure and seeking solace in places that were never going to be helpful. “I’ve always had to worry about money. We’ve never paid the debt to Virgin. I’ve never seen a royalty cheque in my life. Getting drunk is the only way in this country of forgetting yourself. I do it frequently, yes. Especially when I’ve finished recording. I went through a week of getting totally drunk every evening. I never feel guilty, no not at all…. Alcohol enables me to forget myself, drugs don’t. I was only really using cocaine. It tends to intensify the mood I’m in. It began as a total boost, but after a few months I found myself taking it in the morning, and I found that very worrying.” 10


    His shyness and requirement for isolation could also be seen as contributing to a number of deep-rooted adherences in his life, namely his love of Japan and also his attraction to Zen Buddhism. Japan was a place where it was taken for granted that he would not be able to speak the language and therefore not be forced to interact, and in addition, the formality of social exchanges made them predictable and in some way comforting. Zen Buddhism as a faith also encouraged a hermit-like existence, and a level of introspection that suited Sylvian down to the ground.


    It was the inability to create his music in the way that he had previously been able to do post-Secrets that was most dangerous. As can be seen throughout Sylvian’s career, life and art are inextricably linked. For Sylvian it was almost a necessity to be able to use his music as a mechanism to unravel and focus his thoughts and feelings. Without this outlet, the pressure cooker of emotions and unresolved issues could become seriously overheated. Sylvian could see the problem for what it was. “I couldn’t really see the work, because I couldn’t really understand what it was that I was living through. I was feeling incapacitated in a certain way, and very restless, and every time I tried to sit down and write material it didn’t mean anything to me, I wasn’t making the connection. And I felt it was because I didn’t understand the predicament I was in, I wasn’t able to write from that place, I was imitating myself really.” 36


    The collaborative route out of this artistic roadblock was an interesting choice, although perhaps one of the only realistic alternatives available to get the creative juices flowing again. Sylvian was taking this route to provoke some kind of artistic response, receive a stimulus from the collaborative environment that could indicate a possible route to resolution. While a logical and understandable line of reasoning, collaboration was not a panacea, however, and in many ways it had its own frustrations. As Sylvian’s solo career developed, he needed to have solitude and space to produce what many considered his best work. When working alone, he was able to have almost total artistic and creative freedom, whereas collaboration required compromise, and with compromise came a potential for a loss in the potency of compositions as mutual agreement was sought. So saying, to a certain extent, many of the collaborative works that filled the void between Secrets of the Beehive and the 1999 release of his next solo work, Dead Bees on a Cake, had as their ever-present backdrop the resolution of deep personal problems.


    The depth of Sylvian’s crisis at this time led him into therapy, and he was with an analyst for two years on and off. At the same time — and no doubt as part of this therapy — Sylvian spoke with his parents to, “get an idea of what was missing in my childhood.” 69 Throughout it all, however, you could detect that an element of understanding and focus remained at the heart of the man and the artist, which even in the darkest of times provided a semblance of order. In fact, more than this — as was the case throughout his career — Sylvian used even the bleakest of personal situations to enhance and flavour his work. In an interview given just after the release of Secrets, he articulated this quite eloquently. “I’ve written songs about suffering where my concern has been to produce a sense of unease. Because the unease is there, it’s in me. There’s definitely a major change going on in my life. These past two years have been very difficult, a period of transition. Changes are always painful, but I haven’t lost sight of the basic beliefs and understandings that have enabled me to get through it all. There are days when I wake up and wonder whether it’s worth it, what am I doing here and so forth. But you soon come to your senses. What is important to me is to have a purpose and a fascination with all aspects of living.” 70


    Sylvian knew that he had to keep on track to an extent with his music, and as occurred many times through his career, the catharsis achieved through writing was eventually a route out of his despair. The collaborative route that he chose as a means of expression at this time in the absence of an ability to revert to his usual way of working took on various guises, with his previous Japan colleagues through the Rain Tree Crow project, then with Robert Fripp, and also more collaborative work with Czukay. Each saw Sylvian breaking the mould so as not to fall into stylistic traps. During this period, he was shaking himself out of the oeuvre of Brilliant Trees to Secrets of the Beehive. Later in his career Sylvian would eventually need to reinvent a completely different musical vocabulary to enable him to push through creative roadblocks as we shall see!


    It was in 1988, at around the time Plight and Premonition was finally released (having been recorded in 1986), that Sylvian published his first book of lyrics. “Trophies I” was dedicated to Yuka Fujii, and contained the words to Ghosts and Forbidden Colours, a few songs never released, and then the lyrics from his first three solo albums.  Of much significance, the book also contained some quotes, giving further insight into the influences at work on Sylvian around this time. Joseph Beuys was present again, with a quote from, “The Silence of Marcel Duchamp is Overrated”, made at the time of his famous Fluxus events, and which was a rejection of Duchamp’s anti-art concept and the notion that ordinary objects had already attained the status of art. Sylvian included this excerpt. “Most people feel that they are helplessly at the mercy of the conditions that surround them. This leads to the destruction of their inwardness”. The original quote continued, “They are unable to recognise any meaning of life in the destructive processes which they are subjected to, and in the impenetrable knot of governmental and economic power, in the distracting and diverting manoeuvres of a cheap entertainment industry.” 71 Duchamp famously called a urinal “art” and entitled it “Fountain”. While both he and Beuys pushed at the boundaries of contemporary art, Beuys was known to be sincere and committed, while Duchamp could be seen as provocative and subversive. Beuys attempted to revive art that he thought in a way had been damaged by Duchamp’s attitudes, and to add layers of meaning and mysticism into his work that augmented its importance and elevated it above the norm. The quote from “The Silence of Marcel Duchamp is Overrated” in Trophies once again acknowledged the closeness that Sylvian felt towards Beuys at this time, and various of Beuys’s thoughts were obviously closely allied to those of Sylvian at this time, especially concerning the role that art had to play in moving an individual and altering the context within which a listener listened or a viewer viewed.


    Also quoted in the book was George William Russell (who wrote under the pseudonym Æ), an Irish poet who was best remembered for his spirituality and mysticism, and who was also a painter, philosopher, and some would say the self-proclaimed conscience of the Irish nation. The quote included from Russell was, “Whatever contributes to the sustaining of vision, imagination, beauty in people is of prime importance in national life. Let beauty fade, and in some mysterious way public spirit, sacrifice, enthusiasm, also vanish from society.” A powerful thought, and one that in a similar way to Sylvian’s own narratives commented on an individual’s outlook having the potential to damage society as a whole. One of the first symptoms was the loss of the sense of beauty, and as with an individual, so with society. Such philosophising ran parallel to the belief held by Sylvian at the time that considered individuals as part of the whole, and therefore able by their positive and negative actions to influence the world around them.


    Russell was a lifelong friend of the third person quoted at the beginning of Trophies, W.B. Yeats. Another Irish poet whose work was firmly rooted in Irish mysticism, folklore, and the occult, Yeats was a philosopher and writer with extremely idiosyncratic views, but a poet of consummate ability, who often wrote of the nature of man and of the universe as known to man. The quote used by Sylvian came from his work “A Vision”, in which he attempted to explain the strange esoteric system that he and his wife developed to explain the way of the universe. “The blessed spirits must be sought within the self which is common to all.” As a marker for Sylvian’s view of the world this very much resonated with his interest in those spiritual areas that looked to the role of the individual to motivate the future rather than the following of intellectualised mass doctrines.


    Sylvian came out of his self-imposed 5-month sojourn in his London flat after the In Praise of Shamans tour, as he dealt with his worsening depression, to once again work with Czukay in December 1988. The fruit of this new collaboration, Flux and Mutability was released in September 1989, again by Virgin Venture. Another instrumental that was in turns restful and dramatic, tranquil and emotive, the composition itself was divided into two pieces, Flux (A Big Bright Colourful World) and Mutability (A New Beginning is in the Offing). Very much resting in the ambient genre like Plight and Premonition, the collaborators were CAN mainstays Michael Karoli on electric guitar, Jaki Liebezeit (this time providing percussion and African flute), and Markus Stockhausen on flugelhorn.


    Guitarist and composer Karoli was born in 1948 in Bavaria, and along with Czukay and Liebezeit was a founder of CAN. Czukay was Karoli’s guitar teacher back in the mid-1960s, and this naturally led on to the pair founding CAN in the late 1960s. He was a constant member of the band until it disbanded in the late 1970s, and was credited with giving the group its rock element.  After CAN split, the four founding members contributed to each other’s solo ventures, and Karoli moved to Nice in the South of France and built a studio where he recorded the album Deluge with the British singer and actress Polly Eltes in 1984, and occasionally played live with Czukay and Liebezeit. He studied with seminal composer Karl-Heinz Stockhausen.


    Markus Stockhausen was a German trumpeter and composer, and son of Karl-Heinz. He studied jazz and classical composition, and by the age of seventeen (in the mid-1970s), worked closely with his father, playing trumpet on many of his compositions. In addition to these solo endeavours, Markus Stockhausen led various jazz ensembles, the quintet Key from the mid- to late-1970s, the Rainer Brüninghaus Group in the early to mid-1980s, and was involved with the group Kairos at the time of his collaboration with Sylvian.


    When asked what ideas and thoughts were being explored in Flux and Mutability, Sylvian explained that the sub-titles gave a hint of how he personally responded to what was happening on the record. “The music originally had lyrics that Holger and I were going to narrate. For Holger the piece represents his fascination with the unknown, tuning into far-off radio stations from far-off places when he was young, hearing things he did not understand. All this fired his imagination, and I picked up on his wonder for the real and imaginary worlds of childhood very quickly.” 70 As was the case on Plight and Premonition, Czukay was not looking for good, technical, and strong performances per se, but he preferred the moments before that stage was reached, when the musicians were dabbling, unsure, getting lost, and finding their way. By so doing, he extracted a kind of honesty or genuineness that professional musicians in his opinion tended to mask. He and Sylvian once again performed on numerous instruments, Sylvian on guitar and keyboards, and Czukay on electric guitar, bass, Dictaphone, and radio. Sylvian said of their working relationship, “…Holger and I have a lot in common. Our records are made intuitively, not intellectually. Flux isn’t daunting and inaccessible. People should decide what they want from it without fearing it too abstract. If they get something superficial from it, fine. You don’t have to respond in a certain way. It’s definitely not precious, either. I hate that.” 70


    Flux and Mutability was less spontaneous in its conception than Plight and Premonition. For Flux and Mutability, Sylvian travelled to Cologne for a two-week creative Christmas break at the end of 1988, so this was planned unlike the unexpected genesis of Plight. “I went over to see Holger at a point when I needed something to motivate me into creativity again. My intention from the outset was to record an album, whereas with Plight and Premonition, it was a spontaneous happening. Therefore the second time, the atmosphere was slightly different, but the approach and the techniques were the same. We sat down and started to create an aural environment or atmosphere. We began with Mutability, which was very easy to record; so easy it was incredible. A series of first takes, a couple of keyboard overdubs, four guitar overdubs, and it was finished in one day! Flux was more complicated and in fact wasn’t an easy piece to get right.” 24 Flux was worked on a lot, and involved Czukay’s bass work and African-feel drum lines from Leibezeit. Sylvian added textures and incidental samples, and it was finally finished off by adding a jagged guitar line, played by Karoli, and the flugelhorn of Stockhausen.


    Flux and Mutability effectively represented the coming together again of two composers, Czukay and Sylvian, who were at this stage pretty much fixtures in the European ambient scene, and the compositions fitted well into the pantheon of electronic minimalism. What was tantalising when looking back to this stage in Sylvian’s solo career was to realise —with the benefit of hindsight — that this experiment in free improvisation planted the seed for the important work Sylvian would create much later on Blemish, Manafon, and Died in the Wool. Ironically, in fact, the period between Secrets of the Beehive and his next solo offering Dead Bees on a Cake, while being frustrating in many ways, set the foundation for a way of working with improvisational techniques that developed into perhaps the strongest thread in his career. Sylvian summarised Flux and Mutability thus: “Flux is Holger’s piece, and Mutability is mine. A piece like Mutability is almost pure improvisation, and it speaks a lot for me now. I’m still fascinated by instrumental music and this idea of working at improvising. I’m technically not a good player, but enjoy working and letting things happen that way.” 35 It was possible to muse as to the never too remote influence of Tarkovsky on Flux and Mutability, or more precisely the influence of Russian composer Eduard Artemyev, the soundtrack composer on some of Tarkovsky’s work in the 1970s. There was a similarity between Sylvian’s somewhat spacious and minimalist instrumental work, and the soundtracks of Artemyev, one of the seminal electronic and synthesiser-based composers of the 1960s and 1970s. Sylvian’s familiarity with Tarkovsky’s films could well have led to this influence finding a home in some of his own instrumental works.


    Sylvian was dabbling in a number of areas around this time, and about a month before his trip to Cologne, in November 1988, he was in Australia. This trip had been stimulated by his interest in Aboriginal music, which at the time he thought may feed into a nascent project which never saw the light of day, but which at the time he considered may actually involve some recording sessions in Australia. Following closely on the release of Flux and Mutability in late in 1989, Virgin clubbed together Sylvian’s solo offerings to date in a limited edition Russell Mills designed set entitled Weatherbox. Sylvian was asked how he viewed his history at that point: “As you move away from something, it is easy to forget the amount of passion that went into making it. So you look back with a certain critical eye, thinking how much better something could have been done, how you deceived yourself or found yourself playing the game. Time gives my work a fresh perspective. Also working with the material live on our tour last year meant that I had to go back and hear those records again, which was kind of refreshing after being so familiar with them. My enthusiasm for say Nostalgia, Weathered Wall, or Before the Bullfight was rejuvenated. On the other hand, I noticed that there were terrible failures there, things that I could have done far better. That doesn’t surprise me, though, because I know at the time when I can improve on something. It’s just saddening to go back now, hear songs again, and know that I was right all along.” 24


    In what seemed like a pointed swipe at the world he had left behind, the release of Weatherbox was timed with the release of a solo composition entitled Pop Song. The title of this single was viewed by many as hugely ironic, as it seemed as if it was anything but. The slightly discordant musical score was accompanied by an overtly critical lyric that pulled at the fragile edifice of ephemeral pop music, pointing out its superficiality and propensity to irritate.


    I’ll tell you I love you / Like the stars above you / Like my favourite pop song


    However, such black and white pigeon-holing of Pop Song seemed somewhat at odds with Sylvian’s own feelings about the piece. The at this stage constantly Gauloises-smoking Sylvian, with his passion for, and growing interest in art, photography, quality cinema, and painting described Pop Song thus. “I think it is possible to take a song such as Pop Song on different levels. I do believe it can be taken seriously, after all I love the genre and the form of the pop song, or it can be taken as something of a critique. I saw it rather arrogantly as a possible blue print for the future of pop music.” 64 Pop Song saw Sylvian experimenting with the tonalities, tunings, and quarter tones in the programming of synthesisers, improvising to tape. However, he detected something in this experimentation that he felt was worth pursuing, and placed a vocal with the piece. It really represented Sylvian’s re-acquaintance with synthetic sound after years of playing acoustic instruments. Just after its release, Sylvian expanded somewhat on the song, which many had just discarded as a minor irrelevance on his musical journey. “It’s a strange piece, a real one-off. A lot of different interests brought it into being. It rekindled the fascination I had when I went into music in the first place, and got me working with synthesisers again. Lyrically, it’s kind of playful, dealing with what I see in popular culture which is, basically, a waste of creative potential and a willingness on the part of the public to be party to that…. It frightens me that people depend so much on those vacant icons which give people nothing in return. Pop Song doesn’t delve too deeply into all this. It’s playing the game in a sense. Being subversive from within.” 70


    Most commentators at the time suggested that Sylvian knew that Pop Song had no real chance of commercial success, and was equally aware that it was likely to bomb. But this view seemed too simplistic, and gave little ground to the fact that Sylvian was an artist, and as such naturally wanted to appeal to an audience in order to convey his message. When asked if he wanted the piece to chart, he replied: “Yes of course, because the whole point of it was to make a statement from within the media I’m criticising.” 70 It was also very easy to forget the milieu in which Sylvian was composing at this time, and the influences and listening habits he had, which were very different from the increasingly avant-garde “family” he surrounded himself with in later years. Rumours abounded towards the end of 1989, for example, that he had recorded material with American pioneering musician Laurie Anderson. This was in fact not the case, but was something at the time that Sylvian did not dismiss as a future venture. He also expressed his desire to work with Kate Bush, and was effusive about Peter Gabriel, especially his work Passion. So, suggesting that Pop Song was attacking the industry he was involved in from within was very true. Sylvian himself at this stage was far from an outsider. Whatever the whys and wherefores, and whatever the subtleties of the genesis of this tune, it was most assuredly a direct or thinly veiled swipe at the more superficial and cosmetic elements of the popular music scene.  Four words that represented one line in the song summed it all up perfectly, “Wild, unwise, trivialised, untrue”.


    Such a demonstrable statement against pop music made Sylvian’s next move even more surprising, as he made overtures to the former members of Japan to get back together. Sylvian’s own explanation for this at the time was that he felt that it was a good time to explore composition from within the band structure again having experienced it in different circumstances with Czukay. “This was something I really wanted to do. The kind of thing I’d been doing of late, particularly with Holger, had opened my eyes to the potential of group composition via improvisation.”35


    After Japan split, Sylvian worked with all the ex-band members during the 1980s, as previously mentioned. Most of the bridge building needed to be done with Karn, as there was a bitterness that hung in the air as a legacy of the band splitting, Karn’s view that Sylvian was somewhat overbearing, and also (the elephant in the room), the fact that Sylvian was still in a relationship with Karn’s ex-girlfriend Fujii. Following on from Sylvian’s work on Karn’s solo project Dreams of Reason Produce Monsters in 1986, up until the point when Sylvian was preparing for the In Praise of Shamans tour in early 1988, Karn and Sylvian were much closer than at any point since the demise of the band. It seemed that they even discussed the possibility of future collaborations or even producing an album together. This stronger bond between the pair — sounding each other out again on a professional musical footing — soon drew the other two members of the band into the conversation, and before long discussions began to take on the theme of a new four-way project. Something was in the offing, as the four ex-Japan members began socialising and sharing meals together in London, with an eye to finding a way that would allow for a future collaboration.


    Karn’s side of the story, documented in his 2009 self-published autobiography, “Japan and Self Existence”, was illuminating of this period, but somewhat vitriolic in its condemnation of Sylvian’s motivations and actions. Indeed, in areas, he condemned the very nature of Sylvian’s personal interests and quests in life in a way that surely showed that at the point of writing his book — and quite possibly bubbling throughout their entire musical career together — there were areas of animosity and misunderstanding that never really went away. For sure, there were times when it was not too near the surface, and “normal” relations were resumed, but Karn’s almost polar opposite view, compared to Sylvian’s, in respect of life and work meant that antagonism flavoured their entire post-Japan relationship.


    There was one aspect of the pre-collaboration discussions that really outraged Karn, and if his side of the story is to be completely believed, upset Jansen and Barbieri as well. For want of a better phrase, let’s call it “Letter-Gate”! Karn took the opportunity in his book to snipe at the fact that Sylvian spent a lot of time in the build up to their collaboration discussing his spiritual and philosophical thoughts over their frequent dinners. Sylvian was painted as somewhat obsessive, opinionated, and controlling. Maybe it was fair to say, “guilty as charged”, as this obsession, the need and ability to voice opinion, and the ever necessary sprinkling of control was a substantial part of the fuel for Sylvian’s successful solo career. What Karn may not have been aware of was quite how close to the edge Sylvian was personally as discussions about their collaboration progressed, and some of the slightly more extreme actions that he documented may well have been the product of someone unsettled and mentally fragile. Indeed, Sylvian admitted on many occasions that in the late-1980s and early-1990s, his state of mind was such that he didn’t behave to people in a way that was always positive, and in many instances, he found himself hurting the people closest to him. Perhaps when “Letter-Gate” was viewed from this perspective, a slightly less condemnatory conclusion could be drawn, something a little less extreme than Karn’s.


    What seemed definite was that Sylvian decided — for whatever reason — to begin to circulate letters to the other three ex-band members detailing various aspects of their potential future collaboration. Karn, at this stage, had confronted Sylvian and Fujii in their apartment about the somewhat awkward nature of the relationship both he and Sylvian found themselves in in respect of Fujii. He once and for all told them both, categorically, that it was water under the bridge, and in so doing seemed to remove the impediment to Sylvian and himself buckling down and focussing properly on the prospect of making music together once more.


    The first letters were related to scheduling meetings to properly discuss collaboration. There were apparently a flurry of these, but then one in particular arrived which became a whole lot more detailed, which Karn referred to as a ‘manifesto’. 72 In this letter Sylvian moved towards defining ways in which any work should be undertaken, and what the motivations behind any collaboration should be. The context of such suggestions was that Japan as a group was flawed, in so much as its music was derivative and conservative. Any future collaboration needed to be less derivative and less conservative. Karn jumped at this point, and said that if Sylvian considered the work with Japan to be derivative and conservative — and yet at the same time he stood as the sole writer of Japan’s music — then he was accusing himself of such traits. The point that Karn seemed to miss was that absolutely, Sylvian saw his pre-solo work in this way, and absolutely he saw these flaws as being of his own making. The entire thrust of his solo career to this point had been based on a recognition of this fact, and a professional and creative drive to ensure that it didn’t happen again. Hence the letters, and hence the rather formal and structured way in which Sylvian was addressing issues related to creating music.


    Karn — who had obviously kept these letters (as they were quoted verbatim in his book) — highlighted a few areas of the ‘manifesto’ letter in particular. There was a heading “Complacency is the Equivalent of Failure”, and another “The Image of the Band” under which Sylvian made his views plain. “It doesn’t have to relate to appearance — in fact I’d like to play down that side by almost appearing ‘drab’ in many ways — and finding other ways of using image to our advantage — by creating ‘mundane’ (for example) images which become part of the overall image and playfulness of ‘playing the game.”’ 72 What were on display were the views of a man who had struggled for many years to get some clarity and purpose to his artistic output. It should not have been news to any of his ex-band mates that he had such desires and ideals. Anyone who read anything about Sylvian from 1983 onwards would have realised how he wanted to get away from image and delve instead into musical substance. Yes, it may have been fair to say that writing it in a letter seemed somewhat “preachy” and patronising, but what was also extremely obvious as a counter-balance to Sylvian’s organised views, was that there seemed to be a resounding silence about anything concerning the substance of a future collaboration from any of the others. It was extremely easy to carp about Sylvian’s attempts, seemingly somewhat harder to come up with alternative ideas themselves.


    One fact was unavoidable. Sylvian had had a relatively solid career as a solo musician, and the same could not be said for either Karn, Jansen, or Barbieri. Underlying some of the machinations around this time there seemed to be one very basic emotion, perhaps more relevant to some than others, and that was a degree of artistic jealousy. Secondly, and mixed with this, was the fact that Jansen, Karn, and Barbieri at this point in their careers could really have done with a leg up, something to bring them back to a semblance of mainstream recognition. So they needed to swallow their apparent disdain for Sylvian’s behaviour as they were to an extent depending on him for this potential shot in the arm.


    “The letter” also included a series of questions that Sylvian wanted all of them to answer that attempted to bottom out motivations and theories as to the place of music and ego. These questions attempted to provoke responses about the meaning of “pop”, its relevance or otherwise, the place of ego and self-importance within the context of music, and the effect of real knowledge as a mechanism to feel less insecure and more free. For sure, pretty deep stuff, but — as we have seen through careful analysis of the evolution of Sylvian’s solo career to this point — issues that were of fundamental importance to the way he lived and worked.


    Eventually there came a meal where all four met to discuss their views in response to the letter. Here Karn and Sylvian locked horns. What it boiled down to was this. Karn felt as if Sylvian was dictating the path of their potential collaboration before they had played a note, and it reminded him of their days with Japan. Sylvian was quite single-mindedly pursuing the collaborative possibility from the perspective of a man that had struggled and succeeded in finding a way to be creative and credible, and didn’t want this to derail. Karn left the meeting, and was eventually talked around by Jansen and Barbieri who ran down the street after him to sort the situation out. Karn was annoyed, but paraphrasing his own words, he decided to button his lip and keep the peace for the sake of Jansen and Barbieri72 and their respective solo careers, and the equal royalty cheques that would be written for a future four way collaboration. Buttoning his lip was one temporary solution, but it seemed as if for Karn, the rancour from this point never went away.


    It was left to Richard Chadwick, Sylvian’s manager, to tell Virgin that agreement was in place. Virgin backed up their delight with an advance to the “band” that in the context of the day was huge. Soon (in June 1989), Sylvian, Karn, Jansen, and Barbieri were together on a driving holiday in Italy searching for residential studios, and using the opportunity to once again bond as a group. They decided on a studio that Jansen and Barbieri had used in the past, Condulmer near Venice, the plan being that this would be their base for a month in November 1989, the project kicking off at Studio Miraval in the South of France (one of Sylvian’s old haunts), work here set to begin in early September and lasting for about five weeks. Other studios used in the long gestation period of the album were Marcus Studios, Air Studios, and Eel Pie Studios in London, The Wool Hall in Bath, the Ropewalk Studios in Dublin, and Mega Studios in Paris.


    The band did work hard, sessions lasting at least nine hours a day every day. The collaborative work that ensued was really set to nurture the seeds that had been planted in some work with Czukay especially in the area of free improvisation. Sylvian to this point had sloughed off the band structure in order to take his art into different areas. All his solo offerings were conceived in opposition to the idea of a band with fixed membership and static roles, and in opposition to a composer who dominated the creation of his own work. With Rain Tree Crow (the name under which the 4 ex-Japan members worked), he made a subtle differentiation between Japan the band as was, and the new guise under which the band would be reunited, and that was that they would all improvise, and therefore it would be a “group” composition. “It seemed worthwhile. I’d been working with improvisation with Holger Czukay in the studio, and I wanted to expand on that, and I was looking for a band of sorts that would have a loose line up that would change from project to project. And the notion of working with the ex-members of the band came up, and I thought this will be a wonderful opportunity to really explore those relationships further. We were always working with my material in Japan, and very rarely opened up and improvised together. I really respected the individuals as musicians, and I wanted to see what could be drawn out of them in working in this particular process. They were very much up for it, and it was a very exciting time working on that project.” 73


    Despite this motivation, this period was enveloped in paradox. For the previous 6 years, Sylvian had turned his back on not just Japan, but all that his time with Japan had represented. Putting clear water between him and his past was very much the direction in which he was consciously moving, and was a natural side effect of his journey of personal and musical discovery. Reacquainting himself with at least elements of the very things he had rejected was a strange move on one level, but was in fact the beginning of a new phase of his development where he was seeking new challenges, inspiration, and direction. This in itself probably explained the structured way in which he wished to approach it. However, there were more profound personal reasons. “Emotionally, I would say I was on a low, but I have been for some years. That’s why I have been working with all these musicians, going through all these processes, struggling with these emotions in order to see if anything can give me an inkling of how to deal with these things.” 74


    The period of 12 years between Secrets of the Beehive and Sylvian’s next solo offering was full of such meanderings, with the already mentioned compositions with Holger Czukay, his later work with Robert Fripp, and his sorties into the world of installations and one-off projects with other artists. But with Rain Tree Crow, Sylvian was for the first time overtly looking backwards for his inspiration. By so doing, he was entering a potential minefield on a number of levels. First, he was flirting with the idea of getting back together with his fellow band members, an alliance of individuals that he had basically unilaterally decided to disband. The future course of Karn, Barbieri, and Jansen’s careers and expectations had been entirely changed by Sylvian’s decision, and not in a way that they wanted at the time. Second, he was at the very least seemingly (in the eyes of the less informed who didn’t understand his true motivations) turning his face back towards an era about which he had been extremely critical, in terms of musical output and his personal development, or more appropriately lack of development! He could very easily be accused of selling his soul to the devil if critics saw this as a cynical money making exercise. Thirdly, he could potentially alienate the more avant-garde group of followers and critics who were beginning to embrace him as a credible and innovative member of their club — and whose critical acclaim and patronage Sylvian courted — if the music that the four individuals created was not of a high enough quality in their eyes. With all these factors at play, it was obvious that personal and artistic tensions were potentially going to be bubbling very near the surface. This “reforming of the band” as some — including even Karn, Jansen, and Barbieri — saw it, was going to have to be done carefully, and its birth would have to take account of an array of external contingencies. This was not the free and easy “perfect” template for musical creativity that Sylvian had nurtured for his solo offerings to date. Ex-Japan came with baggage.


    Sylvian had not been remote from the chatter about the band reforming over the years since the split, and it seemed as if at some point it had almost happened. Just before Sylvian started work on the track Buoy in 1986, Karn had invited the entire band around to his house where the idea was suggested and ultimately rejected as all the musicians were doing interesting things in their own careers.  Sylvian at the time went as far as to say that aspects of the idea of the band reforming were appealing, but others not so much. “There was talk at one point of whether Japan should get back together or not. As a romantic idea it would be nice, but I can’t see it at the present time…. It almost came off, but there wasn’t enough conviction, and now I’m happy that it didn’t. I am sure that it will be talked about again in another five years, but I hope it will always be talk, because I don’t think it would be a good thing. If you become more romantic about your ideal than practical, I don’t think that leaves you in the right frame of mind to say: ‘No!”’ 7


    The key tension with Rain Tree Crow actually turned out to be between Virgin and Sylvian. It was the way this tension played out and affected the other members of the band that ultimately led to the real acrimony associated with the project. Sylvian was obviously aware of the pitfalls that surrounded what looked like a regressive step, as his letters to the band when they were discussing collaboration made clear. If he wanted to fuse what could be seen as “Japan regrouping” coherently into his post-Japan progression, various rules needed to be put in place. One — and the most obvious — was that at no point from Sylvian’s perspective could it be described or marketed as a Japan revival. This caveat was why the project was named Rain Tree Crow.  Sylvian was aware of the context within which the offerings of Rain Tree Crow needed to be placed, and they were very much centred on his own objectives to be fair, although it would be disingenuous to suggest that he didn’t have the best interests of his co-collaborators in mind as well. People had to see this as a step forward (or at least sideways), not backwards.


    The actual recording process took longer than expected, and before completion, Virgin had to be re-approached for more finance, as the coffers had run dry despite the company having given the band a huge initial budget. The album itself took the thick end of eighteen months from start to release, recording beginning back in September 1989 and the album itself not finally being released until April 1991 (recording sessions themselves lasting six months until April 1990). The initial sessions were spent in total isolation in the South of France and Italy for two months. This precipitated perhaps the most overt tension between Sylvian’s objectives as artist, and Virgin’s as commercial record label, in his career. Effectively, Virgin tried to hold a gun to Sylvian’s head, “you get the cash if you drop your pre-condition that the name Japan cannot be used to promote the record.” The response from Sylvian, who was at this point beginning to drown in Rain Tree Crow-related “issues” that had nothing to do with the music, was typically uncompromising. He saw the divisive nature of Virgin’s request as tantamount to bullying, the big corporate machine throwing its toys out of the pram if it didn’t get its own way. Bank balance before artistic integrity! Understandable on one level, but pretty basic rules of engagement that Virgin thought would leave Sylvian caught between the Scylla and Charybdis. No more money, and the project crashed and burned. Let Virgin use the name Japan, and kiss goodbye to the best part of eight years of progression and artistic credibility!


    The use of the name Japan was anathema to Sylvian, again highlighting the differences in record label perspective and artist’s perspective. Virgin saw Sylvian, Karn, Barbieri, and Jansen back together as a “return” to the old days when Japan sat pretty in the commercial roost. Sylvian, however, saw the Rain Tree Crow collaboration as a step forward, not a step back, artistically dipping toes in new waters, breaking new boundaries, effectively showing the evolution of Japan, what it could have become, so the association with the past was totally misleading. Sylvian’s solution was to use his own money to finish the project, which was at the mixing stage when the cash tap was turned off. This, however, was another double-edged sword. Yes, it took away the reliance on “external” and “strings-attached” cash, but it also firmly positioned Sylvian in the driving seat when compared to the other band members in what should have been a joint venture.


    Jansen recalled this period with an air of hurt resignation. “Virgin had given us a chunk of money, some of it we lived off, but most of it went on recording the album. When the money ran out, Dave managed to raise some more from one of his publishing deals for extra mixing time. He suggested that he and I — because we’d always had similar ideas and approaches — should go into the studio and finish mixing the album, but without the other guys. I thought that was unfair. At that point, we fell out and had a row. Things were said that perhaps needed to be said, but had been buried for too long.” 75 Sylvian and Jansen did not speak or work together for a number of years following the Rain Tree Crow project, which showed the depth of ill feeling. Sylvian, however, suggested that any fall out at the mixing stage was misplaced and the ensuing disagreements somewhat baseless. “The quality of music is very positive. It’s a very passionate work. There’s no way that could have been diminished in any way, because I mixed the tracks with Steve [Nye] and I just tried to remain true to everybody’s original wishes regarding the mixes. And I know that everybody in the band was happy with it. They were asked after the album was completed.” 76


    Much reporting at the time aired the ensuing washing of dirty linen in public. The other band members felt alienated, translating Sylvian’s “stepping into the financial breach” as him paying to hijack the project. This was one-sided, and to a great extent unfair. In the cold light of day, without Sylvian’s money, there would have been no release (bearing in mind the agreement they all made not to use the name Japan), so his financial largess at the very least avoided that, the worst of all outcomes. Barbieri, a little time after the album was released, let vent to his frustrations, his disquiet extending beyond just the Rain Tree Crow project per se. He actually felt that Sylvian was deemed the dominant force by the record label, and this stifled the musical progress of the other ex-Japan members. “Virgin didn’t want a follow-up to our Stories Across Borders (A Barbieri / Jansen collaboration) in ’91. They were worried that it might clash with David’s upcoming project with Robert Fripp. There has always been something political here. It’s been a struggle for the rest of us, but David expects complete freedom. It’s the only way he knows.” 69 Looking back on the project with the benefit of a little hindsight, Karn also highlighted the tensions, but he saw them as not entirely negative. Asked if he thought friction between the ex-Japan members had positive value he commented. “Yes, totally, 100%. But somehow, when we got together to do the Rain Tree Crow album, I think we’d all moved on enough for that tension not to exist, for it to be a happy working environment. That lasted for a couple of weeks before the pressure from each other started to kick in again. I do think that at the end of the day it’s quite an important album we came up with there. And I think that happened purely because of the tension in the studio. I do think that tension, as unbearable as it may be, does produce something that is stronger than the individual parts. I do think that when the four of us are together there is something unique produced.” 47


    Sylvian had shown himself to be extremely adept at mixing and production post-Japan, and — results driven rather than ego-driven — he possibly considered himself the best equipped to draw the threads together and produce an optimal musical result on Rain Tree Crow. In the scheme of things, even if Virgin had funded the process, Sylvian would have been very much to the fore in decisions, as he was with Japan and with all his solo compositions. On a much more basic level, he had, however, paid for the right to take centre stage. Perhaps he was a little eager to marginalise the input from his colleagues, but his bull-nosed and some would say arrogant, controlling modus operandi when dealing with “Japan old”, and “Japan new” was nothing unique. It was a symptom of the fact that the Japan brew was volatile, and needed this kind of input from him to make it work. Key evidence for this was that this side of the Sylvian’s character was not obvious post-Japan up to Rain Tree Crow, and was not obvious in his work after 1991 either.


    Sylvian’s feelings were not as benign as sometimes suggested as he recollected the Rain Tree Crow project. On occasion, he definitely felt wronged. “In the latter stages, when we ran out of money, there came this pressure from Virgin to release it as a Japan album, and the band went for it. I felt somewhat betrayed by that. We discussed things over and over and over to try and find a solution to the problems, but they weren’t prepared to put up any money to help finish the album, and Virgin wasn’t prepared to touch it unless it was called Japan. So I had to pay for it myself. I took the tapes and mixed the final tracks, and they felt betrayed as a result. They were happy with the mixes, but because I took them and finished them myself they felt betrayed.” 77 His feelings of annoyance actually ran quite deep. Sylvian referred to his estrangement from Jansen. “I was angry at the way I was treated. I have a habit of leaving situations and people behind if it is necessary. It may be perceived by the people I left behind as a heartless thing to do, but really it’s a “growing away from.” You must accept the fact that a relationship is at an end. I love my brother, and I know we’ll find each other again.” 69


    Some would say that the fuel to the negative, rancorous side seemed to be Karn, Barbieri, Jansen, and Sylvian in the same room. Sylvian was not the only common denominator after all! But the context of all this had to be viewed on another level. Sylvian was exploring a personal development since the end of Japan that had led him to numerous areas of learning, and had seen his thoughts and philosophical thinking grow. Such self-discovery was by its very nature intensely personal, and had been done independent of his other band members to a great extent. Superimposing a completely different set of values on a relationship that had fractured some 7 years previously was never going to be a bed of roses. Sylvian had very obviously changed, so as an ingredient in the “Japan” mix, he brought different flavours. It seemed that these obviously did not resonate with some or all of his ex-band members.


    There is one enduring theme that exists throughout Sylvian’s solo career, an almost blinkered, totally focussed concentration on the optimal quality of his musical offerings. It therefore stood to reason that he would bring the same qualities to Rain Tree Crow. If his true motivation — as seemed likely — was to produce the best end product he could, it seemed harsh to beat up on him. Maybe his way of doing this lacked some diplomacy, or maybe he was acutely aware of the fact that if he hadn’t done it that way, either it wouldn’t have got done, or the results would not have been as good as they could have been. Having said that, it was a fact that before the problems that developed at the end of the project, the four protagonists had apparently got on very well. The relationship was positive for 90% of the time they were together. As Sylvian said: “There was so much love in it, so much good humour, and so much excitement in the creating of the record. The falling out came in the latter phase in the mixing of the record, which doesn’t affect the quality.” 78


    However, despite Sylvian’s recollection of relative harmony at the recording stage, it seemed as if it was not all plain sailing. Sylvian himself threw in some ambiguity. “I found in the Rain Tree Crow project that there wasn’t a great understanding of the material, there was always somebody in the band that wasn’t convinced by a particular track, and therefore there was a lot of sitting down and explaining going on…talking about the direction of the piece in relation to known pieces of music, where it should go and so forth. So there’s a lot of patience required in that respect. I didn’t start out as the producer of the project. We started out with Michael Brook as the co-producer…, and we just found that we didn’t need a co-producer. Michael graciously agreed to step down from the situation. But then, more or less, I was laboured with production. It wasn’t something that I wanted to take on. I would gladly have given that up if someone else was capable of taking over at that point in time with that material. I didn’t feel that anybody else was. And everybody trusted me, had a lot of faith in me. Mick went as far as to ask me to produce his next album as a result of the job I did with Rain Tree Crow.” 76


    It must be appreciated that in any disagreement, there are different shades of grey on each side. Sylvian’s quite gracious acknowledgement of his relationship with Karn, and the removal of Brook from the project, for example, were seen somewhat differently by Karn himself. He saw Brook as being the first casualty of the project as he was far too opinionated for Sylvian’s taste, and he also felt that similar traits also sealed the fate of guitarist David Torn, who according to Karn was “dismissed” from the line up before he even boarded a plane to the South of France. The subtext was that Sylvian did not want any opposition to his own requirements. Opinion was bad! Karn also related one story that led to another in a series of confrontations between him and Sylvian. After Torn had been told his services were no longer required, Sylvian had been buried in the studio with the engineer Pat McCarthy working on a guitar solo. When Karn came in to hear the results, he saw Sylvian holding a guitar that was almost an exact replica of Torn’s, and he heard a very well constructed and played solo that he informed Sylvian sounded just like Torn. At this point, apparently, Sylvian erased the tapes, and he didn’t attempt to play any more solos on the album, Bill Nelson being brought in later to add these to the nearly completed compositions.


    Whatever the rights and wrongs and causes, some did see that the bitter side to the Rain Tree Crow collaboration as history repeating itself, and to an extent Sylvian had to admit this. But because the ill feeling was after the bulk of the recording had been completed, there was an argument that this situation was not the same as the one that led to the demise of Japan, where core musical differences were a significant element in the break-up. When everything was boiled down, if Sylvian had agreed to attach the name “Japan” to the work, all would have been fine with the world. Fine with the world for everyone except Sylvian, who was consumed by the feeling that any such compromise would not have been morally justifiable, in fact it would have been absolutely dishonest. And here was the nub; here was the core of Sylvian’s attitude to his entire musical output. There had to be a cogent justification, an honesty in the conception of musical thought and composition, and indeed marketing. Japan was of a time and place, a period when all the individuals were extremely different from the four protagonists that met again at the time of Rain Tree Crow. Yes they had the same names, but in almost every other conceivable way they were different people, in a different time, with different musical and moral values. As such, these ingredients when put together made a very different cocktail from the one known as Japan, and as such they should have been seen together but at the same time different.


    But there was also a difficulty inherent in this view. What was implied was that as the four different individuals got back together, they all had different perspectives, different objectives, different career progressions and expectations. All at this point should have been looking at the project as a way of continuing their chosen musical path, but by definition, all of these would have been different. Sylvian seemed to have been the only one of the four with the determination to ensure that this was the case for himself. As Jansen, Barbieri, and Karn buckled under the pressure of finishing the project and decided that they would revert to the Japan-brand, they at the same time showed that they did not have the sense of purpose that Sylvian had to plough their own coherent furrows. They did not have the focus that Sylvian had in his own work, as he for sure wanted Rain Tree Crow to reflect his musical and spiritual progression, and would settle for nothing less. His solo work over the preceding years had a coherent emotional and spiritual centre. His world-view during his solo career had been consistent, and this implied that he had a view of himself, and an understanding of himself that he had found a way to express through his music. Rain Tree Crow was definitely an extension of this solo work for Sylvian, it couldn’t be anything else unless he abandoned all that he had worked so hard to achieve both personally and musically. In a way, the other band members got somewhat mangled in the gears as Sylvian with utter determination ploughed on.


    Despite his single-mindedness, with Rain Tree Crow, Sylvian took some pride in showing the world what Japan could have been. He had always seen the band as somewhat sterile and soulless, and with Rain Tree Crow he wanted to show that they had it in them to be seen as something with more substance. In this he succeeded to a point. But where Karn’s criticism perhaps did have some mileage was that fact that for an improvised album, too much time was spent rerecording and remixing, which in Karn’s eyes took away the raw spontaneity of the compositions and made them fit almost exactly into the profile of a “Sylvian” album. Critics agreed that the end result was a highly creditable record, with glimpses of a more mature Japan sound, but there were definitely a number of solo Sylvian-esque sounding compositions. However, despite all the huge elephant traps, Sylvian had effectively pulled it off. He had looked back, but had avoided turning into a pillar of salt. Instead he had once again supped with the devil but tricked disaster by musically shoehorning the band’s compositions into his own artistic furrow. The rewards were good in terms of critical acclaim, but had been the potential for dire consequences, and some real damage had also been done.


    Sylvian’s explanation for “looking back”, namely that he wanted to experiment in the band setting, was not that dissimilar from what he had been doing throughout his solo career, namely attempting to create music from scratch, rather than compose then record as a defined two step process. Essentially, Rain Tree Crow was an exercise in setting tapes going and just playing. In this way, it could be seen as another attempt to improvise to get results, play around and see what happened, letting the expert contributors breath and give scope for their ideas, only this time the contributors were also co-composers. In this way, Rain Tree Crow (interestingly the album was originally entitled “Caw”), could be seen as an extension of the successful template of previous Sylvian offerings, just with different collaborators. His intimate knowledge of Karn, Barbieri, and Jansen made them an obvious if (as we have seen) potentially volatile choice. “We spent a few months together, getting to know one another again, but we didn’t talk about music in terms of direction, we talked philosophically about music, but when we got into the studio there was no pre-written material, no musical direction was pin-pointed by any of us. So it was just a matter of playing, and finding our way. And it was obvious when it was working, eye contact in the room, and it was like ‘yeah, this is going to work’. And it was very very exciting. I’m very happy with the content on that album. I was really happy with that project.” 79


    It was worth noting that the genesis of Rain Tree Crow like Secrets, rather than relying on travel and ever-changing stimuli tapped into personal consciousness for inspiration. With Rain Tree Crow and Secrets, we saw a composer who had replaced a physical journey that inspired with an inner spiritual journey that inspired. Subsequent works focussed more and more on the milestones, failings, and achievements that this spiritual journey threw up. It seemed as if the ever travelling Sylvian didn’t travel anywhere between Christmas 1989 (when he travelled to Turkey to see the Whirling Dervishes in Istanbul), and 1991, other than to the recording studios where the Rain Tree Crow sessions were put together. At this point, as he put it, “The experience is the journey, not arriving, because in a psychological and spiritual sense, there is no arriving. It’s a constant process of understanding.” 80


    Drilling into the work, there were some interesting aspects. For example, the album was a mixture of some very lush vocal pieces — which Sylvian structured and for which he wrote all the lyrics — and alternately sparse and then lush instrumental pieces. Sylvian expressed himself most satisfied with the instrumental elements of the album. “I think the instrumental pieces are what justify the recording, in that they show the four of us improvising together on a equal footing, developing language which was uniquely our own at that point in time. The songs, which I also liked very much, I can see as… structurally related to my past solo work, because I was in control of the structuring of those pieces, more so than the instrumental pieces. I’m interested in both extremes.” 76 Sylvian felt that Rain Tree Crow gave Jansen, Barbieri, and Karn the environment to explore their musicality, in a way that they did not attempt on their own solo works. On their own works they concentrated more on solo writing per se, not so much on performances. The instrumentals on Rain Tree Crow afforded them the space to explore improvisational performance. Once in the studio, they would perform, and compositions would generally begin to gel after a few hours. But Sylvian was at pains to place the improvisational process in context. “The idea of improvisation wasn’t laboured all the way through the album as a concept, we were very true to the material itself, it was only that the initial creation of the pieces or the initial idea came through improvisation. That was important for us!” 4


    So what was the album itself about? Sylvian attempted to put his finger on the core of the work, although he was aware of the fact that he didn’t want to put too much emphasis on the lyrics and meaning because it was a group project, and as such the focus shouldn’t have been on the singer as the front man. But even with this in mind, it was impossible to stop certain themes and images appearing that were completely centred on his ongoing emotional struggle. “Rain Tree Crow for me is all about death, it is about ending. We didn’t know it was going to end up that way for us in terms of a band, but the album was very much of that nature. And there were small pockets of hope, or rebirth, placed in the album…. The visual landscape that I had for the project from the beginning was a desert-scape, an arid landscape, which again speaks for itself, related to death once again, and a landscape that’s impossible to inhabit. And it pre-empted many events in my life, including the break-up with my long-standing friends, other long-standing relationships came to an end, and I finally realised that I had to get out of that situation. I felt that I actually had to leave the country to put this behind me in some way to recover and start over again, and that’s what I finally did.” 79


    Running through the entire work, therefore, was the ending of his relationship with Fujii, which had no doubt come under intense pressure as Sylvian spiralled into depression, and which in some way must have informed the feel of the album. So at the heart of the work was the timeworn Sylvian-esque dark and light theme, a troubled soul with an eye on the path to redemption. Also detectable in some songs was the final break with whatever vestiges of association with Christianity remained after Secrets. In terms of overt symbolism, the theme of death was closely married with the symbol of the crow that was so evident, most obviously in the title. Some time after the release of the album, Sylvian was asked directly about this symbolism, and the very obvious connection there may have been with the famous Ted Hughes book Crow. “I’ll be honest and say that I can’t remember whether I read ‘Crow’ before of after the Rain Tree Crow project. I do remember taking greater and greater interest in the symbolism of the crow in various cultures after the fact because I’d used the symbol of the crow intuitively. I realised it was possible to tap into this kind of knowledge via intuition alone rather than education or the influence of one’s own culture.” 81


    Hughes was what could be described as a mythic poet, drawing on mythological figures, symbols, and events to describe and explain the intensity and drama of life. He was interested in occult Neo-Platonism (a school of mystical philosophy), Kaballah, and Alchemy, all of which at some point or another in Sylvian’s early solo career were either referenced in his compositions or were seen as influences tied into his work. In Crow, Hughes for the first time developed a folk-mythology of his own, with a fallible God and an inadequate hero. The root inspiration came out of Hughes’ association with Leonard Baskin, a sculptor obsessed with images of death, who used the crow as a symbol in much of his work. Hughes worked on the idea of the crow being central to his work, and played with its symbolism throughout, giving it what could be called a legendary life. The character of Crow represented a quasi-human figure that Hughes used to analyse mankind’s make up, and also to probe further the death and rebirth theme that cropped up frequently in his work. Hughes used much of the symbolism that was associated with the crow through myth and folklore, its intelligence, its ubiquitous nature, carrion eating, indestructible, and its trickster-like characteristics, breaker of taboos, comic but disgraceful, outlawed and incorrigible. Crows knew neither good nor evil, but were responsible for both. The death/rebirth motif ran throughout Hughes’ entire work, alongside themes such as the cruelty of natural life, violence, predation, man’s guilt, and man’s relationship with nature and with God. In essence, the character Crow was a figure that started with nothing in his quest to live like man according to the laws of creation. He found loneliness, cruelty, violence, and indifference to his needs, and effectively commented on the cosmic absurdity of man’s position in relation to himself and the universe, when old truths and theological comforts had been taken away. This left the tone of Crow very bleak, ironic, and in some ways darkly humorous.


    The symbolism of the crow had a long history. Its blackness suggested night and mystery, but because it was a bird, it was also defined as something creative and inspirational, associated with sky and heaven. This dichotomy reflected the oft-referenced use of light and dark in Sylvian’s work, and allowed the crow to be used as a symbol of light in darkness, or darkness in light. More commonly the crow was seen as unwholesome and pagan, associated with witchcraft, and an omen of death or ill fortune. It seemed from Sylvian’s own recollections of this time that he recognised the strength of the symbol without fully understanding precisely why it was so relevant to him. In essence, Sylvian identified with those cultures where the blackness of the crow related to light out of chaos. Viewed in this way, it represented the place before the light came through, which had obvious resonance with Sylvian at this time, waiting as he was for his negative state of mind to be alleviated.


    The album was extremely introspective, with the narrator of the songs very often describing himself from a distance, detached. Very obviously, the crow was being used as a symbol to articulate the struggles that Sylvian was experiencing throughout his depression. The album was describing difficult situations and circumstances, and by working them through, was giving some kind of catharsis. Sylvian seemed to overtly identify himself with the crow, maybe in much the same way as his muse Max Ernst used the image of the parrot — Loplop — to represent himself in his art. The symbolism of the crow for Sylvian had grown quite profound at this point. It seemed to resonate with his own personal experiences on more and more levels, the roots of this fascination certainly pre-dating the Rain Tree Crow project. He suggested that whenever he saw one, he was drawn to it in a personal way. “I bought some crow art pieces. I bought some books about them, and although I hadn’t worked at why that was, over a period of time, I came to realise it was this dark emotional experience I was going through, personified. In some oblique way, it enabled me to objectify this experience onto this symbolic bird, and then deal with it.” 80 The story-telling approach and the distance that this allowed him to gain from his own thoughts and feelings was used by Sylvian on many later solo works, allowing him to get deeper into the subject than when writing in the exposed first person position. It was a technique that he seemed to use especially in periods of emotional distress.


    There were layers of complexity and paradox surrounding the Rain Tree Crow project, but the one omnipresent theme was Sylvian’s personal despair. It could not be lost on anyone with a passing interest in Sylvian’s career that perhaps the biggest paradox of all was that the last time he had had such a personal crisis, the result was the disbanding of Japan. At this point in his career, however, one perceived solution to his problems was bringing his ex-band members back together! Sylvian sought the intervention of a therapist to help him at this time as already mentioned, and here another layer of complexity was introduced. Analysis, as the name would suggest, allowed him to get to grips “analytically” with what was going on in his head. This was the opposite to Sylvian’s usual way of working through aspects of his life that he struggled to come to terms with. All the way through his career to this point, his default position when seeking insight and a route to some form of redemption had been increased spiritual awareness and an immersion into the lessons that spiritual learning could teach him. At this time, however, he seemed to have recognised that the spiritual route to a solution to his personal issues was perhaps not the best option. “My primary instincts are spiritual, but I think it is a mistake to jump straight into that area, because spiritual awareness is such a nebulous thing that if the mind is discoloured by experiences in this life, it is so powerful it can conjure up anything you think that you need to believe in. It’s quite dangerous in that respect. So going into analysis was a kind of clearing out process and it helped me to understand myself a tremendous amount. It’s ongoing, it never ends. It’s never ‘well I’ve done it now, I understand’. The more you know, the more there is to know.”80


    As time progressed, Sylvian found more and more that spiritualism alone could provide him with the answers that he needed. At this stage, however, with his potential focus still somewhat fluid, analysis provided a missing crutch. It also alluded to one area of Sylvian’s life where there were unresolved issues as we have seen, and these were childhood related. The desensitising aspect of his youth, at home, school, and immersed as he was in the somewhat rough and tumble environment of South London suburbia in the mid-1970s, led to him blocking off malign stimuli so as not to absorb any of the associated negativity. His analyst no doubt homed in on this area, and teased out its relevance, and the fact that Sylvian had to work through the legacy of this period of his life. Sylvian definitely recognised the importance of his childhood, and was minded to think that the related issues had at their core the role parents took on towards their children. Parents had to harden up their offspring against the potential trials and tribulations inherent in such an environment. As Sylvian saw it, he was taught to put up barriers to the soul. Doing this may well have helped to deflect some of the immediate “danger”, but it effectively put life in a holding pattern, un-real, running on autopilot, letting situations pass by or bounce off the shields that had been erected. It did not allow the conscious part of the self to come in and questions events, really look at situations for what they were, assess whether they were good or bad, right or wrong, positive or negative. Out of this analyst-led epiphany, Sylvian had a Eureka moment. “Out of nowhere it struck me that the pause for consciousness to arrive is what the artist strives to introduce into everybody’s life. The function of art in society is to create space where consciousness can be reached and you find within that space the room to ask questions.” 80


    This insight was of massive importance. It became the bedrock for all Sylvian’s subsequent artistic output, and maybe less “consciously” had been the driving force behind all his previous work. He wanted to elicit a reaction in his audience, give them an environment within which to think. Yes, occasionally he wanted to provoke a line of questioning, but from that, he wanted to allow the listener to come into contact with personal inner feelings. Such consciousness was also central to Buddhist teachings. In terms of his spiritual growth, the timing of the revelation for Sylvian, as he worked on the Rain Tree Crow project, was pivotal. He explained why. “This is an important document for me as it denotes the end of many intimate relationships, including my association with Christianity.” 31


    The use of the pagan image of the crow, coupled with some fairly pointed lyrics in various of the songs on this album, made this point fairly obvious, and as such Rain Tree Crow was a watershed moment, everything subsequent to it being informed by a more focussed, less troubled view of personal spirituality. Spiritually, we began to see the ideas that helped connect Sylvian with his sense of self take almost complete hold. Consciousness became central. Sylvian had begun to realise that his fundamental problem was that he had allowed himself to drive down a dead end, personal issues obscuring his sense of self. Much of this obscuring was to do with self image. With Japan, he had become detached from his outward persona. He had done what most nascent — and yes perhaps naïve — pop-stars had done, and that was to present an image that fitted with the marketing needs of the record label. It was obvious, and became obvious to Sylvian in the early 1980s, that this image did nothing to reflect the way he actually was, the person he considered himself to be.


    So, the solo career began, and the image changed, seemingly in a way that better represented the real man. What became apparent in the late 1980s was that this image was not real either. Once again, Sylvian was losing identity with the persona he projected, the one that he was again developing to deal with the outside world. At the time of Rain Tree Crow, this image also began to crumble. He didn’t recognise himself again, and all his problems at the time were driving more and more wedges between him and his sense of self. Massive resonances abounded with Buddhist philosophies. Sylvian was again stripping away artifice, getting in touch with the self, tapping into personal consciousness, letting go of the ego. At this time, Sylvian did seem to have a real focus, which was becoming better and better defined. “The goal I would say is complete consciousness, and it is to do with the here and now. I don’t believe that consciousness is something that comes in time or after life or after death or whatever. If you can’t have it here and now, it isn’t real anyway. So you have to make contact now…and by doing that, there are rewards. You make contact with certain ideas of yourself that are rewarding, which open up doors. You become a far more flexible person if you’re not protecting yourself all the time.” 80


    With Rain Tree Crow dealing so overtly with death and rebirth, the at this time Buddhist-minded Sylvian articulated views on these subjects which grew from his focus on consciousness, and which had a direct relevance to the themes of the album. “I’ve always thought the idea of nothing after this life is a fantastic release, a fantastic escape. I don’t have any desire to go on living or to sustain my consciousness beyond this lifespan. If there was something else, it would seem like a fantastic cop out to me, and far too easy. I can’t accept that, don’t have a fear of that. I’m dealing with something but from another approach. My fear is the opposite. My fear is life. My weakness is the will to go on. Why am I here? Why should I go on? And the more I learn, the more I understand, the more I fall in love with this experience.” 80


    Rain Tree Crow was about dying, things closing, but with opportunities for a phoenix to rise from the ashes, and the music that accompanied the songs of love lost, dying, and pain and heartache, was an eclectic mix of different genres, a real indication of the increased maturity in the talents of each of the musicians since the Japan days. Sylvian focussed on becoming a more proficient guitar player during the sessions, which became quite evident on the album. Knitted into the fabric of the music were elements of rock, a hint of blues, and a definite Native American feel to some of the works. This Native American feel was apparently not a conscious thing at the time of putting the album together, but these flavours became apparent to Sylvian when he heard the finished pieces. It corresponded with the fact that as he wrote and performed on the album, he had in his mind as a core element of inspiration a desert-scape, with all this implied in terms of openness and danger. Beyond the musical input from Sylvian, Karn, Barbieri, and Jansen, various other musicians were brought to the project, and in most instances added their elements after the group composition and improvisation was over. Some old faces from Sylvian’s previous solo offerings made a return, Phil Palmer providing slide and acoustic guitar, Brian Gascoigne helping with some orchestration, and Bill Nelson with guitar contributions. In addition, Rain Tree Crow saw contributions from Michael Brook, The Phantom Horns, and backing singers Djene Doubbouya and Djanka Diabate.


    Michael Brook came to the project as a seasoned guitarist and record producer. He was born in Canada in 1951, and studied music at York University. In the early 1980s, he worked as an engineer at Daniel Lanois’ studio, at this time also meeting Brian Eno and Harold Budd. He released his first solo album entitled Hybrid in the mid-1980s, featuring contributions from both Lanois and Eno. Brook didn’t release his second album until after the Rain Tree Crow project, but did work on an album with Pieter Nooten from the moody electronic band Clan Xymox a couple of years before his work with Sylvian, releasing an album entitled Sleeps with Fishes. Just prior to this, Brook made his first sortie into film score work with U2’s The Edge for the soundtrack for the 1986 film Captive. He was probably best known for creating the infinite guitar, which allowed an electric guitar note to be held with infinite sustain. It consisted of an electronic circuit that took the signal from a standard guitar pick-up, amplified it, and fed it back into a separate pick-up coil. The result was a continuous sustained note that could be used as was, or treated to create new sounds or to emulate traditional instruments. Brook as previously discussed was originally brought into the Rain Tree Crow project as a producer, but was dropped pretty early on in the creative process. His contributions to the album remained performance only and included the infinite guitar and other guitar parts and treatments.


    The Rain Tree Crow recording process was in some respects meticulous, and in others eccentric and loose to try and capture improvised performances. Barbieri had particular issues to face with the programming of the synthesisers, as he didn’t know what the band would hit upon in any particular session. He programmed a wide range of sounds to cover as many bases as possible, but even so, about half way through the album, had to add more.


    All the drums used were acoustic, and Barbieri was on one side of the drums in a booth, and Karn was nearby as well with his bass directly injected into the desk. Sylvian was typically at the back of the studio with his keyboards, guitar, and vocal microphone. He’d write lyrics as they went along. To keep things fresh, the band would record a few tracks, and then change around, all playing percussion, or Jansen playing keyboards, and the others picking up other instruments in turn. Shifting around like this captured some interesting elements on the final release.


    The album began with the mostly instrumental work, Big Wheels in Shanty Town, a crisp and almost funky composition, which was backed by a hypnotic swirling percussion line, and mixed African-sounding backing vocals over a pulse bass. There was almost a “world music” feel to the track which was a tight piece of improvisation between the four ex-Japan members, and was suggestive of their multiple influences, not just people performing Sylvian’s work. Doubbouya and Diabate appeared on this song, both West African backing singers, and quite new to the world of music at the time of recording. The Phantom Horns also made there only appearance on this piece, the brainchild of John Thirkell and Gary Barnacle, who along with other professional brass and saxophone players recorded a large catalogue of samples in various formats for other artists to record and resample for their own projects. As their name suggested, as a group they do not appear live on any of the recordings on which they were credited. Phantom Horns provided a gold mine of brass riffs, hits, tails, swells and multi-samples. Each phrase was recorded in every key, and always at intervals a fourth apart, which gave Sylvian maximum flexibility to explore some of the more unusual ranges for the instruments within the brass section as he mixed the final version of Big Wheels in Shanty Town.


    While this composition, appeared first on the album, it was in fact the last to be improvised and recorded, and was a product of the work that took place once the collaborators had moved from Miravel Studios to the Conduimer Studio in Italy. It was born out of a session that extended into the night including Jansen and Karn, everyone at this stage under a degree of pressure to get the recording process finished. Karn and Jansen hammered away at nailing down the bass riffs and percussive element to the song. Karn remembered that the track was much more organic in its original form, and reflective of the fun and bi-play that existed between him and Jansen in this session. He considered that this bi-play was lost through the multiple iterations of some elements that made the final cut, and manipulation in the mixing stage, which — to Karn at least — made the end result a little safe.


    The instrumental began with Sylvian’s spoken words “Peace through culture”, words that resonated on many levels. For example, Peace through Culture was at the heart of the philosophy expunged by Daisaku Ikeda, who anyone with an interest in Buddhism, (like Sylvian), must have come into contact with at one time or another. Ikeda was a Buddhist philosopher, peace builder, educator, author, and poet who became the president of Soka Gakkai (literally translated as the Value Creation Society) in 1960, and then the president of Soka Gakkai International (SGI) in 1975. SGI is today one of the largest and most diverse lay-Buddhist organisations in the world, and promotes a philosophy of character development and social engineering for peace. Ikeda was once quoted as saying “Music speaks directly to the heart. This response, this echo within the heart, is proof that human hearts can transcend the barriers of time, and space, and nationality. Exchanges in the field of culture can play an important role in enabling people to overcome mistrust and prejudice and build peace.”82 Despite its long history and the universality of its concerns, many in the West still saw Buddhism as an Asian religion a few decades ago. Ikeda was renowned for recasting and expanding the cultural context in which Buddhism functioned as a living faith — something that Sylvian had a growing interest in at this time — and so maybe intoning “Peace through culture” at the beginning of the piece was a nod in Ikeda’s direction, and to a man whose articulated thoughts on music as seen above resonated precisely with Sylvian’s.


    Also perhaps of some relevance was the Russian 19th century painter and philosopher Nicholas Roerich, who throughout his career was involved with the problems of cultural preservation, which culminated in the formation of the Roerich Pact, which would protect culture in the world, without which life would be nothing. Roerich produced one painting entitled Madonna Oriflamma (or Great Mother of the World), within which she was holding the Banner of Peace Through Culture, the mother of the world representing the biosphere — our planet, solar system and beyond — all of which we relied on for life and sustenance. Roerich was famously quoted as saying “Where there is peace, there is culture. Where there is culture, there is peace.” 45 Roerich created the Banner of Peace, three red circles surrounded by a larger red circle on a white background, the banner being a deep red or magenta that symbolised the colour of our blood, the same for all races and creeds. The top circle represented spirituality and encompassed the truth of all religions, suggesting we could all unite regardless of specific beliefs. The two circles on the bottom represented art and science. The circle that surrounded the three spheres represented culture, the unity of art, science, and spirituality. The symbol of the Banner of Peace could be found in many cultures and numerous philosophical systems, for example on the coat of arms of Popes, on stone age amulets, Tibetan rings, and Buddhist banners. Found in such disparate cultures, it was a symbol that brought people together in peace. Surely again, Sylvian was making a connection with the banner of Peace.


    In an odd turn of events — and a violent clashing of cultures — Big Wheels in Shanty Town was used on a Cindy Crawford exercise video. The use of the music was unauthorised, and serious litigation ensued between Virgin and the video’s producers, which led to a relatively substantial — and welcome — injection of funds to all members of the group. You couldn’t make it up!


    The ballad Every Colour You Are came next on the album, which after a short vocal introduction fell silent for a considerable period. As the conductor Leopold Stokowski once famously said, “…a painter paints pictures on canvas, but musicians paint their pictures on silence.” 83 Especially at the more avant-garde end of the musical spectrum, composers used silence as another colour and texture in their music, and it typically showed a confidence and maturity in composition. Sometimes, less was more, and on occasion the use of silence could create anticipation and tension, raise the listener’s expectations. With silence as the composers canvas, it did not need to be entirely filled, and with time Sylvian introduced elements of silence into a number of his solo works, using it to guide the listener, and adding structure to the listening experience.


    The general air of resignation captured in the music and accompanying vocal was mirrored in the lyrics of Every Colour You Are, which conveyed a world-weariness. But the narrator seemed to be able to detect a way through the sorrow and down-heartedness, seeing the goal of a colourful future referenced in the title of the song. The title itself was suggestive of the fact that the subject of the lyric was attractive due to its full spectrum of colours. There was a depth, a rich life imbued with colour. It was something the narrator aspired to, but from a place that was somewhat less auspicious. The belief was that a focus on the possible colourful and enriched future would make it accessible. It stretched ahead, and determination would show the way. There was a redemptive feel, as if there was a power that once tapped had the strength to shift focus, allowing a release from the grip of malign forces. It could move mountains!


    I touched his hand / It burned like coal / I put paid to the devil / And I saw the mountain fall / Fall on


    Rain Tree Crow, as mentioned, saw Sylvian abandoning the last vestiges of his association with Christianity, and this lyric seemed to allude to this decoupling, as he put paid to the devil, and having done so the edifice and restraints of this spiritual focus fell away. But this theme of potential “rebirth” came from a still troubled perspective, the narrator’s sorrow and lack of ease with his lot being self evident, as was the longing for a more informed, fulfilling, and enriched existence.


    Feel like crying / The joke’s gone too far / You can be anything you want / Every colour you are


    The feeling of lurking desolation was present in the lyric in places resonating with Tarkovsky’s film Sacrifice. A feeling of hopelessness and futility existed, and there was no motivation, certainly no greed or desire, as an inexplicable act took place.


    A family man / His patience tried / Put a torch to his home / And warmed his hands by the fire / No greed, no desire


    The central character in The Sacrifice (Alexander), didn’t torch his house at the end of the film purely as an act of wanton destruction. Tarkovsky used the themes of loss or sacrifice by fire as a motif in a number of his films, most notably in The Mirror (where there was another burning house and a burning bush), and the previously referenced Nostalgia, where the central character Domenico set himself alight. These actions implied liberating acts by men seeking a way out of a particular situation, in a way characters that saw the opportunity of becoming an instrument of human redemption. Here we were getting close to Sylvian’s fascination with Tarkovsky at this time, as such themes closely paralleled those informing Sylvian’s own personal evolution. In The Sacrifice, Alexander’s home was at stake, threatened by war, and paradoxically he “saved” it only in order to destroy it himself — as some have interpreted it — as the supreme sacrifice and offering to the gods. By burning the house down and going to live in an asylum, he achieved his own salvation, by the voluntary sacrifice of his own interests to those of others, thus merging forever into the infinite oneness of creation. As Alexander said, “I’ll give Thee all I have. I’ll give up my family, whom I love, I’ll destroy my house and give up Little Man” 84 (his young son). Some critics saw this as an act of sacrifice and self-martyrdom in the service of Christian ideals, others as a form of Nietzschean self-transfiguration, with a more occult theme. Either way, it seemed likely that Sylvian was drawing a parallel between his own situation and that of Alexander. A destruction of old values and associations before new endeavours and opportunities could be realised, centred not on material possessions but spiritual completeness.


    The short title track introduced a more discordant minimalist feel to the album, with the musicians providing a stark and troubling background for Sylvian’s lush vocal delivery. In the song, the crow was given a name check in the lyric and the title of the piece. The title referenced rain, symbolising sorrow and memories, the tree, symbolising solidity, and Sylvian was seemingly the crow. The lyric spoke of a narrator in a troubled place, but again there was a glimmer of hope. Autobiographically, it seemed from Sylvian’s perspective that he was distrustful of ephemeral and baseless objectives, they had been found out through experience as providing no solace.


    I put no trust in milestones / Disparate hopes / Halfway homes


    There was some light, however, the possibility of new hope and rebirth. The narrator had spiritual contact with a power that recognised that even in the grey and black world of shadow play, there had to be a source of hope (here symbolised by light), otherwise there would be no shadows. Sylvian restated his view in this way that one had to recognise the dark to appreciate the light.


    I share the world with one who knows / The light still shines in shadow play


    The instrumental piece Red Earth (as summertime ends) followed, and was a vast, distant composition, the quartet producing a piece of programme music in-keeping with Sylvian’s instrumental offerings on Gone to Earth. It brought to mind large panoramic vistas and the never-ending Arizona desert-scape, and was a wonderful example of group improvisation from the band. It was followed by Pocket Full of Change, another ballad that took Sylvian’s vocals into a higher than normal register, adding to the song’s intensity. This composition was somewhat cruelly used by Karn in his autobiography to parody what he saw as Sylvian’s rapacious desire to profit from his royalty owning due to his singer songwriter status in Japan. In Karn’s words, all releases and re-release revenue seemed to end up going “straight into David’s pocket full of dirty change.” 72 The title of the song stated that while the pocket was full, it was full of change, with little value, easily spent or lost. This was a lyric that seemed to describe the drifting away of a focus on a once perceived lifeline and area of solidity. It began with a fleeting remembrance of positive emotions and feelings that were at one time consoling and supportive.


    She brings me water / “Sweeter than wine” / Lost in a moment / summertime


    But all was not as it seemed, this glimpse of joy and love was built on shaky and less than robust foundations.


    Counting the hours / Beating out time / Shallow as any heart I could hope to find


    There was a feeling of something passing, something once solid and reassuring that was now superficial and fragile. Of course, as with many of Sylvian’s lyrics at this time, this most likely represented the ever-constant search for spiritual fulfilment, moving from unsatisfactory areas of focus, and searching for new plateaus. The narrator gave an insight into the lack of foundation in his existence, a lack of solidity. A new day made no difference, it gave no clear perspective, and life swayed this way and that with no focus. The lyric shifted between glimmers of hope, and a return to despair, a feeling that life had slipped anchor, and the narrator was at the whim of forces out of his control.


    Here comes the morning / Blind and tired / Pulled by the undertow /

    This world of mine / Life runs out like a pocketful of change / Time runs out like a pocketful of change


    A slight, brief, but haunting song with a hugely powerful lyric followed. On Boat’s for Burning, the sense of death that ran through Rain Tree Crow was continued, this time describing the death of a relationship. The metaphor of a boat seemed to be used to describe love, but the love was over. The feeling was evoked that both parties were basing their love on shaky foundations, a fact that the narrator made by questioning whether the whole idea of love was in fact a sham. The essence of the message could just as easily be the end of a personal love affair (most likely at this time for Sylvian the end of his relationship with Fujii), or an end of the narrator’s love and bond with God and Christian values. There was no up side to the lyric, this was an ending, death, a recognition that the fabric of the bond inherent in the relationship was splitting, and in fact was irrevocably broken. There was nothing for it, it was dead, and therefore it should be set ablaze, cremated. It seemed as if this fact had always been known, but never acknowledged so clearly until now.


    In our heart of hearts we were wrong / There’s no love, all sense has gone.
Strike the match / Stand well back / This boat’s for burning.


    Another piece of thoughtful programme music, New Moon at Red Deer Wallow, followed, representing an extremely mature example of instrumental improvisation. The composition meandered into an edgy instrumental landscape. A stuttering almost tribal percussion line was backed by a haunting synthesiser from Barbieri that provided the context for a dominant and quite discordant bass clarinet line played by Karn. With Sylvian’s guitar and bass, the feeling was quite fragile, with the subtle texture of the piece occasionally falling into silence, before juddering back into life, and finally drifting to an understated end. This was the track that Sylvian expressed himself happiest with and which was most important to him on the album, as it was the most even-handed, showing four talented musicians working together and producing some wonderful performances.


    Next came a song that was as near to a traditional pop tune as was achieved throughout the album. Blackwater, which was released as a single, and had a video made to accompany it, was quite downbeat and dusky. This piece exemplified the lengths to which the collaborators (or more significantly Sylvian in the latter stages of the project) went to achieve the “right” sound, opening up some of the compositions on the album to the accusation that they had been skewed enormously from their improvised beginnings. On Blackwater, Jansen worked for eight days to perfect the kettledrum sound at the Wool Hall studios in Bath. In general, Sylvian felt that most of the compositions on the album were agreed by all the contributors in terms of direction and focus, although he did on many occasions have to justify his thoughts as to why some pieces were in or out of context with the rest of the album. With Blackwater he felt he had more of a struggle in this respect than usual. “I think that I fought harder for that track than any other. Not because it was of the greatest interest but it was always a strong piece that worked well in the body of the remainder of the album.” 85


    The complexity of the meaning of the title of the song signalled numerous connections with Sylvian’s journey and personal and spiritual questioning. Black in Buddhism was seen as the symbol of primordial darkness, the journey taken being to reach the light, and in some cultures it was a symbol of nobility, age, and experience. Water was often seen as having healing properties, and had Christian overtones of baptism, purification, and the source of life. In Japanese culture, it was a source or purity and the simplicity of life. In the video released along with the song was the enduring image of the crow that ran throughout the entire album. The lyrics were again of loss and despair, and the narrator was struggling in a shadowy world where nothing was clear or delineated. The usual milestones and familiar markers were no longer there, and there was a reliance on finding signs to indicate where the path was, never mind where it went. The narrator was caught in a vacuum between the world that had lost its meaning, and one where redemption may be found. He focused on two subjects in this lyric, one seemingly a lover, the other the love of something spiritual. Things were ending, and while going through the motions, the narrator was aware that he was moving on, but without any definite goal. To the subject of the song, he was a somewhat malign influence, sucking her into his depression.


    I haul you in a sea of silence / On the border line of truth / Hope and violence


    This was a place where the narrator had lost all hope, all direction, but he was looking for a hand to grasp to lead him somewhere better.


    I see no sun / I see no place I’ve loved / Depending on the signs to find the road


    The path to a possible solution was to abandon his fate to another force, the ‘blackwater’ of the title. This black water described something forbidding, deep, profound, but ironically it was possibly also the route to salvation. By throwing himself on its mercy, he hoped to find his goal. This was not blind hope for something better, it was the hope of attaining something of which he was aware.


    Blackwater / Take me with you / To the place that I have spoken / Come and lead me / Through the darkness / To the light that I long to see again


    A slight instrumental entitled A Reassuringly Dull Sunday followed, briefly meandering before disappearing almost as quickly as it began. It led into an altogether more substantial composition called Blackcrow Hits Shoe Shine City. Here a blues element was introduced by the Bill Nelson “Blue” guitar solo, and the piece also featured Brook’s infinite guitar. This song surfaced on the second day of the recording of the album, and according to Sylvian was one of the most difficult pieces for him, despite the fact that it was the only piece on the album where all members of the band were totally confident of its strength. “I worked on this piece obsessively, trying to make sense of the structure of it, but the band themselves found the piece complete as it was. I was working alone and also against everyone else because they weren’t really in favour of taking it any further. The vocal went on at the very end because I was trying to avoid putting a vocal on it at all, then I got Bill [Nelson] in to play some guitar. Once I’d got Bill’s guitar on, it began to fall into shape. I could see there was a structure with the right dynamics to make it work for me, but there wasn’t a dynamic peak as such, so I had to put the vocal on. I had the idea, but I had to get to the point where I recognised it was absolutely necessary.” 46


    Sylvian’s vocal was all together more insistent than on previous ballads on the album, with an edge that mirrored the strident guitar riffs throughout the piece. Once again the crow appeared, in this song definitely representing a malign force — death coming to the city. This was very much the Ted Hughes-like crow. The character was dark, he flew at night, and had mystical qualities, as it never tired. But it was existing in a troubled state that was the preserve of evil, so required no sympathy.


    His suffering’s no cause for pity/ The gods burned his wings / Struck dumb for his crimes


    The crow was descending on Shoe Shine City with negative intent, sucking the good out of what was around, and visiting its evil and destructive force on those below.


    As Blackcrow descends / Stealing somebody else’s fire


    By suggesting that the crow could steal “somebody else’s” fire, the thought was implicit that this had happened before. It was reasonable to postulate that Sylvian felt that such a force had been at work on him, undermining his sense of confidence and contentment. There was also a feeling of resignation that other victims would feel the pain over time.


    A John Cage-like distant instrumental dominated by Jansen’s shuffling percussion and off beat marimba playing followed, various treated piano, guitar, harmonium, and banjo voices coming and going, enhanced by Brook’s treatments, before the piece ended with a short refrain on Karn’s bass clarinet. Scratching on the Bible Belt was another example of a fragile textured piece of group improvisation, and was followed by the final track entitled Cries and Whispers which was a lush, beautiful, short ballad, the music being in stark contrast to the disturbing nature of the lyrics. The song shared its title with the 1972 film written and directed by Ingmar Bergman. Bergman’s films usually dealt with the existential question of mortality, loneliness, and religious faith, themes very close to the surface in Sylvian’s personal and spiritual quest. In his film, which was accepted as one of his most accomplished, Bergman explored the nature of the human condition through the story of a dying woman (Agnes) who was visited by her two sisters (Karin and Maria), and was looked after by a peasant woman. Long repressed feelings between the siblings rose to the surface, and the film analysed themes of deceit, lies, guilt, and forbidden love. Bergman used the women as metaphors for humanity, representing how we responded to anxiety, death, and the visitations of what appeared to be a wrathful rather than a benevolent god. There was a religious subtext to the film that mirrored Sylvian’s own search, with a struggle between organised religions — personified by an ineffective Chaplain who administered last rights — and a loss of faith.


    The song Cries and Whispers conveyed a similarly bleak mood to that seen in the film. It was again about loss and despair, but also about betrayal. Here the narrator spoke of a dream, a dream of love that had been shattered by deceit and untruths.


    A shattered dream on a bed of lies / Now my love dies in cries / Cries and whispers


    The betrayed love “died in cries, cries and whispers”, suggesting a range of emotions, some railing against the betrayal, some resigned to the abandonment and inevitability of the situation. The dream that was betrayed gave hope and succour, but the lies took all this away.


    My heart grew wings under desert skies / Now my heart dies in cries / Cries and whispers


    Musically, Rain Tree Crow was truly a group collaboration and composition, but lyrically it was really only a window on Sylvian’s life journey, not that of any of the other band members, and so it had a consistency with previous solo works and linked with future collaborations and solo compositions. Here we found Sylvian exhibiting a delicate and fallible mental state in an overt way, whereas previously such weakness had only merely been suggested. On this set of compositions, Sylvian was giving us a window into his shaky state of mind, a product of the malaise and depression that had affected him so much since the late 1980s. As with future offerings, one could not help but think that voicing his innermost turmoil and stress was a cathartic process, and one that helped in the process of healing. He no longer needed the support of an array of provocative artists and thinkers to filter his thoughts. Save for the link between the song Cries and Whispers and seminal film director Bergman, and Hughes’ Crow, no other obvious third party references appeared on this album. Sylvian was speaking for himself and he was speaking from the heart.


    One would have imagined that the sour end to the Rain Tree Crow project would have coloured Sylvian’s views as to its relative merits. As an album, he maintained that he worked harder knocking this one into shape than any other. But he generally, at least initially, considered the project itself, and the outcome in terms of composition, to be very creditable. In fact, he seemed to have been thoroughly excited by the experimentation with his former band members despite the fact that all the old problems within the relationship eventually reared their heads. He was minded to think that the rancour that developed, as mentioned previously, didn’t affect the quality of the work, but it may, however, have turned people off from actually listening to the album, which was a source of some regret. Talking about the collaboration a number of years later, he compared the resultant compositions with Japan’s output and the work he produced once he had embarked on his solo career. “It was completed during a period where I had a far greater sense of what I was doing and where the motivation to create the work was coming from. So therefore, I understand its roots. I understand the soil from which it grew and I have a much clearer affinity to that work than anything I did with Japan. Tin Drum is a fully realised record, but it grew out of a different soil, and in that sense I can no longer make an emotional connection with the work. Most of the material that I have created post-1983, I can somehow make an emotional connection with. Even though I may have outgrown it, I can still tap in to where that material came from.” 86


    The ill feeling between the band members disappeared in time, and some years later, Sylvian summed Rain Tree Crow up by saying: “I thoroughly enjoyed making [the album] we did make. Relationships were damaged as a result of unforeseen circumstances that arose towards the end of the recording. But now there is no ill feeling between any one of us, but there is no real desire to reunite.” 86 There was a definite suggestion, however, that fingers were burned enough all around that Sylvian’s one attempt to look back for inspiration was enough. Originally, the Rain Tree Crow project had been envisaged as maybe a two or three record venture with a possible tour, but this was not going to happen now. In fact, rumour had it that Virgin had put a deal on the table for six albums from the band. Diplomatically at this time, Sylvian made the point that there were so many ideas on the boil, that he did not have enough time to cover all the ground, and going back and working on old set-ups was somewhat less inspiring than working with new ones. Maybe he should have said that going back and working on old set ups was NOW somewhat less inspiring than working with new ones, given the bad blood.


    However, there were numerous positives to take away from the venture. In essence, Sylvian and the other band members shared a common vocabulary, had a good level of communication, and shared much common ground. Sylvian maintained that it was sometimes difficult when pulling together ad hoc collaborations to get that shared purpose and understanding. “When I’m working with a group of musicians like the Rain Tree Crow band, we have that common ground already established and therefore it is a matter of shooting off from there in all different directions, and there’s a wonderful sense of freedom in that and a shared common goal if you like.” 21 Effectively, while Sylvian built numerous profound relationships with many musicians over the years, he never attained the level of relationship he had with the ex-Japan members with another group of musicians. One thing that had never changed was the respect that Sylvian had always had for the musicality of his old band mates. It would have been intriguing to see how this relationship would have developed with Rain Tree Crow had Virgin not sowed the seeds of resentment that ended the association by turning off the supply of money that was needed to finish the project in a planned and dignified manner. Maybe some old problems would have occurred anyway, or maybe Rain Tree Crow would have taken on a life of its own, and altered the course of Sylvian’s future considerably.


    But this was not to be the case, and all parties involved with the project would have been well aware that this particular venture was going to begin and end with the offering released in April 1991. It represented the second joint composing collaboration of the post Secrets of the Beehive era for Sylvian after the works with Czukay, and one in which his musical journey had taken another step forward, but not without some knocks along the way. “That’s the only time I’ve ever felt pressure from the industry in my adult life, that really had a negative effect on what the work…could have been. The album itself stands alone. It wasn’t compromised, but more could have come from that set up.” 87 In many ways, Sylvian came to see the Rain Tree Crow venture as an experiment, and over time as a somewhat failed experiment, in his own words “an interesting failure.” 23 One key issue he detected was that as the project progressed, his co-collaborators lost focus, which in turn caused the sessions to go on too long, and the quality of the work was ultimately affected. Rain Tree Crow had its roots in improvisation, but as the years went on, Sylvian refined his approach in this field, and began to pioneer ways in which “true” improvisation could be embraced by the singer songwriter.


    One positive thing that grew out of the project was that Sylvian honed his skills as a producer, and he became a lot more confident in his own abilities, a confidence that was brought to bear on a plethora of works to come. In addition, he had reinforced and matured his way of song writing allowing his work to resonate even more with his audience. “What happens is, I start working with a visual image that somehow reflects the emotional state that I want to tap into, and I’ll create a piece of music that relates to that visual image. When I’m in the studio and I’m recording work, once it starts to mirror back to me that original impetus, the intensity of the emotional experience…. I feel that the work is complete, and therefore I feel that I have embodied something that somebody else may be able to tap into — a similar emotion, a similar complexity — and therefore share the experience.” 88 The metaphors that continually cropped up in his lyrics were used as they too could elicit a universal response, more so than a direct description of a personal experience. Something of incredible importance to Sylvian was the fact that he had the ability to second guess how people would respond to images, and therefore he could conjure up a certain kind of experience or mood or emotion through his lyric writing.


    Five months after the recording sessions for Rain Tree Crow were completed, and six months before the album was finally released (while production and mixing was being finalised), the fruits of Sylvian’s labours on another unconnected project that he had been working on in parallel to the Rain Tree Crow recording went public. In September and October 1990 in a huge Tokyo warehouse — Space SGO, Soko, Tokyo Bay, Japan — an art installation entitled Ember Glance – the Permanence of Memory was hosted, which was a co-production from Sylvian and Russell Mills. A limited edition CD and book was released with the same title in November 1991, the book attempting to capture the essence of the sculpture and light installation for which Sylvian’s music had been written. Sylvian provided a statement at the beginning of this book that neatly summarised his view of the role of art, as well as confirming the shifts in his perception of the self and consciousness that this book has tracked to this point. “The road that leads to the development of higher levels of consciousness is reached, at least in part, through a process of self-questioning — the quality of these questions being in some ways more important than the answers. I believe that one of the main functions of art in society lies in its capacity to bring about subtle shifts of perception, possibly influencing the quality of the questions we ask as a result. The shift from unconscious, outward projection, in which all events are viewed as external to the self, to a conscious, inwardly connected and more unified response is vitally important. It is through a reorientation that real and sustainable change can begin to come about, in the individual and, consequently, in society. These ideas have informed my work in music for a number of years now. My initial fascination with this project lay in the challenge involved in attempting to create, in three dimensions, a piece eloquent and potent enough to allow such an experience to take place.” 89


    According to Mills who put on Ember Glance with Sylvian, the idea was to examine the ideas of space, time, and memory by using sound, light, and objects detached from their normal contexts, and set in a theatrical space to suggest that memory in its richest sense should be central to our daily lives. Artistically, Mills was very much a jack-of-all-trades, at one and the same time being a painter, a teacher, a musician, a stage set designer, and (for Ember Glance) a creator of multi-media installations. The music released from the project consisted of two instrumental pieces very much out of the Sylvian / Czukay mould, The Beekeeper’s Apprentice and Epiphany. Both compositions were recorded at the Metropolis Studios in London in September 1990, The Beekeeper’s Apprentice published in conjunction with Mountain Bell Music, new age musician Frank Perry’s label. Perry and Sylvian co-wrote The Beekeepers Apprentice, and also both performed on the piece, with Sylvian contributing guitar, synthesiser, and “shortwave”, and Perry playing noan bells, bowed gong, and finger bells.


    At the time of Sylvian’s work on The Beekeeper’s Apprentice, Perry was seen as a visionary percussionist specialising in instruments such as the Tibetan singing bowl and gongs. He was also a composer, spiritual astrologer, healer, and in his own words, “a mystic metaphysician.” He had been an active musician since 1964, and he began pioneering New Age music in Britain in the late 1960’s. His solo career began in 1971, and he collaborated as a drummer and percussionist over the years with hundreds of musicians. In the late 1960s, he moved into the jazz genre, specifically free-form group improvisation. He was a member of “The Musician’s Co-Operative”, with eight other improvising innovators that included Derek Bailey, who would work with Sylvian much later in his solo career. Perry also worked with such influential luminaries as Fripp and Brian Eno. It was in the mid-1970s that Perry focused strongly in the area of meditative music, guided very much by his spiritual disciplines at the time, which firmly embraced the Zen Buddhist view of the world. It was also at this time that he married and started a family, this focus taking him away from music and into the realms of astrological consultations. He also rediscovered a passion for photography, which precipitated an interest in mixed-media events, fusing different art forms together such as music and dance and music and art. It was from within this context that he became an obvious collaborator on installations such as Ember Glance. Interestingly, his autobiography also suggested that he input on the later Sylvian / Fripp work Approaching Silence, but he was not credited on this composition.


    On his own web site, Perry referred to his work with Sylvian, which he connected with his own work at around the same time. His recollections were not entirely positive in respect of the piece they composed. He talked about his own composition Chintamani, written in 1991, just after his collaboration on The Beekeeper’s Apprentice. “Chintamani arose from my composing contribution for the CD release of the music for a Japanese installation (Ember Glance – the Permanence of Memory) in collaboration with David Sylvian. In fact, all that Sylvian had told me was that the theme was to do with ‘memory’. I never did hear what little he had composed prior to the session, but I was amazed that I’d recorded a whole album with so few of my instruments. Being somewhat dissatisfied with Sylvian’s end product, I wanted to explore in my own way what I could create using such a small number of instruments. So I chose to explore a simple meditative piece utilising the same mysterious sound of 11 Indian Noah Bells, 7 of which had featured prominently on Sylvian’s piece.” 90


    It is always difficult to appreciate the music for installations when published as stand-alone compositions, because it is obviously taken out of context. In many ways it is released as a soundtrack but without the film. However, to get some feel for the pieces, The Beekeepers Apprentice was almost like a sound collage, setting an ambient, almost meditative claustrophobic mood, which transported the listener to a distant sun-blessed field, with the breeze carrying the sounds of wind charms (Perry’s omnipresent noan bells) and the remote sounds of civilisation, the synthesiser almost mimicking the sounds of cars and aeroplanes. Sylvian used shortwave sounds that came and went and occasionally disturbed the tranquillity, almost like the buzzing of an insect around the listener. A bee maybe?  Epiphany was a short two-minute vignette, sustained synthesiser atmospherics appearing from silence as a backdrop for women chanting in the distance. Samples of church bells, passing trains, and a dog barking added to the overall nature of the piece, which was unsettling and eerie, a feel that was compounded as the sound of chanting morphed into one woman wailing, seemingly overwhelmed by grief. The piece faded to silence, resolving the mixture of disturbing sounds.


    Various snippets of voice over were knitted into the soundscape, including German artist Anselm Kiefer (who studied with Beuys), Guru Jiddu Krishnamurti, and also Seamus Heaney reading a line from his poem entitled A Northern Hoard from his 1972 collection Wintering Out. “And all shifts dreamily as you keen / Far off”. 91 It was not surprising that among the many and varied influences on Sylvian in his early solo career, Heaney made an appearance, being as he was perhaps the most important poet from Ireland since Yeats. His poetry had also been long admired by Mills. Heaney used what was known as Hiberno English in much of his poetry, and evidence of this was obvious in the quote used on Epiphany. Hiberno English was a hybrid of English and Irish, “keen” being an example of such hybridity, meaning a lament for the dead.  With this meaning in mind, the phrase once again added to the unsettling mood of the composition, almost implying a disconnect between the person that could hear the lament and the gravity of whatever situation had caused such grief.


    Born in Northern Ireland in 1939, much of Heaney’s work was rooted in the sectarian troubles of the area, but his poetry went much deeper than that. He was a master of the poetic form, with amazing descriptive powers. Many of his works were imbued with images of death and dying, but they were also very much rooted in the life of this world. In Wintering Out, Heaney explored the deeper structures of the troubles in Northern Ireland, by considering the way in which the divisions of the Protestant and Catholic communities were embedded in language and topography. He drew on personal memories, but also opened up to a much wider perspective of history.


    Although Wintering Out focused on the troubles, Heaney through the poems in this book showed his faith — for want of a better phrase — in the Earth Mother. To establish a new sense of relevance and spiritual coherence in his life, man had to return to the ancient mother. He had to again join himself to the land. For modern man, the common earth became a protection from chaos. In A Northern Hoard, which was the longest poem in the collection, these themes were re-iterated. On one level, this poem was a lament about armed conflict, and Heaney’s inability to do much if anything about it other than write. But it went deeper than this, and introduced themes and resonances that chimed extremely closely with Sylvian’s at this time. The poem used the Northern Ireland conflict as a way of critiquing the general crisis of modern times. Man was uprooted. He had lost his connection with the earth. Faced with losing a sense of the past and the coherence and order inherent in ancient rituals that hadn’t lost this connection, Heaney searched for the “tinder” that would “strike a blaze from our dead igneous days.” 92 For the poet, the tinder was that which reaffirmed life and hope in the face of the yawning chasm of violence. The Northern Ireland troubles threatened death and obliteration. Man had to turn from violence so that the creative spark could be kindled. Only then would the “moonstruck” body of the Earth Mother thaw and the warmth of the “touch of love” return.  Having seen the journey Sylvian was on in his personal quest for some inner peace during the early years of his solo career, it was easy to see how Heaney’s views would resonate with him.


    Mills was aware of the context of the installation work for Sylvian, and the position he found himself in both personally and professionally when they worked together on the installation. “The build-up to it was an incredibly intense period. For David, who was going through some major personal sea changes in his life, I guess it almost became an avenue of therapy which was brutally self-analytical. David recorded a beautiful soundpiece for it. He was a very meticulous but simultaneously open artist, self-critical, capable of great humour, and totally honest.” 93 Once again an affirmation, if any were needed, that it was recognised that Sylvian used and needed creative outlets to sort through his personal issues and growth as a person and a musician.


    Ember Glance was an important project for Sylvian, as it marked his first sortie into installation work. A few more projects along these lines were undertaken during his career as we shall see, and together they represented a body of work that exemplified in the truest sense the role that Sylvian perceived for art and artists. In his musical output specifically, Sylvian saw his role as that of a thought provoker, or at the very least saw his music as a conduit for transporting his listeners, putting them in a place where they could begin to tap into some inner consciousness, become reflective, emotionally charged in some instances, calmly introspective in others. When applying his music to installation work, he attempted to facilitate this mood shift through multiple senses, music setting a mood that was in turn visually stimulated by the objects and artworks that were presented to the visitor. This fusion of aural and visual stimuli gave the artist a different palette of options in his quest to influence and direct the audience, to lead them into an environment where they could tap into a seam of self-awareness and consciousness. As such, installations provided a powerful medium, and encapsulated a means through which the role of art in Sylvian’s mind could be focussed and achieve its ultimate goal and fulfil its role in society.


    Immediately after the Rain Tree Crow sessions, and fitted in around the work for Ember Glance, Sylvian had begun work on a new solo venture. Many songs were written at this time, but he was not convinced of the strength of this work so he abandoned it, some pieces, however, were adapted and reworked for his next substantial collaboration, which was to be with Robert Fripp. However, before this venture hit its straps, a few more peripheral releases, and also a number of huge life changing events occurred. The seeds of some of these changes had been brewing for a while, but the Rain Tree Crow project seemed to bring them to a head, reflecting the overall theme of the album, death (of a past life), rebirth, and the striving for new horizons. Rain Tree Crow saw the fracturing of his relationship with Jansen, Karn, and Barbieri, and was also around the time that his relationship with Fujii ended as has been mentioned. The fall out with Jansen was especially painful, and the level of Jansen’s publicly aired irritation with his brother was raw and uncompromising. “I’ve played on all Dave’s solo albums, and I think we’ve worked together long enough now. We’re better off apart. Dave said to me once, ‘I’ve got this deep-seated problem with you, it goes back to my childhood, it’s my problem and I’ll get over it,’ and until he does I’m not going to be bothering him. If a guy’s that troubled, if he can’t find peace even in his music, maybe he should just try gardening or something. He should just change his line of work.” 48


    Such overt anger no doubt coloured Sylvian’s view of his situation, but at the same time, there was a deep-rooted and growing disquiet at the United Kingdom in general. The British — nothing if not cynical at the best of times — were quite wary of Sylvian’s shift between 1984 and 1991. While some embraced his work, the vast majority were either troubled by or completely disinterested in Sylvian’s musical evolution. This was reflected in his U.K. record sales, which while retaining at least a modicum of respectability, were at this stage equalled if not surpassed by sales in Italy and Japan. In those countries, the move from mainstream “pop” to something rooted in artistic integrity seemed culturally more acceptable and interesting. “It is to do with education, and what people’s priorities are in life. There’s no drive for self-education here. Instead, there’s a massive drive for escapism — to get away from reality at every given chance. There’s a cynicism in this country which is very destructive, a core part of the nature of many people. When it comes to art, there’s a massive insecurity, a feeling that they’re being taken for a ride. It’s all to do with trust. You can go into a gallery and see a line of bricks on the floor. You can feel insulted by it and storm out of the gallery, and say it is rubbish, or you can question it. Am I angry at those bricks? Is that a good reaction? Is that what was being intended? People here don’t have an analytical way of analysing their own reactions” 74


    Post Rain Tree Crow, everything began to fuel Sylvian’s growing distaste for elements of the U.K. and London, and required that he made a radical change in his life if he were to retain his sanity and protect his artistic flair. The stage, therefore, was set, and many unexpected events were about to change Sylvian’s life forever, the effects of which even the most focussed, professional, and spiritually driven of men could not have predicted or guarded against.
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    Moving To The House Of Love


    It was the early 1990s, and the Rain Tree Crow project had come and gone, leaving in its wake an innovative and thought provoking set of compositions. The improvisational aspect of the work had been compromised for sure, but despite this, as improvisation was the perceived kernel of the work, it showed Sylvian again pushing at this door, behind which was held most promise for his work. This never went away, and as we shall see, his more substantial future works opened up more and more opportunities for improvisation, using many provocative mechanisms to stimulate composition.


    Rain Tree Crow had left a legacy. It fractured long-held relationships with his previous Japan band-mates, some irrevocably, and this did nothing to lift Sylvian from his somewhat emotionally confused and embittered state. At this point, he began to turn in on himself, and scrutinised his life, unfortunately finding that cupboards were bare in many areas. Rain Tree Crow had been an attempt to reboot his enthusiasm for composition and get his creative juices flowing again, and had been somewhat of a failure. Critics — never the most sympathetic breed — in many instances poured cold water on the Rain Tree Crow project (although some spent the time and effort to understand the work), and Sylvian began to conflate critical reviews with a sourness towards his home-based audience, seeing U.K. culture in general as inherently anti-free thinking and anti-creativity. In Sylvian’s downbeat mood the U.K. became — perhaps unfairly — part of the problem, certainly not part of the solution.


    And so it was some important seeds were sown. His long-term relationship with Fujii no longer provided succour, he was daggers drawn with Jansen, Barbieri, and Karn, and in addition, while seemingly beginning to settle on a spiritual view of the world — centred on the Buddhist faith which had some consistency and provided some “life affirming” insight — he was still a man in a state of depression, with no proper work focus, and still struggling for direction in many areas of his life. It would be some time before Sylvian found a voice musically that satisfactorily mirrored his evolving personal and spiritual state. As the early 1990s progressed, of perhaps most significance, he would reacquaint himself with his old friend Robert Fripp, who in many ways helped Sylvian’s career get back on track. The path taken was not necessarily one where the music the two produced was of especial importance, but to a large extent non-musical stimuli that were a product of their professional and personal association became disproportionately important for Sylvian’s future. Fripp gave Sylvian back some confidence both personally and professionally, and even convinced the unassuming and self-conscious composer to tour in ways that a few years previously would have been inconceivable.


    It seemed likely that Fripp and Sylvian started putting their minds to the compositions they eventually released on The First Day album in 1993 even before the release of Rain Tree Crow. This meant that their new musical collaboration had it roots back in the period after the recording of the final Rain Tree Crow sessions, which finished in April 1991. If not actually putting pen to paper at the same time as Rain Tree Crow was undergoing its long gestation period post-recording as Sylvian mixed and engineered the final cuts, the pair were certainly seriously considering options. It was not until later in 1991, though, (the year that Sylvian gave up smoking), that their joint project really gained some momentum, as we shall see.


    Before Sylvian’s work with Fripp was released, he worked on two more one-off compositions. In 1991, he worked on a couple of tracks — To a Reason and Victim of Stars — that appeared on the Hector Zazou album Sahara Blue. This album was released in June 1992, and also saw Sylvian contributing spoken word on the track Lettre Au Directeur Des Messageries Maritimes, the text from which, as we shall see, appeared a little later on another Sylvian composition. Then there was the Sylvian/Sakamoto June 1992 release entitled Heartbeat (Tainai Kaiki II), which was conceived towards the end of 1991.


    Hector Zazou was a French composer and record producer who worked with an array of artists over the years, including in Sylvian’s orbit Mark Isham and Ryuichi Sakamoto among many others. Sahara Blue, first released in 1991 and then re-released in 1992 came from an idea by French artist Jacques Pasquier, who suggested that Zazou commemorate the 100th anniversary of the death of the author Arthur Rimbaud by setting some of his poetry to music. Rimbaud was a 19th Century poet and writer who some described as iconoclastic, and others suggested single-handedly reinvented the poetic form. Many eminent personalities and musicians (including Sylvian) contributed to this project, which while playing heavily on mood and atmosphere was an accessible and critically acclaimed work. Sylvian recited Rimbaud’s poem To a Reason to a score that he penned with Zazou, and also wrote the lyrics for, and co-wrote with Zazou, Victim of Stars. Sylvian’s contribution, however, was mired in controversy due to contractual wranglings with Virgin, the company having exclusive rights to all his recordings, and so the originally released CD was recalled and these two compositions were deleted. Sylvian’s other contributions to the album, which was re-released without his vocals, appeared under the pseudonym Mr X. Some rare copies of the album containing Sylvian’s vocals do still exist.


    In many instances, as we have seen, Sylvian used music as catharsis, to assist in the resolution of personal dilemmas, and also to stimulate reactions in his audience that would open individuals up to some form of self-awareness. We have to look to the second of Sylvian’s post Rain Tree Crow projects, however, to discover how musical composition could create a situation that was not just helpful in resolving personal issues, but could also be life changing as well as life affirming. In this sense, in a much more direct way, Heartbeat was of overwhelming significance, not necessarily because of the composition itself, but because it was the catalyst that led Sylvian to meet his wife to be Ingrid Chavez, and so precipitated a chain of events that over the ensuing years had a huge and profound effect on Sylvian the man, and the path of his musical, personal, and spiritual development. As a composition, therefore, Heartbeat holds a disproportionately important position in Sylvian’s career, and was in his own words “immensely important in my life.” 28


    Ingrid Chavez was born in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and was raised in Marietta, Georgia. While in Atlanta she played in a band with Steve Snow called China Dance, and at the age of nineteen became a mother to her first-born, Tinondre. She ended her relationship with Tinondre’s father when her son was seven and she was twenty-six. Atlanta began to turn into a place with bad vibes for Chavez, when in addition to the relationship break-up, China Dance had their equipment stolen. Her dream of being a singer and composer was still intact, however, so she moved to Snow’s hometown of Minneapolis in 1986 for a fresh start, and here she worked with a number of local musicians building up a portfolio of work, before meeting Prince. While much of her early career was connected with Prince, in 1989, Chavez formed a band called Skyfish with Richard Werbowenko, and in 1990 went into the studio with her then partner Lenny Kravitz and André Betts, where she co-wrote and recorded what became Madonna’s 1990 hit, Justify my Love. She received a large out-of-court settlement for not being credited on the single’s initial release some years later when married to Sylvian. She was said to be satisfied with the settlement, despite the fact that Madonna’s version was practically a breath for breath copy of the original demo Chavez had recorded. Kravitz had convinced Chavez to sign a document granting her no song writing credit, and a mere 12.5% of publishing royalties for the song’s airplay. Chavez ended up suing only Kravitz, receiving credit and another 12.5% of disc royalties on subsequent pressings, reports suggesting the settlement was worth around $2 million. The payment would have come as a welcome boost to the family’s funds at a time when Sylvian was not at his most prolific.


    At the time of meeting Sylvian, Chavez seemed to be on the verge of a successful solo career, which she effectively put on hold as their relationship deepened, and they embarked on family life together. But the wrangles with Kravitz also played a hand in her backing away from the industry. Madonna’s rendition of the song was so close to the way that Chavez had recorded it that people actually thought it was her singing the song. The key complication was that Chavez was due to release an album at the same time as Justify my Love, and perversely to all the world it would have looked as if she was copying Madonna rather than the other way around. This was the spur for her to get what was rightly hers, but also soured relationships and her view of the music industry in general.


    Fate played a hand in the way that Chavez and Sylvian linked up, the nature of their meeting being somewhat fortuitous. Chavez (who was a highly acclaimed artist in Europe and Japan) was travelling through Europe on a press trip promoting her new September 1991 release called — confusingly enough — May 12th 1992. While in Paris on the press tour, she was asked whom she would like to work with, and she mentioned Sylvian. The journalist who asked the question knew him, and he told Chavez that he would contact Sylvian’s office and set up a meeting for her in London. However, by the time she arrived, Sylvian had ironically enough been called to Paris to work with Hector Zazou. Chavez visited Richard Chadwick in the Opium Arts office in London, and left a letter and a CD of her album May 12th 1992 for Sylvian.


    Chavez was twenty-two when her and Prince’s paths crossed, and almost as soon as they met, she was working on his Lovesexy album, Chavez credited on the release as “The Spirit Child”. Very soon after this in 1987, she began working on tracks that would end up on the album she left for Sylvian some four years later. Initially, Prince decided to set Chavez’s recitation of poems to music. Work started, but it was slow going, and was frequently interrupted by such projects as the filming of the 1990 released Graffiti Bridge (the sequel to Purple Rain) in which Chavez starred opposite Prince. The sessions for her debut album didn’t resume until March 1991 some three and half years after their inception. By then, five songs had been recorded on which Chavez recited her poetry, Elephant Box, Slappy Day, Jadestone, Whispering Dandelions, and Heaven Must Be Near.


    By now, Chavez had decided, however, that she wanted a bit of distance and independence from Prince, and recorded two songs (Hippy Blood and Little Mama) with Prince’s sound engineer and renowned musician Michael Koppelman. At this stage she took all the recorded tracks to Warner Brothers, who were enthusiastic, but wanted Chavez to replace her spoken voice with a sung vocal. Prince did not toe the same line, and wanted the album to remain spoken voice, and Chavez’s insistence that she added vocals meant that he lost interest and dropped the project, leaving its completion to Koppelmann and associate Levi Seacer Jr. Chavez’s debut album finally saw the light of day on September 24th 1991 via the Paisley Park label, a series of haunting other worldly pieces, with a melancholy air.


    These were the compositions that Sylvian received and listened to, which was perfect timing, because just before receiving the CD, he had heard advanced tapes of Sakamoto’s Heartbeat album, and decided to adapt one of the pieces, Tainai Koriki. He contributed melody and lyrics that he had completed before leaving for Paris, and he had included a part for spoken word. He needed a female performer, and what he heard of Chavez on his return to London made him feel that she may fit the bill. “I’d written a part for female voice, spoken word. I had no one in mind for the part. As I placed the CD Ingrid had left me into the machine, bells sounded, lights flashed that even the virtually blind man I was had no difficulty in seeing.” 67 Sylvian and Chavez subsequently spoke a lot on the phone, and seemed by all accounts to immediately get on well. They arranged to meet in Chavez’s hometown of Minneapolis, and went on a trip to New Orleans — a place Sylvian had never been before — then spending some time travelling around the States, finally meeting up with Sakamoto in New York to record the song. “Ingrid and I got together two weeks prior to the actual sessions, and fought tooth and nail…because I think we felt something was about to happen; the forces were drawing us together, and we fought like crazy. By the time we headed into the studio to record the track we had totally succumbed to one another.” 28


    Heartbeat was a beautiful song, rarely for Sylvian indicating both musically and lyrically an optimism and positivity. This was a love song, very much reflecting his mood having begun to fall for Chavez. The music provided a metronomic “heartbeat”-like backdrop to a narrator subsumed by love, giving in to an all-enveloping emotion. Whether written with Chavez in mind (which was doubtful considering how close to the recording of the song they met), or coincidentally resonating with his newfound sole mate (which seemed more likely), there was no doubting the strength of the feelings conveyed.


    And it sounds so sweet, listen to its heartbeat / And I’m drowning in its sea / Falling at its feet / Listen to my heartbeat baby


    The song used samples of African music, whales, and some spoken word from seminal composer John Cage, who could be heard saying “Almost forgotten sound”, taken from his composition Mureau. Cage composed Mureau in 1970, and it used phrases from the journals of Henry David Thoreau (especially parts that touched on music), which Cage used as a springboard for an elaborate musical collage. Thoreau was a nineteenth century American born philosopher who produced a number of provocative books and papers, but his focus was best encapsulated as a view on the integration of nature and culture. He kept a journal for much of his life, writing in it daily and giving insightful views concerning the environment, nature’s changes, and the changing of the self. Cage extracted this quote from Thoreau’s journals, and the exact same phrase “almost forgotten sound” appeared in Cage’s own work My Writings ’62-’72.


    Sylvian and Fujii split very soon after the recording of Rain Tree Crow by all accounts, and this contributed not only to his state of personal depression, but for the first time in a long time he found himself alone, with no sustaining personal relationship. Subsequent to this, and just prior to meeting Chavez, Sylvian had decided that he wanted to leave England. It was Chavez, however, that was the reason for his move to the United States. “Prior to meeting Ingrid, living in London, I was losing it, I was very mixed up. I needed to get away from the memories. Too many difficult relationships came to an end, including the band members of Japan. The whole thing was very painful.” 20 Two and a half months after meeting, in February 1992, Sylvian and Chavez married in Minneapolis where they lived for the next four years. In Chavez’s own words: “David flew into Minneapolis for one day from London. We got married in my apartment with just my two cats as witnesses. And then he had to fly back the next morning.” 69


    The consistent element in the pre- and post-Secrets of the Beehive period for Sylvian was that for whatever motivation, the collaborative element remained at the core of all his musical composition. In his work with Czukay and Rain Tree Crow, this collaboration extended itself into the area of joint composition and overt improvisation, but it was still collaboration. Sylvian commented on this in the period immediately after Secrets, having been asked whether working with different people helped pull creative elements from him. “Oh for sure, that’s the challenge. That’s why I got involved in so much collaborative work towards the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s. I wanted to challenge myself as a writer and as a performer. I wanted to expand my horizons, if you like, to see what I was capable of. Working with Rain Tree Crow was the most satisfying in that respect.” 73 This was not to say that Sylvian didn’t any longer rate his solo attempts at writing material, and indeed, he was on occasion sometimes minded to reflect that his best material was written alone. But he recognised a different dynamic that came into play when working in a group improvisation environment. “It brings a level of spontaneity, of excitement. It’s like a live spark that gets caught. And I must say it’s an area of work that I will constantly return to, to allow me to reinvigorate myself in some way, and return to my solo work with greater fire and greater passion.” 73


    Back in late 1991 — before Sylvian met and married Chavez, and before his move to the States — he was putting his mind to his next collaborative project with Fripp as we have seen, which actually had some creative roots back in work Sylvian had been doing for a new solo project that never came to fruition just after the final Rain Tree Crow sessions had been concluded. The pair had remained in touch since they last worked together in 1985, and had often discussed the idea of more collaboration. Numerous projects were mooted over the years, but it was only when Fripp began calling Sylvian again in 1991 with various ideas (one of which was to convince Sylvian to front the new King Crimson) that things gelled. Sylvian and Fripp kicked the King Crimson idea around for a while, but eventually both agreed that it wasn’t the right move for Sylvian. However, out of these numerous discussions emerged a collaboration that ended up as a tour of Japan and Italy in the spring of 1992 (The First Day Tour), a matter of weeks after Sylvian married Chavez.  At this time, Sylvian’s was sorting out his affairs in London where he was still based. (Despite the fact that he married in February 1992, it took 6 months after his marriage before he finally severed his ties with London and cleared the bureaucratic hoops to move lock stock and barrel to the USA). Just before marrying, Sylvian became the director of a real estate and house rental company called No 4 Holland Park Ltd based in London. He was appointed on 19th December 1991, and only resigned his directorship in July 2000. Just after marrying, on the 9th July 1992, he was also made director of Opium (Arts) Ltd, only to resign in October of the same year.


    Sylvian and Fripp met up at an installation project in Italy, after which they worked together rehearsing for The First Day tour, a series of live, largely improvised sets. Sylvian, Fripp and Trey Gunn toured as a trio, having only got together 2 weeks prior to the start of the tour in Sylvian’s house in London. The material was written in about a week, rehearsed for a week, and then the three protagonists found themselves performing in front of live audiences. Trey Gunn’s musical career — up until his collaboration with Sylvian on the tour and the subsequent album — was dominated by his association with Fripp, who had effectively been his mentor. Having studied for a degree in classical music composition, American-born Gunn set up in New York City, and became a student of Guitar Craft with Fripp. From this time on he appeared on a number of recordings by Fripp and the League of Crafty Guitarists, and in the late 1980s, up until 1991, toured playing the Chapman stick with Toyah Wilcox, Fripp, and Paul Beavis under the band name Fripp Fripp, (later renamed Sunday All Over the World). After these tours throughout Europe and the U.K., the band recorded and released one album in 1991 called Kneeling at the Shrine. Also in 1991, he and the band worked on Wilcox’s solo album Ophelia’s Shadow. His association with Sylvian was obviously facilitated by Fripp, and while they worked together Gunn produced his first solo album One Thousand Years. On this album, he played stick and provided vocals, the release fusing together Indian modalities with ambient sound-scapes. Gunn was known as an accomplished player of the Chapman stick (from the guitar family, effectively an electric tapped string instrument), and an instrument known as the Warr Guitar, a custom-made 10-string “touch” guitar with the range of a piano. His playing style was obviously influenced by his association with Fripp, his signature being long, undulating sustained melodies, which could be heard on his contributions to compositions performed with Sylvian and Fripp in the early 1990s.


    The First Day tour kicked off on the 1st March 1992 in the Terada Warehouse in Tokyo with a secret show, before five more concerts in Japan up until the 9th March. A few months later, the three musicians then performed ten more dates in Italy beginning in the Auditorium in Bari on the 14th of June, and ending in the Teatro Astra in Bassano del Grappa on the 26th June. The loose structure of these live excursions was such that on occasion the entire performance could be over in 45 minutes! However, there was a basic set that included various instrumentals such as Soundscape, Ascension, Chromatic Fantasy, Blockhead, and Asturias, and songs with vocals such as Firepower, Jean the Birdman, 20th Century Dreaming, and The Blinding Light of Heaven. With so little preparation time before taking the music on the road, the level of concentration in the live setting was immense, much more so than anything Sylvian had had to tackle in the past, but it was something that he revelled in, and it renewed his interest in live performance.


    The First Day tour over, Sylvian wrapped up his affairs in London, and paperwork in place, headed over to live with Chavez in Minneapolis. Arriving in the heat of a Minnesota summer, Sylvian had had little time to get his feet under the table before stage two of his collaboration with Fripp was being discussed and finalised. They would work together on a studio album, taking some material from the live shows they had just completed, and adding more in the studio to complete the project. But the timing was not ideal for Sylvian. “I wasn’t mentally ready to get involved in recording an album with Robert. I didn’t think Robert was all there either. But at the same time there was a lot to be expressed.” 21 The album The First Day was much more closely associated with the overt rock genre than any of Sylvian’s previous work. To a great extent, this Fripp/Sylvian alliance was somewhat of a cul-de-sac when trying to contextualise it on the road map of his musical progression. Lyrically, however, it was a valuable work, as it gave an insight into Sylvian’s thought processes at the time. More precisely, with its conception in the early 1990s, The First Day, like Rain Tree Crow, was another stab at expressing the low points of Sylvian’s spiritual and emotional upheaval. Musically, however, it did not provide a particularly accurate indication as to the direction of future work. It was almost a way for Sylvian to clear his pipes, get something out of his system, before taking a different route of development much more consistent with roots set down earlier in his solo career. This was not to demean or undermine the work which Fripp and Sylvian produced. Instead the point is simply made that at this stage, Sylvian was in a way rebuilding his solo career and had not found his feet but was experimenting to locate his new direction.


    Sylvian spoke extensively over the years about his work with Fripp, and although perhaps the tone of his comments changed a little with time, overall there was a definite air of dissatisfaction with the resultant compositions that appeared on The First Day. However, we have seen that after Secrets of the Beehive was completed, Sylvian could no longer find solace in his music. So despite what he may have considered the imperfect results, without Fripp’s insistence that they work together, he may not have worked at all beyond the Rain Tree Crow project. As such, while the music produced raised more questions than answers when looking at its compositional merits, the collaboration was of fundamental importance as it — along with his new found relationship with Chavez — went a long way to getting Sylvian back on track, and equipped him to take on the new creative challenges that lay ahead. Sylvian said, “In retrospect, I’m surprised that any work came out of that period at all. The work produced then was quite raw, and I guess I was trying to find a voice for what I was going through. But I don’t think the context was quite right for me, and as much as I love Robert and admire him, I don’t think our collaboration was quite right.” 75


    Recorded between December 1992 and March 1993 in New York and New Orleans, the album saw Sylvian providing guitar, tapes, and vocals, Fripp, guitar and Frippertronics, Gunn, grand and tenor sticks and vocals, David Bottrill, treatments, sampled percussion, and computer programming, Jerry Marotta, drums and percussion (a far cry from Sylvian’s usual percussion partner Steve Jansen), additional percussion contributions from Marc Anderson, and vocal contributions from Sylvian’s new wife Chavez. Bottrill joined Sylvian on the mixing desk, replacing Sylvian’s long-standing recording partner Steve Nye in a conscious attempt to get away from the dry, silken sound Nye was synonymous with. With Sylvian and Bottrill being closely involved with the job of editing, structuring, and producing the pieces, Sylvian hoped to achieve a much more up-front rocky sound, success in this objective being obvious.


    Bottrill was a Canadian born record producer, The First Day being one of his first production credits. He began his career in the early 1980s working in the Grant Avenue studio owned by Daniel Lanois. While working with Lanois in the early 1980s, he came into contact with some of the great and the good such as Brian and Roger Eno and Michael Brook. His producing skills were enhanced by the fact that he was also a reasonably competent musician, which helped with the fundamentals of production such as harmony, progression, and melody. At the time of his collaboration on The First Day, he was Fripp’s frequent production partner.


    Drummer Marotta came to The First Day as a musical all-rounder. He was born in Cleveland, Ohio in 1956, and was the brother of well-known composer and drummer Rick Marotta. In the early to mid-1970s, he began his professional music career as a member of his brother’s band Arthur, Hurley, and Gottlieb, and then from 1975 into the early 1980s he played with the band Orleans. By the early 1990s, however, he was probably best known as being a member of Peter Gabriel’s studio and touring band, a position he held from 1977 to 1986. In addition to this association though, he also worked with numerous other bands, including Hall and Oates, Tears for Fears, Joan Armatrading, and Paul McCartney, and at the time of his work on The First Day, he was drummer for the American folk rock band Indigo Girls. In 1986 he started his own band Island of Men, and set up Jersville and Dreamland studios just outside Woodstock in New York State. His drumming was famous for its modern edge, and Marotta was known for his unique feel and vision when it came to collaboration.


    Anderson was an American percussionist who was typically associated with seminal ECM guitarist and music innovator Steve Tibbetts, who he worked with consistently from 1977. However, despite this close association, Anderson’s work was prolific, and he came to The First Day with an array of touring and recording credits, including work with Glen Helgeson, Greg Brown, Claudia Schmidt, Lorie Line, and Dave Moore, who he worked with on his debut album Over My Shoulder just before working with Fripp and Sylvian. (At about the time that Anderson met Sylvian in 1993, his interest in Zen Buddhism galvanised into a concerted period of study, and he has now been ordained in the Soto Zen lineage, and leads retreats and meditation classes in Minneapolis/St Paul in Minnesota.)


    Sylvian — who loathed sterile, windowless, air-conditioned recording studios — did pre-production and rehearsals for The First Day in the boutique residential Applehead Studios, set in 17 acres of farmland in a town called Saugeties just outside Woodstock. The album was actually recorded in Marotta’s Dreamland studios in Harley, an idyllic setting, near Woodstock again, in a rural location in the upper Hudson River valley. This studio was an old wooden church, full of history and character. In addition, Sylvian chose to record in one of his favourite studios, Kingsway in New Orleans. About four of the pieces on the album were written in this studio, housed in a 12,000 square foot Italianate mansion built in 1860, which had been Canadian composer Daniel Lanois’s house and his own recording studio from about 1991. With the studios on the ground floor, there were also suites with balconies on the second and third floors. What Sylvian and many other artists that used this iconic studio were looking for was the ability to work in an environment with a unique ambience, born out of Lanois’s refined aesthetics and his insistence that the space reflected creative pursuits. Eighteen foot high ceilings, fireplaces in nearly every room, and ornate flourishes abounded in the building which was located at 544 Esplanade Avenue in New Orleans’ fabled French quarter, a couple of blocks from the Mississippi waterfront.


    It was natural to conclude that the rock tones that ran throughout The First Day were primarily Fripp’s influence, as he — more than Sylvian — was at home in this genre. But interestingly enough, it seemed as if the impetus behind the final sound might have been more the result of Sylvian’s thought processes. “When we got into the studio we had a lot of beautiful ballads, quite stunning pieces in fact. There was this emphasis placed on the more dynamic material, the more aggressive material, primarily by myself. I wanted to deal with this subject matter.” 94 For sure, Sylvian would have been pushing at an open door with Fripp if his mind was set on rocking the music up, but there was a motivation behind the sound produced, and not just the fact that Fripp was a dominant force. At the time, Sylvian and Fripp suggested that the quieter pieces — which didn’t fit the context of the album — should be shelved, and perhaps saved for a second album. This album never materialised, but two of the pieces were eventually heard on the Damage live CD, a recording of The First Day material when it was taken on the road in 1994 on the Road to Graceland tour. As for the rockier pieces, Sylvian said, “It was an area that we both wanted to cover. It was more natural for Robert to be working in the rock vein. Prior to Robert calling me in 1991, I was thinking of getting involved in more rock-oriented music, because the subject matter I wanted to deal with was more of a frustrated nature. It needed to be backed with a more dynamic form of music. We tried to touch on it a little bit with Rain Tree Crow, but with the nature of the musicians in that band it didn’t feel right. When we tried to cover the area, it would feel false and uncomfortable. But at the time I still wanted to make an album that was dynamic. So when Robert rang, there was my opportunity.” 77


    So Sylvian used his work with Fripp to delve into an area of creativity that for him had previously remained relatively untouched, and providing him with the voice he needed to articulate the profound feelings of personal disquiet with which he was wrestling. The First Day was a kind of hybrid, combining the tightly arranged and the loosely improvised, knitting together Sylvian’s and Fripp’s different approaches to recording, a challenge that Sylvian was said to have enjoyed (to an extent). One of the root causes of Sylvian’s dissatisfaction with the studio-based recordings, however, was the enormous difference that existed in the way the pair worked. “It was riddled with difficulties of one kind or another. Robert and I have very different methods of working. Robert is very much of the old school process of basically capturing a performance live and that is so far removed from what I am looking for nine times out of ten. We didn’t actually work that closely in the studio. Robert would come in in the morning and do a series of performances, and I would spend the remainder of the day either editing his performances or working on something of my own. Robert would then come in at the end of the day and say ‘What do we have?’ I didn’t help select the musicians. It was a context of Robert’s making which was unusual for me.” 21


    A key problem was getting Sylvian’s voice to sit well within the context of the guitar heavy music, which was why his voice was treated a fair amount to enable it to rise above the fray. The album was seen by many as unusually aggressive and hard hitting when compared to the bulk of Sylvian’s offerings to this point, with wild distorted sounds from Fripp on electric guitar (his trademark), and strident hard hitting rhythms. Added to this mix were Sylvian’s lyrics, which were atypically very direct and often uncomfortable. But the importance of the album was not just in the music produced as we have seen. Sylvian saw the role of The First Day and his collaboration with Fripp as being of a healing nature, not just for him, but also for Fripp who among other things at this time was in the midst of a significant wrangle with the EG label. “Making the album was definitely a cathartic experience, both for Robert and myself. It comes out of traumatic experiences, but it also resolves them. In the end, the healing takes place. In working on this album I really surfaced from the experiences of the previous years and managed to move on. It was a turning point for both of us.” 29 In effect, Fripp had created an ideal environment for Sylvian to express the rather negative feelings he had had in the immediate period preceding the project, and The First Day recording provided him with a release for the anger, frustration, and anxiety that he felt. The recording helped him work through certain experiences, but he did not feel particularly close to the material some years later, almost as if it was a necessary aspect of his recovery and renewal, which should not be focused on when over. Making the album helped Sylvian break through the glass ceiling that had suppressed his musical creativity for the previous few years. It allowed him to sweat his troubles out of his system.


    The First Day could not be seen as a commentary on the precise nature of Sylvian’s life at the time of its release in July 1993, as by then he had been married to Chavez for well over a year, which marked the beginning of a prolonged period of contentment for the composer. Its recording and release were effectively a line drawn under his depression, clearing the path for future compositions that were conceived from his newfound contented family life. Sylvian was aware that many of his followers would view The First Day and perhaps even his previous offerings with Czukay as unnecessary in the path of his solo development, but for the artist himself, they were vital to effectively lay the groundwork for future direction and future compositions. In addition, when the Fripp/Sylvian band took to the road to tour the material, it really hit its straps, and this experience definitely informed Sylvian’s perspective on live performance from this point on. No longer the reluctant live artist after the Fripp association (well, for a period anyway!).


    The way in which the collaboration with Fripp worked was inherently flawed as far as Sylvian was concerned, especially in terms of personnel used and individual motivations, which in turn had what he considered a deleterious effect on the final compositions. “From the outset it was clear that Trey was to be an essential part of the line-up. Trey is a wonderful musician, but I felt that his involvement in every aspect of the work we did together helped to keep Robert in familiar territory. When it came to recording the album, despite my suggestions to the contrary, we ended up with what was to be Robert’s future Crimson line-up minus Belew [the vocalist]. This kept the sessions somewhat in the realms of Robert’s original desire for me to join Crimson. However, the sessions proved disastrous due mainly to my inability to work comfortably with Marotta (a fine musician) who tended to dominate them. Two weeks into the album and we didn’t have a drummer.” 67


    Having removed Marotta from the mix, the ensemble started to use drum loops on some of the tracks (mostly performed by Marotta during practice sessions and supplied by the recording engineer Bottrill). Sylvian also questioned Fripp’s focus and motivations at the time, suggesting that he may have been using the The First Day project as a mechanism to polish his own playing to the point he felt it needed to be for the reformation of King Crimson. Shifts in personnel, and non-project focussed motivations, meant that the birth of The First Day was somewhat fraught, and it took a lot of work to sort the material out in the mixing stage. Sylvian gave some insight. “I left the sessions about one week into the recording as things didn’t appear to be working out the way I would have liked them. I thought it better to leave Robert alone at the helm for a bit. Two weeks later I returned and a number of basic tracks had been recorded but sonically the sound was incredibly dense with little room for air. I was still trying to improve it in the mastering stage. Never a good sign that!” 59 Sylvian worked hard with Bottrill editing and structuring the pieces that finally appeared on the album. It is fair to say that Fripp had not expected to write material in the studio, and he found Sylvian’s way of working somewhat ponderous, and so in the latter stages of the process, Fripp only came in when he was needed.


    For Sylvian, mastering was and still is one of the most critical stages of creating an album, the last step, but the most important in his eyes. As such, he was notorious for spending an enormous amount of time listening to the cuts on different sound systems and through different speakers. On The First Day, he acknowledged that this stage was not easy. “This album was difficult to cut. It was cut seven or eight times before I deemed it passable. I felt that some of the sounds on the mixes were rather muddy, with a flapping bottom end that wasn’t necessary. So we tried to bring in clarity and edge.” 95 Considering how, later in his career, Sylvian acquainted himself with all sorts of electronic wizardry, at the stage of the recording of The First Day, he was surprisingly remote from — and apparently ignorant of — the role of MIDI, and it was used very little on the album. Sylvian’s keyboards went straight to tape, and the use of MIDI and samples was really limited to the area of percussion, and a few areas of orchestration. At this stage in his career, Sylvian thought that the use of MIDI was better suited to live performance, and he had Prince’s keyboard technician advise him for the live set up when he and Fripp went on the road, using Opcode Studio 5 MIDI patchbay, which proved extremely flexible for re-routing and programming for the tour. Also somewhat surprisingly, there were not a lot of keyboards on the album. Sylvian played a Fender Rhodes, Hammond organ, a Korg M1, and a Korg Wavestation A/D, which he spent a lot of time programming, avoiding at all costs — as usual — the use of recognisable presets.


    Looking at the themes dealt with on the album, The First Day seemed to have as its focus an acknowledgement of the hurdles and obstacles life threw at us. It suggested that there was a path through these problems that relied on attitude, and a “way of being” that was more resolute and allowed people to make positives out of negatives. This facilitated a more fulfilling view of the troubled world around you. Again, there were light and dark and positive and negative images that were the staple of many of Sylvian’s previous and future lyrical compositions. On The First Day, however, there was a toughness inherent in the message, almost an attitude that if life had its dangers and pitfalls, you should take them on the chin, and that way there was a way to overcome, a path to a more positive future.


    In the end, three pieces were taken directly from the live performances that pre-dated the release of the album, Jean the Birdman, Firepower, and 20th Century Dreaming, although the latter two were extended and transformed in the studio. The album, however, began with the song God’s Monkey — music composed by Sylvian, Fripp, Gunn, and Bottrill — with lyrics in common with all songs on the album written by Sylvian alone. Built around a Bottrill drum loop that used samples from Marotta practicing before he was axed, this song had an upbeat and relatively funky feel. Sylvian recalled the work he did with Bottrill on the track. “I can’t remember much more than that Bottrill had a Roland sampler in his rack, with a Korg A2 for treatments and Performer and a Mac for sequencing. He had recorded some of Jerry’s improvisations whilst he was tuning up on DAT, edited them in the Roland, and came up with this fantastic groove.” 95


    The title of the song could be read in many ways. Some postulated that it was connected with Nietzche’s view of man “as a stretched cable over an abyss”, with a monkey at one end and the übermensch (the super-human) at the other. As such he could fall to the ground and break all his bones, or he could evolve and attain the super-human status, the title of the song therefore being suggestive of an alchemical transformation. 96 Another view was that it was connected with Hinduism, which had within it Hanuman, a monkey god, renowned for his courage, power, and faithful, selfless service. Hanuman was considered the living embodiment of the Karma Yogi (one whose meditation and devotion were demonstrated through hard work and service.) Was there a shaft of inspiration here? Was the quest in the song the attainment of a better place that was removed from the pain and suffering being endured? Maybe, but here the reference was to “God’s” monkey, not a monkey God, which implied that the title was more likely referencing a basic of western religion, where Satan was often seen as “God’s Monkey”. Back in the second century, early Christian writer Tertullian famously wrote “Diabolos dei simia” which translated as “The devil is God’s monkey”, and this was a common description of Satan in the middle ages in Western Christian religions. What was meant was that the devil was able to mimic, but was unable to create, imitating God’s work, but in a way that was malign, negative, and evil. Quite literally the devil “aped” God. Working along this line of reasoning, the lyric was suggestive of the fact that the ladder which was seen as a route from one situation to another, something to climb, in fact only delivered you to the devil.


    Find the ladder / Climb the ladder / To God’s Monkey


    The lyric resonated with the overall themes of anxiety, loss, and frustration that ran throughout most of the album. The narrator initially described himself as the focus of the lyric in the third person, switching to the first person as the lyric progressed. This device added to the distance and remoteness that the narrator evoked. The environment was bleak and unremitting, a vacuum, devoid of anything tangible to hold onto for solace.


    One push / You fall in / Born in darkness / Born in darkness / Built on shame / And hurting / Filled with silence / Filled with silence / And stars, stars, stars


    Applying this sense of being lost, shame, and hurting to Sylvian himself, fitted with the position we knew him to have been in at the time that the lyric was written, a man depressed, with no sense of personal or professional purpose that had anything other than a vague direction. However, he was aware that there were stars, something out there, something suggestive of another way, but out of reach. The personal feel was reinforced when reference was made to songs and singing, Sylvian’s usual route to personal, professional, and even spiritual catharsis. However, in this instance, being so far removed from anything that even remotely represented spiritual redemption (symbolised by heaven), there was no singing to be done, at least none that had a depth and meaning that made it worthwhile.


    No song to sing / That I believe in / That I believe in / Can’t breath the air / It’s too thin / This far from heaven / This far from heaven


    Jean the Birdman followed, co-written by Sylvian, Fripp, and Gunn, a more melodic piece than many on the album, and one of the three that were taken directly from the live performances that preceded the recording of the album. The title was inspired by an old Sylvian muse. “The name came from Cocteau, but I just applied it to my life, what was going on in my life at that time. Jean the Birdman was written just after the Rain Tree Crow sessions had come to an end, and it was like a continuation of the themes that had started out on that record.” 36 Le Mystere de Jean l’Oiseleur (The Mystery of Jean the Birdman) was a series of Cocteau’s self-portraits from 1924, Jean the Birdman being one of Cocteau’s nicknames. Some say that it was his greatest illustrated book, 30 self-portraits when he was undergoing a detoxification from opium as he struggled with the death of his friend Raymond Radiguet. These self-portraits were made as Cocteau stared into a mirror, and in most his melancholy face could be seen, and text in the margins added to the sense of bewilderment and upheaval that he was feeling in this time of despair. Lyrically, the song touched on themes that occurred in some of Sylvian’s earlier works. Here was a narrator who described the overcoming of hurdles and trials and tribulations despite the opposition of Gods and divine intervention. In the face of adversity, there was a way through (very much the theme of the Rain Tree Crow album, if not triumph out of adversity, at least a recognition of a way out). The narrator here was personified as the “Jean the Birdman” of the title, surely representing Sylvian himself.


    Heaven may stone him / But Jean the Birdman pulls it off


    Jean the Birdman was trying to attain goals against the odds, parallel to the plight Sylvian found himself in at the time that the song was penned, and also parallel to Cocteau’s life for much of his career.


    He gambles on the saddle / He’s pulling at the mane / He thrashes at the horses back / Ambition is a bloody game / Horse doesn’t want to jump / The river looks too wide / Well he faces every hurdle / With a nervous state of mind


    There was a feeling that despite his best endeavours, the subject of the song was struggling on a well-trodden and unavoidable path, but perseverance and strength could win the day.


    Life is a cattle farm / Coyotes with the mules / Life is a bullring / For taking risks and flouting rules / Who needs a safety net / The world is open wide / Just look out for the card sharks / And the danger signs


    Parallels with Sylvian’s desire and conscious move away from old held beliefs and constraints to achieve a new beginning and a new focus were obviously present in this song, which along with the composition Firepower that followed, strongly articulated frustration and anxiety. The sloughing off of Christian ideals and ephemera was made explicit in Jean the Birdman.


    He wears a crucifix / His mother left to him / It’s wrapped in chains around his heart / Rusted and wafer thin


    Firepower presented Fripp’s harsh guitar riffs and a troubling and distorted vocal delivery from Sylvian, and while it came directly from the live performances, it was greatly extended and transformed during the recording of the album. Again co-written by Sylvian, Fripp, and Gunn, the collaborators here used MIDI samples in the percussion department, and the orchestration in the Coda of the composition came from various sources, such as recordings from short-wave radio, samples from various forms of classical music, and something from a sampled string quartet. While the album in its entirety could be seen as if not quite uplifting, at least cognisant of a better way, elements of it (such as Firepower) did deal with some rather negative states of mind. As with songs such as Silver Moon and Riverman from Gone to Earth, Firepower referenced sleep and dreaming, a nod in the direction of the Gurdjieff philosophy that the automatic reflexes and conditioned habits of the normative state were effectively a waking sleep. Sylvian attempted to explain the song. “Firepower is [about] somebody with a survivors approach to life who is constantly coming up against obstacles which remain obstacles and not opportunities and therefore is defeated in life. Jean the Birdman is kind of the same subject matter, but it is more ironic because it deals with a character that always comes out on top by living with a similar attitude. But…as the album progresses, slightly more hope enters into the pieces until there is…a celebratory feeling. Darshan is very uplifting.” 77


    Of all the songs on the album, Firepower perhaps best mirrored the difficulties Sylvian was facing in his life at the point of its conception. “I felt more comfortable at the time making oblique social observations or statements as a means of dealing indirectly with a mental state that was baffling, not to say overwhelming, for me. I believed, and still believe, in the underlying power and omniscience of divine love. The problem at the time was that despite my belief I had a hard time experiencing the love, and could only approach it intellectually through the recollection of past experience. I attempted to express the anger, rage, and impotence I felt at the time. The blindness, the absolute darkness.” 67 Even a sideways look at the lyrics of the song indicated these feelings.


    They placed the barrel at his head / Raging blind and rising / Cursed by saints and all the rest / He can’t stand up for trying —  and —

    He beats the door and breaks his watch / Afraid to sleep he won’t let up / No room for silence, pause or thought / To ease the hurt inside him


    This song was about the intense struggle to overcome the pressures of modern life and the vain attempt to discover the values that would rekindle its joys, in other words becoming more centred and focused, and able to respond to the world around in a more positive manner.


    Brightness Falls followed, sharing its title with that of a poem by English renaissance writer Thomas Nashe written in 1593 “A Litany in Time of Plague (Brightness Falls from the Air)”, which itself inspired the title of a surprisingly philosophical popular novel published by Jay McInerney, “Brightness Falls” in 1992. The poem touched on themes that resonated with the issues that we saw Sylvian wrestling with in this song and many of his works, describing man’s vulnerability to death. Despite all man’s sophistication and all man’s technological advances, there was an inevitability about his end. Was Nashe a line of inspiration, or was this a coincidence that just provided an affirmation that through the centuries, man has been struggling with the same issues? Nashe’s poem read as follows.


    Beauty is but a flower / Which wrinkles will devour / Brightness falls from the air / Queens have died young and fair / Dust hath closed Helen’s eye / I am sick, I must die / Lord have mercy on us! 97


    In Sylvian’s song, the narrator was dealing with issues of loss, and the hopelessness of a future without the companionship of a lover or a higher faith.


    Baby, baby, I hate to go / Don’t leave me alone in this sorrow

    The body’s heavy / The getting slow / Lost in moments / Caught in moments / The night is starless and stands below / And I need you by my side

    Baby, baby, I love you so / Don’t leave me alone in this hollow

    When brightness falls / Who’ll come running.


    There was a palpable longing, but an inability to attain a lifeline that gave hope, as the relentless and inexorable nature of the narrator’s plight was exposed.


    There’s nothing left to write about / And time’s no longer the greatest injustice of all / On this new day


    20th Century Dreaming (A Shaman’s Song), came next, and exhibited an aggressive drum beat with intense heavy rock guitar riffs backing a lyric that reinforced the recurrent theme that was seen throughout The First Day of hurdles that could be overcome. A compelling reading of this lyric was that — as the title suggested — it was a Shaman’s song, where Sylvian identified himself with the Shaman, the music acting as some sort of shamanic trance-inducing medium. As the song began, the journey began, with the fresh air of morning. The narrator awoke to the sound of rain, and he went to the crossroads that divided the paths of men and spirits where value was meaningless.


    Cold morning / Start of another day / Sleeping through the epilogue / Waking to the sound of rain / Driven to the crossroads / Where value is meaningless / What did you do to my faith / In justice, hope, and happiness


    But at the crossroads, there was a path that could indicate optimism and a positive outcome. The Shaman searched in his heart, and he discovered the rescuing spirit.


    Gonna take a course of action / To restore my sight / ‘Til the heart of motivation / Is filled with a golden light.


    As time passed, the narrator seemed more secure in the fight against the darkness. Little by little the atmosphere was changing, and there was a sense of hope. There was a way — that with some inner strength and conviction — could lead to a betterment of the situation and the self. The inexorable troubles that had surrounded the narrator in previous songs on the album gave way somewhat here to a thought process that perhaps the future did have possibilities. After the storm the peace descended.


    As the river runs / Tumbles and turns / You know you shouldn’t stay / Or play the game again / But it could be different this time / You may win


    After 20th Century Dreaming came Darshan – The Road to Graceland. Darshan grew out of the live improvised performances, and was reworked in the studio. Sylvian said of the piece, “What feels good whilst you improvise isn’t always going to be interesting for other people to listen to. So we spent a lot of time working on pieces and developing them. It was a challenge to make them work for other people. Neither of us had thought of putting on a piece like Darshan, which is 18 minutes of rhythmically repetitive music with jazz-type improvisations going on throughout. So there was a lot of restructuring going on in that piece, whilst at the same time I tried not to weaken the live performance that gave it its power in the first place. It was a way of combining Robert’s and my approach to recording music, and a challenge that I enjoyed.” 95 Bottrill had a key part to play on the track, which used some of his samples to provide the basic rhythm. Over these were weaved a beguiling texture made up of Fripp’s guitar and Sylvian’s voice intoning a minimalist lyric.


    Darshan in Hindu worship was the beholding of a deity, a revered person, or a sacred object. Darshan could be received from a guru, and was the bestowal of love, light, and grace. This song’s title suggested the path that the narrator wanted to take, and dovetailed precisely with Sylvian’s direction in his quest for a fulfilling spiritualism and faith. Here he had an opportunity to take a path that was perceived to be the right path.


    One light / One way / One road / To take / We stand / And wait


    The First Day ended with Bringing Down the Light, written by Fripp, with his Frippertronics to the fore in what was a relaxing meditative instrumental soundscape, the title being somewhat indicative of a state of serenity. The album was promoted via the release of a two CD set in August 1993, both featuring Jean the Birdman, one backed by two previously unreleased compositions — Earthbound (Starblind) and Endgame —and one backed by the Sylvian/Fripp version of the song Gone to Earth, and two new compositions Tallow Moon and Dark Water. All these previously unreleased tracks were written by Sylvian as he explained. “These pieces were written after the completion of the Rain Tree Crow project. Lyrically, there’s still this connection with that earlier material. I guess I hadn’t worked the themes out of my system entirely with Rain Tree Crow. There were a series of songs written at this time. Jean the Birdman was part of that series. Ultimately I found much of that material unconvincing, and abandoned it.” 98 Only when Fripp and Sylvian decided to collaborate on their project together did they re-emerge and were they finally completed.


    Earthbound (Starblind) was co-written by Fripp and Sylvian, and was effectively in two parts, Sylvian singing a melodic verse and chorus over a simple acoustic guitar, which then gave way to a 6 minute Fripp inspired soundscape of guitar and Frippertronics, in places redolent of the atmospheric passages that he produced on Gone to Earth, here extended and expanded into a complicated overlay of various guitar effects. Lyrically, the song presented a number of themes that had been seen before. Fitting in with Sylvian’s admission that these compositions had their genesis straight after the Rain Tree Crow sessions, the crow itself made a re-appearance in this rather opaque lyric. The narrator immediately tied the subject of the lyric with the symbol of the crow.


    Like a black crow standing on a sea of shells / She’s blessed by magic and the sound of liberty’s bells / And I’ll raise the curfew and sit by her door / She’s been through this world before


    As the title of the song implied, the narrator was earthbound, unable to reach his goals, but blinded by the things that he wished to attain but perhaps didn’t fully understand. The “she” of the piece seemed to be a divine power, which had caused the narrator to question his past associations, and which had a depth of understanding that went far beyond the books he used to gain what little knowledge he had.


    She’s giving me questions and quizzical looks / She tears up my papers and burns all my books / They gave her nothing she didn’t already know / She’s getting ready to go


    Endgame was a simple piece, again dominated by Sylvian’s verse chorus vocal over a simple acoustic guitar accompaniment, with some unobtrusive background instrumentation. The vocal was prominent, and this song almost came across as a country and western piece, complete with slide guitar in the mix. Musically, an odd song, different from much of Sylvian’s previous work, almost playful in its delivery, but once again the twist was in the lyric, the shade introduced against the lightness of the music. Compared with Earthbound (Starblind), the lyric seemed somewhat more direct, and the depth of the bitterness that Sylvian displayed in the composition was quite profound. Twisted together were shards of disquiet and descriptions of a failing relationship, but there was an omnipresent force overseeing this situation, a mocking God that laughed at the story that was told.


    Her room was quite a mess / The court said I had no defence against her / Her bags were packed, the doors are closing / The three-day truce of hostilities was over / I thought I’d notice when my tail was in the fire / She’d dress the wounds in vitriol to keep the burns alive / And Jesus said, “If you listen good / You’ll hear the sound of God laughing”


    The narrator was on the road to Calvary, the road to crucifixion, a road that implied suffering, a road that Christians took where the self was crushed, the way of thinking and dependence on earthly things were stripped away, and they learned who they really were. This was certainly a journey of revelation and discovery that involved a casting off, pain, and self-discovery before redemption. As such, we could perhaps see Sylvian drawing this comparison out as he looked for the direction he must take to find his own solace.


    Last chances in the car, the fine white lines are leading to the station / I’ll start the journey off defining love with a thousand explanations / Rows of telegraph poles where the railway meets the sea / Counting crucifixions on this road to Calvary / And the DJ said “You’ve been listening to the wonderful sound of God laughing” / And Jesus said “Well its over once you’ve heard the sound of God laughing


    Tallow Moon was an altogether different beast, a haunting and atmospheric piece, Sylvian’s “vocals” actually consisting of spoken word, his voice distorted, and the rest of the composition being a meandering soundscape. The lyric first appeared on the previously referenced 1991 Zazou album Sahara Blue, on the track Lettre Au Directeur Des Messageries Maritimes. As on Tallow Moon, Sylvian spoke the lyrics of the poem on the Zazou composition, and again his voice was distorted, suggesting that it was perhaps the same recording, only on Tallow Moon applied to a different backing track. The text implied a narrator disjointed, turning his back on known associations, pleasures, and safety, before embarking on a quest into the unknown, searching for something, but not really knowing what it was. Whatever it was, although nebulous, had a strength, however, and was blinding and overwhelming because it was indefinable, near and yet so far away.


    The Crux / the stone / the heart / the home / Blinded / In search of stars

    Thereness / Nearly / Vastly invisible / Unsensed, unseen / Troubled and troubling / Nothing / A coat / A hood / The hooded I / Under a tallow moon


    Dark Water was a Fripp performed and composed piece that was a somewhat more joyous ambient soundscape than the darkness of Tallow Moon, gentle and melodic, really fairly benign in most respects.


    And so the Sylvian / Fripp collaboration was done, and the stage was set for Sylvian’s next compositional excursions. With The First Day, as with Rain Tree Crow, he had managed to lay to rest some of the demons that had so troubled him in the late 1980s and the early 1990s, but what next? Well, with Sylvian’s newfound love of touring, he and Fripp decided to take to the road once again, this time moving through Japan, the USA, Canada, and Europe. The Road to Graceland tour once again — as with The First Day tour that pre-dated the album — began in Tokyo, this time at the Kannai Hoken Hallon on the 14th October 1993. 9 dates in Japan up until the 26th of October were followed by three dates in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago between the 28th and the 31st October, one gig in Toronto on the 1st November, one night in New York City on the 2nd November, and then the European leg of the tour which began in the Supercinema in Chieti in Italy on the 6th November. The European leg was dominated by 10 concerts in Italy, and then eleven between Holland, Belgium, France, and the United Kingdom, finishing with two dates in the Royal Albert Hall on the 4th and 5th of December.


    The live album of this tour entitled Damage, was released in 1994, and was taken from the final Royal Albert Hall show, with one track from the previous evening’s concert due to recording issues. The band — Sylvian, Fripp, Gunn, Michael Brook on guitars, and Pat Mastelotto on drums and percussion — played a standard set of songs from The First Day album, and also included were some reworked tracks from Sylvian’s back catalogue, Every Colour You Are, Gone to Earth, Wave, and Riverman. American born drummer Pat Mastelotto came to the project having been a founder member of the band Mr Mister in the early 1980s, and then acting as a session drummer for an array of groups and artists such as XTC, The Rembrandts, Julia Fordham, and Hall and Oates. His collaboration with Fripp and Sylvian led to him becoming a permanent member of the newly formed King Crimson in 1994.


    Damage also included two ballads entitled Damage and The First Day, which would be released for the first and only time on the live album. In addition, a composition in a similar vein to the rock-oriented nature of the studio album was also included, entitled Blinding Light of Heaven. When Sylvian and Fripp first put their heads together for their collaboration in the early 1990s, as we have seen, many of the compositions that they first came up with before committing to the “rockier” route were ballads, and it is fair to assume that this was when the songs Damage and The First Day were produced. The live album was important for one other reason, and that was that the sound engineer was one Dave Kent, who would become an important figure as Sylvian’s career in the States progressed. Damage was eventually released in two forms, the Fripp version, and then the Sylvian version, differing in feel, and with significantly different mixing and editing, and also the inclusion of different songs and a different running order. Opinion was divided as to which version was best, but it was fair to say that Sylvian’s release was more subtle, maybe less spontaneous, but certainly more intimate.


    Damage itself was a beautiful ballad, with the band producing a plaintiff and haunting backdrop for Sylvian’s simple keyboard melody and rich vocal delivery. The singing was heart rending, and Fripp added subtle guitar refrains and rich Frippertronics as Sylvian imparted a lyric that was highly moving. The title of the song gave a hint of what was to come. Here was a narrator signalling the loss of human love or the loss of a connection with the divine. It would have been easier to live with things the way that they were, retain the status quo, but the impression was given that this compromise was not possible. However painful, ties had to be cut, and the journey into the unknown in search of redemption had to be started.


    Why didn’t I stay? / Why couldn’t I? / So many lives to cross / Well I just had to leave / There goes everything / Everything


    The longing for a solution, the longing for the attainment of a place where the confusion ended, where the answer lay was palpable, and maybe, just maybe, when this was found, then a return to some semblance of stability and an ability to love and be loved could be found. The solution was there, but it had not been located. The place where the narrator could feel his despair and worries dissolve, and where he was embraced, and felt the love that made his purpose in life and the foundation of his life strong again was acknowledged, but not yet fully recognised. Sylvian apparently wrote the lyric for Fripp after his mother died during their collaboration, many other layers of possible interpretation fused on top of this tribute.


    Can I meet you there? / God knows the place / And I’ll touch your hand / Kiss your face / We only want to be loved / We only want to be loved / I only want to be loved


    The First Day was another gorgeous ballad, dominated by Sylvian’s vocal delivery and piano accompaniment, backed once again by some complimentary Frippertronics and atmospherics from the rest of the band. Effectively, this was the title track of the entire collaboration between Fripp and Sylvian, suggesting a new beginning, the first step in a long journey, the first day of a new spiritual life. The lyric was full of beautiful and delicate images, subtle word play, and a degree of mystery and rich symbolism that clouded a clear view of the precise meaning of the composition. In this song — maybe more so than in any other Sylvian composition — the key was the melding of these magical words with the music, evoking a dream-like mood, but with a definite feeling of latent optimism, a feeling that the fog was lifting, and the path that had been obscured was at least coming into some form of relief — if not at this stage vivid relief.


    Bring out the stars / And fade to silence / Let the heart decide / And watch it grow


    There was a suggestion of giving in to the wonders that existed in the world, where words and the rationalising of the head could be replaced by simply succumbing to the grandeur of the heavens, and letting the heart rule. As Sylvian would articulate in a song in years to come much later in his career, “The heart knows better!” There seemed to have been an awakening, some contact, however brief, with a greater power that had given a suggestion of a path to safety and solace. The contact was brief, but a door had been opened, and the narrator felt that now that it was open, this contact would not be lost. It would be made again. It had produced a vision of enormous clarity in an otherwise black and unforgiving world.


    Baby came and spoke her name / With promises to call again / Swimming gold in a blackened sea / She troubles me, she troubles me


    The troubling nature of the contact suggested not so much something malign, but more thought provoking, troubling in a way that it was forcing the narrator to wake up and look at a possible new reality. Hidden in the lyric was a verse that seemed to be a commentary on Sylvian’s own profession as a musician, a musician that as we know had used — and as his career progressed would continue to use — composition as a way of unravelling life’s complexities. Music was cathartic for Sylvian, and the impression was given that as he lifted his head and appreciated the new possibilities that existed in his journey, he saw the nature of his false starts and musical lifeline with a clarity that he had not had before.


    Counting the ways / To fall without landing / Stumbling into flight / Descent and slide / Compressing sound / From coal to diamond / Words are knotted tight / To chords that bind


    The feeling of breaking free, seeing “a” light if not “the” light was compounded towards the end of the song, when the narrator asked that he should not be put off from shooting for this new opportunity. The cage door was opening, and the narrow parameters of life to this point were apparently about to widen. As they did, the narrator felt as if he was being guided somewhat, he was no longer flying solo.


    Whittling down the wood with the stone / If the boundary breaks I’m no longer alone / don’t discourage me / Bring out the stars / On the first day / The first day


    The Blinding Light of Heaven — the studio version of which was finally released on a compilation album released some eight years later — was much more in keeping with the nature of the other compositions that made it onto the The First Day album. Here was a bi-play between the ensemble, strident drum loops, screaming Frippertronics, and great stick work from Gunn, over which Sylvian sang, in places his voice treated so that it held against the edgier rock feel of the piece. Lyrically, this was a song that once again pointed towards salvation, an association with a lover or a divine force that was imbuing the narrator with a degree of strength, desire, and hope. While the narrator could see the contrast between his own state and that of the subject of his longing, there was a feeling that the realisation of the contrast was the key, as there was something that could be aspired to and ultimately reached that he saw embodied in front of him.


    I count the table, she counts the trees / I tell stories, she speaks of everything she sees / I’m in the shade, she’s in the blinding light of heaven


    As the lyric progressed, it seemed as if the narrator’s frustration and the source of the suppression of his true self was maybe even God, the old God associated with past religious affiliations that had stifled his spiritual awareness and the potential for fulfilment. This God was a critical God, a judgemental God full of chastisements and dogmatic rules and regulations, making the head think in a certain way, whereas the answer was becoming more and more obvious. The heart should be allowed to rule and absorb a more forgiving and benevolent spirituality.


    He told me of the grace I lacked / He clipped my wings, but now my strength is coming back / I’ll lay my case before the open heart of heaven


    With the compositions on the studio album, The First Day, and those on Damage and the 2 promotional releases with Jean the Birdman, the full body of released work that came from the Fripp / Sylvian collaboration was complete. In terms of The First Day itself, Sylvian’s own view once it was finished seemed reasonably sanguine. Following his depression in the late 1980s, which certainly affected him into the early 1990s, and the apparent growing of some form of inner strength which was enhanced by his collaboration with Fripp, he had produced a work that he felt had some aspects of positivity. “Having completed the sequence of it, I realised just the way the album runs was very uplifting. If you made it through the whole album, you finally came out of the experience in an uplifted state.” 77 This sequence — a shift in mood and emotion — caused some to say that The First Day was almost like a concept album. The uplifting end may well have been Sylvian’s music and lyrics beginning to mirror the more contented life that he was beginning to find with Chavez. This relationship was certainly a dominant force in Sylvian’s life at this stage in his career. He was married, he had just moved from London to the United States, there was so much in place that would now impact profoundly on his future direction and life. Just before the “The Road to Graceland” tour Chavez and Sylvian had had their first child, Ameera Daya (the tour in fact being dedicated to her birth and also the memory of Fripp’s mother Edie who had died on 22nd July 1993).


    Would all this change provide a positive environment for his work, or would it subsume it to an extent and make it less important as other life lessons began to be learned? To an extent the answer was both. It would be 1999 before Sylvian released his next solo work, this long hiatus being influenced by his new found focus on Chavez, his family, and his new environment in the States. But it was these very influences that provided the fertile soil and inspiration for this work.
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    Collapsing Into Joy


    Life changes seldom come more profound than finding true love and starting a family. After Sylvian and Chavez’s whirlwind romance grew into a deep and fulfilling relationship, Sylvian for once found himself carried along on a wave of new and surprising developments in his life. Really for the first time, he didn’t seem to be in control of events, and his musical evolution reflected this. On a very simple level, his time was now split. His single-minded focus on music and career was now diluted by a desire to immerse himself in the joy of his relationship with Chavez, and later with his children. His music in time found a new voice, as it portrayed a period of his life that was overtly joyful. In a way life events shook him out of the doldrums of the previous few years, and gave him a whole new canvas upon which to paint.


    Sylvian’s 5 years in Minneapolis — and subsequently his years in Sonoma, CA — were reportedly some of his happiest. He was experiencing new emotions in an unfamiliar place, and in a way he had slipped anchor, and — very much as he had embraced numerous influences that impacted his solo career post the demise of Japan — he was ready again to explore mentally and spiritually. Sylvian was a man distracted. Not only by family life, but because his world-view was altering. The real fuel to the fire of creativity was changing. His relationship with Chavez and subsequent family life introduced elements of joy, love, and completeness, which — while not pushing aside his past thoughts and philosophies — bathed them in a new light. Sylvian not only had to take time to luxuriate in these feelings, but he also had to gestate them, and build his ability to convey them through words and music, “find his vocabulary” so to speak. This period marked a radical rebirth of the man and his music. The long gap between Secrets of the Beehive and his next solo release was a period when his new style was incubating, and the composer was reaching a level of understanding and maturity that — only once attained — would allow him to express himself satisfactorily.


    Minneapolis was a city in the middle of the States, which had the extremes of summer and winter, famously rising to the dizzy heights of 40 degrees C in the summer and plummeting to minus 40 degrees C in the winter (Sylvian apparently loved the winters but was not too keen on the summers). In the early to mid-1990s, the city was — much as it is today — a young person’s town, full of coffee houses, bars, and restaurants, and one in which Sylvian happily spent his time café hopping. On a level, he felt at home in the Midwest. Seeing the city and his new environment as a retreat from the whirlpool of emotions and baggage that he had left behind in London, he found the time to focus on being a husband and father without any external pressures coming into play. Here a degree of anonymity, if desired, was absolutely possible, and suburban Minneapolis at 3120 James Avenue South, where he and Chavez eventually settled, allowed him this freedom. “I felt much more comfortable with my sense of alienation there. In Minneapolis, I didn’t participate in the culture much. It’s a very isolated existence, which is easy to do there. I just hung out with the family and the studio I had built in the house. And the new work was borne out of that life.” 10


    The United States itself was not a panacea for Sylvian, however, and in the early days he felt like the foreigner in a foreign land that he was. Whether after his initial move from London, however, he would have felt any differently wherever he had settled was open to question, as part of this lack of belonging was probably also informed by his relatively unsettled state of mind. Moving to the States per se was entirely due to his relationship with Chavez, but as we have seen, he had already decided to move from London to get away from malign forces and bad memories that were all around him there. A key stimulus to move was therefore a reaction to negative aspects of his life, not just a positive goal, which would always have meant an element of unease wherever he ended up. Coupled with this, however, the general feel in the States was anathema to much that Sylvian held dear and his “world view”. He missed the culture, history, and vibrancy inherent in the U.K. and Europe, and railed against the arrogance and — as he put it —the blind patriotism in the USA. Such feelings would find voice very obviously in some later works post 9/11, where Sylvian’s lyrics portrayed a man who was outraged by the position the United States took in the world, some being very overt political critiques unusual in Sylvian’s back catalogue.


    But all in all, he recognised that he needed to move from London and the U.K., and he did adapt. “On the one hand the move from England was not easy, but it was quite desirable and necessary on the other. I felt like a man attempting to walk in molten tarmac. Arriving in the States, I was keenly aware of how alien the culture was to me…. It took me a while to adjust. Once I’d made the adjustment, I settled into the life here pretty easily.” 67 Sylvian was minded to think that there was less suppression of self and emotions in the States, which could not be said of life in England, where the suppression was intense and not always healthy. In a way, in the U.S., roots didn’t seem to be so firmly laid, and you could pick up and move on with relative ease. To Sylvian’s way of thinking, the States was a nation of exiles perpetually on the move and relocating. Indeed, he himself during his time in America became somewhat of a nomad as we shall see.


    This “nation of exiles” consisted of numerous races and cultures, all cross-fertilising, imbuing the inhabitants of much of the States with an inherent interest and “colour” that provided relatively fertile soil for innovative thought processes. As an environment within which Sylvian was to work from this point on up to the present day, it did indeed precipitate the inclusion of numerous textures and influences in his work. In addition, the American willingness to embrace the new and a sometimes overwhelming optimism was extremely different from the U.K., and provided a further stimulus. “The changes I find in myself have something to do with the location but more to do with what’s going on internally, heart and mind. These tend to depend on relationships and time of life. I moved to Minneapolis in the hope of making major changes. I lived a very quiet existence there, primarily focussed on Ingrid and the growing family. I had next to nothing to do with the ‘industry’ outside of my work with Robert [Fripp], which allowed me the luxury of literally living an isolated existence from all that I knew before meeting Ingrid. I knew very few people in Minneapolis when I arrived, and I managed to keep it that way until I left. A very important period for me. Major events, major changes, the happiest of my life to date.” 67


    Sylvian eventually had two children, Ameera Daya born in 1993, and Isobel in 1997. They had a vast impact on his life, and he said that they allowed him “to become more forgiving of myself.” 37 Sylvian felt that having children gave him an insight into the fact that despite the environment around you, there were innate qualities in everyone that would set your path regardless. Applied to his relatively troubled childhood, for example, he began to realise as he matured in the States that he could not have done anything about the way he felt growing up in London, there was baggage that was actually built into his DNA. Despite this nature versus nurture dichotomy, he maintained that, “My children unlock my heart, give me perspective, and show me where there is ample room for improvement and development in my life.” 68 Such revelations and realisations, a product of a new and developing perspective on life growing from his new family situation and perspective, went a long way to relaxing the often angst ridden quest for redemption that Sylvian found himself on up to this point. As we have seen, Sylvian’s music — which developed in parallel to his life journey — reflected different periods during which he was learning about himself. The continual process of self-learning automatically provided new challenges and therefore new areas to explore, necessarily fuelling the creative process.


    Being able to do this in a personal situation where the fundamental and unanswered questions of life were beginning to be seen in an altogether healthier and more forgiving light provided a positive and refreshing spur for Sylvian’s new creative expression. For the previous 34 years, England had been the milieu within which Sylvian had lived and then composed the vast majority of his music, and as such it had a profound influence on his output. But it wasn’t just the place, it was the associations and his history in the place that were key influencers as we have seen. Likewise, when trying to unravel the influence that the USA had on Sylvian’s work, it was an inextricable part of the whole change in his life circumstances at this time, and so as a specific influence it could not be over emphasised just as it could not be under emphasised. “The move to America coincided with so many events happening in my life. The period that I moved to the States and the first five years on from there [were] very eventful, very enriching. Its very hard for me to say what aspect has been the most influential or how living in America has influenced the work. There are so many factors coming into play. It’s very hard for me to separate them all. There’s meeting Ingrid, marriage, moving to America, having children, meeting spiritual teachers and guides. And there is America itself. It’s just part and parcel of life. I can’t separate these entities.” 28


    Chavez, as you would expect, was a profound influence on Sylvian’s life from the first day they met, and this influence filtered directly and indirectly into his work, finding ultimate expression in his next solo work at the end of the decade. Her importance was obvious in every aspect of his life, but directly in terms of his music, she played a hugely important role. “[Ingrid] even influences what we listen to…. Driving around in the car across America, which we have done numerous times, you soak in influences. Ingrid’s leanings are far more towards contemporary pop music than mine would be, so I soak in a lot more in that area, and I think that is good for me. And she is far more critical of the more, let’s say, esoteric work that I create, and I think that has really helped me focus as a songwriter again. I’m very grateful for that.” 73


    Of especial importance was the spiritual area that grew with Chavez once Sylvian had moved stateside. In his wife he found a sole mate as far as his quest was concerned —with what seemed to have been a view that dovetailed with his at the time of meeting —and also a person that wanted to continue the evolution of her spiritual life. At the time they got together, Sylvian was very much aligned with the Buddhist philosophy. Through Chavez, he found an interest specifically in Tibetan Buddhism and a newfound focus on Hinduism. The Buddhist and Hindu influence on Sylvian was extremely important, and became increasingly so as his solo career progressed. In fact, from the early 1990s to the present day, Buddhism and Hinduism have together provided a consistent backdrop against which Sylvian evolved as man and artist. While the nature of his work varied tremendously between 1993 and 2013, underneath it all was a spiritual consistency that informed much of his behaviour and work.


    Sylvian was fully aware that his spiritual focus was a personal thing, and that the role of his art was not to preach, but simply to try and open his audience up in a way that allowed them to look within themselves to discover an inner connection of their own. This needed to be done in a subtle, low-key, quiet way, which some misread as negativity. However, he perceived himself as a conduit, believing that art and artists in general possessed a therapeutic quality, almost acting as mediums for energies that came from beyond them. In his case, when a listener came into contact with his work, they needed to be open to it in order to contact its essence, and that was the focus of his craft. However, Sylvian was equally adamant that his role in this “therapy” had finite expectations. “I don’t know it is my position to convince anybody else. This is important in my life. I don’t know whether it is important to anybody else’s life. I think it is important that we do look at ourselves closely, but not necessarily bury ourselves in self-pity and remorse or whatever it is, or get totally tied up and wrapped up in ourselves. For me looking within is like looking into the heart, not looking within the mind so much. Quietening the mind, opening up the heart, so that you can really begin to understand what is happening. And that’s not self-absorption, that’s allowing other energies to enter into you, that’s taking on a whole new reality. That’s rejecting the given reality that we are brought up with to perceive as reality, the material reality, and opening to something far more profound, and something that goes on after death, so it is of great importance to me.” 79 Here was a man who had begun to grasp the real possibilities that existed in his newfound spiritual focus, and who was seeing himself and the world from a fresh perspective. What developed was a concentrated and serious devotion to this hybrid Buddhist/Hindu spiritual path, with daily puja (Hindu worship), including prayer chants, yoga, and vegetarianism.


    Looking at the hybridity of Sylvian’s spiritual focus, it is important to understand that Buddhism in general does not demand a commitment to it and it alone, and there are many Buddhists who happily harmonise more than one faith or way of life within themselves. Sylvian’s increased focus on Tibetan Buddhism in the early 1990s, and his long-standing interest in Soto Zen was suggestive of the fact that the general tenets that he adhered to were that the essence of the faith was the achievement of enlightenment by seeing one’s original mind (or original nature) directly, without the intervention of intellect. As Sylvian’s music had at this stage begun to articulate, the heart was the focus not the head or the mind. At the core of Zen was an attempt to understand the meaning of life directly, without being misled by logical thought or language. As such, Zen techniques were entirely compatible with other faiths. Zen could seem quite paradoxical when looked at in the round. It required an intense discipline, when practiced properly, but resulted in total spontaneity and ultimate freedom. At its heart was meditation, and a focus on the fact that all human beings were Buddha, and that all that everyone needed to do was find that truth for themselves. “All beings are by nature Buddhas, as ice by nature is water. Apart from water, there is no ice, apart from beings, no Buddhas.” 101


    Zen sent individuals inside themselves for enlightenment. There was no need to search outside for the answers: we could find the answers in the same place that we found the questions. This truth could not be learned by philosophising or rational thought, by studying, or by taking part in formalised worship or rituals. It was entirely self-driven, and required control over the mind through meditation and other techniques that allowed mind and body to give up logical thinking and intellectualising. Buddhism was an approach that encouraged questioning, taking nothing for granted. As such, it could be seen as almost a science of the mind, a discipline that attached no stigma to the act of questioning as individuals strived for deep insight into the nature of living. Implicit was the fact that all life was interconnected, and that the path to enlightenment was through practice and development of morality, meditation, and wisdom. The root of all suffering was desire, and Buddhists sought to extinguish desire by liberating themselves from attachment, freeing themselves from the cycle of suffering by following the eightfold path or Middle Way.  Meditation was a fundamental aspect of the faith, allowing individuals to separate themselves from their thoughts and feelings in order to become fully aware. Becoming fully aware (mindfulness) was another fundamental aspect of Buddhism, becoming more aware of what one was experiencing in all aspects of ones life. Some described mindfulness as the fleeting instant of pure awareness just before something was conceptualised or identified. In effect it was the flowing, soft-focussed moment of pure awareness that was lost as soon as something was objectified. The idea of self and “I” obscured this true reality, so mindfulness allowed the attainment of non-egotistical alertness. It took place without reference to self.


    The introverted nature of Zen Buddhism was somewhat at odds with the slightly more extrovert Tibetan Buddhism that also interested Sylvian, which provided some evidence of the fact that there was still perhaps no precise focus in his spiritual quest at this time. Tibetan Buddhism combined the essential teachings of Mahayana Buddhism with Tantric and Shamanic Mahayana. Tibetan Buddhists still believed in the basic teachings of Buddha, but they emphasised the individual search for liberation from the cycle of Samsara (birth, death, and rebirth). Mahayana focused a great deal on the Bodhisattva (the enlightenment being) as the ideal way for a Buddhist to live. Each and everyone could set out on a Bodhisattva path, which was effectively a way of life, a way of selflessness, with an overriding emphasis on a desire that all beings — no matter who they were — should be liberated from suffering. Tibetan Buddhism was a colourful form of Buddhism, embracing rituals and initiations, with rich visual symbolism, mantras, yogic techniques, and meditation at its heart. The supernatural was also prominent, Buddhas and Bodhisattvas were everywhere, and gods and spirits taken from earlier Tibetan religions took centre stage. Bodhisattvas were portrayed as both benevolent godlike figures and wrathful deities. This metaphysical context allowed Tibetan Buddhists to develop a strong artistic tradition, and paintings were used as aides to understanding at all levels of society.


    As such, the fact that Sylvian in the early 1990s — being an advocate of Tibetan Buddhism — began to incorporate Hinduism into his spiritual practice was not such a giant “leap of faith”. It was fairly obvious that Tibetan Buddhism was a vibrant form of Buddhism, and was a step closer to Hinduism when it came to the abundance of Gods and rich and esoteric historical writings and ephemera. In addition, with its emphasis on outwardly religious activities such as ritual practice at temples, pilgrimages, group prayer meetings, and festivals, much of the basis of Tibetan Buddhism seemed at odds with the sometimes stultifying pure focus on the inner spiritual self found in more traditional Buddhist practice. Hinduism was synonymous with complexity and richness in its symbolism and practice, and as such Tibetan Buddhism shared much of this breadth and depth, in no small part due to geography, and the fact that Tibetan Buddhism was much influenced by Tantra, which originated in India, and appeared in both Buddhist and Hindu traditions. Tantra brought a magical element to Tibetan Buddhism, adding an array of heavenly beings, and also a wide variety of spiritual techniques such as mantras, mandalas, ceremonies, and many varieties of yoga.


    Tibetan Buddhism made Sylvian aware of the impermanence of everything, the front and centre awareness of death, and the fact that everything was always dying, even our own selves every day. The fact that we — and all things around us — were dying did not induce a sense of sadness or despair, and nor did it lead to the pursuit of impermanent and transient pleasures in life, but instead it led to an understanding of the value of every moment of existence. Awareness of death and an understanding of the impermanence of everything also led to the realisation that only spiritual things had lasting value. Tibetan Buddhists used visualisation meditations and exercises to imagine death and prepare. They worked towards a holistic understanding and acceptance of death as an inevitable part of their journey.


    Sylvian’s spiritual development to this point had been anything but linear, it being less a growth in spirituality, and more a journey. There were necessarily staging points, places reached where there was a tangible sign of progress in terms of spiritual development. Reaching such “plateaux” (as he often described them) where Sylvian could look back and see how far he had come, and understand how he got there, also gave him a foothold, so if he slipped back he felt he could recover to the same point. Throughout his life, the spiritual journey fascinated Sylvian, and as we have seen he dipped into many different disciplines in a quest to see what worked for him. The attachment that he had to Buddhism lasted many years, and indeed it still forms part of his spiritual focus. But Sylvian had attempted to this point in the early 1990s to work through certain disciplines through reading and personal experience without the aid of a teacher, and as such he found the practice quite dry. In his own words “there was no inspiration to continue it.” 102


    This dryness and lack of direction was identified as a crisis by Sylvian in his spiritual journey, and one that he felt could be overcome by following a teacher. The incorporation of Hinduism at this point was not a particularly conscious decision, more a product of his search for this spiritual teacher. It just so happened that he ended up coming into contact with teachers that were from India with a Hindu background, and the teacher that he finally embraced and recognised as his guru was a Hindu. A connection had been made which Sylvian considered to be valid, and he simply decided to follow it through. From that point on, his spiritualism was heavily influenced by Hinduism. However, for Sylvian, the spiritual journey was less about what label was put on each particular faith, religion, or philosophy, and more about how each discipline could lead to a growth in awareness, a growth in consciousness, which helped him to understand and embrace life on a series of different levels. As he put it himself, helping “…to see the ego weakened, or see the mind broadened.” 102


    So Sylvian found that the devotional aspect of Hinduism added what he needed to bring life into his essentially Buddhist faith. Of course, the two faiths were similar in many ways just as they were different in many others, but there was a recognisable connection between them that made a faith that was effectively a hybrid of the two quite coherent. Key similarities focused around the area of suffering, with both seeing desire as its key cause. According to Buddha, desire was the root cause of suffering and removal of desire resulted in its cessation. Some Hindu texts considered actions prompted by desire and attachment led to bondage and suffering, and that performing actions without desiring the fruit of action resulted in liberation. Both Buddhism and Hinduism also believed in the concept of karma, transmigration of the soul, and the cycles of births and deaths for each soul. Both emphasised compassion and non-violence to all living beings, and in the existence of several hells and heavens or higher and lower worlds. In addition, both believed in the existence of gods or deities on different planes; in certain spiritual practices like meditation, concentration, and the cultivation of certain states of mind; in detachment, and renunciation of worldly life as a precondition to enter a spiritual life; and both had their own versions of Tantra.


    Differences were also evident, however, and would have forced Sylvian to choose a personal path. Key was the fact that Hinduism believed in the efficacy and supremacy of the Vedas, whereas Buddhists did not believe in the Vedas at all, or for that matter in any Hindu scripture. Hindus also believed in the four ashramas (or stages of life), which were not accepted by Buddhists. Technically speaking, Hinduism was not a religion, but was instead a group of religious and sectarian movements that shared some fundamental — and in some respects identical — beliefs, but with variations. Buddhism by contrast was a well established and organised but non-dogmatic religion, having a set of beliefs and practices commonly known as dharma. Whichever way you cut it, however, over the years both Buddhism and Hinduism had effectively enriched each other, and elements of each were attractive enough to Sylvian to inform his individual faith. In a way, it was as if Hinduism added textures and colours to Buddhism that refreshed Sylvian’s spiritual quest, and gave it new purpose. For Sylvian, it was the fact that he sought out teachers that added most vigour to his spiritual life at this time. Believing in the fact that there was a divine mind, and we were all part of the divine mind, the guru to Sylvian was the divine mind embodied in human form. As such, if he bowed down to a guru he was effectively bowing down to his higher self. For the first time in his spiritual journey, Sylvian had some physical and tangible help in getting from A to B, instead of relying on himself and study to inform his spiritual quest. He was now being guided by teachers who had already taken the journey, and could teach the way to enlightenment.


    While in our story it was the mid-1990s, and Hinduism and the influence of teachers was only beginning to obviously colour Sylvian’s faith and musical output, the roots of his interest in and attachment to Hinduism went back to the early 1990s. Around the time that he was working with Fripp in 1992, something fundamental happened. Sylvian visited Thalheim in the picturesque Lahn Valley in Germany, the adopted hometown of Mother Meera, a renowned Hindu mystic. The First Day was actually named after a book by Mother Meera. “I visited Thalheim for the first time in 1992. Oh God, what did it mean to me? It was the beginning of the journey in earnest. It was the rebirth of love. I can’t do better than that I’m afraid.” 31 Mother Meera moved to the small village of Thalheim in the early 1980s, where for four nights a week she gave Darshan (or silent spiritual blessing) to visitors at Schloss Shaumburg in Balduinstein. She was born in 1960, and had been giving Darshan since the age of seventeen. Sylvian would have come into contact with her, probably as one of a larger group of people that had made the pilgrimage to Thalheim, all sitting in silence, each individual in turn receiving a personal blessing, which consisted of kneeling before her while she touched the head (pranam), then sitting back while she looked into the eyes (darshan). During this process, she reportedly untied knots in the person and permeated them with light. She saw her role in life and task on earth as calling down a dynamic light force from the supreme, and thereby making spiritual progress on earth easier for people. She said, “Like electricity, the light is everywhere, but one must know how to activate it. I have come for that” 103


    Inherently the process was extremely simple, but for Sylvian it was deeply moving and he changed fundamentally after receiving her touch. Being as receptive as he was, and seeking out solutions as he struggled for direction, at this time in Thalheim, he effectively touched the hand of the divine, something real, tangible, and for him radically life-changing. Chavez at this time encouraged Sylvian to explore the Hindu Vedic scriptures, focussing on the Upanishads or Vedanta. The basis of Vedanta was the notion that truth was not found through a process of individual inquiry (as with Soto Zen) but by a filial devotion and surrender to a spiritual master or guru. For Sylvian, Mother Meera served as his guru. He gave an insight into his spiritual quest at this time. “I slowly began to glean the significance, decode the meanings behind the technicolour images of Hindu gods and goddesses, some outstandingly gory in their representations, and was drawn into this enticing world, fascinated by the practices, the devotional aspect of the worship, and the — to my mind — indisputable wisdom of the Vedas.” 31


    Hindus believe that the Vedic texts were received by scholars direct from God. There are four Vedas, The Rig Veda (seen as the most important, consisting of hymns and verses addressed to various gods), the Yajur Veda (a collection of sacrificial rites), the Sama Veda (a collection of spiritual hymns containing the required melodies and chants recited by priests for special sacrifices), and the Atharva Veda (consisting of occult formulas and spells). Effectively, they define truths for Hindus, they are the basic source for understanding of the universe, and were passed from generation to generation orally until they were finally committed to writing. In time commentaries were added to each Veda called Brahmanas, and later still mystical philosophical works were developed that differed from the original texts and the Brahmanas called the Vedanta or Upanishads. The word Upanishad means sitting near, implying being near enough to your teacher. The conversations in the Upanishads took place between gurus and their students as they sat and cogitated over the philosophical implications of the Vedas. Vedanta simply means the end of the Vedas. In Hinduism, they are of pivotal importance. Whereas the Vedas focus on the worship and sacrifices to the many Hindu gods, the Upanishads recognise that all reality is one, not many. The reality is an impersonal being known as Brahman. All other entities that exist in nature — and even beyond nature — are a manifestation of this omnipresent Brahman. Trees, sky, earth, water, spiritual entities, all things material and immaterial are not diverse, but express a single reality: Brahman.


    So the metaphysical philosophical underpinnings of Hinduism are that it exists to identify the true nature of reality. The highest kind of knowledge is to recognise that only Brahman is real. The flip side of this is that, logically speaking, all that is not Brahman is unreal. It is at this point that the concept of maya becomes important. To be in maya is to be labouring under an illusion, the illusion that Brahman and the rest of reality are separate. No object, not even our own selves, is separate from Brahman. The greatest illusion is not understanding that, and the Upanishads emphasise dispassionate meditation on this, the ultimate nature of reality. In Hinduism, liberation only comes with right thinking. As humans we are often deceived of our true nature. If so, we are living in maya. It is the task of the spiritual journey to reveal the divine within us, and the connectedness of all human beings and living things. All this was a rich and fertile area for Sylvian to explore, and at its heart it didn’t differ too radically from the Buddhist principles that he had adhered to for a number of years previous. The goal was still enlightenment through a journey of self-discovery and awareness, but critically it was now expected, encouraged, even vital to have a guide and a teacher. For Sylvian, these guides included Mother Meera, and then two more extremely important figures in his life, Mata Amritanandamayi (Ammachi), and Shree Maa.


    Ammachi was known the world over as the “hugging saint”, and her embrace (darshan) was sought by thousands upon thousands of followers. A Hindu, she also founded the Mata Amritanandamayi Mission Trust, which was involved in numerous humanitarian activities, and had a main ashram in her birthplace of Amritapuri in South West India, with other centres in San Ramon in California, and Pontguin in France. Typically, Ammachi toured Southern India in January and February, moved to Northern India in March, and in the summer toured America, moving to Europe in October, before returning to America in November. She was renowned for her non-dogmatic approach to religion and acceptance of all faiths. When she was asked what her religion was, she replied that it was love. She saw herself as dedicated to uplifting others, and taught that the divine existed in all things, sentient and insentient. Perceiving this underlying unity in everything was not only the essence of spiritual unity in all things, but also meant the end of all suffering. Her key aim was to ask everyone to enquire into their own real nature, and to believe in themselves. During the course of the 1990s, Ammachi’s profile increased more and more in Sylvian’s life, and he not only dedicated a song to her on his next solo work, but he also spent some time as her musical adviser, ultimately providing music for a documentary about her entitled River of Love. More than this however, she provided him with insight and guidance as he incorporated Hinduism into his daily practice, and was highly influential in respect of his spiritual journey.


    Shree Maa walked away from materialism at an early age, and devoted herself to God. Born in Kamakhya in Assam in the foothills of the Himalayas, Shree Maa would frequently and secretively go to the forests near her home to meditate, and eventually started living in the forests where she performed intense sadhana. After a number of years, she began to travel around India conducting pujas and worships of the divine mother. In 1980, in a small temple in Bakreswar, West Bengal, she met Swami Satyananda Saraswati. After this meeting, the pair travelled together throughout India preaching dharma. In the early 1980s, while in communion with her guru, Shree Maa was instructed to go to America to share love and teach the meaning of dharma. And so it was that in 1984, with no capital and few possessions, she and Swami Satyananda Saraswati left India for the West coast of the United States, where they established a humble temple (Devi Mandiv) in Martinez, California. As word spread that Shree Maa was in the Bay area just outside San Francisco, she began to attract more and more visitors, including Sylvian and Chavez, who shared in Shree Maa’s giving of pure love, inspiration, and appreciation. Shree Maa taught the meaning and method of worship through the tantric traditions of prayer and meditation. As with Ammachi, it was difficult to underestimate the influence that Shree Maa had on Sylvian, and they built up a strong and profound bond. Sylvian even convinced her to make her first trip across the United States in 1997 to his house in Minneapolis. She brought 13 people with her and filled the house, which was effectively transformed into an Ashram. At the end of each morning, she would sing, and her singing appeared on Sylvian’s next solo work, as we will see.


    Sylvian’s impassioned thirst for spiritual enlightenment at this time, coupled with his recent marriage and the starting of a family, came at a point when he was struggling to move with any speed on some of his musical ideas. He actually began to question whether his career was over, and instead he needed to focus on fresh non-musical goals. “I got so involved with so many things when I moved to the States, with my family, marriage, children, and then meeting certain teachers, that it was really hard for me to get into the studio and focus on work. And there were periods of time when I thought ‘Well, maybe that’s it’, that I wasn’t going to return to it, because these other areas of life are calling. It wasn’t that I wasn’t enjoying music…, I just thought at some point, ‘Maybe I’m supposed to stop now, and maybe my time is up and I should be focusing on other elements that are really fascinating to me. But it wasn’t to be so. And I’m really happy that it wasn’t so.” 36


    One of the reasons he continued with his music, ironically, came from the source of one of his key distractions, his fascination with his Hindu teachers. A fundamental part of the Hindu faith was sadhana, the daily practice that was the foundation of spiritual endeavour. It was the main tool an individual used to work on him or herself to achieve the purpose of life in order to clear the consciousness and so relate to the infinity within oneself. Sylvian was troubled by his uncertainty, and approached Shree Maa and Ammachi about his dilemma. “On asking Shree Maa whether I should abandon life in music, a public life, I was told that music was my sadhana, my means by which growth is achieved. Both Ammachi and Shree Maa pushed me back into the world to continue my engagement with it. It renewed my focus and gave me a different slant on being a public figure, however minor. I may have been guilty up until that point of separating the spiritual aims and those of my public life. I recognised that nothing falls outside of spiritual life and practice, nothing at all, and it’s this realisation that enables me to maintain perspective and balance in all that I do, and in all the roles that I find myself playing. At root comes the notion of surrender and from this everything else follows.” 1


    Buddhism had at its heart mindfulness. This remained a consistently important concept for Sylvian, the idea that one should stay open and true to the moment, the belief being that the more conscious one was of the moment, the less likely one was to make the same mistake again. While mindfulness was central to Sylvian’s spiritualism, in common with many other aspirants, it was also a source of frustration as he fell short of his own expectations in this respect. However, in the 1990s — and at the time of the drawing together of the strands that eventually became his next solo work Dead Bees on a Cake —the idea of “surrender” was arguably just as important as mindfulness in Sylvian’s life. Many simplified the concept of surrender, but for Sylvian it was a profoundly difficult thing. He found the thought of surrendering the will to some other being extremely difficult, and also saw it as so much more than a single act. For Sylvian, the act of surrender was in every moment, with every breath. The concept of surrender led him to adopt a regular practice of devotion (Bhakti), and resulted directly in the writing of compositions such as Krishna Blue and Cover Me With Flowers that were to come.


    At this time, Sylvian’s spirituality was profound and maturing, and not only overtly fed into his musical output, but also began to define a solid belief structure and view of the world which shaped his views on morality, moral responsibility, and even life and death. “The ego is an illusion. Absolutely. Once we have created a basis, a foundation of love and compassion from which to work (heart over mind) we can view the world with greater understanding. Understand something intellectually (mind) and experiencing it as truth (heart) are very different things. Truth is experienced, not an intellectual conception. ‘No self’ is for me an act of surrender. This act is a form of meditation that is confirmed with every breath. I don’t think in terms of life after death. There is only life. It is difficult for us to embrace the formless, we who have taken form. For some it is possible, but for most of us, a more suitable path might be one of devotion. The nurturing of love above and beyond oneself. Our focal point might be a mountain, a tree, a more traditional embodiment such as Christ, Krishna, Buddha etc…. However, in the final stages of realisation, even the concept or form of god must be relinquished. Ultimately there is only the formless consciousness. Divine love.” 31


    Sylvian was minded that everyone had the potential in them to make sense out of their existence — find the truth so to speak — as everyone existed in the higher realm of meaning, but the vast majority remained ignorant to it. His journey, and that of many spiritual people, was simply to recognise and experience the truth, and his music was designed to open his audience up to this realisation. In his early solo career, Sylvian had used music as something to hide behind, creating a front that masked his true persona. As his solo career progressed, he found ways to strip back these mannerisms and affectations, found himself, and revealed himself through his work. Dead Bees on a Cake would provide the most overt representation of this process to date, and Sylvian would justify its creation spiritually, as for him he had found a way to open his heart, and his objective was to follow it. His teachers had made him refocus on his work by altering his view of the obstacles that constantly seemed to frustrate the creation of the album. Work was an important aspect of Sylvian’s spiritual growth, and with the work came positives and negatives. He learned to embrace both, and not differentiate between the good and the bad, it was all part of the learning process. Whatever was placed in front of him was something to overcome, understand, and learn from. “So whether I go through what I’d term a negative experience in life, whether it is in my emotional life or in my working life, or positive experiences, I try not to differentiate, and I just say ‘well this is it, this is the next thing I have to learn from. And what is it I have to recognise about this so I don’t keep repeating these patterns over and over again, that I can be liberated from this cycle and move on to the next.’ And that’s fascinating!” 102


    We shall see how this view of life provided a vital survival mechanism for Sylvian as his life took dramatic and unexpected turns in the early 2000s. But for now, a new album was being conceived, and the revelations that Sylvian was uncovering in his spiritual life burned bright throughout the compositions he was about to produce.
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    Grace Is An Acquaintance Of Mine


    Between the Fripp venture, the world tour of the music that followed, and the release of Dead Bees on a Cake, Sylvian really did not release much in the way of new compositions, barring the album based on the live recording of The Road to Graceland tour (Damage) in September 1994, and some minor collaborations first with Nicola Alesini and Pier Luigi Andreoni on their release Marco Polo, then with Andrea Chimenti on L’Albero Pazzo, and finally with Russell Mills on Undark, all released in 1996.


    As the dust settled on the Road to Graceland tour, Sylvian had an opportunity to get his feet under the table in Minneapolis. Up until this point in his career — when touring was almost seen as a necessary evil — Sylvian would typically have retreated from the public eye, licked his wounds, and eventually put his mind to new compositions. But after the tour that ended in December 1993, he was in a new home with Chavez and a toddler, and exploring Hinduism with some vigour as we have seen. How things had changed, and how they had changed so quickly. As 1993 drew to a close, he was busy putting the finishing touches to his new home-based studio in the attic of his house on James Avenue South, which he called Atma Sound (Atman in Hinduism and Buddhism referring to the eternal higher self, the real self beyond the ego, the true essence that underlies existence.) Attention did fairly soon turn to composition, as he began to work on material for Chavez in the summer of 1994, these first musical sorties into composing and recording at Atma being the seeds of work that was finally released on Dead Bees on a Cake, and which therefore didn’t see the light of day for five or six years.


    Around this time, his attention was split between the remixing and editing of his version of the Damage release, and also on an audio visual installation project with Robert Fripp which eventually took place in Japan in September 1994 entitled Redemption —Approaching Silence, the music from which was not released until the end of the 1990s. Sylvian and Fripp’s installation was held between August 30th and September 18th 1994 at the Tokyo P3 Gallery at 14 Saman-cho, Shinjuku-hu, situated by a former graveyard, work beginning on it shortly after the pair finished the World to Graceland tour on December 5th 1993. The pair visited P3 in 1992 when they were on the initial First Day tour, and as a result of the visit they were invited to create an installation work for the space. Sylvian was struck by the venue. “I think that this space has a very powerful energy of its own, and I wanted to create a work that was in keeping with that. I wanted to keep the emotional impact that I felt but contribute to it in some way. I liked the idea of working towards silence, I think that is something that’s prevalent in the work that I’m doing in my life [1994] and in the work that I produce as a result of that experience.” 104


    Sylvian and Fripp apparently discussed many issues while on the road, and one theme kept emerging, namely ideas concerning the transformation of energy, responsibilities, and the consequences of one’s own actions. These musings apparently inspired the installation’s key theme of redemption. Fripp wrote text for the installation, which was used in snippets overlaying the music Sylvian composed, and focused on the concept of redemption as the buying back of humanity. The installation and the music was all geared towards the feeling of a journey towards silence, with the regular gonging of a Buddhist-like bell designed to lessen the listeners burden as a human being. The composition used surges of welling orchestra sound (courtesy of Holger Czukay) each time the bell was heard. Above this were guitar sounds, the sounds of animal calls, the frequent interjections of Fripp’s distant treated spoken voice, and his velvety Frippertronics. Mixed together this produced a very Eno-esque piece of ambient music. Any melodic meanderings from the many sounds that swirled above the synthesiser atmospherics were hinted at rather than realised.


    Czukay’s involvement came in a round about way, as Sylvian explained. “I was working on some material for my wife Ingrid Chavez’s album, and I asked Holger to send me over a batch of random samples of material that I could use…and in amongst those he sent was this one, which is the predominant sample that you hear, a kind of orchestral barrage. As soon as I heard it, I thought that it would be my starting point. I built the composition around that using a series of other samples from other sources.” 20 To slow the piece down — in fact to move towards “silence” — the orchestral barrage became more and more sporadic until the composition finally faded to nothing.


    One of Fripp’s voice-overs on the piece intones, “Our present position is the bridge between, but we have yet to discover it, because we are building the bridge while we are crossing it.” As an indication of the nature of the installation and the music, which was one of wonder, contemplation, and discovery, this was quite illuminating. Fripp tried to describe the nature of the work from his perspective. “It has to do with a weight being lifted from human kind in such a way that we can accept our proper responsibilities in the world. My own sense is that redemption is an actual event which takes place outside time but unfolds within it.” 104


    Soon after the hosting of the installation, Sylvian began to put his mind to his next tour, which marked something unprecedented in his career — a plan to go on the road three times in the space of less than three years. This next tour began on the 29th August 1995 with a couple of dates in Italy, and one in Germany on the 3rd September. After a break of over a month, it continued in Japan on the 11th October with 6 dates, before coming back to Italy for 5 more gigs, a whistle stop tour of Europe with one date in Belgium, one in Holland, one in the Royal Festival Hall in London, and then a single concert in Canada on the 7th November, finishing with two dates in the States in Washington DC on the 8th November and New York City on the 11th. Sylvian called the series of concerts Slowfire – A Personal Retrospective, appearing on stage alone throughout the entire concert, singing and playing piano and guitar, the concerts dedicated to his guru. The set was a considered compilation of his back catalogue to that point. For many, it was refreshing to see him somewhat unshackled and able to look back with a degree of perspective on his previous output, no doubt informed by his more settled view of the world, and his “Fripp-induced” on-stage confidence.


    One song in particular was worthy of comment from the Slowfire tour, and that was I Do Nothing, only ever performed live, and never officially released. Written in sessions leading up to the release of Sylvian’s late 1990s album Dead Bees on a Cake, sessions that stretched back as far as 1993, the song didn’t make the final cut for the album, but was obviously viewed as of enough merit to adapt for live performance as a keyboard and vocal piece. It was the only previously unrecorded original composition he performed on the Slowfire tour. Sylvian explained why it was never released. “I did record a version of the song during the Dead Bees sessions, but I lacked the interest at the time to see it through. Not that I didn’t like the song, I did, but once something has been performed live I simply lose the all-important personal connection with the piece. It is as if it no longer belongs to me outside of the live setting.” 105 It was only the fact that bootlegged copies of some Slowfire concerts found their way into the public domain that the song was kept alive as long as it was.


    Various commentators at the time of Sylvian’s Slowfire tour touched upon a slightly troublesome theme that cropped up from time-to-time, namely what could be termed on one level the extreme deference of his audience, and on another an unhealthy obsession from some of Sylvian’s fans on the man himself rather than his music. It was as if parts of Sylvian’s audience somehow began to confuse the path that Sylvian himself had identified as useful for him in his spiritual evolution (following a teacher and focussing on his path to knowledge and understanding), and began to act as if Sylvian was a guru or teacher to them.


    Sylvian had never made an overt attempt to place himself on a pedestal. He was not a preacher trying to convert the masses. He was, however, an artist that felt that what he wanted to say was important enough musically and lyrically to convey and then let people make up their own minds, thought and mood provoking rather than preaching. The context within which Sylvian lived his life was the same as for everyone. He shaved in the morning, he drove to the shops, and he had to pay the bills, do his taxes. He got stuck in airports and bored in hotels. Ninety percent of the things everyone did he did. The difference was that the other ten percent gave him an outlet for his thoughts through words and music. His well-managed lack of public profile made things more mysterious and otherworldly than they really were. Hearing Sylvian interviewed, seeing him perform, listening to the people that knew him or had worked with him, he came across as a very normal, grounded individual. Yes, he seemed to think and care about issues, about his art, about his guiding philosophies, but he had a ready wit, an ability to laugh at himself, and an incisive but modest attitude. He also expressed himself as embarrassed and deeply uncomfortable when people elevated his importance.


    The enigmatic nature of the individual, however, led some to act as if they were in the presence of some sort of sage or soothsayer. Interviewed in 1999, Sylvian was probed about this, and was asked whether he saw himself as a teacher. His answer was illuminating and insightful. “The music itself has an inner life and anything that comes through to the listener that is life-enhancing doesn’t belong to me. That’s the core essence of the work that’s having its effect on the listener. I’m just the conduit, so therefore if people see me as a teacher of any kind, I’m not sure that’s appropriate. I’m just one of the people that are pointing the way just by pursuing a personal path, a possible path. But I don’t suggest for one instance that people take notice of the path I choose to take or have any interest in the aspects of religion and spirituality that I do. It’s not appropriate for me to be dogmatic about my own beliefs in any way. It’s just that people have an interest in the work, and they want to know what informs it. So I speak about it, and that’s my only reason for doing so.” 21


    The Slowfire tour seemed in a way to exacerbate this blurring of the boundaries between “artist” and “teacher”, no doubt all the more so as Sylvian’s outward persona and dress was heavily influenced by his Hindu affiliation. The cover of the programme for the tour saw Sylvian dressed in white Indian clothes with an almost mystical portfolio of portraits appearing throughout the programme. What was at play was Sylvian happy in his own skin and content in his spiritual focus, outwardly displaying this contentment. The misreading was entirely born out of the focus of parts of his audience. The tour saw Sylvian playing almost totally bare, and this introduced an intimacy that he had never really achieved before in a live setting. Critically and commercially it was a great success. The vacuum left by Sylvian’s at best ad hoc attention to his fan base did, however, lead to some uncomfortable distortion of Sylvian’s perceived role.


    1995 (for trivia junkies, the year that Sylvian gave up eating all animal foodstuffs and stopped drinking alcohol, having become a vegetarian in 1984) also saw him make some minor collaborative excursions, which all saw the light of day in 1996. First released was Sylvian’s collaboration with Nicola Alesini and Pier Luigi Andreoni on the album Marco Polo. Alesini, a saxophonist by trade, was well known in Italy at the time as a New Age composer. Andreoni, a percussionist and keyboard player, was seen as a pioneer in the area of electronica. Their collaboration in respect of Marco Polo was to produce a concept album of sorts, based on the life and adventures of the world famous explorer. In Italy, Polo was an icon, and on the album Alesini and Andreoni tried to evoke the spirit of restlessness and curiosity that guided him in his travels. Other collaborators, aside from Sylvian, with co-composing and vocal contributions, were the harmonica and bouzouki playing Pierrot Luminaire, the keyboard and percussion of Roger Eno, David Torn’s guitar, percussion from Harold Budd, and Domiano Politi’s cello. Rather than a straightforward description of the explorers life, the album offered a collage of related scenes, abstract and poetic interpretations of the experience of going out into the great unknown. The album was prefaced by a quote from Viktor B. Sklovskij’s book about Polo published in 1893, part of which gave an indication of the thrust of the compositions as they attempted to relay some of the majesty of the man, and the nature of his world view as he made all his discoveries. “He described what he saw, not what he assumed…. Truth and preciseness were occasion for bitterness for the man and glory for the country. Personally I adore Marco Polo, I greatly admire his tirelessness, his way of perceiving the multi-formity of the world.” 106


    Sylvian contributed to three tracks on the album, Come Morning, The Golden Way, and Maya. He provided lyrics and vocals for each, and was also credited as co-composer with Alesini on all three compositions. While the album itself was recorded at Studio Acquaviva in Italy, Sylvian’s contributions were recorded and submitted from his Atma Sound studio at the top of his Minneapolis house, and each song came with additional engineering from his right hand man since moving to the States, Dave Kent. Come Morning was a short, simply formatted song that began with a muted woodwind refrain that was eventually absorbed by a melodic repeated bouzouki line, over which Sylvian sang a song of the wonder of adventure.


    God is in the silences / Between the rhythms rise and falling / The starring of the skies of blue / The promise of tomorrow’s calling


    The Golden Way was an altogether more complex sounding composition, which began with subtle atmospherics (coincidentally some of the background noises sounding exactly like the idling noise made by the metro trains in Tokyo), with an Eastern feel given by the percussion line, which was overlaid with occasional cello and chanting samples. Sylvian sang of the “Golden Age”, and described the mystery of far-off travel and amazing almost magical discoveries, suggesting contact with mystical Indian religions.


    She’s telling me stories of surrender and joy / Of warrior gods that the heavens deploy / And love that spills out from the words on the page / In this golden age


    Sylvian greatly admired this track, and in 1999 when he was attempting to pull together the final pieces for an upcoming compilation album released in 2000, he highlighted that this was one composition in particular that he was trying to get hold of. “There’s one piece that I recorded with a couple of Italian artists…called The Golden Way which I think is a beautiful piece that I would love to get my hands on and remix to put on the album.” 107 The fact that he did track it down and it made the final cut for the compilation album, with so many compositions to choose from, was testament to the high regard that Sylvian had for this piece.


    Maya was the final track on Marco Polo that Sylvian was involved with. A quiet, moody piece, tribal sounding percussion and samples of insects and birds provided an evocative soundscape over which he sang a chant-like lyric. The words seemed to describe the experience of meeting another culture, one whose customs were completely different. The feel of the music, and the nature of the lyric, perfectly captured the disjointing experience of meeting people about whom nothing was known, and whose culture seemed alien. The title of the song had double meaning. On the one hand it referred to the Mayans, one of the primary cultures that explorers from the West discovered, and by extension referenced their fate at the hands of outsiders. But maya also meant illusion, suggesting that the classification of cultures into familiar and foreign was wrong, and that people had more in common with the each other than was often appreciated. Differences were superficial.


    Over there / The need for nothing / Over there / The ships are sailing / Over there the Gods are crying / Over there / The need for nothing


    Sylvian collaborated with another Italian composer in 1995, Andrea Chimenti, on his January 1996 release L’Albero Pazzo, co-writing and singing a duet on the song Ti ho Aspettato. Between 1983 and 1989 Chimenti was the lead singer of the Italian rock band Fashion, and released his first solo album La Maschera del Carvo Nero (The Mask of the Black Raven) in 1992. L’Albero Pazzo (The Crazy Tree) was his second solo release, and was an eclectic mix of classical and pop sounds, with thoughtful vocal arrangements and lyrics.


    As Chimenti was in the process of finalising L’Abero Pazzo, he was having a difficult time personally. He stopped singing and playing, and with financial problems and mental exhaustion, he ended up selling encyclopaedias door to door, and picked up his old career as a cartoonist. He felt as if his life as a musician was over. At this time, Sylvian was well into his one man Slowfire tour on the Italian leg. When Chimenti returned home one night, there was a message on his answer machine from his manager at the time, Paul Bedini, saying that Sylvian was interested in singing on his new album, which had been forwarded to him to review. Sylvian picked up the story. “Although I liked what I heard, Andrea had, at the time, more or less finished the album, and I felt that there wasn’t room for a contribution from me, that it wasn’t really necessary. In response to this he wrote the outline of the piece that was to become Ti ho Aspettato. As is the case these days, I worked alone on the piece in the U.S. and sent my contribution to Andrea when finished. He then completed the work.” 98


    Behind the scenes, Chimenti’s recollection seemed somewhat less matter of a fact. Knowing that Sylvian was interested but had reservations, Bedini had suggested that there was a song that was not complete that may suit his voice. Chimenti snapped into action and asked Massimo Fantoni and Marco Parente to accompany him on guitar and drums, and recorded a demo on a 4-track with all three playing together gathered around a microphone in the middle of his living room. This was what was sent to Sylvian in Minneapolis after he had competed the Slowfire tour, and with Sylvian engaged, they then fired faxes to and fro with lyric ideas. In time, to Chimenti’s amazement, a tape arrived with Sylvian’s vocal in place. Virgin eventually put a spanner in the works by forbidding the distribution of the song outside Italy, despite Sylvian’s protestations, so the release of L’Abero Pazzo was somewhat limited. Sylvian and Chimenti met in person on three occasions after the song was complete, and they both expressed themselves extremely satisfied with the outcome. Chimenti saw these meetings as a turning point in his life, both personally and as a musician. They had afternoon tea a few times, with a translator helping as Chimenti’s English was about as good as Sylvan’s Italian, and Chimenti remembered Sylvian (and Jansen who was also occasionally present) as charming men. On Ti ho Aspettato (I Have Waited For You), Sylvian sang in English and Chimenti added to the vocal in spoken Italian. The song was lush, with acoustic guitar, a walking bass, and slide guitar. The drums were light and introduced a hint of jazz to the composition, the whole song laced with a string arrangement. Lyrically, it was a simple story of lost love and longing.


    She said ‘I’ll be there’ / She said ‘alright’ / The seasons they come and they go / With no end in sight / Was that my first mistake? / You see how my heart breaks / Was that my first mistake? / And I have waited / I have waited for you


    The final 1996 Sylvian-related release was with long-time collaborator Russell Mills on his album Undark One: Strange Familiar. Mills followed this album up with another that also featured Sylvian entitled Undark Two: Pearl and Umbra in 1999. Both albums originated as Mills “collected sounds” from musicians. He then collaged the organic and electronic sounds that were provided to him, and created ambient compositions (with one or two vocal contributions on each album). Mills said that both albums fulfilled a dream and belief that he could make music that had a place in the world. His view was that when writing for an album rather than for installations, the tracks had to stand alone, and therefore must have more dynamic content. His writing technique for both, however, was much the same, each being a form of collage, of juxtaposition, combining sure ideas with chance. As Mills put it, “I’d refer to it as composting rather than composing.” 108 Strange Familiar was filled with textures that were almost hidden behind the main elements of each composition, treated instruments, mumbling, speaking, buried radio broadcasts. The album was Mill’s first serious excursion into musical composition, and there was a feel that each composition was almost a movement in an overall piece. Sylvian contributed the music, words, and vocals on the track How Safe is Deep?, which he recorded in 1995. The song appeared in remixed form on a 1999 EP release associated with Sylvian’s Dead Bees on a Cake album then entitled Shadowland. It fitted well with the other compositions on Mills’ album, being a fusion of electro-ambient themes, pulsing synthesisers, and “found-sound” samples.


    Beyond the early beginnings of work on his next solo offering which was still a number of years from completion, there was not much more to report in terms of musical output from Sylvian at this time. Beyond the few releases just mentioned, 1995/96 saw Sylvian absorbed with looking after and bringing up his youngest daughter Ameera Daya, and Chavez was expecting daughter number two, Isobel. Upstairs in the attic was the home studio, which was not abandoned, but also seemed not to have been the most used of rooms in the house. Sylvian and family regularly toured the States in the car, setting off on mammoth road trips, sucking up the environment, listening to each other’s music, listening and learning from each other not just musically, but spiritually. In so many ways the focus of family and faith began to take precedence over everything else that Sylvian did. Many of the state-to-state journeys were spent following teachers, and for certain it seemed as if the quest for spiritual enlightenment was becoming all consuming. Sylvian did keep his hand in musically, however, his newly focussed spiritualism not just feeding into his compositions but also into his way of working. From this point on Sylvian needed total focus. Everything extraneous to creativity had to be removed to allow for clarity. This way of working became more and more intense as time and Sylvian’s career progressed, solitude and total lack of distraction becoming a necessary part of the creative process.


    Marriage, children, Minneapolis, Hinduism, teachers, and gurus together represented a rich stew of influences for Sylvian at this time, but despite all the distractions — all be it in fits and starts — his next solo work, Dead Bees on a Cake, was produced. The birth of the new release was not an easy one. Its musical conception was full of cul-de-sacs and false starts. Writing was not necessarily the stumbling block, but the recording process itself was extremely drawn out. As mentioned, the outline for some of the pieces stretched back as far as 1993, as Sylvian worked up songs that were to provide the basis of a collaboration between himself and Chavez. These early pieces added significantly to the final flavour of the album. “I would write pieces that I felt would appeal to her as a writer and some of those pieces had a slight R&B leaning to them. We completed a number of pieces together, prior to our first daughter being born, when, for obvious reasons, priorities and focus shifted.” 109


    One aspect of Dead Bees on a Cake that did resonate with his back catalogue was the array of collaborators that contributed to the album. The protracted and somewhat disjointed nature of the writing and recording did, however, mean that this was less a hand-picked group of talented musicians all with a voice to add to the pieces, and more an agglomeration of musicians who stuck to the project in a slightly random way during its construction. It was also fair to say that this led to the use of musicians with whom Sylvian did not have any great relationship or knowledge in some instances, effectively session musicians, something that he steered clear of doing as far as possible early in his solo career. Not all were session musicians, however, and even those that were were of a standard that set them apart from the run of the mill. Some old faces joined Sylvian, including Jansen (at this stage reconciled with his brother), Wheeler, Sakamoto, and Chavez. Sakamoto was at this stage a constant spur to Sylvian’s creativity, and someone who had a unique understanding and appreciation of the way that Sylvian worked. He had a wealth of knowledge in all genres, and had the ability to apply this eclectic expertise to arrangements at the drop of a hat, something Sylvian saw as his unique signature, adding flavours of Debussy or Bill Evans, and anything in between at the click of a finger. “We share a common vocabulary, which is so important, and it needn’t be verbal. It’s just the way we respond to one another in the studio. That’s very rare. Ryuichi is a sort of touch down for me. When we go into the studio together we can immediately go further and further afield in terms of the input into the piece we are working on. We don’t have to establish or re-establish that common ground.” 28


    New to working with Sylvian on Dead Bees on a Cake was an eclectic mix of exceptionally talented individuals. First, there was guitarist Marc Ribot, who was born in America and was synonymous with his work with Tom Waits. Before his collaboration with Sylvian where he provided acoustic, electric, and slide guitars, the jazz and new-wave influenced Ribot had been a prolific session guitarist, his first substantial contribution being to Wait’s 1985 album Rain Dogs. Many more collaborations took place with Waits, and in the 1990s, Ribot also worked loosely with Elvis Costello. With a broad range of interests and skills, his playing also extended into the area of classical music as he recorded compositions for classical guitar by Haiti’s Franz Casseus in 1993, and he also produced his own solo works before linking up with Sylvian, most notably Rootless Cosmopolitans released in 1990 and Requiem for What’s His Name released in 1992. In 1994, Ribot put together an avant-garde jazz-rock fusion band called Shrek, their eponymous debut album released in 1994. As he moved onto Sylvian’s radar as a contributor on Dead Bees on a Cake, Ribot was involved with numerous collaborations with prolific musician and composer John Zorn.


    Lawrence Feldman contributed flute to Dead Bees on a Cake, and came to the project as a hugely experienced and versatile woodwind player, equally adept at playing not just flute, but saxophone, clarinet, and even some brass instruments for good measure. His professional career began back in the late 1970s with contributions to compositions by Tina Turner, Nick Jonas, and — in the 1980s — with the likes of Luther Vandross, Julian Lennon, Joe Cocker, and David Byrne. In the 1990s, before working with Sylvian, Feldman’s collaborations continued to be prolific, with the likes of Elvis Costello, Barbara Streisand, and Ryuichi Sakamoto on his 1994 album Sweet Revenge and his 1997 album Smoochy.


    Playing drums on the album was another new recruit, U.K.-born percussionist Ged Lynch, with a history that included work with the Ruthless Rap Assassins, and The Icicle Works, which he joined in 1989. In the early 1990s he linked up with Shaun Ryder in the band Black Grape, from which time Lynch undertook a lot of session work, and carved out a distinctive style that incorporated hard-groove playing with the range and scope — and in some instances the subtleties — of percussion. Bass guitarist and double bass player John Giblin also joined the collaborators as an established session musician who had worked with a number of bands, including Brand X and Simple Minds before working with Sylvian. Keyboard player Tommy Barbarella was another new face, contributing Fender Rhodes and piano. Barbarella was a member of Prince’s New Power Generation from the early to mid-1990s, and was very much on the Minneapolis scene when he collaborated with Sylvian.


    Next was Deepak Ram playing Bansuri flute. Ram, of Indian origin, was a South African musician who received his training in Bansuri and tabla in South Africa in the mid-1970s, and India in the late 1970s. At the time of his collaboration with Sylvian, his commercial career was in its infancy as he had just completed his academic musical training. Another new face was Chris Minh Doky who provided acoustic bass on the album, a musician with an ability to meld into various genres, and best known for his jazz work when he collaborated with Sylvian. He released his first album Appreciation in the late 1980s, and by the time he worked on Dead Bees on a Cake, he had produced a number of albums involving numerous collaborators such as Bill Evans, Adam Nussbaum, and Curtis Steigers to name but a few. Scooter Warner was also new to Sylvian, and provided drums on some tracks on Dead Bees on a Cake, having worked as a session drummer on various albums in the 1990s including Jim Beard’s Lost at the Carnival in 1994 and Bill Evan’s Live in Europe. He was also associated with the band Defunkt with which he released an album in the mid-1990s entitled Cum Funky. Defunkt had been around since the late 1970s with a rolling membership, but were respected for their innovative work in the jazz and blues genres, flavours that were certainly required by Sylvian on Dead Bees on a Cake.


    Talvin Singh was another new name added to the mix playing tabla on Dead Bees on a Cake. Singh come to prominence as a tabla percussionist in London in the 1980s, soon gaining a reputation for the fusion of Indian classical music and western pop, jazz, and dance. Before working with Sylvian, he collaborated with Siouxsie and the Banshees in 1991, Bjork on her 1993 release Debut, and Bill Sherman in the mid-1990s. Sylvian admitted that it was Singh who he was questioned about most frequently when discussing the collaborators on the album. “Yes, everybody seems to ask about Talvin. Normally, I’m very familiar with the body of work of the artist I’m inviting into the studio. Talvin was one of the exceptions. I’d worked with a tabla player in New York and the sessions hadn’t gone particularly well. I was in Real World Studios in Bath in England, looking for someone to work with, and the person I was coordinating the album with happened to work with Talvin. So he was brought in as a classical tabla player. I knew nothing of his background and nothing of the aspects of his work until I met him. Though now I am familiar, and I really enjoy what he does.” 110


    Steve Tibbetts also contributed to the album playing gong. Tibbetts was an established figure on the Minneapolis/St Paul scene in the 1990s, and was an electric and acoustic guitarist as well as being an “exotic” percussionist. Tibbetts worked extremely closely with another St Paul resident, percussionist Marc Anderson who worked with Sylvian during the early 1990s on The First Day. After a couple of self-released albums, Tibbetts’ first major record release was with ECM in the early 1980s entitled Northern Song. He released four more albums with ECM in the 1980s, and a further one in 1994 just before his work with Sylvian.


    Bill Frisell was the last of the new collaborators providing acoustic guitar and dobro. He was well known as a guitarist who mixed rock and country with jazz and blues at this time, and was also an innovative improviser. Frisell’s and Sylvian’s paths first crossed at Sylvian’s Perspectives exhibition in the early 1980s, at the time that Frisell was working as ECM’s resident guitarist, famously working with Jan Garbarek in 1981 on the album Paths, Prints. This was soon followed by his first solo album also released on ECM entitled In Line. The 1980s saw Frisell relocate to New York City where he became a prominent member of the music scene, forging a lasting bond with John Zorn. In the late 1980s, Frisell moved to Seattle where in the early 1990s he made two of his best-known albums, Have a Little Faith and This Land. It was at this time that he came into Sylvian’s orbit as Frisell worked with Sakamoto on his album Heartbeat.


    After the sessions that Sylvian wrote for Chavez, commencing straight after the completion of his live tour with Fripp right at the back end of 1993 and into early 1994, next in the process of putting Dead Bees on a Cake together came a push with old-time collaborator Sakamoto. “I started out writing with Ryuichi Sakamoto in New York. Initially, Ryuichi was co-producing the project with me, and after three weeks work we had about three days down, and it was obvious things weren’t working as well as they usually did between the two of us. So we decided to call it quits. I captured some wonderful moments from the sessions in the string arrangements, the brass, and some piano work of Ryuichi’s, but we were way behind where we’d expected to be at that point.” 111 Next, Sylvian undertook another week in New York with a series of musicians including Ribot and Minh Doky. Despite his continued quest for some traction with the compositions, however, the New York sessions once again proved unproductive, with one notable exception in Ribot, whose performances found their way onto the final album with no reworking from Sylvian, which was extremely unusual if not unprecedented. Whereas other musicians were not drilling into the essence of the work to Sylvian’s satisfaction, Ribot hit the nail on the head. “The wonderful thing about Ribot is that he is a wonderful listener as well as an exceptional guitarist. I had only one afternoon with him in New York very early in the recording of the album, and he gave me so much to work with within that afternoon.” 112 Such was the success of the session with Ribot that Sylvian ended up using his contributions on a lot more tracks than was originally planned.


    With progress in general still slow, however, Sylvian upped sticks and shifted the process to England, settling into the Real Word Studios. He had experience of Real World, which suited his way of working and were not typical of the usual bland studios that proliferated the world over. Sylvian had auditioned drummers for the tour with Fripp here, and described his comfort with the environment. “I knew I’d feel at home in what was a very relaxed, creative environment, complimented by quality technicians and members of staff that make up the community there. I’d originally planned a stint of two or three weeks, but stayed on longer as I worked my way through a series of drummers, bass guitarists, and percussionists looking for suitable players. I finally settled on Jed Lynch for drums and John Giblin for bass. Sessions were also recorded with Talvin Singh, Kenny Wheeler, and Deepak Ram.” 67


    Some small steps were made in England, but the project was still not advancing quickly enough. It seemed as if for the first time in Sylvian’s career his chosen musicians couldn’t find their way into the work. The key reason for this was probably down to Sylvian himself who was at this point on a quest for extremely specific emotional textures in his compositions that reflected the enormous life changes he was experiencing. He was looking for something far more specific than usual, and therefore came across as much more demanding and critical. Sylvian left England and returned to Minneapolis, where he started sampling what material he had and reconstructing the arrangements in his loft studio. He was three months into the project at this stage, and there was really very little to show for his endeavours, his progress further stifled by the fact that he was working alone as producer, engineer, and maintenance man. This was possible because he was for the first time using the liberating Pro Tools core system, 48 tracks running on a Mac. Even the mixing was done internally on the computer. Sylvian found this software totally intuitive, he thoroughly enjoyed using it, and it meant he could work alone, which was especially important when he was providing vocals, a time he liked to work in isolation.


    In 1992, on his move to the States, Sylvian had met and embarked on an extremely fruitful association with Dave Kent who he met in Minneapolis when Kent was working for Prince at Paisley Park. It was Kent who taught Sylvian how to use Pro-Tools, and who also helped him set up his home-based studio. Their relationship flourished over the years. “Dave has enormous patience (a necessary quality for anyone working with me) and a wealth of technical know-how…. He’s very discreet, to the point where it is possible to forget he’s actually present in the room. Trust me, this is an excellent quality for any engineer to have. Generous with his talent and time, he gives 100% of himself to everything we do together.” 113 Kent was at Sylvian’s side throughout the long gestation period of Dead Bees on a Cake, and the final compositions were ultimately mixed in his Synergy Studio in the Napa Hills in California.


    Having returned to the States from the Real World Studios, Sylvian recorded some more sessions in and around Minneapolis with local musicians including Barbarella and Tibbetts. His work with these musicians helped him build up a library of samples that were to come in very useful as time went on. More and more sessions with other musicians followed, the key struggle for Sylvian eventually being bringing the mass of disparate contributions together in a way that produced an organic feel, and not something disjointed and bitty. He exemplified the ongoing trouble he had with session musicians by talking about the work he did with Bill Frisell in Seattle. “I obviously think Bill is an amazing guitarist. We did two days work together, and he contributed a lot of work in many pieces. But when I got the work back home and started listening through it, although the performances were beautiful, they didn’t draw out of the pieces the emotional response I was looking for. So I had to go back and actually replace many guitar parts with my own guitar playing, which is technically inferior — obviously — to Bill’s playing.” 111


    Such reworking — superimposing his voice on the contributed voices provided by his collaborators — was a recurring theme as Dead Bees on the Cake began to take form. The bulk of the work for the album was completed in Minneapolis. However, Sylvian’s wanderlust meant that another obstacle was thrown into the path of album, as he and the family decided that the time was right to move on from Minneapolis to California in 1997 before the album was completed. “There were two different reasons for that. Ingrid was ready to move on because she had been living in Minneapolis for…12 years by the time we picked up. The main reason was that an Indian holy woman Shree Maa came to stay with us for a period of time, and the experience of living with her for four or five days was so intense that we picked up and moved to the place where she was living in the Napa Hills so that we could be close to her for a period of time…that’s really what drew us out here initially.” 111


    Shree Maa’s time with Sylvian and Chavez in Minneapolis was immortalised on Dead Bees on a Cake in the composition Praise (of which more later). Her importance as a teacher for Sylvian was obvious at this time, a shift to the West coast to be near her being somewhat of an overt clue! After initially settling near Shree Maa in the Napa Hills, Sylvian and family stayed in California, but eventually moved to a house in Sonoma in the valley at 1346 Napa Road East, 45 minutes north of San Francisco. The house was a mile or so outside Sonoma town itself, in a dead end road that ran directly from the town centre. Sonoma was a beautiful small California town, quiet, picture postcard in a way. All the amenities needed were there, and the commute to San Francisco was easy making the big city very accessible for any necessary injection of culture. Shree Maa’s Ashram in Clayton in Napa was close by as well. The mobile nature of the studio set up that Sylvian had put together with Kent fortunately allowed him to shift around with relative ease. Sylvian completed the vocals and the final guitar and keyboard overdubs in a small cabin located extremely close to Shree Maa’s Ashram near Clayton in the Napa Hills in blessed isolation. This isolation proved vital, as he needed to concentrate on the final vocal takes, some of which were being superimposed on tracks that were written five years previously. Sylvian was also minded to think that this isolation helped him to create the sense of intimacy inherent in the vocal recordings that had first emerged on Secrets.


    Once the tracks were mixed at Kent’s Napa studio, the project was finished, from beginning to end a process that extended from 1993 to the late summer of 1998, the album eventually being released in March 1999. Sylvian had stretched his finances to breaking point. He had given an insight into his financial plight earlier in the 1990s, and despite the fact that various live excursions and minor releases in the interim may have ameliorated the situation slightly on a temporary basis, nothing would have obviously altered his bank balance in the intervening years. “You know, we made no money out of Japan. It was a real struggle to get by. I am still in debt (1993) to the record company. The way I work, I imagine that is a situation that will continue for some time.” 94 The enormous length of time compositions were taking to complete led Sylvian to produce the album himself, and he ran up huge unforecast and unbudgeted studio bills. After the money finally ran out, he mixed the album with the help of Dave Kent. “The financial pressures were very real. I’ve never been in as much debt as I now find myself. We have had to make major sacrifices, but I’ve had Ingrid supporting me all along. She insulated me, to some degree, from the pressures, so that I could continue working without thinking ‘I’ve got to finish this week or else!”’ 114 The way he worked was well known by now. He was nothing if not meticulous in his approach to compositions, and the perfectionist in him, as we have seen, slowed things even more. The money that Chavez received from her out of court settlement over the credits for Madonna’s single Justify my Love no doubt helped Sylvian keep his head above water at this time.


    Despite all the trials and tribulations — financial and musical — the release of Dead Bees on a Cake effectively chronicled Sylvian’s metaphorical emergence as a phoenix from the ashes. Here was a set of compositions, each — with odd exceptions — overtly relating to the abandoned joy of his relationship with Chavez, his family, his teachers, and the divine. Relatively bleak introspection on previous albums was replaced by a fresh blast of optimism and delight at the positive emotions Sylvian was now in touch with, both through family and his spiritual epiphany. Perhaps the key challenge when putting the album together was coming up with a collection of compositions that sat well together and between them conveyed the diversity of all the different influences that Sylvian was trying to articulate through this album. “At the time, I felt the compositions belonged together. They dealt with similar issues, were created in the same spirit over the same period. There was no shortage of material, and in the end the discussion as to which pieces should be included in the album appeared obvious to me. Sequencing the album didn’t prove an issue either.” 59


    Drilling a little more into the precise nature of the compositions that made up Dead Bees on a Cake, there were some interesting observations. Whereas on past releases, Sylvian had more often than not used numerous third party “voices” to articulate his state of mind and the messages he wanted to convey, Dead Bees on a Cake was much more obviously an autobiographical work. Previous muses had included Cocteau, Picasso, Beuys, and Bergman — in fact a long and eclectic mix of philosophers and mystical thinkers. On this album — usually from the first person perspective — Sylvian had two muses, first the divine, and second his wife and family, both inextricably spoken to and linked together in all the songs. The album was his next solo work after Secrets of the Beehive, where Sylvian was heard struggling with a personal angst and a feeling of alienation. On Dead Bees on a Cake, he was surrendering himself, experiencing the peace that was inherent in divine grace. He was surrendering to love, be it on a spiritual or a personal level, and by so doing the road to redemption was illuminated. Sylvian related Dead Bees on a Cake back to Brilliant Trees. “I think that is because with the ending of the band Japan, there came a point where I reached some kind of an obstacle and a moment of breakthrough was about to come…I’d written Ghosts and I saw the potential there, and there seemed to be this leap in consciousness — which allowed Brilliant Trees to come into life — and new ideas were forming which was glorious. And a similar situation took place prior to writing and recording this album.” 112


    At the time of Brilliant Trees, we saw that one source of inspiration was film director Andrei Tarkovsky. Tarkovsky had a philosophy that informed his own work, and which Sylvian adopted from day one of his solo career — sometimes it was necessary to focus on the shadow to emphasise the light! There was no doubt that Dead Bees on a Cake was dominated by songs of love, celebration, and devotion. More overtly than ever before — or since — Sylvian was celebrating life. It was the clearest statement he had ever made. There was obvious positivity, a recognition of the overwhelming and intoxicating feelings of love.  But it was not pure positivity. Even a casual review of the compositions as a whole showed the dark was also present, sometimes directly referenced in the subject matter of various songs, sometimes more subtly implied. Throughout the album, there was also a tangible tension between upbeat lyrics set against a backdrop of darker musical textures. Sylvian was prompted to explain this, and by so doing showed the extent to which he was continuing to conform with Tarkovsky’s view of the world. “Well, I don’t think we ever experience one emotion in a pure sense, its mirror opposite is always present, and there is a whole complexity of emotions surrounding it, and for a song to work well, it has to embrace all of that. You can’t anticipate what frame of mind a listener is going to have when they approach a piece of music, so it has to embrace them regardless, so they can open up to the work, and ultimately the work can work on them, do its thing!” 112 A quote from American poet Robert Haas appeared on the cover for the album. “If we make a poem of celebration it has to include a lot of darkness to be real.” Much-heralded contemporary poet Haas, like Tarkovsky, precisely mirrored the philosophy embraced by Sylvian.


    The compositions on and surrounding the main release of Dead Bees on a Cake could be found on a number of vehicles. First to see the light of day in mid-March 1999 were two single releases of the album track I Surrender, both backed by non-album tracks, Les Fleurs du Mal, Starred and Dreaming, Whose Trip is This?, and Remembering Julia. The album followed a couple of weeks later, and then in September 1999, another album track God Man was released as a single, with another non-album composition, Shadowland, as well as a DVD entitled Time Spent — a film made by Sylvian and Chavez that gave some a valuable insight into the background to the works. When looking at this plethora of work, the first question that needed addressing was the somewhat confusing title of the album. Simplistically, it seemed to refer directly to the loss of ego. Dead Bees on a Cake made reference to the self merging with the object of desire, and was a commentary on the cornerstone of Hinduism. The mention of death was dealing with the death of the ego that was implicit in the overall focus of the album, which was to do with love, devotion, and divine intoxication. In Sylvian’s own words: “I was looking for a title that reflected that, but not in an obvious way. I didn’t want to be dogmatic about it. The bees began to represent the ego, and the cake the object of desire. And so it’s the ego that is dying and merging with the object of desire…you can find it in many texts as the ultimate goal, the liberation from the ego. That’s what it began to represent for me.” 115


    The album began with I Surrender, which was the centrepiece of the album, in that it encapsulated the overall theme, giving in to love and the divine by letting go of the ego. The roots of the song went back to the very beginning of the Dead Bees project, when Sylvian was writing music for Chavez to respond to in the studio in their house in Minneapolis in 1993. When Chavez gave birth to their first child, Ameera Daya, and retreated from making music, Sylvian picked some of these compositions up himself, I Surrender among them. “I think that the nature of that piece influenced some of the subsequent writing…which is very interesting for me. In a sense I’d written a piece of music that I thought would appeal to my wife and inspire her as a writer, but ultimately it inspired me and influenced the musical direction of the album to some degree.” 109 The song, in common with many of the tracks on the album, sampled other artist’s works, this time from the composition You Know You Know from John McLaughlin’s Mahavishnu Orchestra.


    The name given to the orchestra was directly due to the guidance of McLaughlin’s guru at the time in the early 1970s, the name she told him to adopt meaning divine compassion, power, and justice. McLaughlin and the orchestra basically defined what “jazz fusion” was all about, presenting in their music a blend of progressive jazz, rock, Indian classical, funk, and European classical music. McLaughlin himself was a legendary guitarist in this genre, and the band also included the keyboard maestro Jan Hammer. You Know You Know came from their first studio album The Inner Mounting Flame released in 1971, and was a beautiful example of McLaughlin’s work, effectively a lilting low key meandering jazz piece which built in interesting guitar shocks and lavish drum solos. Sylvian discussed the use of the sample thus: “Sometimes a sample loop can become something of a catalyst in that it may lead you down a path you may not otherwise have taken. The Mahavishnu loop…formed the basic drum pattern for I Surrender.” 68 Using this sample as its backdrop, the musical feel of the piece mirrored it, being itself a low key and entrancing composition.


    The title of the song referred to the concept of surrender, where individuals completely let go of their own selves and focus entirely on the teachings of a guru or god. This theme was consistently reflected in the lyric, which could on another level be read as a direct commentary by the narrator (obviously Sylvian) on his love for Chavez. As Sylvian said, the piece was “a love song on many levels,” 116 the love for his wife and the love of the divine. Some commentators, having heard I Surrender, recognised what they thought were flavours of the 13th Century Persian Muslim poet and Sufi mystic Rumi. Sylvian was eager to put such connections into context. “I have read Rumi’s work as well as other poets whose work is born out of experience of the divine. No, I can’t say I was consciously influenced by Rumi’s work. It’s possible that once one experiences the divine for oneself, the tendency and danger is to fall into cliché when trying to relay the experience verbally. The terminology used to describe such experiences has become hackneyed to some extent. Rumi, and the myriad of other poets of the ecstatic, have encapsulated the experience of divine love and longing, or devotion, beautifully, but if we are to go on speaking of such things then we need to become more resourceful.” 23


    I Surrender marked the “leaving behind” of the previous self, and the looking forward to a new way of living. The fact that Sylvian referred to his former self in the third person, as if it was in fact someone else, reinforced this point. The boy referenced was obviously Sylvian’s former self, implying immaturity and incompleteness, but he was now growing up.


    I looked back and glimpsed the outline of a boy / His life of sorrows now collapsing into joy


    This was an important song for the composer, and he was minded to say that it was as clear an account of personal experience as he was able to make at the time. There was a precision to his writing, the language and vocabulary that he was using precisely capturing and articulating his experiences. He would find it hard to return to this language as his career progressed, so the clarity at this point was relatively unique. The mother referred to throughout the song was the divine mother, his guru, his love and devotion for her running in parallel to his love and devotion for his wife. Both these benevolent forces were allowing him to strip off the layers of past negativity and confusion that had been with him forever in a way, and left him naked and exposed to the overwhelming joy of the possibilities of his new life.


    I’ve travelled all this way for your embrace / Enraptured by the recognition on your face / Hold me now while my old life dies tonight and I surrender / My mother cries beneath the open skies and I surrender


    Sylvian attempted sometime after the release of Dead Bees to try and unravel the real concept of surrender to him while his interest in Hinduism grew. The whole point of the surrender referenced in the song and in his faith was that it was not just a one-time event, but an inherently difficult process that involved surrender with every moment of being. “The notion of surrender is counter intuitive, at least for me. It is maintained from moment to moment by conscious awareness. This makes the practice a form of meditation. The commitment to those things undertaken is still 100%; it’s only in the completion of the work, in one’s duties and responsibilities, that one relinquishes control, doesn’t invest heavily in a desired outcome.” 1


    And so the stage was set for the rest of Dead Bees on a Cake, which continued with the composition Dobro 1.  This song was co-written with guitarist and dobro player Bill Frisell, and immediately after the sublime I Surrender, introduced a somewhat troubled and darker note into the proceedings. Dobro 1 was effectively Sylvian vocally responding to an improvisation provided by Frisell in sessions recorded in Seattle. Only one dobro piece appeared on the album, but other improvisations were recorded. Sylvian discussed the work at the time: “I was recording with Bill Frisell…and at the end of a two day session he was sitting in the studio with the dobro on his lap. I just asked him to improvise a number of pieces for me, that I could respond to when I had time. He did that. I think there were six in all. None of them lasted more than two minutes. I responded to the first, and that appeared on Dead Bees on a Cake.” 28


    Dobro 1 was completed quite soon after the sessions with others being completed up to a year or so later, and appearing on a forthcoming compilation album that was released in 2000. As a way of composing, this was a new departure for Sylvian, but one that took root in future compositions, especially on Blemish — where the artist made similar vocal responses to improvisations provided by Derek Bailey — and later on Manafon. In effect, Sylvian was asking the musicians in such instances to provide him with a musical challenge that he could respond to as a vocalist, rather than asking them to provide a contribution to a composition that already existed in some form or other. Dobro 1 was a short and sparse composition, with just the dobro and a prominent almost vibrato vocal delivery from Sylvian which he regarded as one of his best on the album. It was backed by an extremely subtle atmospheric keyboard underlay.


    Lyrically, the song focused with clarity on Sylvian’s past. The images seemed to place a window on the elements of his life that were so troubling, the areas of seemingly inescapable sorrow and loneliness. It was these times that Sylvian recognised as lurking in the background, and which he wished to leave behind while embracing his newfound happiness. This former self and former life were based on false premises from the start — I stole a life / With braids of fire — and ultimately they were found out for what they really were. From his newfound position of optimism that permeated most other compositions on Dead Bees, on Dobro 1, Sylvian could really see the past for what it was.


    There never was any freedom here / All I feared the most / Came back around / And it rained on my house / And it rained on my house all summer


    The next song did nothing to lift the mood back to the optimism inherent in the opening composition, and along with Dobro 1 added the counterpoint of pessimism to the suggestion of optimism. Once again, Sylvian used a sample on Midnight Sun, this time a drum loop from the seminal American deep south blues composer John Lee Hooker’s song I’m Wanderin’. Midnight Sun also contained elements from Driftin’ Blues written by Johhny Moore, Charles Brown, and Eddie Williams, these three musicians being credited as co-writers of the song. Driftin’ Blues was a “blues standard” written by Johnny Moore in the 1940s, and recorded by ‘Johnny Moore’s Three Blazers’, Moore on guitar, Brown on vocals and piano, and Williams on bass. The textures from Hooker and Moore’s group dominated the song. Sylvian added brass arrangements supplied by Sakamoto, and he contributed guitar, vocals, and keyboard himself. The only other addition was Marc Ribot who added to the blues feel of the track, some commentators suggesting that Midnight Sun had a Tom Waits feel to it, which would only have been reinforced by Ribot considering his musical history.


    Sylvian explained the musical basis of the song in some detail. “Before I start writing material, I tend to spend a period of time…creating sounds on synthesisers, creating a library of sounds, and creating a library of samples. And this was the case in this instance. I’d taken a sample from a John Lee Hooker track and started working with it…. Initially it was the form of it, because it was a genre of music that I had never touched upon…an area of music that I didn’t think it would be appropriate for me to delve into. But as I played with the idea further and further…and came up with something of a hybrid, it appealed to me more and more. Through working with blues as a writer it just opened up that world to me as a listener. But it was the notion of the hybrid that interested me, bringing in first of all my voice into the context of a blues track…but then bringing in other elements such as Ribot and a Gil Evans style brass arrangement and so on and so forth.” 109


    Midnight Sun used this blues background to present a short but tortured lyric. Here the narrator was heard bemoaning the state of the world, where the malign forces at work had replaced that which was good with things that were soulless and troublesome. The title of the song itself used a contradictory image of the sun at midnight to emphasise the forces of good and bad at work. There was no doubting that in the struggle that ensued, the dark forces were victorious. The moon represented the good, the darkness the bad.


    They’ve stolen the moon / The magic is gone / And there in its place / A black midnight sun / The darkness is frightening / The love is denied / They’ve stolen the moon / God only knows why


    Some three years after the release of Dead Bees on a Cake, Andrew Harvey, a former devotee of Mother Meera published his book The Sun at Midnight. Chronology indicated no connection, but Harvey’s book was a withering critique of Mother Meera and what he portrayed as her homophobic tendencies, surrounding events that took place in the early 1990s. A huge coincidence that two people who were devotees of Mother Meera at about the same time, produced works with similar names but diametrically opposed sentiments.


    Midnight Sun was followed by Thalheim, which without any illusion or artifice, articulated the air of spiritual awakening and devotion that Sylvian realised after his visit to Mother Meera, and also his immersion in the Hindu faith in general. Musically, this was a slow tempo dream-like composition, complimenting the reverential lyrics. Over a languorous drum line, Sylvian used emotionally charged vocal delivery, which was accompanied by a subtle bass line from Giblin and Rhodes textures from Barbarella. The song also included some soaring and evocative flugelhorn playing from Wheeler, towards the end of the song entering into a bi-play with Sylvian’s vocals. The composition lifted the mood again, and returned to the overriding theme of love and divine intoxication. It captured the deeply profound experience when Sylvian received Darshan from Mother Meera in Thalheim back in 1992, and the intensity and sublime nature of that moment in his life. It described the merging of two previously separate people into a oneness that was unbreakable. As Sylvian put it, “It’s another love song, coming out of a very difficult period of my life, and it is talking about redemption through love.” 116 The lyrics showed that the love that Sylvian was feeling was a love that he could no longer live without, and it had the power to overcome the troubles that still lingered in the psyche.


    Couldn’t leave you if I tried / Couldn’t weather this alone / And through the darkness you still provide / The sweetest love I’ve ever known / Take the shadow from the road I walk upon / Be my sunshine, sunshine


    Sylvian saw the discovery of this redefining love as having the power to turn his angst on its head.


    And in the emptiness / You look and find someone / The damage is undone / And love has made you strong / Heaven gave me mine / Thalheim


    Godman, a quirky, somewhat rock-oriented song, with quite a gritty sound and production quality followed. This composition was backed by an original drum track supplied by Walker, and once again featured an unedited guitar performance from the Ribot sessions. The concept of a “Godman” pervaded most faiths and religions, but perhaps the most relevant in respect of this song was the one related to Hinduism, where Godmen were seen as representing the showy end of mysticism, many suggesting that they possessed paranormal powers such as mind reading and healing abilities. This had led to them being criticised as gimmicky, and not representative of the core of Hindu faith. Musically, Godman provided a challenging canvas for the lyric that was almost sarcastic and tongue in cheek. It seemed as if this song was a commentary on Sylvian’s realisation of the outwardly attractive, but actually artificial, bogus, and ultimately worthless actions of a Godman. For Sylvian, it was the profundity and power of the Hindu faith that was attractive, not the fripperies. Sylvian said: “It’s a pretty hard song to pin down lyrically. Just hang on to the chorus line, ‘You misunderstood the place where you stand’, which means that we lose track of our potential, our true potential, and really misunderstand our purpose for being here. But it’s a much lighter song than that.” 116


    Next came Alphabet Angel, which Sylvian linked with some of his previous songs. “I compare it to Laughter and Forgetting on the Gone to Earth album. Structurally it is very similar. But obviously, the influences go back to the piece Ghosts. What I’m doing with the discolouration, if you like, in letting these strange harmonics take place, is to create a greater emotional depth in the piece. If you take away those elements, the piece becomes quite gentle and sweet.” 112 The song was in essence a simple bi-play between Sylvian’s vocal and Sakamoto’s keyboard playing, with the sea of Sylvian’s unique harmonics and atmospherics lapping in the background. This produced a dream-like feel to the piece, the textures bringing to mind the end of a sublime summer’s day. It exuded emotion in its relatively short span, and Sylvian commented that the song was for his first daughter Ameera, and about his relationship with her. “The lyric just accounts for the period that I met Ingrid and…the miracle of Ameera’s presence in my life I suppose.” 116


    Just after Chavez and Sylvian met, and before they recorded Heartbeat with Sakamoto, they travelled to New Orleans, at a time that they were falling under each other’s spell. This song could be seen as Sylvian describing this time and the burgeoning of his feelings for Ameera’s mother, and indeed it referenced the city. Sylvian had abandoned himself to the immensity of the feelings he had that day, even losing track of time, implying that time in itself didn’t matter.


    It’s later than I thought it was / The shadows long and lost / Circle through the room / Swear as I met your mother there / In New Orleans / The sun was slipping into blue


    The next composition, Krishna Blue, was full of sensuality, and sonically took the album overtly into the realms of Indian musical forms, based mostly on the tabla and percussion playing by Singh, and the Bansuri contributions from Ram. The roots of the song were typical of many pieces on Dead Bees on a Cake, and began life as a flute sample supplied by Ryuichi Sakamoto, which was later supplemented. Over time and the numerous sessions that Sylvian held to get the performances he needed for the album, Krishna Blue took form. “I’d recorded a tabla player in New York, but the feeling of the track didn’t come together for me, so I needed to replace that tabla track when I got to Real World. So Talvin Singh came in, and performed on the track. He suggested Deepak Ram as a contributor. So I got that while I was at Real World. Actually, I resampled Talvin’s performance and re-arranged the part slightly when I got back to Minneapolis. There was a contribution from Ingrid…as a vocalist, and at a later stage I recorded Bill Frisell in Seattle. So it was a slow process of building up the picture, or creating a diversity, a density of layers if you like.” 112 The overall Indian feel of the composition was built upon by occasional distant chanting in the background, and synthesiser atmospheres. Sylvian used this as a canvas upon which to present a reverential — but at the same time celebratory — vocal delivery. The lyrics of Krishna Blue were in sharp contrast to those of some previous works, most especially on Gone to Earth, as in this song Sylvian spoke of his liberation from the earthbound attachments that symbolised much of his earlier life. The presence of the focus of his now maturing spirituality was all pervasive, and imbued him with a confidence and vision that had the power to overcome tribulations.


    She’s here in the snowfall / At dead of night / The mood is of courtship / The final fight / She’s all that I need / All that I am / The voice of compassion inside the man She’s here in the lifelines / In every curve / Suspended in silence / Between each word


    Sylvian’s spiritual focus now had the ability to change his perceptions, and to dissolve what in the past seemed like ingrained problems and issues.


    She’s prising the rope from my hands / The fear and the hopes that I held on to / It’s coming true / Colour the river I swim back to you / Krishna Blue


    Sylvian exhibited his absolute abandon and devotion to the teacher, the guru, the faith in general, and true love, the lyric as so often on this album reading equally well on multiple levels.


    In the softest belly / And the warmest heart / In your open hands / I lay my head / In the never ending / I fall apart / In the silent forest / And the brilliant red / And through the stream of words / There comes a sound / And I listen / Child like / To her voice / Spellbound


    Sylvian described the musical and lyrical thrust of the song. “Because of some of the people I’ve been studying with, who are from India, I’ve heard a lot of Indian music played live, and I really enjoy Indian classical music. My teacher, my guru, however you want to phrase it, has a very strong connection with Krishna as well as the divine mother, and it is a song about her and my relationship with her, and it seemed natural to incorporate the imagery of Krishna into that piece.” 116 In Hindu mythology, Krishna was on one level the embodiment of love and divine joy that destroyed all pain and sin, while some Hindu traditions saw him as the supreme being. All devotees were part of Krishna, much in the same way as drops of water were part of the ocean, as it was sometimes put. He was usually depicted as blue-skinned, denoting a symbol of depth of character and the ability to fight evil. Krishna was almost seen as the inner self of all, existing in every devotee.


    The next song, The Shining of Things, was a beautiful lament, with vocals backed by a string arrangement orchestrated by Sakamoto. The song was musically simple but beautifully crafted, the strings providing a somewhat bleak and imploring feel to the piece. This feeling was added to by the troubled and resigned nature of Sylvian’s vocal delivery and the lyrics, which returned to an air of dark introspection. Sylvian described the lyric of the song in some detail, suggesting that it dealt with the ending of his relationship with Yuka Fujii. “This is about a period of time of my life prior to meeting Ingrid, the ending of a previous relationship, and just the working through of that relationship. I did have some kind of spiritual practice, but it kind of fell apart during that period. It was one of the darkest periods…in my life. But I still felt that I never lost my faith, I never lost my belief. It was hard for me to hold on to it at times, and [The Shining of Things] just documents that period, that even through the darkest of times there was the presence of light. I never doubted for one moment that all the difficulties were there for a reason, and at some point I would understand their relevance in my life.” 116


    On one level, then, this lyric described the end of a relationship, the narrative device used reducing this to the aftermath of an argument. In general, on Dead Bees on a Cake, Sylvian managed to reveal the profound and hidden characteristics of seemingly very simple things and emotions, and the Shining of Things was an example of this. “That’s the beautiful reward, to recognise the magic in every day life. It’s a very Buddhist approach, so that’s certainly something that I’ve found through Zen Buddhism over the years. The Shining of Things is really talking about a period in my life where I did lose sight of that, to some degree. Some of the people that I’ve come into contact with, some of the beautiful beings that have devoted themselves to God, recognise the divinity of all things. Few of us are able to attain that state, but we can celebrate the magic.” 117 The lyric suggested the aftermath of a pointless, profound, but inexplicable disagreement, which despite the fact that it hurt, had a counterbalance, an unexpected outcome that was a reinforced closeness.


    Take my word for it this never should have happened / What in the world do you think got into me / We fire at will and as we watch the pieces shatter / We find we’re closer than we’ve ever been


    Despite the unremitting nature of the lyric as it probed the potential for loss and hurt, there was an upside that placed everything in context, the ability to see the bigger picture, the real essence of life — which Sylvian described as having it footings in Zen Buddhism — namely the ability to recognise the innate divinity and value in everything. The argument implied in the lyric was a metaphor for how things that were actually trivial, could take on an overwhelming importance and obscure an ability to see the real meaning of life and the bigger picture.


    She calls my name and I come running / I have lost the voice I listen to / And there’s a stillness now the rains stopped falling / And there’s a sadness like I never knew / But I still see the shining of things.


    Café Europa, a lilting composition with jazz notes came next, on the face of it, an homage to the joy and fulfilment of travelling with a soul mate and detailing the early stages of Sylvian and Chavez’s relationship. The lyric spoke of revelations that were discovered and new thought processes provoked on the journey that was taken, obviously a referenced physical journey, but also referring to a spiritual journey and awakening. There was a feeling of rebirth here, the heralding of a new dawn where all past perceptions were washed away by the focus on a new life, blessed with love and devotion. To achieve its benefits, the past had to be left behind.


    We’re rewriting all the text books / In the process of becoming / We’ve so much to live for / If we stop putting up a fight


    But the past had set the groundwork for this new and positive focus, for without it, the necessary life lessons would not have been learned and the enormity of the goal would not have been appreciated.


    It’s the heart that has been broken / Finds the truth in what is spoken


    Pollen Path, a somewhat alarming musical statement broke the listener out of the reverie that had been induced by much of the album that had gone before. Here was a jagged and full-bodied rock song, at least as it began. Ribot’s provocative and harsh guitar playing was to the fore in the first half of the song, with a heavy drum section provided by Lynch. The latter half of the song gave way to a sparse oriental sound, which melted away to the finish. This composition went back to the pieces that Sylvian was working on with Chavez in 1993. It also contained another sample, this time from John Cage’s Sonata V from his 1960s Sonantas and Interludes. The Cage “prepared” piano sample formed part of the initial soundscape that morphed into what was heard on the final released version.


    Cage provided an obvious area of focus for Sylvian, being as he was a groundbreaking avant-garde composer. He was famous for pushing the boundaries of musical composition and performance, and was seen by some as more of an inventor than a composer, pioneering the use of chance and silence in his compositions. His preoccupation with the incorporation of chance in his music stemmed directly from his study of Indian philosophy and Zen Buddhism in the 1940s. In a lecture that he gave in 1957, Cage described music as “ a purposeless play, which is an affirmation of life, not an attempt to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply a way of waking up to the very life we are living.” 118 The Sonantas and Interludes from which Sonata V came were among some of Cage’s best-known works. In them he expressed his interpretation of the permanent emotions of Indian tradition, the heroic, the erotic, the wondrous, and the comic (the four light moods); sorrow, fear, anger, and the odious (the four dark moods), and their common tendency towards tranquillity. It represented Cage’s first composition using Hindu philosophy as a spur to creative thought, and the compositions were composed in a period when he was studying the works of Indian art historian Ananda K. Coomaraswamy. The pieces were composed on prepared piano, with a total of 45 notes being adapted with screws and bolts on the piano strings, plus pieces of rubber, plastic, metal nuts, and an eraser.


    Lyrically, Pollen Path made reference to part of a Navajo Indian tradition. Central to the Navajo Indian faith was pollen, seen as the life source. Pollen imbued countless Navajo traditions and beliefs as it did in many Native American societies within which it was ascribed symbolic powers. The pollen path in Navajo tradition was the path to the centre. The Navajo said when making this journey, “Oh beauty before me, beauty behind me, beauty to the right of me, beauty to the left of me, beauty above me, beauty below me, I’m on the pollen path.” 119 The Navajo believed that when one was on the pollen path, one transcended culture and moved inside, into the realms of universal truths. In art — be it a painting, or a song, or writing — the pollen path represented the path that led within, to the centre, to the sound of one’s own heart beating, or one’s voice raised in song, inside the very source which was life itself. It was a journey to understanding the deepest aspects of the self — to the hive of the heart as it were — to listen to the constant drone of the song of creation, and extract the “honey-like” essence of our minds and bodies. Applied to this Navajo tradition, the lyric of the song alluded to the fact that all around was disturbed and chaotic, and the narrator was vulnerable.


    The earth here is yawning / My body is shaking / For want of a flame


    He was aware of the fact that he had spent too long dwelling on and residing in the maelstrom of negative emotions,


    We’ve lived with this heartache / Too long, too long / Numbering / What’s yours, what’s mine


    The way out, the future was to follow the path to redemption, in previous songs symbolised by devotion towards and pursuance of the road to the divine, in this song encapsulated in the idea of the pollen path.


    An instrumental piece, All of My Mother’s Names (summers with Amma) came next, the title specifically suggesting the importance of his teacher Ammachi at this time, and also aspects of Hinduism in general. Sylvian explained, “In Hinduism, Gods have many different attributes, so the divine mother can have a hundred and eight names or a thousand names. And [All My Mother’s Names] refers to that in relation to my own teacher who also has a hundred and eight names or a thousand name as attributes of all the different aspects of her character or nature.” 116 This composition was a fusion of Indian sounding percussions and modalities, and pure progressive jazz. It began with the Indian sounding percussion and tabla playing by Singh, with abbreviated synthesiser and guitar sounds. The mood set in the introduction to the piece built to a crescendo that then grew into a jazz-oriented composition with Warner’s drums being bombarded by the shocking and harsh guitar playing of Ribot. Finally the song relaxed back into its Indian sounding poise, melting away with subtle synthesiser atmospheres, and a simple Rhodes keyboard part from Sakamoto. Sylvian thought that Singh’s contribution was especially worthy of comment on this track. “Talvin was performing to a track that already used Sakamoto’s piano and Ribot’s guitar, so that is quite a challenge. I’d love to work with him in the future if at all possible.” 117 The juxtaposition of Indian modalities and innovative progressive jazz improvisations in this composition offered up a challenging and technically difficult sounding composition. Here were the traditional and the modern brushing shoulders, a contrast that perhaps mirrored the past and the present state of the mind of the composer. Much of the composition was improvised, but it was all recorded bit by bit, and none of the contributors were ever in the studio at the same time. This meant that Sylvian had a lot of work on his hands sampling and resampling to get the track in the shape he required.


    Wanderlust returned to the more typical musical forms that made up the substance of the album. Here was a lilting and relaxed composition, a sonically creamy affair, providing an extremely comfortable backdrop for a lyric that marvelled at the experience of love, travel, and adventure. Around the time that the album was released, Sylvian said that Wanderlust was his favourite song on Dead Bees on a Cake. The analogy of travelling was used to symbolise the journey Sylvian and Chavez were taking, a life journey together, and a spiritual journey to enlightenment and peace. In their time in the States, Sylvian and Chavez used to travel from place to place, criss-crossing the vast country, and this experience informed the feel of a journey in Wanderlust. Sylvian in the lyric marvelled at the anchorless existence that they had, and the wonder of the revelations along the way. A key revelation was that they found themselves in this position at all.


    Tell me how could it have happened? / You know that we’re not the marrying kind / Travel light, don’t think twice / We’re leaving the shadows behind


    But now they were joined together and luxuriating in the feelings that they had discovered, there was almost a child-like enthusiasm to absorb everything on offer.


    Turn the headlights on full / I want to take it all in / And let it wash over me


    Both appreciated the extent of what they were taking on, and the potential it had for radical life changes. But the attainment of the ultimate goal of enlightenment and true happiness would not be easy, even though striving for it would be worth the effort.


    The bridge looked so high / From the banks that we climbed / But we climbed them so that we could be free


    Wanderlust was vintage Sylvian, providing a lyric that simultaneously spoke of the nature of his love for his wife, and provided an acknowledgement of the power and influence of the divine. The two themes were intrinsically combined, they travelled together in love, but they also literally travelled together following their spiritual teachers across America on a pilgrimage in their quest for spiritual enlightenment.


    In the song that followed, this theme found its natural focus, and in many ways it represented the high point of the album, the composition that all others had been working towards. Praise simply fused together the singing of Sylvian’s teacher and holy woman Shree Maa, and his subtle and sympathetic guitar. Not much else was needed to be honest, as the simple purity and emotion in Shree Maa’s Sanskrit singing was what made the song powerful. In 1997, as already mentioned, Shree Maa took her first trip across the States and came to stay with Sylvian in his house in Minneapolis, bringing an entourage of 13 people and transforming the house into an Ashram. At the end of each morning, she would sing her song, her voice apparently resonating throughout the house, an experience that Sylvian found awe inspiring. She allowed him to record her in his home-based studio. Sylvian was eager to explain why he recorded the song. “Ultimately it felt right to include this as part of the album, as Shree Maa seems to be the example of the goal. She can sing with such clarity and devotion, such purity. She’s the focal point of the album, the pinnacle if you like.” 115 Sylvian’s devotion to Shree Maa at this point was obvious, and he was humbled by her agreeing to be recorded, her contribution being his high point in the entire five-year gestation of the album. In his mind, he could never measure up to her, but he could aspire to, and through the recording of her singing he gave everyone a window on the powerful force behind her spirit, which so beguiled him. Sylvian described the essence of the song. “Praise is like a song of pure love, yearning for the divine, and an appreciation of the divine.” 54 More specifically, it was a song of praise to the three manifestations of the divine Mother, which in Hindu mythology went by the names of Chandi, Durga, and Lakshmi.


    The final song on the album was Darkest Dreaming, the counterbalance to Praise, knitting the light and dark that had gone before on the various compositions in one final statement. The song was entirely performed by Sylvian, who contributed guitars, keyboards, vocals, and samples, the sample on this track being from the recording Mother of Mine by Djivan Gasparyan. Gasparyan was an Armenian musician and virtuoso of the dudek, a traditional Armenian woodwind instrument. He had collaborated over the years with an array of musicians, including Michael Brook, Peter Gabriel, Brian May, and Lionel Richie. He was a regular contributor to the modern world music scene, and made frequent classical musical appearances. Most of his repertoire featured traditional Armenian folk songs, and Mother of Mine appeared on his 1988 album Moon Shines at Night, a collection of Middle Eastern songs. Typically, each song followed a similar format, with the dudek being played over an accompanying drone that formed the foundation of each song. However, on Mother of Mine, he subtly replaced the dudek with his own voice, which closely mimicked the sound of the instrument. Sylvian sampled the background drone to this song as the foundation for Darkest Dreaming. Interestingly, however, the sample was not the spark of inspiration for the music as Sylvian explained. “The Gasparyan sample was added to Darkest Dreaming after the composition was completed adding tonal contrast and melody.” 68


    Lyrically and musically, the song seemed to make the point through words and general sonic feel that there was a bleak lonely place that existed before the attainment of spiritual enlightenment. Sylvian explained the theme of the song, and its link to Shree Maa’s Praise. “The last track Darkest Dreaming throws in some doubt, a sense of isolation, a sense of being alone and wanting what Shree Maa has sung about, wanting that sense of unity, communion, merging with one’s consciousness if you like. This can sound so new age, but there’s no language to describe this stuff. I’m always fishing around for the right words.” 54 The doubt was self evident in the lyric, which consisted of just two verses. Sylvian pleaded for the embrace from his spiritual or physical ally, to protect against the fracturing of the fragile edifice of the peace and tranquillity he had discovered.


    Stay tonight / We’ll watch the full moon rising / Hold on tight / The sky is breaking I don’t ever want to be alone / With all my darkest dreaming / Hold me close / The sky is breaking


    Darkest Dreaming, in its short span, showed Sylvian’s Tarkovsky-esque use of light and shade, which drew together the overall tone of Dead Bees on a Cake. “There is this yearning for a partner in life which can be a physical partner, or partnership with god if you like. It sort of overrides every other emotion that we have. This sense of solitude is unnatural to us, but we have to go through it, live with it until we can find this place within ourselves where we are comfortable with who we are, what we are, and what we are beyond all of that. And that’s kind of what [the song] intimates. I hope it sets up a sense of yearning. [Sometimes] when a piece of music finishes you feel like you’ve just climbed down from a mountain, and just had this liberating experience that incorporated both sadness, happiness, and all the conflicting emotions that we’re capable of and actually being comfortable with them all.” 54 A few years after its release, fans may have been surprised to hear Darkest Dreaming in the score at the end of an episode of American detective series CSI!


    And so, Dead Bees on a Cake ended. After its release, however, Sylvian issued an EP featuring the album track Godman, and a brooding song entitled Shadowland. Other released compositions that didn’t appear on the main album were Les Fleur du Mal, Starred and Dreaming, Whose Trip is This?, and Remembering Julia that had been released on the pre-album I Surrender EPs. All these tracks were recorded at Sylvian’s Minneapolis home before starting focussed work on Dead Bees on a Cake in 1994, and writing and recording of them took place right up until the night that Chavez gave birth to their first child.


    Les Fleurs du Mal borrowed its title from a book of poetry written by the French poet Charles Boudelaire, and in addition to the input from Sylvian, Werbowenko, and Chavez, featured the bass playing of Jim Anton, an American bass guitarist born in Boston, who eventually settled in Minneapolis. The lyric was rich with imagery and beautiful poetic passages.


    Day ended without any warning / They buried the sun down on the beach / Where it will stay until morning / But I can still feel its heat through the soles of my feet / Embrace the world and give it up


    In line with many of the songs on Dead Bees on a Cake, Les Fleurs du Mal alluded to a moving away from past associations and an almost inevitable but uncontrolled move towards a better place. Often repeated in the lyric was the title of the song. Literally translated this phrase meant flowers of evil, and was chosen by Baudelaire as the title for his collection of mid-nineteenth century poems to represent his poetic project of extracting beauty from evil. The title was an oxymoron, combining the contradictory image of the intrinsic beauty of a flower with the concept of evil.


    Baudelaire was described by some as a fanatical atheist, and was part of — some would say was the founding father of — the “symbolism” literary movement, which saw language as having the ability to decipher the universe. The symbolism movement believed in the correspondence between the physical, natural, every day reality and a higher spiritual, transcendent reality. The poet had a special ability to perceive this correspondence and to articulate it through language. In Les Fleurs du Mal, Baudelaire expertly expressed the fact that the new modern world, which was becoming increasingly materialistic, mechanical, and bourgeois represented a serious obstacle to the perception and experience of this higher reality. Sylvian had already had a brief flirtation with another stalwart of the symbolism movement on the Sahara Blue project with Hector Zazou, which was a commemoration of symbolism advocate Arthur Rimbaud. The symbolism movement’s rejection of the social, ethical, and aesthetic standards of their cultures (that were viewed as shallow and limited), and their cultivation of an existence on the margins of traditional society, while alluding to a more fulfilling alternative, obviously resonated at this point in his career with Sylvian’s own personal and spiritual quest. Applied to the song, the relevance may have been a nod in the direction of Baudelaire’s way of thinking, Sylvian mirroring his move from traditional and unsatisfactory ways of living to the more fulfilling personal and spiritual alternatives with Baudelaire’s recognition of the need for society to transcend the mundane and strive for a better reality. In addition, and on a more immediate level, the contradictory image of flowers of evil assisted the lyric of the song in highlighting the light and the dark, the shallow past and the profound potential future.


    Starred and Dreaming was another song co-written by Sylvian and Werbowenko, this time with lyrics written by Chavez. This was a short composition, with an atmospheric and haunting soundscape interspersed with brief guitar voices. Chavez’s vocal, delivered in her trademark whispering breathiness, was part spoken and part sung. The lyric was a commentary on love and a common purpose, once again a combined quest for some higher reality.


    I am sleeping with him / He is dreaming of you / We are children running / All the way to your door / I believe we’re going to crack this code


    Remembering Julia combined Chavez’s spoken word vocal delivery of her own lyrics, to music supplied by Sylvian. Although not credited, the song used a composition by John Laurie as a background sample. Laurie composed the piece, The King of Thailand, the Queen of Stairs, as part of the soundtrack he composed for a film directed by Jim Jarmusch entitled Down by Law released in 1986. The film was a dark comedy that starred Laurie, fellow musician Tom Waits, and Roberto Benigni, and had as its plot the escape of three men from a prison in Louisiana, who subsequently got lost in the surrounding swampland. Laurie was a well-known American musician and actor who was born in Minneapolis, but moved to Massachusetts in later life. There was no obvious reason why Sylvian did not acknowledge the use of this sample on Remembering Julia. It was used almost untreated throughout the entire length of the song, simply slowed down for the purpose of Sylvian’s composition. Chavez’s lyric, although spoken by her in the third person, seemed to be autobiographical, a retrospective look back at her childhood. It seemed to be about her troubled childhood and the man she was with when she became pregnant with Tinondre, and who left her to bring him up young and alone. The use of the third person analysis separated the child from the woman looking back, almost as if they were separate people, very much the same device used by Sylvian in I Surrender. Ingrid Chavez’s middle name is Julia, adding some weight to this analysis.


    The lyric spoke of a troubled, lonely, but innocent girl, surrounded by an uncaring environment.


    I’m remembering Julia / She’s standing in the road / Sad eyes smiling / She’s alone in a blue skirt / By a blue car / The sky is grey / Forever grey


    But there were signs of resilience, a strength that helped the vulnerable girl become the woman who had the strength to look back and come to terms with her past


    They’re tilling the soil of the memories she’s buried / Lightening the burden of the shame she’s carried / I’m learning to live / And Julia’s learning to forgive


    Whose Trip is This?, saw the return of the Sylvian, Chavez, Werbowenko, and Anton quartet that appeared on Les Fleurs du Mal. Over a catchy percussion line, Chavez sang with a strength at odds with the trademark hesitant and breathy contributions on other songs. Sylvian interjected with some languid and dreamy guitar solos, the overall feel being relaxed, almost resigned. The narrator of the lyric spoke of feeling out of step with everything around, as if moving but going nowhere


    We’re running at the wrong speed / Chasing the tails of time


    There was a feeling that on this trip through life, the narrator was having problems equating the troubling images he was seeing with the reality he sought and knew was there, and which was so simple to reach. There was an incredulity that what he was seeing had anything to do with him at all, causing him to question if not his, whose trip was it?


    Any fool could make it happen / Any fool could make it work / All they need is some compassion / Growing flowers in the earth / Who’s swimming, waving and drowning / The silence grows more and more profound / Oh baby, whose trip is this?


    Shadowland was the last of the compositions issued around the time of the release of Dead Bees on a Cake but not included on the main album. It was an adaptation of the song How Safe is Deep? released on the Russell Mills 1996 album Undark: Strange Familiar. Appearing on the Godman EP after Dead Bees on a Cake had been released, Shadowland was written and performed by Sylvian alone. The composition began with the sound of rain and flowing water, with distant synthesiser atmospherics setting up an unsettling mood, and harsh synthesiser interjections jutting into Sylvian’s pleading and edgy vocal delivery. The title of the song evoked a shady underworld, and the lyric darkly described the harshness of the place. Here starlight wept and fell, and Sylvian sang of “cold cold winter hands”. However, there was a route out of the turmoil. The lyric and the musical composition was dark, but as with most of Sylvian’s Dead Bees on a Cake compositions, there was a chance of redemption and the attainment of a safer better place.


    Mountain weeping, mountain fall / Climbing up the charcoal trees / By God’s grace she sings to me


    Also included with the Godman EP was a quasi-autobiographical DVD. Time Spent was the second time that Sylvian had recourse to a film to communicate directly with his fans, the first being Preparations for a Journey just after the release of Brilliant Trees. This was not coincidence. As we have seen, Sylvian linked the genesis of Brilliant Trees and Dead Bees on a Cake, as both came after a period of personal and spiritual epiphany. The shift that preceded each work was so dramatic, that Sylvian felt the need to articulate whereabouts on the page he was, to give valuable insight into the context of his music, thus making it more accessible to his audience. This was not done so as to reveal the precise nature of the background to the work, but instead in a way that would draw people to the music, and then let them gain their own meaning once enticed. Sylvian articulated his motivation behind making the film. “Virgin were doing the rounds and asking directors if they were interested in doing the project, and as always there was a terribly low budget and restrictions. If they were going to earn any money, they would have to keep things pretty simplistic. And Ingrid and I thought, ‘well, we’ll just buy a camera with the budget and put something together ourselves!’ And basically, that’s what we did. I wanted to do something that was based on the family and our life together, purely because this album was borne out of that environment. As much as I value my privacy, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to open the doors a little because we’d be in control of the material. So it alludes to some aspects of our lives together, our family as its presented, the spiritual life…and some basic philosophical guidelines that underlie our life as it is lived together.” 21


    Being in control, Sylvian was able to meticulously filter the nature and amount of material that was released. In this way he could ensure that a balance was kept between the need for making the film and the level of intrusion that this involved. Focussing on his wife and children, however, was perhaps as intrusive as it could get, and it was testament to the enormous importance that the family had on Sylvian and his musical output at this time that they became the focus of the work. Let’s face it, a film giving some context for Dead Bees on a Cake without a focus on Chavez and his children would have been absurd. Time Spent opened with a quote from Dainin Katagiri, backed by pictures of Sylvian driving through San Francisco, long shots of the bay, and close-up street scenes in the city. Chavez read the following passage. “It is easy to become fed up with the daily routine. You will do the same thing day after day until finally you don’t know what the purpose of human life is. Human life just based on daily routine just seems like a huge trap. We don’t want to look at this, so we don’t pay attention to daily routine. We get up in the morning and have breakfast, but we don’t pay attention to breakfast. Quickly and carelessly we drink our coffee and go to work. But if you don’t pay attention you will eat breakfast recklessly, you will go to work recklessly, you will drive recklessly, and you will go to sleep recklessly. Finally, you will be fed up with daily routine. This is human suffering, and it fills every day life. The important point is that we can neither escape daily life nor ignore it. We have to live by means of realising the original nature of the self right in the middle of daily routine, without destroying daily routine and without attaching to it.” 120


    Katigiri, who died in 1990, was a soto zen roshi, who founded the Minnesota Zen Meditation Center in Minneapolis. Before moving to Minneapolis, where it is reasonable to surmise that Chavez came into contact with him, he was based in Los Angeles, working for the Zenshuji Zen Mission, and later in San Francisco at the Zen Centre. Katigiri was recognised as one of the key forces behind bringing Zen Buddhism from the Far East to the United States. We know that Zen Buddhism was central to Sylvian’s personal philosophy, and including this passage from such an eminent Zen figure — a passage which exemplified the Zen Buddhist attitude to the self and living and also mindfulness — confirmed precisely how important an aspect of his life it was at this time. One of the central tenets of Zen, namely that the self is an integral part of the whole, while at the same time not being elevated beyond its own importance was described in Katigiri’s quote, as was the need for a look at oneself, and a need for increased self awareness. Whereas western theistic religions were concerned with a knowledge of God, Zen was concerned with the recognition of self-knowledge as the distinguishing mark of authentic human existence. It was not concerned with factual knowledge about the world, but instead recognised that what occupied the primary place in the search for knowledge was ourselves, which could become obscured.


    Also quoted by Chavez later in Time Spent was a poem by Brenda Hillman, one that the author called an “untitled fragment” and which appeared in her 1993 book of poetry Bright Existence. Hillman was a well-respected and world-renowned poet, and lived in the Bay Area of San Francisco with her husband the poet Robert Haas who — as we have seen — was quoted on the sleeve of Dead Bees on a Cake. San Francisco was well known for attracting a large number of creative artists, and was famous for its excellent poetic community, within which Hillman was a prominent figure. It was not too much of a leap of faith to assume that Hillman may have crossed paths with Sylvian and Chavez during their time in Napa and Sonoma, or at the very least that it was here that they came across her work. The “untitled fragment” that Chavez recited on Time Spent read as follows.


    “While I slept, you stood in the / colorful night market / with pyramids of bright / fruit piled high

    Where those who left you / rushing back to their intimate stalls / hold out pears that had been / dreamed for you

    And would the dream pear not / come gladly / once it knew this was you / wanting to take it in?

    The dream pear chose reality / wanting your mouth as I did

    Honestly, it was happy to be bitten” 121


    The book of poems from which this was taken was said by Hillman in her preface to the work to have been influenced by her readings in Gnosticism, especially Hans Jonas the eminent philosopher who wrote the definitive work on this subject back in 1958 entitled the Gnostic Religion. Jonas’s work, and other texts Hillman looked at, emphasised the inward search for reality, a disjunction between spirit and matter, and the soul’s individual journey. In the book, the “untitled fragment”, was published in a section headed “Gnostic Heaven” which according to the author’s notes dealt with matter, dailiness, and the wounded self. The range of images Hillman used in her works were astounding, and the text chosen by Sylvian and Chavez for Time Spent exemplified this extremely well. As a reviewer once said. “She has the ability to perceive the universal in the minute, the strange in the familiar, and transfers everyday things into the spiritual realm.” 122 There was obviously an outlook on life articulated by Hillman in her work that was grounded in similar philosophical underpinnings to Sylvian’s, which made their world views dovetail, and therefore explained her inclusion in Time Spent.


    The rest of the DVD was dominated by Sylvian speaking about his life. The film itself saw him walking on the bay in San Francisco, and shots based in the Chinatown area of the city. Away from San Francisco were images of the coast and of the inland areas near where he and Chavez lived north of the city, as well as more intimate pictures of himself, Chavez, and his children, and images of Hindu iconography. Sylvian’s narration confirmed the important role Chavez played in him beginning to compose music after his prolonged break from solo writing, and the enormous and profound impact of Shree Maa — and his general spiritual development — on his work. Towards the end of the narration, he gave a concise description of how his spiritual development influenced his life, presenting a very Buddhist and Hindu-centric world view. “I view the experiences I encounter in life as opportunities from which to learn and to grow. There is a view which is not easily grasped on a moment-to-moment basis, that whatever you are doing, whatever your predicament, however much you are suffering, it is all entirely perfect, it is as it should be. Obviously this is hard to acknowledge, particularly at certain periods in life. But just the remembrance of this fact can be immeasurably invigorating, and allow for perspective to be glimpsed or perceived which might not otherwise have been possible, so immersed in our personal experiences as we tend to be. I take this notion to mean we are given the lessons most pertinent to our growth, we are not given more than we can handle, and that if we recognise this fact in the midst of the experience, we can learn from the most difficult of our circumstances and move on.” 123


    At the end of the film, the screen displayed the following text, “The response to questions asked are half truths at best. My preference is for silence.” 123> At once a disarming personal view of his own work — implying that his explanations and answers to questions about his life and his music were given to the best of his ability, but didn’t tell the whole truth despite his best endeavours — and a categoric statement that he felt that saying nothing at all was his preferred position.


    Time Spent gave some interesting insights into Sylvian’s views and influences, as indeed did the publication of his second book of poetry and lyrics, Trophies 2, at around the time that Dead Bees on a Cake was released. Along with the lyrics from Rain Tree Crow through to Dead Bees on a Cake, Sylvian quoted a passage from a Seamus Heaney poem, “…You are neither here nor there / A hurry through which known and strange things pass / As big soft buffetings came at the car sideways / And catch the heart off guard and blow it open” 124 The passage came from the poem Postscript included in Heaney’s 1996 collection of poems The Spirit Level. The title of the collection referred to a carpenter’s level, the book dealing with the finding of a balancing point in ethical, moral, and spiritual affairs. The sentence used, spilling over three and a half lines, transported readers to a place where they and the poet shared an in-betweenness, motion, and vulnerability to the “big soft buffetings” of the wind. “A hurry” was the metaphor for the way lives were lived. In this nearly allegorical and completely accessible landscape, “known and strange things pass” through us because we were in motion, because we “are neither here nor there.” Look at what you see now, and to what it opens in you immediately, the poem instructed, rather than treating the sight of the natural world as something stored up. You could have it now, as long as you were willing to be caught off guard by the marvellous. Such themes obviously imbued Sylvian’s work, especially around the time of Dead Bees on a Cake, where there was a recurrent feeling articulated that life could take you off guard, and you needed to let yourself go and give into the breath-taking feelings that accompanied love and divine intoxication. This Heaney poem also obviously showed where Sylvian received his inspiration for his oft quoted description of the point of his music, namely to “blow people’s hearts wide open.” 21 Once again, the importance of Heaney in Sylvian’s life as a source of inspiration was confirmed.


    And so Dead Bees on a Cake and all the different releases that accompanied it at the end of the 1990s were in the public domain. After a protracted silence, there was a flurry of music and associated material, to a great extent quenching the thirst of the previously parched fan. Sylvian had again reverted to collaboration with many great musicians to achieve the results he did on Dead Bees on a Cake, so the pieces were rich with the panache that such alliances brought. New influences were at work as well, some perhaps informed by Chavez’s musical preferences, some by his new environment, and some by his wide-eyed exploration of a new place and feelings. The album was injected with a joy and positivity that added a new dimension to Sylvian’s work. In many ways, the strength of the pieces was in their minimal composition, the power coming from the intensity of the spiritual discoveries that Sylvian was uncovering with Chavez that were reflected in the lyrics. He managed to achieve a quiet complexity with apparently very simple techniques. “It should be present in the composition. The power of the piece is all there. You try and augment that in the arrangement, not overstate it or overdress it, because that can undermine the work.” 117


    The writing of the album — as we have seen — took place mainly in Minneapolis, but Sylvian’s and Chavez’s spiritual quest led them to California before it was completed as they wanted to live in close proximity to a couple of ashrams. While Sylvian acknowledged the plus sides of his time in California, it soon became time to move on again. “For a number of reasons we felt that we couldn’t put roots down, so we moved on. The problem was I really missed the seasons. The seasons really shape a life. The winter is a time for introspection. And you don’t have that in California. Nothing wrong with that, but it wasn’t suited to our lifestyle.” 28 In addition, Sylvian and Chavez felt a little hemmed in by what was quite a small property with little land, and they craved more space. So saying, soon after the completion of the album, the family moved to New Hampshire to begin a new chapter in their lives. Musically as well, things were about to make a radical shift. Dead Bees on a Cake in fact represented the end of a cycle of song writing, and once the album was finished and released, Sylvian realised that this was the case. “It felt as though the cycle was complete, that whatever was to come next — and I had no idea what that was at the time — it should be unlike what had come before. I wouldn’t be returning to familiar forms in the hope of bettering myself next time around. You could reasonably argue that that had been the role of Dead Bees. A return to familiar forms that I loved working with, before burning down the house.” 125
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    Once The Bullet Leaves


    In September 1999, the fruits of Sylvian’s contribution to Russell Mill’s second musical collage album, Pearl and Umbra, was released. This album was recorded in short intense blocks at Mills’ Shed Studio at his house in Cumbria, and at Sound Studio in London. Sylvian’s vocal contribution was to the song Rooms of the Sixteen Shimmers, recorded at the Prairie Sun Studios in Cotati, California. The entire album took about 30 days to complete spread out into two, three, of four day blocks, with sometimes weeks between sessions. Pearl and Umbra did not have a single theme, but each track had a core idea that was explored in various ways. The overall feeling of the album was a sense of menace, a direct result of Mill’s artistic fascination with the films of Tarkovsky, the poems of Heaney, and the writings of Ted Hughes among others.


    Mills initially approached most of the contributors on the album to give him sounds that would surprise him, anything so long as it was not already in the public domain. Sylvian, however, provided vocals for Rooms With the Sixteen Shimmers in response to about five alternatives rough mixes that Mills sent to him in the States. He chose the track, wrote the lyrics (even incorporating Mill’s working title), without any discussion, with complete freedom of choice as Mills confirmed. “Sylvian’s choice of track was open. Of course, I wanted a vocal from him as I love his voice and delivery and am smart enough to know that his voice will appeal to a large fan base, but I was also prepared for him to respond with shouting, coughing, slapping Formica, whatever he chose to do.” 108 The first Mills knew of Sylvian’s contribution was when he received the DATs of it, so he had no idea of the form of lyrics he’d written. Mills was in a relatively unique position to judge the changes in Sylvian over the years, and noticed that when working on Pearl and Umbra he seemed more discerning and thoughtful than he had in previous years. He also noticed that his spiritual change had calmed him, and he seemed happier. He exhibited according to Mills “…a oneness which I think was absent or which he was struggling to find but this is just my impression garnered from our talks and correspondence.” 108


    In October 1999, Virgin chose to release the instrumental works recorded by Sylvian some years previously, under the title Approaching Silence. The music on this release included the compositions The Beekeepers Apprentice and Epiphany (which had been recorded in September 1990 and released in 1991, originally composed for the Mills and Sylvian installation Ember Glance: The Permanence of Memory), and Approaching Silence (composed for the 1994 Sylvian / Fripp installation Redemption: Approaching Silence). It was the year after this in 2000 that Sylvian, Chavez, and the children moved from Sonoma to New Hampshire, buying a ramshackle property perched on a mountain-side in Temple, which they proceeded to convert into a dwelling for their family and a studio.


    The New Hampshire location was quite unique, and had been used as an Ashram for about 12 years before they moved there, the previous owner being Ammachi. The family had decided that they wanted to leave Sonoma quite some time before the actual move, and as they were contemplating where to go, they travelled to India over the Christmas and New Year period of 1999/2000. While there they asked teachers if they knew of places that may be appropriate, and within a matter of hours they had been given the details of Ammachi’s former residence.


    The collection of buildings that made up the property — which was situated in seven acres of woodland — included a seventeenth century building with a 1930s extension containing three bedrooms, numerous bathrooms, and fireplaces in pretty much every room. There was also a newer build “post and beam” home with a European feel which was added in the early 1980s, again with three bedrooms, a couple of bathrooms, and a separate garage and driveway. In addition, there were a couple of stunning seventeenth century barns on the property, and it was one of these that was converted (over the space of a couple of years) into Sylvian’s 24 by 40 foot studio. Everything about the place fitted nicely with Sylvian’s card carrying green credentials, with water being provided by natural springs in the grounds, and many of the buildings heated largely by sunlight. Temple itself was a tiny place, with a population of about a thousand, and just one general store (Willard & Cournoyer’s) a mile away, with a couple of larger convenience stores such as the Penguin Mart and Merrill’s four miles up the road in nearby Milford. In addition, in the wider community, the family were surrounded by a number of biodynamic farms like the Temple-Wilton community farm where they could also source provisions. Temple also boasted a highly respected elementary school, which would have been ideal for Ameera Daya who was about eight when the family moved.


    As work was being undertaken on the new property, Sylvian and Virgin put their minds to no less than three releases. First was a retrospective review of his career to date which was released as Everything and Nothing in October 2000, and which included formerly released compositions, re-recordings of old releases, and some newly published work. After this, in September 2001, came a slightly amended version of Damage, the live album recorded on his tour with Robert Fripp. Third was the instrumental compilation Camphor, which hit the streets in May 2002. All of these works kept Sylvian occupied as the studio and home in New Hampshire were developed, and meant that for the large part of three years after the release of Dead Bees on a Cake, his focus was on past works. As an exercise, this was somewhat stifling, but ever the perfectionist, if there was going to be a set of releases under his name — even if many of them were already in the public domain — Sylvian wanted to ensure that the end result had as much merit as possible. This period was not entirely looking back, however, as his mind was turning to a new project as well, initiated before the release of Blemish, but which was finally released two years after Blemish in 2005, this work eventually evolving into the Nine Horses release Snow Borne Sorrow.


    Combined, the retrospective releases effectively marked a full stop on Sylvian’s association with Virgin, the spilt coming at the beginning of 2001. Everything and Nothing, the Damage re-release, and Camphor saw Sylvian dusting into the corners of his association with the label, laying things to rest, putting the house in order. In essence, this was the last chance he would ever have to influence the recordings he had made with the music giant. After the completion of the compilations, all ties would finally be cut, and he would embark on a solo career under his own steam with his own label, without big label compromises and concerns, but also without their financial backing and their marketing muscle. On the 20th September 2001, Sylvian began to formalise his plans for the future. He signed the papers and paid the $85.00 filing fees that set up Samadhi Sound LLC (business ID 387766) in the State of New Hampshire, the nature of the primary business on the Certificate of Formation being music writing, production and performance, with the principal office address being on NH Route 45 (otherwise known as Senator Tobey Highway), Temple, NH, where the family lived and Sylvian had his studio. The business became a legal entity on the 27th September 2001, with Sylvian signing the forms as manager. (Maybe to do with his divorce and the subsequent fall out some years later, Samadhi Sound under this guise was dissolved, and reformed under business ID 554222 on the 20th March 2006, the principal office address then being quoted as that of his registered agent at 102 Perimeter Road, Nashua, NH, but Sylvian’s home address still being quoted as the “manager’s” address. Sylvian signed the forms for this new entity on the 8th March 2006.)


    The split from Virgin was another giant leap for Sylvian. He had been with the label for over twenty years, but severing ties must have had a profound psychological effect. From the point of the contractual termination, he really would have to leave his past behind, because he would relinquish entire control over his back catalogue. Always a pioneer, his musical excursions into unexplored territory had always been done with a subliminal safety harness. The harness had two effects: it held him back from ultimate artistic expression and implied at least the need to consider compromise when undertaking projects; but it was also there as a potential device that would ultimately save him from free fall and the chance of disappearing into oblivion. Leaving Virgin was a decision that exhibited single-mindedness and massive belief and confidence in his own abilities, and became a move that accelerated his personal and artistic journey. A similar confidence and belief precipitated the very beginning of Sylvian’s solo career when he walked away from Japan at a point when riches could have been his for the taking. The motivations for each of these fundamental shifts in focus were pretty similar, a moving away from a potential source of unwanted artistic control and a source of creative compromise, and a moving towards a freer environment within which his solo expression could flourish. He was about to be composing solo and flying solo for the very first time.


    Although maybe not always the case, Sylvian over the years had frequently been at pains to suggest while under contract the company had never represented an obstacle to his creativity. It seemed as if the key issue that had always rankled with Sylvian was indifference as we have already touched upon, which while not providing a direct level of control over his output, in time must have taken its toll. There was a big difference between producing compositions with an enthusiastic and encouraging force behind you, and producing them in a vacuum, where you felt that no-one was that bothered whether you composed or not. As Sylvian himself said once with a somewhat resigned air, “I’ve been with them so long, sometimes I wonder if they know I’m still there, as if I’ve become part of the wallpaper.” 126 It seemed as if there was a turning point in Sylvian’s relationship with the record label that informed this indifference, and altered the dynamic of the relationship, and that was when Thorn EMI bought Virgin from Richard Branson in June 1992. Sylvian’s relatively benign disquiet at some of the actions of the label up to this point took on a whole new perspective. “It really hit home when EMI bought Virgin, kicked out a lot of good people, and the atmosphere of the company changed overnight. There was an element of fear brought in, everyone looking over their shoulders, wondering how long they would be in the position that they were in.” 36


    There were some casualties along the way, affecting a number of people Sylvian had good working relationships with, people who were perhaps engaged and tuned into the artist in a way, and therefore allowed and even encouraged his slightly less commercial musical experiments as he matured his craft. One such relationship was with Simon Draper, with whom Sylvian had a particularly long-standing and productive association lasted over 15 years, and which came to an end in 1992. Such an alliance was a rare thing in the late twentieth century when the whole dynamic of artist and label was changing so radically. Draper was Branson’s second cousin, and was instrumental in setting up the label with him back in the early 1970s. Virgin became part of the mainstream, it needed to play the game, and paraphrasing Draper’s own words become more pragmatic and less idealistic about which bands and projects to push, as chart positions and sales became increasingly important. 127 To a great extent it was Sylvian’s healthy relationship with Draper that helped stop him getting caught up too much in the cogs of this commercial machine, there being an unexpected tip in the balance of idealism against pragmatism that worked in his favour. It seemed as if up to a point, Draper was sensitive to the fact that with Sylvian, Virgin had a precious asset, not one that would make them pots of money, but one that had artistic integrity and interest that should be nurtured rather than rejected purely because it was not the biggest asset on the balance sheet. About the time EMI bought Virgin in the early 1990s, and with Draper leaving, Sylvian was somewhat more exposed, but was still in this enviable position where if he didn’t rock the boat too much, he was left alone. At the same time, however, the entire dynamic of the recording artist and record label relationship in general was changing dramatically, and was almost unrecognisable towards the end of the decade.


    Early in his career, back in the days of Japan, Sylvian and the band were managed by Simon Napier-Bell, who reportedly exhibited a money-motivated, manipulative, and cynical attitude to Virgin. For Sylvian, who wanted to create in an environment that was built on relationships and trust, this was never going to be a happy marriage. It was Napier-Bell who framed the contract with Virgin that saw them owning the rights to his work, and it was a continuing battle for Sylvian in his time with the label to regain some control in this area. Such contracts were par for the course back in the day as Sylvian explained. “That was the industry standard [in the early 1980s], but also the manager that I had at the time was on the way out, and really put a contract together that suited himself, that he would walk away with a lump sum of money, and I’d be tied to a lifelong contract with Virgin records. He jumped ship once he had pulled that little stunt off. I’ve been very fortunate over the years that I’ve worked with people at Virgin where they were able to amend the contract, and they gave me more freedom and more control. I’m very grateful for that.” 126


    Despite this slight give in the strictures that bound Sylvian to Virgin, and the control over the rights to his work, as the 1990s progressed, nothing could deflect him from contemplating a move away from the large record label. As EMI took control and the excesses of the mighty company machine began to get a grip, the nature of the relationship didn’t seem as positive to Sylvian, and he couldn’t see the situation ameliorating, as what was happening was symptomatic of shifts industry-wide. Corporate structure seemed to be a particular bugbear, as the management hierarchy became somewhat unwieldy, and lost the ability to connect with the artists who were producing the compositions that were the lifeblood of the business. Such developments were a significant factor in Sylvian’s ultimate decision to strike out alone. “I’m open to the possibility [of leaving Virgin]. I realise that there’s a lot of changes going on in the industry in general, not just Virgin. And I look at the people working at a company like Virgin, and I see a great deal of insecurity among the staff. Even people higher up the ladder of authority have trouble making decisions for themselves because they will be held responsible for them and therefore the positions they hold aren’t stable. That feeds all the way down the line to the poor old artists, clinging on to their contracts, wondering when they’ll be given an opportunity to make another album or be dropped.” 12


    The reality of the increasingly difficult situation with the record label was causing Sylvian to question the likely longevity of his future there. Maybe he began to contemplate the thought that he was not going to be able to avoid the scrutiny that had seen many other artists dropped. Better to jump to a relatively well thought through alternative at a time of his choosing than to be pushed out and left floundering. There must have been many thought processes going on at the same time. A degree of diminishing security at Virgin balanced against the potential to move away from even having to consider such issues, and a possibility of unfettered artistic freedom. And a shift from a relatively privileged position with Virgin that had not extended to many artists to a situation where his ability to compose and reach an audience was entirely down to him, and only him. He was not unaware of the context within such a decision had to be made. For many years before his ultimate shift from Virgin, he had been dogged by the label’s narrow and unhealthy obsession with issuing collections of his old works, and exhibiting a massive indifference to anything new that he was interested in pursuing. But until the release of Everything and Nothing and Camphor in 2000 and 2002 respectively, they never materialised. Sylvian seemed very adept at dodging the issue, showing enough of a willingness to conform with the label’s wishes to keep a lid on their immediate frustrations, and at the same time retaining a continued focus on more stimulating projects.


    Towards the end of his time with Virgin, however, Sylvian began to realise that the only enthusiasm for his new work — and this itself was somewhat mooted — was restricted to the upper echelons of the company. Because of the new corporate structure since EMI took over, there was no carry through to the people that would actually motivate new compositions. “What they wanted from me were compilations, which is what I ended up doing for about a year and a half. In truth, I agreed to do the compilations, thinking they might let me back in the studio at some point. I was contractually obliged to put together a compilation but I managed to put them off and keep producing new work, which interested me more. So I went through the motions of producing compilations, as well as a remix of a live album [Damage], but it was a bad period. I felt creatively stifled. I was dying to start over again, but there was no support from the company.” 75


    Another area of disconnect in the relationship was Sylvian’s real lack of interest in the promotion of the works he produced, his reluctance born out of his desire for personal privacy, and the fact that he wanted the music he produced to stand up for itself, and not be lost in the fog of personality and intrusion into his non-musical life. So on the one hand, Sylvian was being given the license to use Virgin’s money to plough his own increasingly non-mainstream non-commercial furrow, but come the time that they wanted to use him to help sell it, he largely went back into his shell. One could almost hear the corporate gnashing of teeth! All things considered, the die was cast in Sylvian’s head, but in some of the interviews he gave around this time, you could hear him discussing the whys and wherefores of the decision he was about to make, almost as if he was trying to convince himself that he was doing the right thing. In a nutshell, while he could pinpoint areas of disquiet and angst, he really did appreciate just how lucky he had been up to this point. Virgin had given him a consistent and robust enough platform to ensure that between the early 1980s and the late 1990s, he could articulate himself musically in a relatively uncompromised way, and he had maintained an attachment because of this to a degree of financial security and his loyal audience of listeners.


    Sylvian’s move to the relative sanctity of a private label was a move that countless artists took about this time, or in the years that followed. Liberated to a large extent by the power of electronic and targeted communication and marketing to audiences through the web, and the fact that the ability existed technologically to produce music without the need for countless engineers and the infrastructure of big expensive studios, artists began to see the power balance shift in their favour. As Sylvian said after his split with Virgin. “It’s hard to feel sympathy for those giant corporations running scared. For the most part they’ve been ill informed about the nature of the work they’ve published and its potential market. The music business is notorious for its absence of scruples. It has been run on an incredibly exploitative, entirely immoral basis. It always held the upper hand, the artists themselves in a strangle hold. The music industry maintained the status quo for as long as it possible could. Now it appears to be coming apart at the seams. Vive la revolution!!” 113


    With all the emotion taken out of the situation, the split from Virgin was probably a relief in the end for both parties. Sylvian himself thought that with pockets of healthy sales around the world, Virgin probably covered their costs on him, but certainly didn’t make a fortune, and probably found the relationship quite frustrating, so a split for them was not the end of the world. For Sylvian, there were numerous personal and musical upsides, but it did mean that life had taken on a totally new perspective for the artist. Not only had he struck out on his own, but he had just moved to a new location in the States, and he needed to set up and run a new record label that was financially stable enough for him to continue producing his music. The biggest plus of all that made these possible risks worthwhile was that he would from this point own the rights to all the works he produced, and have total control over what was released, when it was released, and how it was released. Not that the shift from multi-national conglomerate to home-based and home-owned studio was going to be benign in respect of the sort of work that Sylvian was likely to produce, something that he was acutely aware of at the time. Yes there was liberty, but it came with side effects. “I believe that consciously or not, you tend to tailor your work to the scale in which you are working, which with a major label, was a large scale industry, in much the same way as an artist presented with the Tate Modern Turbine Hall to fill will adjust their work accordingly. When you’re allowed to ignore the demands of scale entirely, you tend to settle into what it is you are capable of producing at a moment in time, the appropriate scale and dimensions for a given set of issues you’ve determined need addressing.” 128 In other words, Virgin was not all bad. It served to keep Sylvian on his toes, it forced him to remain aware of the commercial workings of the market, imposed a discipline if you will. As he left, the context and momentum was entirely of his own making, but it felt preferable to him to be in the driving seat than in his own words “to sit back rather helplessly and watch work virtually disappear into corners of the market for which it was never intended which in my case happened too frequently.” 128


    Completing the work on all the retrospectives would have severely impacted Sylvian’s ability to focus on anything new, as indeed would the fact that he also undertook the Everything and Nothing tour, which began in September 2001 and extended well into 2002. There was little he could do between 1999 and 2002 but knuckle down, and get the projects completed to his satisfaction before moving into more fertile creative areas. On one level, Sylvian had no choice but to work on the albums. On another, he could have put off the inevitable as he had done over the course of the 1990s if he stayed with Virgin and kept his head down. But as his thoughts were now firmly focussed on leaving at some point in the not-too-distant future, he was working towards completion of the compilations in a time-scale that fitted into his larger plans. To put this another way, the longer he put them off, the longer would be his tenure at Virgin. That was, of course, unless he left the putting together of the albums entirely to them with no input from himself. If Sylvian could help it, he was never going to let Virgin loose on his work unpoliced. There was no way that he would relinquish such control if he had any options. He was aware of the fact that after he left, Virgin could do whatever they wanted with his work when they wanted. As such, from an artistic standpoint, he wanted his last statement at Virgin to be representative of his own thoughts and feelings, these feelings affecting the way in which the albums were constructed, and indeed what was included on them.


    The fact that the putting together of the albums coincided with his search for a suitable new home, and the subsequent house move, was actually a blessing or done with aforethought. Despite his constant desire to move forward creatively, doing so when searching for a new property and ultimately shifting family, studio, and all the associated paraphernalia from one side of the States to the other was always going to be a long shot. “Having completed [Dead Bees on a Cake] I found myself on the move a great deal…so I wasn’t really in a position to write new material. I thought ‘I’d like to keep my hand in — what can I do? I know, I’ll start looking back over that material, see what’s there. And to keep myself interested, I just tried to come up with a slightly different approach to the notion of what a compilation ought to consist of. And there was a fair amount of outtake material that had been floundering in the vaults for years and I thought ‘This is pretty strong material. It would be wonderful if it saw the light of day.”’ 87


    So, once Sylvian had committed himself to the task in hand, he began to be as creative in his thinking about the compilations as he could, considering the inherent restrictions when reviewing a back catalogue rather than producing new work. He could invigorate the overall nature of the albums if he made the end result a hybrid of different things, the obvious republishing of past compositions, the reworking of past compositions, and a sprinkling of as yet unreleased compositions. Putting the compilations together with this modus operandi suddenly made them more valuable in his eyes, and he would — for the last time before he struck out alone — have the ability to delve into the archives and work on unfinished pieces or polish up existing ones. As some of the material he was eying up for inclusion on the compilations was not finished, if he didn’t work on it now, it would never be published, and what he considered valuable compositions would have been lost to him and his audience forever. These works were not substandard, but were either not included on previous albums due to budgetary constraints, or were left off due to contextual considerations.


    Choosing the tracks to include on the albums was not an easy task. Sylvian was aware that his audience had not been tethered to his output from day one, and some may be using the compilations as a way of reacquainting themselves with his work, while others would be coming to these releases fresh. As such, he wanted the albums “…to act as both a wonderful introduction, for people that hadn’t heard any of my work before, but also enhance the catalogue that is already there, that people are already familiar with. So different parties from all kinds can come to the work and enjoy it. I am aware that a lot of people, particularly in Europe, have stopped listening to what I am doing since Japan broke up. I think that a lot of those listeners might be drawn back in just to see what has happened in the intervening period, where I feel I’ve created my best work. So I thought that it was worthwhile doing it.” 73 Sylvian’s preference was to look at Everything and Nothing in particular as a concise overview rather than a “best of” album, and he felt that the finished release fulfilled that goal. As we have seen, fundamental to the success of the venture in his eyes was the reworking of some previously released compositions. While some saw this as tinkering with sacred works, the credibility of which would be compromised if even vaguely altered, Sylvian had a completely different spin. His decision to rework was based on two compelling reasons. First, on a purely cosmetic level, his voice had changed over the years and he wanted to ensure a degree of continuity on the album that was not compromised by the changing timbre of his vocal delivery. Second, and perhaps more importantly, with his growing maturity as an individual and a musician over the years came a more technically and emotionally rounded ability. Sylvian felt the need to bring this maturity to bear on some of the earlier pieces when it was lacking. “I did not want to interfere with the music. I purposely didn’t add anything, didn’t overdub on the tracks outside the vocals. I re-sang certain songs because I felt I could bring more to those compositions now than I could back them.” 28


    Sylvian surprised himself quite how much he enjoyed revisiting some of his old work. The process was probably quite cathartic in a way. It would have troubled the perfectionist Sylvian to think that some pieces previously published could have been better, and some that were never finished could have been so under different circumstances. Here were the different circumstances, and so he could lay some of those ghosts to rest. Not that his desire to rework some compositions went down well from day one with Virgin. To start with, they were sceptical to say the least. “Initially, everybody was opposed to the notion, particularly of rerecording older material and remixing it, but the seeds of that were put to rest pretty quickly. The first piece I was given to work on was Weathered Wall, so I re-performed it, mixed it, and sent it back to Virgin and said ‘This is the approach, what do you think?’. And there was an immediate turnaround of opinion at that point. Everyone gave me the go ahead.” 126 From a purely commercial and marketing point of view, Sylvian’s decision to rework and include new compositions made obvious business sense for Virgin. An album made up of just a number of old releases lumped together would maybe have appealed to new Sylvian initiates, but by including new elements in the compilation, the company could also be sure that existing and loyal Sylvian fans would buy the compilation to keep their collections complete. Sylvian himself saw his compositions as live entities, and so a remix here and a new vocal there just helped extend their shelf life by adding more potency to the original brew.


    The title of the first compilation work was of immediate relevance given the time of the album’s release and the period in which it was put together directly after Dead Bees on a Cake. True to his style, Everything and Nothing could be read in many ways. On its most basic level, Sylvian explained it thus. “It’s been everything to me, it’s been the focus of my life, but in a sense it is almost immaterial.” 73 On a more profound level, however, it spoke of the spiritual focus of much of Sylvian’s work up to this point, and what the ultimate goal of any spiritual journey might be. “It relates to the experience of samadhi or the merging with divine consciousness. I believe that when this experience is described in words opposites apply equally as there is no duality in such a state. That state has been described in some cultures as the fullness, the oneness, everything. In others, it is referred to as the void, the emptiness, nothing.” 98


    The album itself was dedicated to Sylvian’s parents, Sheila and Bernard Batt. This in itself may have seemed of little consequence, except for the fact that throughout the early part of Sylvian’s career, there was a sub-text to much that was said and referenced that alluded to a deeply unhappy childhood, and a need to radically shift from the shackles of his younger life. This theme informed much of the analysis that he underwent when he was treated for depression in the late 1980s, and as part of this therapy he spoke in depth to his parents, no doubt with the goal of coming to terms with his past. The fact that Everything and Nothing was dedicated to them indicated that by the year 2000, past issues had been rectified, and Sylvian was a happier and more grounded individual than he had been before.


    As much can be read into what was left out of the compilation album as what was included. With such an extensive back catalogue to choose from, Sylvian was never going to make everyone happy. Viewed as a concise overview of his career to this point as Sylvian wanted it to be, it extended back to a song composed in 1980 at the time of the Gentleman take Polaroids sessions with Japan, all the way to a series of tracks that were recorded during the Dead Bees on a Cake sessions but which for a variety of reasons did not make it onto the final cut of the album. Compositions reworked included Heartbeat, The Golden Way, Ghosts, Buoy, Weathered Wall, Bamboo Houses, and Come Morning. Newly released were Some Kind of Fool from the Gentlemen Take Polaroids sessions, The Scent of Magnolia, Albuquerque (Dobro No. 6), Cover me with Flowers, and Aparna and Nimisha (Dobro No. 5) from the Dead Bees sessions, Ride from the Secrets of the Beehive sessions, and a recording from 1991 entitled Thoroughly Lost to Logic.


    Some Kind of Fool was included by Sylvian as it was a simple ballad with a classic form that made it relatively timeless, and therefore easy to incorporate. Sylvian seemed to choose the tracks on merit, but also in deference to their importance at critical points in his career. With this in mind, there was one very obvious omission in Forbidden Colours, which in so many ways opened the creative floodgates for Sylvian. There was, it turned out, an easy explanation for this. “It wasn’t my intention to exclude Forbidden Colours. We’d been trying to get the original multi-track sent to us for over a year, but as Virgin no longer had the rights to the recording and the company that did own them didn’t appear to know that they did, the process was drawn out. In fact, we never did receive the original recording, hence its exclusion.” 98 One pivotal piece included that was rooted in the Japan days was Ghosts. Sylvian showed an attachment to this song throughout his solo career. Not only was it Japan’s biggest hit, but as we have seen, it represented a musical breakthrough for Sylvian. On Everything and Nothing, Ghosts was remixed by Sylvian and Kent, and Sylvian contributed a fresh take on the vocal, which added a new and more rounded texture to the original piece.


    The Scent of Magnolia was one of the new tracks on the album that was produced in the Dead Bees sessions. The song was dominated by a gambling and upbeat drum loop courtesy of programming from Adreas Allen and Sebastian Morton, who at about the time of their collaboration set up the highly successful Rocasound studios. Sylvian provided a languid vocal delivery on what was a more overtly “pop”-oriented composition than many that appeared on the final cut of Dead Bees. Lyrically it was a song in which the narrator was describing the impact of profound feelings that had woken him from his past associations. There was a sense that he was at the whim of forces that had the ability to change his world, make him see things differently, at the same time frightening but not something to fight against even if he had the ability to. The forces were the forces of love, and he was willing to abandon himself to these feelings without necessarily knowing where they would lead.


    In the coldest hour something’s going down / Whatever pierced the heart it didn’t make a sound / I am terrified but I’m not losing sleep / If I’m falling then I’m falling at her feet


    As the narrator began to realise that his feelings were changing, he woke up to the true and magical nature of the world around him, but there were no reference points that gave him a means of understanding what was happening. This was uncharted territory.


    Every sense defies this impossible dream / None of the history books describe what I’ve seen


    One thing was for certain, however, now the forces were at work, there was no arresting the impact that they would have.


    Here comes the gun, there goes the flash / Once the bullet leaves it’s never coming back


    The general thrust of the lyric made it entirely consistent with the themes that were knitted throughout the album for which it was originally written. Here was a man being transported by the positivity of his love for his wife, his children, and the new world that was opening up in front of him through his connection with a spiritual view that bathed everything in a different and positive light. The use of magnolia as a symbol in the song reinforced the positive feel, representing as it did sweetness, beauty, nobility, and the love of nature.


    Two more dobro pieces from the Dead Bees sessions with Bill Frisell in Seattle were also released for the first time on Everything and Nothing — Aparna and Nimisha (Dobro No. 5) and Albuquerque (Dobro No. 6). Dobro No. 5 featured a short but striking dobro line from Frisell that was backed by a subtle synthesiser that added depth to a vocal from Sylvian that seemed to describe him watching his youngest daughter Isobel play. When the song was written, Isobel — who was born in 1997 — would have been a toddler. There was a magical air introduced in the lyrics, as Sylvian introduced the thought that she had been playing with Aparna and Nimisha, both Hindu names, Aparna meaning without a leaf — and in Hindu tradition being the supreme divine mother — and Nimisha meaning the twinkling of an eye. He had been watching her playing under the watchful gaze of these protective spiritual friends, but now they are gone, it was time of come and play safely inside.


    Little girl / Won’t you come inside and play / Aparna and Nimisha have played with you all day / Isobel / Come inside / The sun is setting, it’s getting dark / Nimisha’s gone away / Come inside and play


    Dobro No. 6 featured just the dobro and Sylvian’s up-front vocal. The lyric seemed to allude to a meeting. Someone came out of the night, and was allowed into a place where there was some possibility of a revelation. By entering, he left his past behind, and there was now only a single focus necessary.


    He arrived by night / Open up the door and let him in / She’s the sole proprietor / Exchanging two for one / She’s the sole proprietor / There is no other


    Albuquerque was referenced in the song as the place where “she” was, and was the town in which Chavez was born. Do we read into this an oblique reference to Sylvian’s wife? If so, on one level it was her that was the sole proprietor of this place of revelation, where he appeared and left his past behind, but there was obviously a deeper connection implied with the divine.


    Cover Me With Flowers was the final new piece from the Dead Bees sessions, and was performed by Sylvian, Tibbetts playing acoustic and electric guitar, and Jansen on drums. The music here was ponderous, with a slow and heavy drum beat, with rich guitar and synthesiser overlays adding an unsettling atmosphere. The cloying feel of the soundscape produced was used by Sylvian to sing an unsettling song. The lyric was tied in closely with religious and devotional practices which were so much a part of Sylvian’s life at the time of writing, and which were also obvious in the previously referenced Krishna Blue. In Cover Me With Flowers, Sylvian seemed to be describing a scene from religious worship, almost akin to the “baptism” that take place in the Ganges. The nature of the unsettling music, and the lyrics themselves presented an air of foreboding, which seemed to be due to the narrator’s awareness of the power of the religious forces that were being evoked in the rituals. There was a desire amidst this foreboding to understand, to believe, and to hope that giving into these forces would ensure the attainment of peace and tranquillity.


    Tell me something sonny boy / Baptised and plunged / Is it worth it? / It must be worth it


    There was a nod given in the lyric towards a particular aspect of Hindu worship, which to an extent explained the dark and brooding nature of this composition. Shiva was invoked — I could be Shiva lying / Beneath ferocious darkness. One of the most powerful and well-known Hindu Gods was Kali, with her foot on the chest of Shiva lying on the ground. Kali was seen as the fearful and ferocious form of the mother goddess Durga. In the legend, she was born from the brow of Durga during one of her battles with the demon Daruka. The story goes that in the battle, Kali was so much involved in the killing spree that she got carried away, and began destroying everything in sight. To stop her, Shiva threw himself under her feet. Shocked at the sight, Kali stuck her tongue out in astonishment, and put an end to her rampage. Hence the common image of Kali standing with one foot on Shiva’s chest with her enormous tongue sticking out. In Cover Me With Flowers, for the narrator the power of the ritual he was witnessing evoked the awesome power of Kali. This power was symbolised in the song by the darkness that was described as “ferocious”, and led him to think that he should, like Shiva, throw himself at its feet. Ultimately, however, there was a recognition that behind the awesome nature of the forces being unleashed, there was a goal, the attainment of which made the difficult journey worthwhile.


    Let me see the face / Of all enduring grace / Let me take a crack at / All that matters / And in my weightless hours / Cover me with flowers


    Beyond Ride, referenced earlier in relation to Secrets of the Beehive for which it was written, the only other new composition on Everything and Nothing was the intriguing Thoroughly Lost to Logic. This song, written in 1991 and completed in 2000 for inclusion on the album featured percussion from Mark Sanders, the piano playing of Keith Tippett, and Sylvian providing guitar and spoken voice. Towards the end of the 1980s, Sanders’ association with bassist Paul Rogers introduced him to jazz and improvised music. From then on he began playing in various duos and became a fixture on the London jazz scene. In the 1990s — around the time of his collaboration with Sylvian — Sanders began working as a regular rhythm section with Paul Rogers for his and many other groups, and also started touring with Evan Parker and Elton Dean. For Sylvian, the collaboration marked an early link with a free jazz percussionist who had been associated with many of the great and the good of the genre such as Derek Bailey, John Butcher, and Otomo Yoshihide, all of whom, as we will see, worked directly with Sylvian on future projects. In his time, Sanders also worked with the other new face on Thoroughly Lost to Logic, British jazz pianist and composer, Keith Tippett. When Tippett worked with Sylvian, he had been active in the jazz and improvisation scene for over thirty years. In the late 1960s he led a sextet which included Elton Dean on sax, and in the early 1970s he led a big band called Centipede which brought together many of the leading lights of the U.K. jazz scene at this time. Also in the early 1970s, Tippett had an association with King Crimson, and from that point worked with Robert Fripp on and off and numerous other musicians, including — again of relevance to Sylvian — Derek Bailey.


    The song had an odd lineage. The background of detached piano and guitar provided the context within which Sylvian’s distorted voice was heard reciting a poem. This poem appeared on the Sakamoto composition Salvation, which was the last of four movements in his quasi-classical work Discord released in 1998. Discord was a set of orchestral compositions, inspired by numerous twentieth century classical composers, and imbued with elements of spoken word, which included Sylvian’s contribution. It was split into musical excursions on the subjects of anger, grief, prayer, and salvation. With Thoroughly Lost to Logic written in 1991 and 2000, and Discord released in 1998, it is difficult to say whether the poem was written specifically for Sakamoto’s release, was seen as appropriate but written years in advance, or whether the music for Sylvian’s release was written back in 1991, and the final piece released on Everything and Nothing being an amalgam of both elements. Either way, the lyric was the quirky poem, which it could be deduced from its use on Sakamoto’s album conveyed a sense of salvation. Here was a narrator shaken from his reverie, jolted out of his absent state of mind, and shown a possible route to previously unperceived wonders, a salvation of sorts from his previous mundane existence.


    And for an instance the constant heart shed its own tears / Wave upon wave carried me over / Beyond the peripheries of hope and fear / Deadening the voice of relentless biography / I stood at the centre and danced at the extremities / Mapping the city as subtle as silence / Then on, outwards, into the darkness


    A limited edition bonus CD was included with some releases of Everything and Nothing that included the composition The Blinding Light of Heaven, a studio version of the song previously only released on the live Damage album. All in all, Everything and Nothing fulfilled Sylvian’s contractual or moral obligation to produce a compilation for Virgin, but it managed to do so much more. Within its span, he had a creditable stab at summarising his career to date, and at the same time released some new tracks that left many wondering why they never made the first cuts of the albums for which they were originally conceived. Sylvian was reportedly more than pleased with the end result. The time had now come to turn his attention to the body of instrumental works that he had composed since the early 1980s, a compilation of which would be released on the album Camphor in 2002.


    Before that, however, a flurry of collaborations appeared between April and September 2001, recorded at different times in the preceding few years. The first of these entitled Zero Landmine was released in April 2001 with Sakamoto. Sakamoto had been passionate about the landmine issue for some time, but it was when he saw a documentary on television that his interest galvanised and he decided to help. Already aware of the work undertaken by Princess Diana and an organisation known as the International Campaign to Ban Landmines, it was the documentary that really brought the issue home, as Sakamoto was introduced to the plight of Chris Moon who had lost a hand and a leg while removing a landmine. Moon was a teacher, and put his efforts into educating children about the landmine problem, and also with the aid of prosthetics ran a marathon. Sakamoto got to know Moon, and went with him to Mozambique to the very place where he was maimed, and he was awestruck by his indomitable spiritual and physical strength.


    Sakamoto decided that he wanted to raise awareness of the landmine issue, and he would do this via a musical collaboration of artists, with all proceeds from the CD going to a related charity. He looked at the geographical distribution of landmines across the world, and aimed to present a musical composition that became a journey through the world affected by the scourge. He gathered some artists including Sylvian, Brian Eno, Yukihiro Takahashi, Cyndi Lauper, Steve Jansen, and DY Krush along with a number of Japanese performers. The group of artists were collectively called No More Landmine (NML). The song itself was recorded at the beginning of 2001, and as Sakamoto made clear, he decided to engage Sylvian early on in the venture. “I asked my friend of many years David Sylvian to write a simple, tender lyric that could be sung by children. What he sent me two or three days later, was a simple tender lyric that one could not have imagined looking at David’s usual work. His warm heart impressed me.” 129


    The main composition on the release was nearly 20 minutes long. Performed by an impressive array of musicians, and choirs including one made up of the Children of Bagamoyo Elementary School from Maputo in Mozambique, the lyric was a subtle and beautifully crafted commentary on the landmine issue, imploring all concerned to clean up their act and focus on the beauty of the earth rather than ways of destroying it.


    There’s fire in the ground / In the space between the trees / In the forests and fields / On pathways, in dreams / The stars are whispering / To the ground beneath / Take away the darkness / Give the earth back its peace


    Also included on the release were various other versions of the song, one in particular being a Sylvian vocal with just the backing of Sakamoto’s piano, which was delicate, and extremely moving. For Sylvian, Zero Landmine was his first association with an overtly political composition, an area that he had steered clear of until this point. This was still the pre-9/11 world. Post-9/11 — with all that implied in terms of a new global consciousness as to the vagaries of political, military, and terrorist actions — Sylvian became less reluctant to voice his views, and indeed incorporated them quite overtly in his own solo work as the decade progressed. At the time of Zero Landmine, however, he was less comfortable with such issues, actually feeling that the subject matter limited his room for movement creatively. He certainly didn’t consider himself the right man for the Zero Landmine job, but seeing that Sakamoto was in a bit of a jam, and that he needed the lyrics urgently, he buckled down. In fact he only had a couple of hours to write them, but he didn’t think they would have been any better if he had more time. “But [Ryuichi] was touched by their simplicity, which I found quite touching and consequently he composed a beautiful melody around them which gave them a whole new life as far as I was concerned. When I sing that song now, I barely recognise the lyrics as those I wrote in isolation. Their pedestrian nature…overcome in large part by Ryuichi’s inspired emotional response to them.” 98


    Released at the end of May 2001 was the fruit of another Sylvian collaboration around this time with Readymade (otherwise known as Jean-Phillipe Verdin). There was a degree of significance to this collaboration as it was an overt flirtation with the world of electronica, which as we shall see, became a trend over the years to come. It was fair to say that Sylvian had always been inclined to use electronics in his music, but as his solo career progressed, and especially from 2000 onwards, its use became more and more overt and central to his compositions. Verdin was a French artist who was born in Nancy in 1966. He became a well-known figure in the French electronic music environment, and was seen as somewhat of a musical maverick. With classically trained sisters, and a father who was a big jazz fan, Verdin became a keyboard player with numerous bands after he graduated from art school. He discovered electronic music in the 1990s through rave parties, and became obsessed with the scene, eventually setting up a home-based studio where he began creating his own work. In 1997, he secured his first remixing contract, and between then and his association with Sylvian became respected as a remixer. His 2001 release, Bold, represented his first electronic opus, and exhibited his musical style, which was a hybrid of electronica, pop, and miscellaneous acoustic treatments that were his signature.


    As a multi-instrumentalist, programmer, and composer, Verdin was able to use traditional analogue recording methods and modern digital techniques, and he gained a significant amount of acknowledgement in his home country for his methods. By way of example, Bold was seen by French newspaper Libération as Verdin “Ploughing the way for French electronica.” The album was written, produced, and mixed by Verdin, and was mastered at Scope Studios in Berlin by Stefan Betke. Sylvian provided guest vocals, lyrics, and melody on the track Sugarfuel, his contribution being made at Synergy Studios in Napa. On the basis that he had moved to New Hampshire in 2000, this suggested that he recorded his elements for Sugarfuel well in advance of its release.


    The process of putting his contribution together was fairly predictable, as he again worked remote in the States. The track was sent to him in Napa, he wrote the lyrics and the melody, recorded it, and sent it back. “The man behind Readymade Jean-Phillipe Verdin contacted me. He sent me some of his material, asked if I’d like to work on something together. I liked what I heard, I may produce more work of this nature.” 98 Sugarfuel itself had a lyric that seemed to describe aspects of an almost masochistic love or desire, highly charged sexually, which was exacerbated by the way Sylvian sang the song, and the textures in the accompanying music. This in itself was quite a departure for Sylvian who maybe erred on the side of the sensual, but never the overtly sexual. He felt that in Sugarfuel, he combined the two!


    Were you pushed or did you slip / I’m tasting blood upon your lips / The door is locked / The floor is greased / And if your screams should break the peace / I’m on your side / So let me finish you


    There was an interesting trend that developed between 2000 and 2010, as numerous single track collaborations sprang up left right and centre, each seemingly allowing Sylvian access to elements of composition that were not necessarily his stock in trade. As his solo work developed in this period, his influences obviously became more and more eclectic, and there was a significant trend towards electronica. He seemed to be attracted to electronic music pioneers like a moth to a flame. In addition to his work with Sakamoto and Readymade, Sylvian would soon work with Tweaker, Christian Fennesz, Blonde Redhead, Takagi Masakatsu, Punkt, Joan as Policewoman, and many others. As Samadhi Sound developed in this decade, some of these collaborators began to use the label to produce their music, and indeed, Sylvian began to strike up musical relationships with artists that came to the label independently. Samadhi Sound almost developed into a melting pot of innovative and experimental artists, a fertile environment within which Sylvian could strike up meaningful professional relationships, which in turn influenced his solo output.


    Back in 2001, the Verdin release of Bold was followed in September 2001 by the Tweaker album, The Attraction of All Things Uncertain, which featured Sylvian on the track Linoleum. A few years previously, such a collaboration would have been unheard of, but at this stage Sylvian was pushing himself, and seemed to have an insatiable appetite for experimentation in genres that were not obviously associated with his former works. The man behind Tweaker was Chris Vrenna, who wrote and produced all the tracks on the album except for Linoleum, which was co-written with Sylvian. The album was published by Six Degrees Records based in San Francisco, the mission statement of which was to break down walls between genres, combining musical elements from many worlds. The album was recorded at Amethyst Digital and The Mouse House in Los Angeles, with Sylvian’s work being made at Synergy in Napa with the engineering assistance of Kent. Again, despite the release date of the album in 2001, this suggests that Sylvian’s contribution was made before 2000 when he moved to the East Coast, or that he reverted to Napa as his studio in New Hampshire was not yet up and running.


    Between 1989 and 1997 Vrenna was the drummer for the band Nine Inch Nails, and was the keyboard player for Marilyn Manson when on tour and in the studio. His background went back to the Chicago industrial music scene in the late 1980s, and it was in the mid-1990s that he found himself in the position of popular producer for hire, working with a host of solo artists and bands such as Nelly Furtado, U2, The Smashing Pumpkins, Marilyn Manson, Hole, and Green Day. Tweaker was formed in 1998 as a solo project in collaboration with Clint Walsh and an assortment of other musicians. Vrenna’s style incorporated synthesiser pop, modern jazz, and electronic genres, and was characterised by a generally melancholic and sombre sound. While supplying most of the instruments and electronics himself, for The Attraction of All Things Uncertain, he also invited famous voices to the mix including Sylvian, Rob Smith, and Will Oldham. 131 His inspiration was mainly surreal paintings and dreams, and The Attraction of All Things Uncertain was described on the sleeve as “an incendiary and haunting collision of rock and other worldly electronics.” 132 All the work on Tweaker took place in Vrenna’s home studio in Eagle Rock, Los Angeles. Musically, it was aggressive yet melodic, not industrial like Nine Inch Nails, but incorporating industrial and Goth themes. The album had a “thickness” that ran through all the songs, despite the fact that they were different, with multi-layered sounds and instruments moving in and out of the mix. The percussion was wonderfully emotive and complex, but this did not dominate, it was just part of the collage, including guitars, samples, and programming which created a rich sonic brew. The songs with guest vocals were perhaps the most traditional, but the “thickness” ran through the vocal tracks as well and helped tie the whole album together. 133


    The album as a whole was inspired by a painting by the artist Joe Sorren entitled Elliot’s Attraction to All Things Uncertain. Vrenna said that when he saw Sorren’s painting, it was like looking in a mirror. The album tracked the story of Elliot, a bespectacled man-boy with an oversized head and spindly arms sitting before a typewriter, coffee at his side, and a pained expression on his face. Vrenna saw the painting in a Hollywood gallery in 1997, and kept returning to it and standing, staring, all the time formulating the album, which eventually came together as the story of a person who was confused about his life’s purpose, and who ended up better able to accept challenges and his own shortcomings. He moved from a sadder place to a happier, stronger place. The music was melancholy and murky like the painting, which a friend eventually bought for Vrenna, who later contacted Sorren and they became good friends. Their association extended to a second solo album that was also graced by a Sorren painting on the cover.


    Sylvian was key among singers Vrenna wanted involved on The Attraction of All Things Uncertain. As he said. “I decided to ask him because he is one of my heroes. If I could make a wish list of people that I wanted to have worked with, he would be on the top. I had my manager contact his manager and basically throw the question out cold…saying who I was and what I was doing and if he would be interested. His manager said ‘sure why don’t you send some music?”’ 135 He re-iterated his respect for Sylvian much later, and his frustration as to his reclusive nature. When asked in 2010 about people he would like to work with in the future, Vrenna answered. “Mark Hollis from Talk Talk stands out, but he’s a recluse…. The same goes for David Sylvian. I mean will somebody please go and find them. But those guys are some of my biggest heroes.” 136


    Vrenna sent a copy of the painting Elliot’s Attraction to All Things Uncertain and the music he had recorded to all the artists involved. Each artist then responded to the painting and the music, and returned their contributions. Vrenna worked closely with every musician to ensure the continuity of the theme of the album, and was especially concerned that the lyrics remained on track. Sylvian’s contribution on the song Linoleum established a tense, haunting mood punctuated with unexpected shifts and a tense vocal delivery. The mellow and catchy feel to the song was spiked by the occasional interruption from a roaring guitar, which eventually formed the climax of the song. It was the first track on the album, at a point where Elliot was at his lowest, and the song reflected his plight.


    Did someone whisper / I’m really not so sure / I could’ve been asleep / Is everyone this frightened? / Are there more like me? / There’s just got to be


    Sylvian recalled his first collaboration with Vrenna, and his ability to choose from a number of supplied tracks. “The album has an underlying concept, which appears to be based on a specific period in Chris’s life. He gave me an idea where this particular piece I’d selected came in the emotional journey the album attempts to make. I took that into consideration when writing the lyrics. As I remember it, I was working on a mindset that was a cheery mixture of fear, anger, and paranoia. That burdening sense of misplaced attachment mixed with the inability to take action that can come to a head just before life changing decisions one sometimes made.” 98 This was a state of mind that Sylvian himself probably identified with, so the translation of the theme to lyric was unlikely to have been too much of a stretch.


    During this flurry of collaborations, Sylvian also had to put some thought to the re-release of Damage. On this album, issued in September 2001, the track order was changed somewhat, and a live version of Jean the Birdman was used to replace the song Darshan, a composition that tried Sylvian’s patience, and which he therefore assumed would also try the patience of the audience. With Sylvian as producer on the re-release, it was almost as if this was the singer’s spin on the concert, and he subtly changed the sound and feel of the recording so as to better mirror the overall mood of the performances.


    Also in September, Sylvian embarked on the Everything and Nothing tour, which kicked off in Osaka on the 17th September, and after a few more dates in Japan, wound its way through Europe until the middle of October. The tour continued well into 2002 revisiting Japan, and taking the concerts to the USA and Canada. The set list for the tour took its cue from the album and was a considered review of many of his past works. Sylvian was accompanied on stage by Jansen, Matt Cooper, Timothy Young, and Keith Lowe. Keyboard player Cooper came to the mix having just completed his fifth Outside recording for Drado Records. Outside was effectively his first music project, and helped him gain a high profile and enviable reputation in London and across the world in the jazz/funk scene. The “band” comprised Cooper, Patrice Blanchard on bass, and Byron Wallen on trumpet, with various session musicians brought in as and when needed. In addition to recording and touring with Outside, Cooper worked with an array of artists before his association with Sylvian, including Annie Lennox, Russell Watson, and Sly and Robbie.


    Guitarist Young came to the tour with an impressive pedigree in the jazz and rock arenas, having performed with jazz pioneers such as Julian Priester, Michael White, and Sam Rivers, and rock bands like Scabs, Scallywags, and Devilhead. He also worked with the Young Composers Collective. His projects included Guitar Monks (an acoustic duo with Andrei Otraskin), and Very Special Forces (an R&B group). Finally, there was double bass player Lowe, who would work with Sylvian on future projects. Seattle-based Lowe was recommended to Sylvian by Bill Frisell on the basis that he knew that he could play both acoustic and electric bass. His early background was in symphonic music, his more recent interests including blues, Louisiana blues-rock, and jazz and funk. His association with Frisell was through touring, and he was respected for his ability to plough through complex changes and furious funk grooves on the electric bass, while his beautiful and tuneful string bass playing made him a highly sought after musician. Touring with Sylvian obviously made an impression. “It was a complete pleasure. Not only do I love David’s music and have the upmost respect for him artistically, but he is also a dear soul who I am happy to call a friend.” 137


    In the tour programme, which was a beautifully produced hard back pamphlet, there was a CD with a couple of compositions which in time morphed into the song Camphor and The Song Which Gives the Key to Perfection later published on the Camphor compilation. Also published was a spoken interview with Sylvian that ranged over a vast array of topics. Sylvian penned a note to his audience that was reproduced at the beginning of the programme, signed off by him as having been written on July 23rd 2001, just after his move to New Hampshire. It was obvious from the note that things were still very much “work-in-progress” as far as getting the place finished and operating as a studio was concerned, and he also positioned the forthcoming concerts within the context of the spiritual and personal journey he was on. “It’s a warm summers night in New England. Moths are climbing over the wire mesh screens which cover the windows trying to reach the light of the office and the glow of the computer monitor. All is quiet except for the beating of the wings against the wire and the hum of the hard drive. I’m three weeks away from commencing rehearsals for the Everything and Nothing tour. We’re clearing out an old barn on the property, bringing in fresh power from the road expressly for this purpose…. If we’re fortunate we ourselves will be transported by the sounds we create. Diving deep into the ocean of sound only to surface much later alone in hotel rooms at odd corners of the globe. Out of this evening’s silence is born an anticipation of all that is to come. Walking the tightrope of discipline and surrender, I aim to learn as much from the journey as from the goal of each performance. I’m very happy you’ve decided to be a part of the experience.” 138


    Also sprinkled throughout the tour pamphlet were written passages that articulated Sylvian’s thought processes at this time. As a context for the concerts, these passages helped position the material that was performed, and also confirmed the stage of spiritual evolution he had reached on his journey to date. Through the passages used, Sylvian summarised the spiritual and world view that he had most recently voiced through Dead Bees on a Cake. His Buddhist and Hindu-influenced view that true enlightenment was achieved by a journey that involved profound self-discovery and awareness, and the fundamental act of surrender were all present.


    “…this process of looking within, of, in a sense, moving into communion with the essence of one’s true nature or higher self and everything that transpires due to that conscious connection, that conscious grasp of one’s own true nature beyond mind, so much is born from that state of awareness…” “…what has been lost temporarily is our ability to fully open up to the possibility of the divine. The pure love and compassion that is present in every moment, that is the substratum of all existence. We’ve embraced the mind, the diverse mind, to the detriment of our hearts. The path of the heart is seen as weakness in contemporary Western society instead of the seat of wisdom it truly is…” ” …the sadhus of India surrender their lives to God, the divine consciousness, the higher self, call it what you will. Giving up all worldly possessions they live their lives of devotion. They don’t know where their next meal is coming from. If too much food is forthcoming for one meal they’ll give the remainder away knowing God will provide again tomorrow. How beautiful is this act of surrender? How seemingly miraculous their lives compared to our own? There is an eternal law, to live in harmony with it is to live in Truth…” “…surrender is essential. What can be achieved without surrender?” “…it is possible to experience the divine first hand. I’m not talking faith or belief, but wisdom through experience…”138


    In the build up to — and after the completion of — the first part of the tour, Sylvian had to complete the next compilation for Virgin. In an interview just after its release in May 2002, Sylvian explained the title of the second compilation album, Camphor. “It’s a substance used in many devotional rituals, but it also has a medicinal quality to it, so it seemed to apply to my work as there’s a devotional quality to my work and also, I believe, music has a healing property, so the name is related to that notion.” 17 Camphor had as its focus Sylvian’s typically ambient instrumentals, some of which in their original forms were quite short, but others of which extended to thirty-five minute soundscapes. This made the whole process of pulling them together that much more difficult than the songs found on Everything and Nothing, as in some instances they required editing down. This was not a concept that appealed to Sylvian, but he was apparently happily surprised by the end results. As with the songs, some tracks on Camphor were remixed, and while there were no new releases per se, two pieces had until the release of the album only been published with the CD that was included in the Everything and Nothing tour book.


    The revelation for Sylvian, who rarely took the time to look back at his work once it had been released, was how minimal many of the past instrumental works were compared with the more recent compositions. Many used fewer than 24 tracks, which was considerably less than he used later in his career. “The richness in textures and quality was still there. I often go overboard and run over 64 tracks and not think anything of it. So it was interesting to go back to those 24 track analogue tapes and realise that maybe we used only 15 or 20 on the original tracks, and yet the pieces stood up well and sounded full blooded.” 139 Sylvian worked closely with Dave Kent on the instrumental works as he had done with the remixes on Everything and Nothing. One particular concern was to up-date the sonic quality of the pieces, as many of the older pieces in particular used a lot of reverb and delays that were quite dated and rooted them as 1980s compositions. This was done in an attempt to find the core of each song, and make them sound a little more consistent with Sylvian’s more recent works, which were for the most part devoid of effects. Kent gave an insight into the process in respect of the instrumental works. “Because David’s catalogue is so extensive, putting the material together for Camphor was kind of a chore. Essentially, we came up with his most personal compositions from a lot of different records. I felt that it’s important, because it re-introduces the material to a public that might not otherwise have been exposed to it.” 139


    In respect of the instrumental work this was of particular relevance, as it was likely to have been Sylvian’s exploration of the more avant-garde and ambient areas of composition that lost him a lot of his mainstream audience from the early 1980s onwards. Camphor presented a fresh canvas on which to present the less accessible instrumental works that Sylvian had composed over the years, and do it in a way that opened them up to a new audience, and gave a new spin to existing compositions that would also appeal to the audience that was aware of the original work. Sylvian was surprised by the impact looking back on his past instrumentals had on him, and he wanted to ensure that this was transferred to the listener. “It was the emotional impact of being drawn back into particular lines and places. That was quite strange and intense, and I wasn’t prepared for that as I reconnected with the older material.” 139


    The pieces that Sylvian decided showcased his instrumental works and provided a concise overview of his back catalogue included already released versions of All of My Mother’s Names and Praise from Dead Bees on a Cake, Red Earth (as summertime ends), New Moon at Red Deer Wallow, and Big Wheels in Shanty Town from Rain Tree Crow, Answered Prayers and The Healing Place from Gone to Earth, and A Brief Conversation Ending in Divorce originally written for the theatre play Kin and running as a B-Side to Pop Song back in 1989. Remixes and re-recorded compositions included Upon this Earth and an instrumental version of Wave from Gone to Earth, and a detail from Plight (the spiralling of winter ghosts) from the Sylvian/Czukay collaboration Plight and Premonition. One remix and two new compositions required closer examination, namely Mother and Child — originally from Secrets of the Beehive — and the two compositions that until the release of Camphor had only been published on the CD accompanying the Everything and Nothing tour. These two latter tracks were originally published under the names Bhajan and Atmospherics on the tour CD, and were retitled The Song Which Gives the Key to Perfection and Camphor on the compilation release.


    Mother and Child in its original form was a song with vocals, but in the version released on Camphor, Sylvian’s voice was replaced with the trumpet playing of Nils Petter Molvaer. Molvaer contributed courtesy of his association with Jan Bang (who provided additional synthesiser and samples to the Camphor release) and his long-time collaborator Erik Honoré, (who was responsible for the remix and added samples). Bang and Honoré were the duo that made up the “band” Punkt. Bang was a musician and producer from Kristiansand, Norway, and was known for his artful live sampling and programming, and with Honoré was joint mastermind of the Punkt festival. Honoré was mainly a music producer, and in the 1990s — about the time of their association with Sylvian — he and Bang were making a reputation for themselves as pioneers in the area of “live remixing”, effectively improvising with electronics alongside more conventional instruments and performers. It was this reputation that led Sylvian to use them on Camphor. It also marked the beginning of an enduring musical and personal relationship between the three men that burgeoned as Sylvian’s solo career progressed from this point onwards. Molvaer was a Norwegian trumpet player, composer, and producer with an eclectic range of musical genres at his fingertips, who was closely associated with the music of Bang and Honoré. His trumpet contribution to Mother and Child transformed the slightly jazz-oriented original into a full-blown smoky jazz piece. Molvaer’s trumpet worked as a fantastic counterpoint to Sakamoto’s original piano improvisations on this piece, and the added textures provided by the additional synthesiser and samples went to making a very successful reinterpretation of what was already a robust and beautifully crafted piece.


    The Song Which Gives the Key to Perfection was the only vocal offering on the otherwise instrumental compilation. Sylvian provided a simplistic contribution of Rhodes, guitar and bass to provide a subtle background for his vocal which was sung in Sanskrit, and there was a contribution from Shree Maa, Sylvian’s spiritual teacher at the time it was written, playing tamboura (a traditional Indian stringed instrument). The song itself in Sanskrit was entitled Sidda Kunjika Strota, which literally translated meant “the song that gives the key to perfection”. It was a powerful Hindu mantra dedicated to the goddess Durga, and was chanted during the Navratri festival and on Ashtami Day. The words were taken from the book “Chandri Path”. Chandri was a goddess, and the Chandri path was the story of how she manifested in the lives of devotees to facilitate the recapture of divine authority from demonic forces. Its inclusion on Camphor once again reinforced the enormous importance of Hindu philosophy in Sylvian’s work at this time.


    Most people would first have heard the composition Camphor if they attended a concert or the Everything and Nothing tour, as it was played before the concert started as the audience assembled. Here was Sylvian dabbling in electronica, producing an atmospheric piece of mood music, which in many ways was a precursor to some future works. Against a backdrop of sustained synthesiser chords, redolent of some of the instrumental pieces heard on Gone to Earth, Sylvian produced a barrage of electronic effects, with distant voices and chanting knitted into the overall soundscape. Initially, Sylvian conceived the track Camphor as an ambient, languorous piece, but while composing he changed his mind, and produced something far and away more dynamic.


    With all three retrospective works completed and released, Sylvian was at last free to focus on new ventures that had been severely compromised by the amount of time putting together the compilations and touring had required. During this period, Sylvian had also split from Virgin, had moved from California, was setting up a new home and studio on the property in Temple, and had launched Samadhi Sound. He could now take stock. One thing was clear, and that was that he had certainly found his retreat. His new house and studio nestling in the shadow of Temple Mountain was twenty minutes from the nearest town (Peterborough), an hour and fifteen minutes drive from Boston, and four hours from New York. It was in essence about as remote a location as could be imagined in the States without actually being in the wilderness.


    Initially, Sylvian seemed as if he was in two minds about precisely what the future held in terms of up-coming releases, not even discounting the fact that he could still use major record labels to publish his solo work. This, however, was never to happen. All Sylvian’s post Dead Bees on a Cake compositions were released by Samadhi Sound. His next solo release, Blemish, would disturb the passage of some new compositions he was beginning to create with his brother, as we shall see. Unbeknown to anyone, however, as 2002 slipped into 2003, it would be Blemish that simultaneously forced Samadhi Sound to evolve incredibly quickly, and which would take Sylvian’s solo career in new and innovative directions.
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    Truth Sets In


    Sometimes, art can hit you between the eyes, stop you in your tracks, shock you, and make you feel distinctly uncomfortable. Walk around the corner in an art gallery, and come face to face with The Scream by Edvard Munch, and you will start to run your finger around your collar, perspire a bit, feel a palpable sense of tension and emotion. The naked and raw power of the picture hits you, forces you to ask questions, changes the way you think! In 2003, four years after Dead Bees on a Cake was released, Sylvian presented his next solo work, Blemish. This was a jagged composition of such power that listening to it forced a reaction. It was a bead of sweat on the forehead moment, you felt Sylvian laying himself bare, sharing the raw emotions of mental turmoil, the loss of all that was precious, the poisoning of the crystal clear waters of a loving relationship. The shock was exacerbated because this, the rawest and most angular of Sylvian’s solo offerings followed his most contented set of compositions, the precursor to Blemish being, as we have seen, suggestive of a man who had found true peace and harmony.


    It was the 2003 release of Blemish that precipitated the rapid augmentation of Samadhi Sound into a fully-fledged record label. Despite the fact that at this time Sylvian was open to the idea that he could use a major for his solo ventures (indeed he seemed to be very close to signing at one point with Warner Classics), he was equally aware of the fact that the nature of Blemish was such that no large record label would be interested. So, predicting a degree of reticence from the larger labels, he elected to utilise Samadhi Sound as the vehicle through which to publish the work. From this point on, the nascent Samadhi Sound began to gain some traction. The album was extremely positively received, and the knock on effect of this was that demand for it was much higher than expected. This surprised everyone including Sylvian, who suddenly had to think with agility about what made sense commercially to satisfy this demand. Samadhi Sound was forced to find its feet quickly, and so developed its independent label credentials pretty fast through immediate necessity. Blemish from this point of view was a game changer on many levels, and Sylvian began to realise that the future was now to compose and release his own works under his own label.


    Coping with the demand for Blemish gave what Sylvian described as “the small but devoted team” 140 of people involved with Samadhi Sound the confidence to move forward. He was still undecided, however, about what direction the label would go in other than being the platform for his own releases. Speaking just after the release of Blemish, Sylvian said. “The label is something of an experiment. I have no business aspirations as such, I simply wanted the freedom to choose which direction I should move in musically without concerns over ‘selling’ the idea of the work to company execs. Ironically, by choosing to start my own label, I was choosing liberation from all business concerns that might even subconsciously influence the outcome of the sessions. By choosing to release the CD [Blemish] myself, I felt all external pressures were off.” 64 What Sylvian had experienced for the first time in his career by producing a solo work in such a way was complete freedom from non-music related concerns, with no pressure on the compositional or recording side of the process. The only issues that required attention were those that occurred after the composition was complete, namely making the audience aware of the music, but this did not impinge at all on the creative process. It did not take Sylvian long to realise that his desire to compose, create, and record in a relatively isolated state, without the subliminal pressure and restrictions imposed by using commercial “burn them and churn them” studios was not unique to him. So he could extend the reach of the label by catering for musicians with similar aspirations. And so it was that in relatively short order, Samadhi Sound took the next logical step, and moved to recording and publishing the works of third party artists.


    At no stage in his solo career had Sylvian tried to hide the fact that he took a long time over the composition of his music, which was due in no small part to his love of the process of exploration, improvisation, and musical discovery. In a nutshell, this was what he wanted Samadhi Sound to be able to offer other artists, an environment that afforded them the freedom to explore whatever avenues of enquiry they wanted, and then to be able to share with them the excitement of helping such work reach an audience. Sylvian tried to encapsulate his view of the aim of the label as it reached out to other artists. “Samadhi Sound is a place both real and virtual for the meeting of minds and shared creativity. It is local and it is global, a breeding ground for ideas and new directions in music and the arts. I intend to intuit when the next step in its development may be. I may have a personal preference for the directions it may take, but ultimately I try to listen and follow.” 59


    Sylvian had grasped the very essence of the possibilities inherent in the music industry at the turn of the millennium by tapping into the idea of a “virtual” meeting place. With the web and electronic transfer of files, the entire nature of music production had changed. All of a sudden artists that had existed under the sometimes oppressive cloak of major record label associations were emerging into the light, and realising the potential of working independently. Musicians and artists from all disciplines, all genres, from every corner of the globe were now really all part of one giant community, able to transfer ideas at the flick of a switch. There was a new found confidence among the likes of Sylvian, and numerous other musicians, that there really were business models that existed outside the major labels that afforded them the means of being creative and making a living. It was Sylvian’s objective as Samadhi Sound grew to attract such like-minded individuals, and utilise the very medium that allowed them to act as a community in the first place to overcome the key hurdle to commercial success in this new environment. “It is my intention to release music by artists working in a variety of genres. The difficulties, however, tend to be the same regardless of the nature of the work: how do you notify the general public of the work’s existence and how do you get people interested enough to give it an hour of their time. If we managed to solve those issues to some extent I think we’d be doing well.” 59 The key was web-based marketing and electronic promotion, which Samahdi Sound needed to learn to utilise extremely efficiently and creatively.


    Sylvian began very early on to see the huge benefits of being independent. Personally it allowed him to begin — with a group of similar minded musicians — to re-invent the music industry from the inside. Sylvian began to tap into a seam of creativity that was effectively the interface where electronics, the avant-garde, and improvisation met. This was to become a happy hunting ground for him personally as he pursued his solo career up to the present day. In 2003, however, the most important aspect of this new way of working for Sylvian hinged directly on the artistic freedom that it afforded him. With no record label restrictions, working in his own studio, and with technology affording him the luxury of working in blessed isolation — even when collaborators were involved through the use of digital transfers — he found the creative promised land. Perhaps the most profound effect was on his vocal delivery. Performing in his own studio on a mountainside in a far-flung corner of New Hampshire, he found himself in a position where he could tap into a hitherto unattainable intensity and intimacy. As he put it, when recording in such a way “…it feels like I am singing directly into the ear of the listener.” 141 For his audience, their first experience of this intimate exchange was the aforementioned Blemish, released in 2003.


    Between 1999 and 2002, we have tracked the many changes in Sylvian’s life, changes that he was in control of, changes that were positive from a personal and creative point of view, changes that set the foundation for a future with numerous possibilities that could be exploited and enjoyed. But something was going to happen that was as profoundly life changing as it was unexpected. His relationship with Chavez was about to end. Both parties retained, and continue to retain, a dignified silence as to the reasons for the breakdown of their relationship, and it is not even an area that I wish to explore. From the point of view of this book, the fact is that it happened, and the reasons why it happened should be left alone. What is of interest is how this painful turn of events affected Sylvian, and how it found voice in his work from this point on. There were some extremely interesting parallels to be drawn between this period of Sylvian’s life and the period in the late 1980s and early 1990s when his previous relationship with Yuka Fujii ended.


    As we have seen, the earlier period took its toll both personally and creatively. Sylvian as a man found himself — after a sustained spell of positive creativity with the releases of Brilliant Trees, Gone to Earth, Secrets of the Beehive, and all the results of his fruitful collaborations in the 1980s — totally at his wits end, falling into depression, and completely unable to compose. There were points when he even contemplated throwing in the towel, and turning his back on the music industry completely. “I was completely numbed by that experience. I couldn’t write about it at all. It wasn’t even an option. The whole thing took me at least five years to work through, psychologically. I don’t think I could have got through it on my own, the feeling of guilt, unhappiness, and grief were too great. When someone dies you have the actual physical loss of that person. But when an important relationship ends, that person is still present in your life to some degree, and that confuses the issue enormously.” 75


    This stood in stark contrast to the period from 2003 onwards. Testament to how much Sylvian had matured as a man — personally and spiritually — and how much he had matured as a musician, he not only managed to sustain himself better when dealing with the upset of his relationship with Chavez disintegrating, but he used music as a key to working through his issues. In other words, music was part of the solution, not part of the problem. “This time I felt better equipped to face the emotions head on…. I am very involved in certain forms of meditation and ritual worship and so on, and I think having those practices gave me a relatively well balanced frame of mind which helped me to look deeper into the darker aspects of my own emotional make-up, and to emerge from it. This time, music was all I had to fall back on. It could be of service to me in the way that it wasn’t back in the ’80s. I’d just finished work on the retrospective for Virgin. I was ready for a complete break from all that. And having built my own studio at home in New Hampshire, I was able to enter into the space that was entirely my own. I had the freedom to explore my own ideas, and without the usual time constraints.” 75


    Blemish was recorded in just 6 weeks — for once a time restriction that was self-imposed despite the complete freedom Sylvian now had — as he wanted to discipline himself to focus on the work. The album represented a huge step forward in Sylvian’s musical evolution, despite the unfortunate inspiration that led to its formation. Sylvian had to a greater or lesser extent tinkered with the deconstruction of the traditional song format over the years of his solo career, but with Blemish, this deconstruction reached its zenith, and what was produced was a deeply disturbing and challenging musical composition that combined uncomfortable themes with sometimes discordant and innovative musical forms. Here was an artist using his music in a cathartic way, using the 6 weeks of composition time to become deeply introspective and work through the issues at hand.


    Go back in time to the early 1980s, and Sylvian described the liberation he felt when embarking upon his solo career, as he found himself able to write about issues that were not fully evolved or complete. Now, music itself was being used to help him resolve the issues! “A lot of things that I couldn’t face in my life I could face in the studio environment. I would close the door and start working and open myself up to whatever came through. And often it was very negative emotions. And I thought, well, I’ll just look straight at them, and more than that, I’ll take them even further than I feel them in my daily life, because I wanted to go as far with them as I possibly could. I felt safe doing that, I felt that there was a strength inside of me to pull back at the end of the day and to be able to do away with those emotions. So I was pushing myself deeper and deeper into the negativity of the experience, wanting to know what that felt like. If you let yourself go to the point of hatred, how does that surface, and how do you give it voice? It was a way of experiencing those experiences and giving them all a new vocabulary that was pertinent for now.” 61 Sylvian decided that the American poet Robert Lowell had put his finger on it when he said that ugly emotions produce beautiful poetry. This was true of Blemish, which forced him to look into the darkest recesses of his heart and uncover what was there. In life this could be dangerous, but in the creative environment that he had made for himself in New Hampshire it was liberating to acknowledge these emotions, and have them as a stimulus for such innovative work.


    The tone of the entire composition was dark and unrelenting, with perhaps an indication of some sort of peace and resolution only being felt at the very end. Sylvian did not resort to his usual modus operandi on Blemish, which was a solo work produced alone in his studio, with limited collaborations that were at arms length via electronic file transfers. The title of the album in itself indicated the complexity and depth of the emotional ride that the album would take the listener on as Sylvian explained to a radio station in Los Angeles when he was visiting the city to make connections that would get his record label moving. “I was dealing with emotions that it’s not easy to admit one’s experiencing or feeling until they become undeniably present. And there’s a lyric on the opening track Blemish which is alluding to the fact that there are some things in life you can’t turn away from, just like the discolouration of skin or whatever. It’s like ‘there it is, there’s my reality’ and you have to look at it and face it, it’s the emotional equivalent of that.” 142


    Blemish was a cluster of atonal and innovative pieces that painfully evoked the precise mood of the artist. Lyrically, the words were bald and straight to the point, adding to the stark nature of the album. There was no room for artifice, this composition was dealing with heart wrenching issues, and it was going to be conveyed like a punch in the gut. In the past, Sylvian had shown himself to be the master of reviewing emotions personally and conveying them musically and lyrically. The unusual thing with Blemish was that the artist had not had time to work his emotions through, and so here was struggling with issues in real time. The music was not written when he had come to terms with the break up of his relationship, but seemed as if it was composed at the most intense period of the split. “I don’t think I’d ever worked with a complex set of emotions that hadn’t already reached a point of resolution before. This time I was right in the heart of it, there was no resolution, there was no way of projecting that onto the material — an artificial sense that everything will be alright in the end, everything resolves, everything will be okay. There was none of that with the material.” 9


    Detach the emotion from the conception of the album if at all possible, and what was seen in Blemish was perhaps the most striking dichotomy between musical purity and innovation, and popular acceptance. If previous works had ruffled the feathers of some Sylvian followers who were being asked to go with his slightly more left of centre offerings, this was the ultimate gauntlet. But once again the artist, surely aware of this, had sufficient confidence and clarity of purpose to take the risk of alienating his audience in order to articulate himself in his chosen way. From a timing point of view, this risk of alienation was exacerbated by the fact that Blemish was the first release under the Samadhi Sound label, without the strictures imposed by the commercial agenda of the Virgin record label. Some must have been concerned that this was the manifestation of Sylvian as he wanted to be in his unadulterated form.


    Instead, it was the artist once again perfectly fusing together mood, words, and music to convey message, the mood — informed by the personal situation that precipitated the composition — perhaps being the dominant force like never before. “When I began work on Blemish, I had an incredible desire to eradicate the past and find a whole new vocabulary for myself. At first, you are working from pure intuition. You are not sure where you are going. Later you begin to understand where the vocabulary is leading you, and how to make it speak for you in a more profound way. For me those old forms [pop songs] reached a natural end, or shall I say their pinnacle with Dead Bees on a Cake.” 75


    Despite the fact that Blemish saw Sylvian seeking a completely new way of communicating musically, he recognised that it had a creative link with his back catalogue. For him, Secrets of the Beehive and Blemish were two sides of the same coin, and in a way they completed each other, one representing the individual’s intimate side, and the other his social side. 110  The creation of a brand new musical vocabulary to communicate through on Blemish, however, allowed Sylvian to break away from the strictures of the stylistic trappings that he felt characterised his previous work, and through the new forms developed, introduce an increased potency that was ideally suited to the subject matter. Blemish was as it was due to a coincidence of this musical epiphany, and the strength of Sylvian’s spirituality, which allowed him to overcome his typical default response to such issues in the past which was to look away. His spiritual growth to this point had taught him to face negative situations as well as positive, which meant that Blemish was in fact only possible at this stage in his career due to his spiritual growth. Sylvian acknowledged that — to an extent — the psychological work he had undertaken was also something that contributed to his ability to face negative emotions at this point in his life. However, it was work with his teachers in who he had total trust that really gave him the strength he needed and culminated in his ability to delve into the furthest reaches of negative emotions. At the time that Blemish was conceived and composed, Sylvian was still practicing the Hindu-based form of ritual worship called puja, which he used in an attempt to recognise himself as a divine being. By performing puja at the start of each day, Sylvian was able to maintain the perspective of witness, the observer of his own predicament, while simultaneously being immersed in the profound emotional aspects of his life. Although some days it was a close call, Sylvian was convinced that it was puja that allowed him the strength to extricate himself from the potentially dangerous intensity of the experience.


    At this stage, Sylvian’s guru was Ammachi, and effectively his relationship with her was the foundation upon which everything else was built, and as he was at pains to repeat, nothing had meaning for him if it failed to acknowledge all that this relationship represented. “Surrender to the guru is a truly difficult, anti-intuitional process. But within the ongoing act of surrender so much can be observed. Greater realities than those we’re used to admitting to come into play. Unfathomable but undeniable realities. In this respect it’s possible to become a witness in some respects of one’s own life experiences. This objectivity helps place things in perspective. This process isn’t an easy one. At least I haven’t found it to be so. The past four years [2000-2004] in particular have been truly testing on many levels. The only reason I feel able to deal with these issues is because on some primal level there is knowledge of the illusory nature of life. So while on one level I experience my emotional life as only too real, I also hold dear the knowledge that it is illusory, and to be attached to it is one of the sticking points in my own development. As I struggle with divorce, separation from family, emotional isolation etc…. I grapple with all that I have learned over the past decades.” 23


    It was only a few years previous to this that Sylvian had been sucking up a plethora of new musical influences that emanated from his wife’s listening preferences, and which were most definitely rooted in the popular song genre. The power of the feelings that he was experiencing at around the time that Blemish was composed, however, could not be articulated through traditional musical forms. The fact that he was using these feelings as a starting point to delve even deeper into the negative emotions than he was actually experiencing, meant that the disconnect was even greater. This was Sylvian as pioneer, struggling to express himself within currently accepted parameters, so instead of compromising, he broke the mould and created a new and unique form of composition. He had pretty much come to terms with the fact that he needed a new means of musical expression as he worked his way though his back catalogue for the two previously released compilation albums. He realised as he delved into the past that the cycle was complete, and something radical needed to occur if he was to continue to innovate. So, in effect, it was the coincidence of this thought process — that pre-dated the personal and lyric inspiration for Blemish — with the dramatic upset caused by the disintegration of his marriage that led to the creation of his new vocabulary, rather than him deciding that something new was needed as he tackled the emotional issues. In other words, the subject matter of Blemish melded with his desire for musical change. His new way of composing — automatic writing (basically as close as possible to an immediate response as vocalist and lyricist to improvised sessions) — would be something that he would continue to mature into the future.


    Despite its relatively inaccessible nature, Blemish scored a significant critical hit. The risks of alienation were restricted to a few followers who may temporarily not have been able to take the fence, but the rewards were that through it all, Sylvian retained the core of his following, and reinforced his position as a serious modern composer in some very influential circles. Sylvian and Chavez were finally divorced in 2005, and Blemish was released in 2003. The initial seeds of the problem that precipitated the split occurred at some point between the release of Dead Bees on a Cake in 1999 when all seemed well with the world, and the end of 2002. Sylvian and Chavez moved from California to New Hampshire together, as we have seen, in the autumn of 2000, and Sylvian when discussing Blemish after its release referred to it marking the end of a few years that were difficult to live through. With no solo releases any time between Dead Bees on a Cake and Blemish, and very little if anything in the way of information to give any insight, there is no indication of a change in mood to Sylvian’s offerings during this time. What was known, however, was that a sustaining relationship with his wife ultimately fell apart, a relationship that was closely knitted together with his spiritual marriage to the various teachers and gurus who had given him a totally new perspective on life, and which was so eloquently articulated on Dead Bees on a Cake.


    Since arriving in New Hampshire, Sylvian and Jansen had begun work on some new compositions. Coming to grips with the new studio and new technology, work was slow, and from reports, not entirely to Sylvian’s satisfaction. It was during this work that Sylvian asked Jansen if he could take time out to work on the project that became Blemish. Jansen’s recollection of the period around this time was actually very positive as he and Sylvian worked together on what was to become Snow Borne Sorrow, and Jansen put his mind to his own solo work which would eventually be released some years later as Slope. “It’s particularly healthy for us right now because we haven’t done an album together — just the two of us working together — before, and we’ve also spent the last decade not really being that much in touch with each other up until about two or three years ago, so it’s a nice state to be in right now.” 143 Jansen, as we have seen, made some contributions to Dead Bees on a Cake, but it was after the move to New Hampshire that the bond between the brothers after the fall out from Rain Tree Crow became properly cemented. Despite the fact that Jansen’s permanent home was London, he spent a lot of time in the early 2000s with Sylvian in New Hampshire and helped him set up the Samadhi Sound studio.


    Jansen had always stayed in close touch with former Japan band mates Barbieri and Karn, and during the time of his professional and personal separation from his brother, the three had worked together under the JBK title producing albums all released by Medium Productions. It was under the guise of JBK that Jansen began to see a professional divergence between himself and the other two protagonists, which had enormous resonance with the situation that Sylvian found himself in at about the time of the Rain Tree Crow recording, and which led to all the trouble at the time. In essence, Jansen was beginning to see that his tastes in music and composition were going in different directions from Barbieri and Karn, and that at the same time, he was taking on much of the workload since he was also computer programming, engineering most of the recordings, and mixing as well. Not that Jansen necessarily minded all this, as he was nothing if not meticulous with detail in compositions, but he began to see problems ahead. “I was beginning to wonder if I was in danger of wanting to dominate proceedings too greatly, and whether it would be more interesting for me to be exploring my own interests in composition and sound design. At about this time, Sylvian and I began working together…and I immediately felt that familiar compatibility in music that we’d always shared since we were kids.” 144


    Musically, the brothers were finding that they still shared the same vocabulary, but as had always been the case, they were philosophically miles apart. However, this was no longer an impediment to creativity. Sylvian expressed his thoughts about his brother’s musicality in the 2000s. “I think of Steve as an architect. He builds these wonderfully thought through structures on which the composition rests. He is thorough, reliable. Like myself, he is not what I would call an improviser, but that’s not where his interest or focus has led him up until now. I would love to hear him improvise more often. Steve is also an amazing programmer and sound designer.” 81


    The ground rules that Sylvian set himself as he ducked out from the work with Jansen to record Blemish, were very alien to his normal way of working, and to a great extent these rules informed the nature of the work. As mentioned, he set himself six weeks with Jansen’s agreement to start and finish the work, a huge difference when compared to the meticulous and time-consuming nature of most of his other solo offerings. He also worked in total isolation, free from the burden of having to use third party studios and engineers. He just shut himself away and began to compose. The remoteness of the home that Chavez and Sylvian had made together as their relationship began to break up was now of critical importance to Sylvian creatively. Solitude was the key to Blemish.


    Despite the fact that the recording of the album was so quick, as with many of his previous compositions, Sylvian had been brewing the idea for about a year before he began recording. It was the physical act of “getting it down on paper” that was so quick. He explained that one reason for this was the power of the piece, and the fact that he didn’t feel that he could have sustained the process any longer than six weeks. This was obviously an emotionally sapping experience, and in many ways it would have been too great an undertaking to delve any deeper into the feelings that formed the root of the composition.  It was not too difficult to realise why. If the cornerstones of Dead Bees on a Cake had been love, devotion, and divine intoxication, Sylvian saw the core of Blemish as, “Disillusionment, conflict, isolation, betrayal, even going as far as hatred…you know, the whole trip!” 59


    Blemish was obviously something that Sylvian had to get off his chest. Emotionally, the nature of the problems that he was dealing with would otherwise have been a mental block on his future creativity. While the resultant work was stark and autobiographical, once again it had layers that were more profound than a simple window on the end of his relationship with Chavez. Just after its release, Sylvian showed that while the emotions that he wrote about were real, in some ways they were themselves an excuse to look further into the abyss. “It was everything I couldn’t face head on in real life. I went into the studio, shut the door, and delved deeper than I had to into the emotions that weren’t profound to begin with. Like hate for instance. The level of hate I was explaining wasn’t that intense, but I wanted the challenge of finding out what that felt like. It was like automatic writing.” 145


    Once again, on such an intensely personal work as Blemish, Sylvian was adding texture to the work that allowed a resonance with his audience that went beyond his purely personal thoughts and feelings. Indeed, some time later in his career, he went a little further to describe the complex layers that existed on the composition, revealing a thought process rooted in his view of the place of the individual in the world. “Whilst Blemish can be viewed as a commentary on the deterioration of a couple’s relationship, it can be viewed as a comment on the state of the world. After all, the individual is a microcosm of what we see happening in the world on a global scale.” 140


    This was a now a post 9/11 world where many initially held preconceptions, especially in America, had been shattered. That Sylvian felt that he could use the break-up of his relationship as a prism through which to look into the murky and troublesome issues of the world was interesting. Ultimately, his divorce was the impetus for the record, but for it to work for an audience that at the time were not aware of the precise nature of his personal troubles, it had to chime on a different level. In many ways, Sylvian was in trouble but so was the world! Blemish, therefore, almost developed into a grotesque picture of where base emotions can take you. “There’s no right or wrong response, only our true response. And that’s what I try to find in my work, that true response. It doesn’t necessarily make it that comfortable an experience to listen to but that’s not the issue here. It’s just trying to find a means to grapple with what it means to be alive in the here and now, trying to find a vocabulary for it, trying to press the right buttons in me and hopefully that will communicate with others.” 61


    Some years prior to the release of Blemish in 1999, Sylvian was being questioned about the complexity of the emotions that inspired his compositions. Despite the broad range of emotions found, the questioner made the point that Sylvian never dealt with emotions such as sarcasm, revulsion, or hatred. The answer Sylvian gave at the time showed how different his general perception of his compositions was even a few years previous to the genesis of Blemish. “I don’t know how to define sarcasm…. To be sarcastic would be to have negative feelings that are…deep rooted. If we get down to the root, we may find hatred or fear, or any of the other more base emotions. I think there’s room for all of that in music, there’s room for expression of fear. But hatred? I tend to steer clear of that, but it’s not something I do on an entirely conscious level. It’s not something I feel on a very powerful level, so it doesn’t come through in the work to large degree, if it comes across at all.” 21 With Blemish, he boiled the complex emotions that typically inspired his compositions down to their elemental core, and faced the base emotions head on. Here he was dealing with those parts of the human psyche that were dangerous to pick away at too much, the parts that were present, but normally sat in the subconscious. Hypnotherapists refer to areas of the conscious and unconscious mind. Ten percent of our daily thoughts and feelings are conscious, ninety percent are unconscious, ones that represent the foundation of our conscious thoughts, but many of which are too difficult or fundamental for us to examine too closely. In effect, the base emotions, and emotions born out of trauma are locked away in a room in your mind, where you throw all the detritus that is too hard to cope with. With Blemish, Sylvian was looking into this room.


    The stark contrast of Blemish when compared to the sentiments portrayed on Dead Bees on a Cake, could superficially lead to the conclusion that the heady intoxication with the divine had given way and inexorably broken down. But this was not the case. Instead, Sylvian’s spiritual quest, obviously affected by such stimuli as the break-up of his relationship with Chavez, was continuing to mature. The romance of his relationship with his guru that was so eloquently articulated on Dead Bees was still present in his life, but to a large extent Sylvian, at the time of Blemish, was much more inclined to deal with the complexity of the relationship. He was disinclined to fall into a trap he had long since been aware of, and that was for spiritual music to be used to placate and be unremittingly peaceful and filled with love. He was at pains to ensure that the resonant points in his music, which would stimulate the interest of his audience, would recognise that while he may have found a greater inner peace, this did not mean that obstacles and troubles had been magically removed. “In a sense, the guru romances you, to begin, you kind of get an easy ride, so you can just experience all the profound love that is there, without the discolouration of your own ego. And once you have been led in so far, you begin to have experiences that are more profound but far more difficult to undergo. I don’t want to fall back on the romance of the journey. What is more intriguing is the reality of the journey, because the reality is so much more amazing than just simply the romance. The reality of the journey encompasses so much, and there’s no separation in any aspect of life. I compartmentalised my life at some point, saying, there’s this and there’s that, and then there’s the spiritual life. To me now, it has all become spiritual life. There’s no point I’ll allow myself to push to one side and say, well that’s my dirty little secret and I keep that over there. No, it’s all a part of my spiritual life. That’s a tremendous recognition. Years and years of analysis couldn’t have brought me to this point in time, to bring all of these separate elements and embrace them as one.” 61


    Sylvian was eager to align himself with a quote from Swami Paramatmananda. “Most people think that the spiritual path is some peaceful sweet thing that only gets more and more peaceful. The spiritual path is a bloody war!” 146 Sylvian’s work in equal measure looked at the romance of the relationship between the guru and the devotee, but also the actual practice as well as the suffering involved. Inspiration for Sylvian had always been drawn from areas of discomfort as well as comfort. As a younger man, he needed to feel a sense of personal dislocation to be at ease with himself and his art, hence the game playing, the disguise, and the absence of himself in his work when writing for Japan. With the growth of his spiritual awareness and fascination with Buddhism and Hinduism, however, he had over the course of the 20 years leading up to Blemish been able to get into the greater reality, the essence of the moment, focused on mindfulness. “There’s a profundity that changes your perspective, your level of awareness, and your appreciation of what’s going on.” 145


    Sylvian reinforced the fact that Blemish was more than autobiographical when discussing the album some years later, although autobiography was obviously a reading that many took away after encountering the work. “There’s a kind of beautiful brutality to it. It’s such a clean incision. The marriage was falling apart, and I explored as deeply as I could the emotions that surfaced at the time. It would be wrong to say the content of the material was aimed at my family. It was just wanting to see how you can express this while you’re in the midst of it. Here was an extremely upsetting series of experiences, so how was I going to talk about this?” 3


    Many of the compositions on the album differed quite radically from Sylvian’s previous work in that they were open ended in form, structurally very loose, sometimes not comprising more than 2 chord changes per composition. Sylvian described them as being essentially drone-based pieces that allowed him to work as a vocalist and lyricist in a relatively unconstrained fashion. The drone was a fundamental aspect of much of Blemish, and was itself the foundation of much Indian music, obviously something with which Sylvian was intimately familiar. A drone was typically a continuous accompanying note usually (but not always) played in the bass, its main feature being that it was sustained or persistently repeated throughout a piece of music.


    Interestingly, some of the sounds that imbue Blemish were to an extent showcased in a little known piece that Sylvian composed some time earlier entitled Mothlight. This was a totally instrumental piece which was eventually released in June 2004, but which had its roots back to 2002 when Zorn Caputo — the Editor of photography magazine Blind Spot — approached Sylvian and asked if he would consider creating some music for a monograph she was working on with America photographers the Starn Twins. The subject of the monograph was moths and their mesmeric attraction to light. Zorn’s request was exploratory and the concept never took off, but Sylvian did compose Mothlight, which was a rough sketch for a larger piece that was never completed. The composition was full of quick switches, looped static noises, shrill pitched tones, and compositional fragments, many of which sounds found their way onto Blemish. Mothlight was never officially released but appeared as a video link on the Samadhi Sound website for a period.


    Each piece on Blemish started out with guitar improvisation as the foundation of the composition. Sylvian then immediately responded to the first take lyrically and melodically, not giving himself time to reflect and revise. Apparently, the composition The Only Daughter was the first piece that was recorded, and was effectively the blue print for other pieces, described by Sylvian as “a monologue with musical accompaniment.” 147 In the studio it was a low-tech affair, with an amplifier, a microphone and a guitar, and lots of messing around on a hard drive. The Only Daughter sparked the whole creative process in this stark environment. All the compositions on the album were instinctive, almost reactive. The emotionally raw nature of the subject matter leant itself to minimal orchestration. “I had to give myself the task of really going with whatever surfaced, whatever surfaced was what I was going to work with both musically and lyrically, and it was fascinating and I really enjoyed the whole process.” 147


    It was the ability of the artist to sink into the emotional areas Blemish touched upon while still keeping himself so grounded musically that led to the quality of the album. It didn’t, on this basis, end up as something self indulgent, but rather it was powerful in every way, especially musically. At the same time, Sylvian commented that putting something so bare and revealing into the world was quite odd. He had to maintain a degree of objectivity in the compositional process, be able to see the wood for the trees musically and lyrically, and hold onto the essence of the work in order to fulfil his compositional objectives. “That’s the nature of the work that fascinates me most. It was a challenge to find the right vocabulary for the content, but having found it, I was elated that I had found it. There was the dichotomy of living through something so powerful and upsetting, trying to document it, and at the same time there was this creative high, knowing that I was creating material that I had never heard anything that sounded like it before, so it was thoroughly exhilarating to work on that material, but also quite distressing.” 147


    As mentioned, Sylvian worked on the album alone — producing, composing, and engineering. Three of the pieces, however — The Good Son, She is Not, and How Little We Need To Be Happy — were co-written with Derek Bailey, and the final piece — A Fire in the Forest — was arranged by Christian Fennesz, who also provided electronic effects. All the work with Bailey was done at arm’s length. The two musicians spoke for fifteen minutes on the phone after which Bailey was on board. Ultimately he provided about an hour’s worth of material, from which Sylvian selected three pieces that he could respond to. He worked on them the same as with other improvisations he was doing himself on guitar. As soon as he heard the pieces, he decided on a basic musical response, jotted down words, and after three or four listens he had set the lyrics, and he was ready to record. This immediacy was what was so thrilling for Sylvian. Once again, the incorporation of improvisational techniques was central to Blemish, as had been the case with so much of Sylvian’s output over the years, entering a studio relatively unprepared, and acting intuitively. This happened as far back as Brilliant Trees and on all his solo albums, Rain Tree Crow, and his work with Czukay. Working this way, Sylvian said: “You manage to capture something that is very much of the moment, and there’s a truth in that, there’s some essence that is sometimes lost on material that you labour over for longer periods of time.” 147


    As for his own input, that too was changed in order to allow him to work at speed, and also to produce the feel for the album that he wanted. “I tried to find fresh ways of approaching the guitar without necessarily strumming. Sometimes, I would strike the strings in different ways, and then treat the sound after the fact. At other times, I’d experiment with radical tunings or employ feedback. Basically, I would just sit down with the guitar and amp, and try to get sounds out of the instrument. This approach not only facilitated the whole improvisational aspect of the compositional process, it also allowed me to work quickly.” 148 Sylvian’s vocals — perhaps the most consistent element throughout his entire solo career, and in fact only ever once before significantly treated and manipulated on The First Day to allow them to stand up against the rock-oriented tracks — was also subject to manipulation on Blemish. On some tracks they were chopped up and on others distorted, but in general Sylvian’s voice dominated all the compositions, the production designed to increase the intensity and intimacy of the delivery. On most of the compositions he was almost breathing into the microphone. In order to maximise the emotional immediacy, Sylvian recorded most of his vocals onto a hard drive in a single take, and edited the digital sounds with an equally low-tech approach. “As I turned the speakers up in the living room, I felt the vocals almost had a physical presence, which I felt was very interesting because the vocal is basically confessional — it’s talking about subject matter that is very private, very personal, and painful. Then I thought, if you’re confronted by this physicality the voice has, there’s no shirking from the emotional impact of what this person is talking about.” 149


    By engineering and mixing the album alone, Sylvian ensured that the techniques used to capture intensity and immediacy in the work were not in any way diluted. The effect on the entire album was to create a body of songs that were as close lyrically and musically as he could get to improvisation at this time. He was recording himself in the act of creating, before forms were fully developed, almost being led by the creative experience rather than composing and recording with preset ideas. A set of compositions were produced that Sylvian described in the marketing literature on the Samadhi Sound website as “an impromptu suite of songs for guitar, electronics, and voice.” 150 They were recorded in February 2003, and released in March 2003. No room for weeks of mixing and editing here.


    When asked what in general terms the album was about, Sylvian quite curtly replied. “I could not stand more naked in my work if I tried and that is about as far as I want to go. I don’t really think that it is relevant that people know all the details behind the creation of the work, it’s all there, and it’s all present in the work.” 149 And to be sure, lyrically it was all there. This was a direct commentary on the fracturing of a relationship, touching upon all the base feelings that this provoked, with a small hint of resolution, but even this was presented in a way that offered little relief. In general, the music — almost like improvisational sessions captured live (remembering the way Czukay used to record Sylvian’s playing) — provided a similarly stark backdrop for what were almost spoken word vocal contributions. The album opened with the fourteen-minute title track, the second track written for the album after The Only Daughter. With the song Blemish, the scene was set for what was to come. All the elements of the track were played by Sylvian who used guitar and electronic treatments, and a whole array of warped and swelling sound effects to add to the mood of the piece. The song began with a series of discordant guitar and electronic sounds, revealing a persistent treated guitar chord that formed the one consistent element of the composition. Sylvian’s vocal was to the fore, backed and interrupted throughout by hesitant electronic and guitar effects that were cold, brittle, and unrelenting, making for a bleak, sparse soundscape. We were treated to abstract reverb and abstract fret work, the musical feeling being one of constant unease. There was no respite, and Sylvian’s rich vocals had an imploring and troubled edge to them. Any harmony in the composition was achieved by the vocal being double tracked, but this did nothing to dilute the intense anguish of the song.


    For Sylvian, the title track was a turning point in his creative process, and along with The Only Daughter represented new heights in terms of the level of emotion experienced and expressed. Lyrically, there was little doubt what the song was about. A perceived sense of loss, intense emotion born of loneliness and an estrangement from something that was previously held so dear, and underlying everything a lack of understanding as to why. There was a palpable vulnerability.


    I fall outside of her / She doesn’t notice / I fall outside of her / She doesn’t notice at all


    Sylvian — for let’s have no doubt he was the narrator in this work — was powerless to gain any traction as he saw himself losing grip on the situation.


    Put the brakes on / Put the brakes on / ‘Cos I’m fading fast / Can’t find the link / Between me and her


    The track was like a mini-story, thoughts and feelings were happening in real time, changing every verse. The lyric implied jealousies, betrayals, family disintegration, all parts of a bigger story. At one moment there was a feeling of hope — The game’s not lost / If I say it’s not / And it’s not. Then there was the feeling of hopelessness — Life’s for the taking so they say / Take it away.


    In time, though, the realisation dawned. There was no point in trying to rationalise a situation that was so distorted. There was so much that was unreal in this set of emotions Sylvian was dealing with, there was no level playing field that would even begin to allow a reasoned route to resolution. From the outset, any thought of a comfortable solution was doomed, as the truth inherent in the general malaise hit home.


    Come away now, run away now little man / You’ll not make sense of it / Try as you might to understand / Like blemishes upon the skin / Truth sets in


    Next came The Good Son, the first of the three compositions on the album that featured the guitar playing of Derek Bailey. Bailey died on Christmas Day 2005, and was an avant-garde guitarist figuring highly in what was termed the “free improvisation” movement. Born in the U.K., he moved to London in the 1960s where he came into contact with the likes of Evan Parker, Kenny Wheeler (another Sylvian collaborator on Brilliant Trees, Steel Cathedrals, Gone to Earth, and Secrets of the Beehive), and Dave Holland. These three musicians frequently worked together under the name the Spontaneous Music Ensemble. Later collaborators included Tony Oxley and Michael Waters, who along with Parker and Bailey co-founded the record label Incus that survived until his death. Famous for experimenting, Bailey’s style was very distinctive, and was most noticeable by its discontinuity. The sessions for Sylvian were the last Bailey recorded before the onset of his illness, and Sylvian released Derek Bailey – To Play: The Blemish Sessions under the Samadhi Sound label, in 2006 as a tribute to the musician.


    During the long period of gestation before Blemish, when Sylvian was defining the general landscape that he was going to cover sonically (which he knew early on was going to be quickly composed, immediate, and minimalist), he listened to the works of other artists, mostly electronic music from the late 1990s and the early 2000s from the likes of Finnish group Pan Sonic, Oval from Germany, and Christian Fennesz. Basically, he was taking in bodies of work that resonated with the emotional feel of the ideas he had in mind. Bailey’s work was also included, and Sylvian focussed especially on his Ballads album, which was released in April 2002, and which he felt a wonderful connection with. Such was this connection that Sylvian began to realise that if Blemish was to be the album he imagined it could be it had to include contributions from Bailey. “There was something in his playing, something in the dislocated spirit of his work that seemed to work very well with what I was intending to do with Blemish. So I got underway with a couple of tracks…and it still seemed appropriate to me to have Derek’s involvement. So I called him, and asked him would he like to take part in it, and he was up for the challenge, and up for setting me a challenge really. I said I wanted a piece that challenges me as a vocalist, and really that’s what he set out to do for me. So he recorded his sessions in the U.K.…and basically I responded to them in the same way that I was responding to my own guitar improvisations. Derek’s playing certainly set a wonderful challenge for me. He alludes to melodies, just one or two phrases, two notes can allude to a whole melody, which I’ll pick up and run with, and then there’s the dynamics of his playing which are wonderful, and I again had to respond to that to make the work somehow gel.” 151


    On The Good Son and the other tracks he played on, Bailey’s contributions were challenging, there seemingly being no logic to his playing. This was the eminent “free-improvising” guitarist in spiky atonal mode. As guitar parts that would add to the unsettling feel of the album they were perfect. As a challenge to Sylvian they provided a provocative texture against which to improvise.  The Good Son began with Bailey’s guitar, backed by feedback and electronics, which acted as a prelude to Sylvian’s vocal, which once again was to the fore and dominated the piece. Sylvian’s singing added some structure to Bailey’s erratic guitar line, which chattered behind the voice which was alternately resolute then resigned. Many of the pieces that Bailey provided were in Sylvian’s own words “just off the scale”, 151 but in others such as The Good Son, there was something for Sylvian to play with. Indeed, listen carefully to the beginning of the track and you will hear Bailey remind himself out loud that the piece was “for vocals” before he started playing. Bailey effectively gave him a foothold and allowed him into the space to respond with his voice. But the ride was not easy, as in this and other improvisations, Bailey didn’t make it obvious where any melody was leading. Sometimes there was an interruption, other times a change of direction, and Sylvian would have to follow but make sense of the meanderings lyrically and melodically, which was a stimulating and ultimately rewarding challenge.


    Taken at face value the lyric seemed like a swipe against the role of a son in a relationship, written in almost a tone of bitter sarcasm. The title was in itself ambiguous, the “good son” referred to was not actually universally seen as good, to the narrator he got in the way, and more than that, he manipulated despite the best endeavours of those around to be accommodating. Whatever the whys and wherefores, he would always want to be treated as — and his mother would continue to treat him as — the most important person in her life.


    You know he’ll take you / But not too far / Always first in line / Second to none


    Eventually, this would become a drain, a pressure that would drive a wedge in the relationship. The good son would use his most manipulative skills to call in the fact that he should be treated with kid gloves and always have allowances made for his behaviour.


    And though he’s nothing in particular / But he’s game for a fight / He muscles his way in and stays for life


    We have seen that Sylvian used negative emotions as his spur for the compositions on Blemish, and then delved deeper. Was this an overblown description of feelings associated with internal family stresses and strains? Should it be taken as a commentary on the role of Chavez’s son (Sylvian’s step-son), Tinondre, in their relationship? Alternatively, could this lyric be a more oblique reference to Sylvian’s relationship with his father, and how that played out in the relationship with Chavez? The level of ambiguity was such that multiple readings were possible, but it was probably best just to see it as alluding to an inherent area of fragility in human familial relationships, and human relationships with god, with what was seen as surface contentment hiding a multitude of nuances and distortions.


    The Only Daughter was the pivotal piece on the album, as Sylvian explained. “That was the first track to be recorded on Blemish, and it really sparked off the entire creative process. It was a very exciting piece to have stumbled across. It is funny, the track is incredibly low-tech, everything’s created on a guitar or sounds sent from a CD player, through distortion pedals, through an amplifier. Some of the editing — or what sounds like intense editing — of vocals, is just created by throwing the vocals onto a CD and playing it back with fast forward and reverse back into the computer and then editing it. It’s a very low tech approach, but what it afforded me was a very immediate way of performing the material.” 86 Musically, the song began with electronic atmospheres, noise, and crackles, with a solemn sounding synthesiser adding to a mournful soundscape, the backdrop to Sylvian’s vocal. As he sang, the fragmented electronic noises morphed into sounds like distant chanting. A muffled guitar line struggled to be heard, before the skipping CD effect that had been developing in the backing music finally affected the vocal. This disconcerting stuttering effect mimicked the conflicting states of mind of the heart broken man, and added to the overall fragility of the piece, this feeling enhanced by the breathy vocal delivery from Sylvian.


    As with The Good Son, the lyric was hugely ambiguous. Was this written from a detached third person perspective with Sylvian as protagonist? Was it written from the perspective of Chavez? Or, was it written from the perspective of their daughters? Whichever way it was read, there was no doubting that the mood was of loss.


    She was, she was / A friend of mine / Do us a favour, your one and only warning / Please be gone by morning.


    It seemed as if the best reading was that there was some form of dialogue going on between Sylvian and Chavez. Sylvian gave us his view, and the counter-view was given by Chavez, “Me, the only daughter”. As a counterpoint to Sylvian intoning his feelings of loss and hate, Chavez made her own point.


    Smitten no longer / Me, the only daughter / Render the vow  / It’s my home now


    For Sylvian, The Only Daughter most certainly dealt with anger, and actually so much more. “In the early days, there was a fair bit of anger, and that needed to be expressed. But as you get older, that gets digested, and surfaces in entirely different ways. There can be micro-beats in the body of a composition that express anger so much more succinctly than a power chord, or an enraged vocal. I mean, The Only Daughter is a piece of murderous feeling. It could be describing a murder that’s already taken place.” 152


    Heavily treated and reverberating guitar chords set the context for the next composition, The Heart Knows Better. There were hints of melodic meanderings here, consisting of a discernible two note refrain on synthesiser. Sylvian sang an incredibly simple vocal, but there was the hint of structure, not quite verse and chorus, but something close. The composition had flavours of an Indian chant, distant, but definitely there. The vocal was delivered in a less downbeat fashion, ranging into the upper registers that forced Sylvian to sing rather than half speak as he had done on previous tracks. Lyrically, Sylvian was searching for a degree of solidity that would help him to weather the storm, something that would provide a refuge that was a little safer than being alone in a bleak environment where once was a loving shelter. The answer was — as so often — follow the heart not the head. Using the head implied applying logic, which exacerbated the angst inherent in the situation. Obviously, this lyric hinted at the spiritual basis of the man, which helped in finding some redemption.


    And the mind’s divisive / But the heart knows better


    This was a consistent thought process that underpinned much of Sylvian’s philosophy on life. Back a few years before the turbulence in his life articulated on Blemish, he discussed the head and heart dilemma applied to music in general. “I think music is very powerful, because it leads directly to the heart. So, by the time the mind has the time to evaluate, to calculate, to tear something apart because the mind is divided, the heart tends to unite. The heart has already been seduced and the mind is disarmed in that way, and that’s the joy and the power of music.” 153 Despite the struggle to find some inner peace, to find a perspective from which to view the hurtful happenings and make them less raw, there was an aching realisation in The Heart Knows Better, that it wouldn’t help.


    Oh, but nothing really matters in the end / And if everything still matters, what then?


    The next song was the extremely brief She Is Not, introducing another spiky guitar improvisation from Bailey, his atonal offering being the only element in this sparse song to back Sylvian’s resigned vocal delivery. The song finished almost as soon as it started, and the lyric described Sylvian — at arms length — looking at the love of his life, going through the motions, doing things that previously fed the love and happiness they shared. In reality, however, she had gone, she was absent in every way other than actually being physically there.


    There she is among her children / Full of paintings / Going round and round the houses / Full of paintings, full of pictures / There she is not


    Late Night Shopping followed, with a multi-tracked vocal chanting at extra slow time, the overall song infused with electronic distorted sounds, the sampled sound of a shopping cart, all set into a canvas of long synthesiser bass notes and lazy clapping. Sylvian’s voice was treated in the final verse, adding to the somewhat unsettling nature of the work, which was metronomic and hypnotic. For Sylvian, this was not one of the most emotionally laden of pieces on the album. “It’s really a playful piece. One day I unplugged the guitar from the amp, and the cable hit the floor, and it created this hum, this buzz, and it was very appealing to my ear so I recorded it. I double tracked it, and that was the beginning of the track, that was it, that is the opening sound that you hear. Then there was one guitar overdub, and I put the vocal down, and everything seemed to make sense, so I built it from there.” 142


    The lyric attempted to convey the meaninglessness of life, the undertaking of a normal everyday act, but not with any glee, just with a sense of being on automatic pilot. In the absence of anything profound or meaningful, this was what to fall back on, almost a place of mutual peace due to its very mundanity.


    Ask me I might go / Why not take me with you? / Ask me I might go / Late night shopping


    In this process of “late night shopping” (probably a euphemism for anything mundane), they would be alone, nobody judging, nobody witnessing what they did. Could this sterile act unexpectedly be the only place left where they could connect?


    We can take the car / No-one will be watching / We can lose ourselves / Late night shopping


    Bailey began the next song, How Little We Need To Be Happy, with his most discordant and random improvisation yet. There were some background atmospherics to add some texture to the song, but they were soon subsumed by the vocal and guitar interplay. The vocal was conversational and confident to a degree, but still unsettling. There was an ambiguity in the title, which could be read in two ways. Did the title mean we don’t need a lot to make us happy, or we don’t need to be happy that much? The former seemed more likely when the overall lyric was considered. It didn’t take much to find happiness. Overall, this lyric was suggestive of Sylvian’s view of his daughters in all the chaos as the relationship with his wife ruptured. The happy home was falling apart, but in the midst of it, an innocent soul struggled to remain unaffected, showing how little we needed to be happy, a perspective on life lost to the narrator.


    And you, my girl / Did I forget to sing? / You, brimming with life and with joy / And curiosity


    There was a struggle going on here. In the wide-eyed innocent view of the world, things remained the same, but the narrator was aware that the game had changed.


    And the lights won’t go out / The stars refuse to dim / And everything goes on but not as before


    The song ended with a statement of resolution, “Let’s rise up again”. Perhaps this was the first sign on the album that a decision had been taken that rebuilding must begin. This glimmer of resolve was reinforced by the final song. A Fire in the Forest acted as a balm after the discordant intensity of the other compositions. Here was the hope at the end of the jagged examination of raw human emotions that preceded it. Christian Fennesz arranged this composition and added some electronic textures. While Sylvian had reportedly been listening to Fennesz as he gestated the ideas that eventually developed into Blemish, the way in which he solicited the input from him on A Fire in the Forest was somewhat indirect. “When working on Blemish I wanted to work with someone exploring the latest in virtual filtering systems, but I’d failed to find a musician that echoed my own aesthetic. Whilst recording the album, Christian Fennesz got in touch with me regarding some work he wanted my involvement in, and so, in a round about way, I found who I was looking for.” 128


    Fennesz, who lived and worked in Vienna and Paris, was an Austrian guitarist with a foot firmly in the electronic music genre. In the early 1990s, he became involved in the techno scene in Austria, and he was known for creating his own unique sound through innovative use of guitar, fusing classical and orchestral concepts with complex digital structures, that melded together to produce dense multi-layered “sheets of sound underpinned by strong melodic sensibility.” 154 Fennesz had worked alongside Peter Rehberg and Jim O’Rourke in the improvisational trio Fenn O’Berg before working with Sylvian. Exemplified by his work with this trio, Fennesz attempted through various innovative techniques to give the electric guitar a new voice, which was mixed with electronics, and imbued his music with sensitivity and naturalism. His music came across as a mixture of washes of white noise, glitches, and conventional melodies and instruments, which tended to be buried under layers of effects.


    Fennesz getting in touch with Sylvian in 2003 was serendipitous, and marked the beginning of a close and productive association. Sylvian had been listening to a lot of digital cut-up electronic music that he felt represented sonic territory he wanted to tap into for the album. At the time of Fennesz’s approach, Sylvian had not committed to any artist from this genre to work with. With Fennesz, he found what he had been looking for. “There was a cerebral aspect to that work, but there was also an emotional integrity to it that is often missing in that genre of music. So I was immediately drawn to his work, and welcomed the chance to work with him.” 151 Sylvian sent Fennesz the composition that became A Fire in the Forest, which was a simple, whimsical, sad, emotional piece that he felt required a sympathetic arrangement, which Fennesz provided, as Sylvian put it, “setting the stage for the emotional complexity of the lyric and the vocal performance.” 151 A Fire in the Forest was the final song that Sylvian wrote for the album and began with a soundscape of electronic noise and crackles that soon took on a discernible form that provided the background for the melodic vocal line, the first time a true melody was used on the album. The whole song floated over two repeated chords. The background atmospherics began to echo Sylvian’s vocals, which soared, adding to the feel of uplift and optimism. All faded eventually to silence, and the album finished.


    The song articulated the feelings at the end of the cathartic experience Sylvian put himself through composing and performing Blemish. He described the song as a lullaby for neurotics! Eyes were lifted, introspection and torment were replaced with a tired realisation that “there is always sunshine above the grey skies.” Sylvian described it as “more like a longing, a yearning, a hope rather than a clear indication that everything’s resolved satisfactorily.” 9 The lyric of the song reconnected with reality. The return to an almost recognisable song structure soothed after the spiky and jagged compositions that had come before. There was an understanding that despite the problems at hand, there was another way, a better place, maybe out of reach right now, but a place where ultimately redemption could be found.


    There is always sunshine / Above the grey sky / I will try to find it / Yes, I will try


    The analogy used in the song was a fire in the forest. While destructive, the fire — which was the breakdown of Sylvian’s relationship — was seen in the larger context of the forest. The forest represented the bigger picture, and was viewed from a distance, giving Sylvian the ability to see the wood for the trees. There was an awareness that its destructiveness, if you got too close, could be overpowering, but a degree of detachment allowed an appreciation of the fact that the world kept spinning despite everything.


    There’s a fire in the forest / It’s taking down some trees / When things are overwhelming / I’ll let it be


    Somewhere far off was a way out of this mess. While nowhere near attaining it, just the knowledge that it was there introduced an element of hope.


    There is always sunshine / Far above the grey sky / I know that I will find it / Yes, I will try


    One thing that Sylvian craved was that a musician of the profile and calibre of Bailey would somehow appreciate the end result of the works to which he contributed. Bailey was not just a source of inspiration to Sylvian as he conceived the album, but he was a contemporary of, and collaborator with, countless of the free improvisers and jazz stalwarts that Sylvian was increasingly looking towards and would, in the not-too-distant future, work with. Sylvian had been looking at the area of free improv for a while, but it was the work with Bailey on Blemish that gave him a foothold in this genre that he would increasingly exploit. He was to be reasonably encouraged by Bailey’s reaction which was generally positive. “He told me some months later, at tea at his home in London, that he thought the pieces worked. He felt his role was accompanist to my lead (whether this was a good thing or bad thing or just an observation I can’t say). It would’ve been interesting to work with Derek again in a different context but, alas, that wasn’t to be.” 155


    Sylvian toured Blemish through Europe in the Fire in the Forest tour from September to November 2003, starting in Bristol and ending in The Hague at the Crossing Border festival. He performed a set that comprised the entire work song by song in the first half, and then a retrospective of pre-Blemish songs, and a smattering of as then unheard compositions in the second half. Five other concerts were undertaken between the 19th and the 27th April 2004 moving from Moscow to perform four dates in Japan. He was accompanied on the tour by Jansen and Masakatsu Takagi, an audiovisual expert who provided images to accompany the set. The tour was undertaken within fairly tight financial parameters. This was Sylvian for the first time putting together a tour entirely independently, and as such, various aspects had to be considered. “We have to be a little humble in our strategy as it isn’t easy to breakeven even without elaborate lighting etc…. We work within a tightly constrained budget. Right up to the last weeks prior to starting a tour, there tend to be questions regarding the feasibility of the enterprise.” 59


    Sylvian famously had a way of touring that he found attractive, living in almost total ignorance of the itinerary and the next town on the schedule, and finding the fact that he had to make no real decisions day-to-day quite liberating. The fact that he didn’t know which venue he would be performing in next, and would have no feel for the circumstances of an upcoming performance intrigued him greatly. I attended the concert at the Bridgewater Hall in Manchester, U.K. It was not the staging or lighting that was being discussed by the audience around me. I was not surprised, but was a little disappointed, to hear the mutterings of discontent about the music. For many, Blemish seemed self indulgent, and some in my earshot were incredulous that Sylvian sacrificed the performance of more accessible tunes in his back catalogue for this spiky work. Sylvian himself was aware of the challenge, and equally aware that Blemish would alienate some established followers. He published his third book of lyrics for the Fire in the Forest tour, Trophies III, which contained the lyrics to all the Blemish songs, plus a poem he penned, and a quote which added to the context of the work from Hugh of St Victor in the 12th Century. “The man who finds his country sweet is only a raw beginner; the man for whom each country is his own is already strong; but only the man for whom the whole world is like a foreign country is perfect.” 156


    Hugo or “Hugh” of St Victor lived between 1096 and 1141. He was a French canon at the Abbey of St Victor in Paris, and postulated that philosophy was the discipline that investigated comprehensively the ideas of all things, human and divine. The quote Sylvian reproduced was much cited by the contemporary philosopher Edward Said, and appeared in his seminal work Orientalism published in 1978, the work that catapulted Said to international academic fame, and was probably where Sylvian came into contact with Hugh. Hugh of St Victor began the tradition of mysticism, and was responsible for the celebrated division of the mystical ascent into three stages: thought (with which we see God in nature); meditation (with which we see God in ourselves); and contemplation (with which we see God as if face to face). He saw philosophy and reason as useful tools to help understand the divine. In the quote used by Sylvian, he was making the point that the strong or perfect man achieved independence and detachment by working through attachments not by rejecting them. Although he himself rarely wandered far from his home, he nonetheless wrote as a citizen of the world. His point was that we needed to look at our own cultures and context with a mixture of intimacy and distance, and that we had to lose our desire to cling to the mystical belief that a place had a special hold on us. This way of viewing issues resonated with the theme that Sylvian articulated in A Fire in the Forest, where a degree of detachment and distance allowed a better appreciation of the nature of a situation. Freedom accompanied knowledge and insight.


    The poem Sylvian wrote for Trophies III was a reflection of the thoughts and feelings sketched out in Blemish.


    There are times when things fall apart / Maybe this is one of those times / Door locked, curtains drawn against the sickening sky / The undeniable truth experienced in close proximity


    But here there was some resolution, some attempt to move on, at least in the way he approached the future, very much an extension of the thoughts he sketched out in A Fire in the Forest, but here building on them. The poem ended with a statement from a man who was fighting back.


    Mute noise / I’ll blow you away / Big guns blazing / Last man standing / You and whose army? / I’ll blow you away


    Blemish provided further evidence — if at this stage any was needed — that the journey of Sylvian’s solo career was anything but predictable. As was to be expected with an artist whose work was very much conditioned by the contingencies thrown up by a life journey, the charting of the course was always likely to be difficult. But Blemish did take musical composition into largely uncharted territories, and it was Sylvian’s self-belief and confidence in the musical quality of the compositions that led him to release and tour the work.


    Sylvian was aware that Blemish was not an easy listen, and that people would have to work at it, and the fact that they did he considered to be an act of enormous generosity on their part. Another act of generosity was made by Chavez, who on hearing the work conveyed to Sylvian that she thought it was the most powerful recording he had ever made. Sylvian said that he had attempted to be as unguarded as possible in his response to the life events that had led to the composition of Blemish. “The results excited me. It’s another thing to listen to this kind of material with other people in the room. I can get uncomfortable in this regard when the work is still very fresh to me, reflecting my current state of mind. It’s very revealing but this is what is exciting about the material, to say something clearly, concretely, possibly definitively for its time. I wasn’t testing the listener as much as testing myself. I didn’t want to feel comfortable as a writer or listener when dealing with the subject matter of those compositions. I was seething, weeping, screaming. This doesn’t necessarily make for easy listening (nor for successful recordings as a rule). I was attempting to stretch myself, to touch upon — for want of a better word and at risk of overstating the fact — some unvarnished truth in a place that felt unsafe, unknown to me musically.” 81


    The time had now been reached when Sylvian could attempt to put his life and musical projects back on track. After Blemish, and before his next substantial release, he entered another period when he collaborated on tracks with numerous artists. First came World Citizen with Sakamoto, which was released in Japan in October 2003 and in early 2004 in Europe. This was part of a larger project that Sakamoto had instigated called the chain music project, which was effectively a chain letter in musical form designed to have at its core an anti-war theme.


    Sylvian had always considered that his modus operandi and the essence of his music were incompatible with making political statements. “I have nothing against those who publicly stand up for one cause or another. I applaud positive action. In my case it appears inappropriate. I may be wrong, but it seems to me that the fragile life of the work I create is better served by my ‘invisibility’, my silence, so as to increase the sense of intimacy between the listener and the spirit of the material. There is a delicacy in the work. Its voice isn’t loud, but still. Quiet. I’ve never been certain if its delicacy is my failing or my strength as an artist…. To publicly stand up for one cause or another would, I feel, tip the balance and overwhelm the work. Ultimately, to make a change in one person is a political act in itself. It’s on this level, on the humblest of scales, that I attempt to make a contribution.” 67 With World Citizen, as indeed with Zero Landmine, the pressure to make a statement overcame these reservations, and saying something was better than silence. World Citizen was released as an EP on the Samadhi Sound label, and the songs were recorded in New York and at Sylvian’s home studio in New Hampshire in the summer of 2003. Two songs were produced, World Citizen and World Citizen (I Won’t Be Disappointed), the former being an acoustic-rock track, and the second a more gentle affair with piano and voice backed by subtle percussion and electronic effects. Both compositions took on the notion of global responsibility from different perspectives, one overtly political, one less so.


    It was the latter song that Sylvian wrote first. Sakamoto had approached him to contribute, but Sylvian was apprehensive about getting involved as he didn’t feel he could deal with such weighty issues effectively with his lyric style. “I also happened to be travelling at the time the request reached me so, reluctantly, I felt I had to turn it down. However, as the week wore on, I found myself pacing the streets of London, with the beginnings of an idea for a piece called World Citizen. On my return to the U.S., I found the chain-music composition waiting for me. My immediate response to the piece was to repeat the two lines at the heart of the composition, one of which was the phrase ‘World Citizen’. I recorded a one-take demo a week later and sent an .mp3 file to Ryuichi to see if, in his opinion, the piece was worth pursuing.


    The initial response was muted. A few days later, Ryuichi said that he liked the concept of World Citizen, and wondered if we couldn’t write a more pop-oriented piece with the same title. After a few false starts, Ryu sent a loop of a sampled piano. To this I composed and recorded the lyric and melody of the song and returned the files to Ryuichi…. It was at this time that Ryuichi called and suggested we record the version of World Citizen I’d originally sent him. We spent a week putting the piece together in New York with Skuli Sverrisson on bass, Amedeo Pace (Blonde Redhead) on guitar, and Steve Jansen on drums. Ryuichi and I mixed the piece together in New York. The following week, Ryuichi returned the composition knows as World Citizen (I Won’t Be Disappointed), finally making a connection with the song, completing it with rhythm, melody and producing the final mix.” 157


    World Citizen was very much a direct anti-American song containing references to 9/11, while World Citizen (I Won’t Be Disappointed) was a much more oblique commentary on the problems of the world written from an personal perspective, both songs from different angles focusing on the human cost of superpower recklessness. Both needed to be viewed in the context of history or the world as a whole, not as a snapshot of current affairs or a certain place at a certain time, the lyrics placing the main issues in a broader context. Sylvian’s laid back, relatively unemotional vocal delivery added to the effectiveness of the works, as it differentiated the compositions from the usual tub-thumping political protest songs people were used to. The compositions in this way also retained their essential “Sylvian-ness”. Sylvian’s main struggle was that protest songs required a lyric style that was the direct opposite of his own natural style, which approached its subject matter in an oblique and illusory manner. He managed to combine protest with oblique illusion perfectly in World Citizen (I Won’t Be Disappointed).


    I want to travel by night / Across the steppes and over seas / I want to understand the cost / Of everything that’s lost / I want to pronounce all their names correctly / World citizen / World citizen / I won’t be disappointed / I won’t be


    As already said, the lyrics on World Citizen were much more direct.


    There goes one baby’s life / It’s such a small amount / She’s un-American / I guess it doesn’t count / Six thousand children’s lives / Were simply thrown away / Lost without medicine / Inside of thirty days / In the New York harbour / Where the stocks withheld / It was the price we paid / For a safer world / World is suffering / World is suffering / World is suffering / World Citizen


    Even though it went against the grain for Sylvian, he and Sakamoto had produced an EP that contained two protest songs that in different ways articulated the issues at hand. Sylvian had decided that staying silent in an environment in the States that had no audible dissenting voices was not an option. As he said, putting protest songs together was an “exercise [that] can feel rather artless, but art sometimes really isn’t the issue.” 158


    The product of Sylvian’s second collaboration with Vrenna and Tweaker was released on the 20th April 2004, followed closely on April 26th by the fruits of some work with Fennesz.  Vrenna and Sylvian’s collaboration was on Tweaker’s second album, 2.00 am Wake Up Call. Once again Vrenna used a Sorren painting as his key stimulus behind the work, this time entitled Adaptation, capturing the mood of the album, which was all to do with nightmares and insomnia and things that keep us up at night. The inspiration for this concept album was Vrenna’s recollection of a period of insomnia that his wife experienced, when she would wake bolt upright at 2.00 am every morning. Vrenna began to stay up with her, and found that when the rest of the world was asleep, he tapped into a wealth of creative energy in himself. When collaborating with the guest singers, he explained what his inspiration was, and only gave them the directive “What keeps you up at night, and what do you dream about?” What was reproduced lyrically on the album was how each singer interpreted the music and direction.


    Where the first album was more about programmed noises, 2.00 am Wake Up Call captured emotional, human performances and instrumentation, and notably live drums, acoustic guitar, piano, and glockenspiels. The album reflected the mood of a turbulent night of semi-sleeplessness, and began reasonably up beat, but as it went on and got deeper into the night, it became broodier and darker. Vrenna described the process of bringing vocal contributions from the likes of Robert Smith (the Cure), Sylvian, Jennifer Charles (Elysian Fields), and Nick Young (A.I.) into the mix. “Once the singer agreed to be on the project, and they heard the music and picked the song they would want to be on, we talked concept and the whole approach. They wrote their own lyrics, given the concept of the album, because all the Tweaker albums are concept albums. With every song having a different vocalist, it helps tie the record together.” 159 Once finished, Vrenna would get a finished Pro Tools session back in the post, then he imported the whole track back into his session, which had been worked on while his chosen artists performed their vocal contributions.


    Sylvian worked on the track Pure Genius (that had the working title Lucky Numbers), which had a sensual feel, but was also unsettling. Against a plethora of sonic effects and muted synthesiser, Sylvian’s tight vocals hit a hypnotic rhythm on a track that was at the same time jazzy, post-modern, and hip-hoppy. Sylvian enjoyed the challenge and the freedom that songs like Pure Genius presented him with. “[It] gives me a chance to write in a way that’s completely non-personal, playful. It’s an exercise of some kind, working within the parameters of a given assignment.” 160 The song seemed like an exploration of a diabolically psychotic mind or the mind of a deluded gambler. 160


    Come see the plans, oh / You wouldn’t notice here they come see / Them tumble my lucky numbers here / They come I’ve got lots of secrets man / I’ve lots of secrets you’re / My number one / And you’re my number one, oh boy / Come see the plans they’re pure genius


    Sylvian enjoyed his work with the unlikely bedfellow Vrenna, and his flirtation with hardcore electronica. His appreciation of the work was reflected in that Pure Genius was included on a compilation album of collaborative work that Sylvian produced many years later. At this stage in 2004, the last word on the Tweaker collaboration should be left with Sylvian. “I was surprised by the number of people who commented enthusiastically on the collaboration between Chris and I first time around. I believe Linoleum worked well but I personally feel happier with this, our second joint composition. Chris was generous enough to allow me the pick of the album when it came to which track I’d like to work with. I loved the feel of this particular track, the strut and swing of the rhythm, the odd time signature. It set a narrative running in my mind. The internal, self-delusional, dialogue of a bedroom genius which I felt lent itself to Chris’ working title for the project.” 160


    With Fennesz, Sylvian contributed to the album Venice, which was mostly recorded on location in the city in the summer of 2003, just after the release of Blemish. Except for the track Transit, which featured Sylvian’s vocal contribution, the album was an entirely instrumental affair, with little in the way of discernible rhythm, no solid bass line, but instead an agglomeration of trance like tones with subtle chord variations knitted into the textures of the pieces. There was a song structure in the compositions somewhere, but it was usually covered in a blanket of sonic effects. As such, the tracks provided a marker for the direction Sylvian’s solo career would take in the latter half of the 2000s. Sylvian — like Fennesz — began to take pop to the periphery, where song structure could become flexible and bit-by-bit was dissolved. With Venice being characterised by sparse, abstract, rich, yet fairly minimalist electronica, Transit with its vocal dimension was the focal point of the album. The track was anchored by a low organ noise, and began with a panning, fluttering, almost atonal sound, with all sorts of strange sonic explosions, at the same time making the changes and shifts in the song and reinforcing its structure. Sylvian’s vocal carried the melody of the song, and he interacted with the sonic happenings like another instrument in the improvisation. As one reviewer put it. “David Sylvian makes a sudden, declarative appearance on the track Transit, his voice rich and high in the mix. Fennesz’s approach appears to be that of jewel setter, and it’s undeniably a beautiful piece of work to behold.” 162


    The overall feel of the track was one of foreboding, and lyrically it was on the dark side, with hints of reaction against the industrial railroading of beloved European provinces. It commentated on political unrest and instability in Europe. Venice in particular — and Italy in general — was well known for its reaction against the Bush supporting President Berlusconi and the excesses of U.S. imperialism. In a way, the song seemed to be a mournful elegy to Europe.


    To wonder why of Europe / To live, love and cry in Europe / Say your goodbyes to Europe / Our history dies with Europe / Follow me, won’t you follow me? / The lights are dimming / The lounge is dark / The best cigarette is saved for last / We drink alone / We drink alone


    Sylvian explained the many layers and complexity at work in Transit, the analogy of place being equally well applied to the self. “It is the erosion and decay of self, ideals, and recognisable values. History as artefact, cultural tourism, loss of lineage. The exile of thought, of the thinker, to the periphery of social significance. America’s influence, its dumbing down of culture so as to exploit the masses, its non-English speaking citizens. Culture as entertainment (only) etc…. All these aspects appear to come into play when considering a piece like Transit.” 23


    After the Fennesz release came work with Blonde Redhead featuring Sylvian on a track entitled Messenger from their album Equus. Released in July 2004, this collaboration was born out of the World Citizen project, when the Blonde Redhead guitarist — Amedeo Pace — met Sylvian and they became friends. Blonde Redhead was an American rock trio known for their dissonant guitars and alternate tunings with lead singer and guitarist Kazu Makino, and twins Simone and Amedeo Pace. The Paces were born in Italy, and moved to Canada, before eventually settling in Boston. There they studied jazz, and once they graduated they moved to New York, and entered the underground music scene. They had a chance meeting with Makino while in New York, and Blonde Redhead was formed off the back of this meeting in 1993. Eventually, bass player Skuli Sverrisson — who contributed to the World Citizen sessions — also joined the band.


    Equus was released on the 4AD label, and produced by Guy Picciotto. Sylvian’s vocal contribution was recorded at Micro Moose Studios, Brooklyn, NY and mixed by Douglas B. Henderson. Messenger was an odd but interesting sounding mix of Sylvian’s deep baritone vocals against a backdrop of an alternative sounding off-beat rock song. The lyrics of the composition seemed to describe a narrator who was concerned by his muse’s inability to be calm and connect with his or herself, and find inner peace.


    Be it so be quick  / Don’t run just walk and walk and walk  / Don’t loose yourself to decorate / Somewhere on your wall / ‘Cos somewhere in your mind  / You know you are doing fine / Holding secret hair locks / You’ll pluck before you hide


    A month after the release of Equus, another Sylvian track emerged. This composition appeared on the CD release of the soundtrack for the anime comic series “Monster”. Monster started on April 6th 2004 in Tokyo, before beginning in other areas of Japan on April 12th. With 75 episodes in total, For The Love Of Life was the theme tune used for the first 32 episodes. The music for Monster was written by Haishima Kuniaki, who was an author, composer, and arranger who released his first album in 1989, and started working as a composer for anime films in 1992.


    Monster was one of the most successful anime series ever made, and was a medical thriller set in Germany and the Czech Republic, the central character being a neuro surgeon, Dr Kenzo Tenma, who worked in a hospital in Düsseldorf. A series of incidents led to him being accused of murder and eventually going on the run while he tried to clear his name. Sylvian and Kuniaki’s theme tune fitted the anime series extremely well, but stood alone as a beautiful song in its own right. Lyrically, it displayed the frustrations of a wronged man.


    And slowly I’ve come to realise / It’s all as it should be / That hiding place / A lonely place / How can the right thing be so wrong? / I’ve found mistakes / Where they don’t belong / For the love of life / We’ll defeat this / They may tear us down / But we’ll go down fighting / Won’t we?


    It seemed as if at this time, Sylvian was popping up everywhere, sometimes in the most unlikely of places. Following on from this burst of one-track collaborations with Sakamoto, Tweaker, Blonde Redhead, and Kuniaki, anyone watching the Olympics in the United States in 2004 would have been treated to Sylvian’s voice as they chewed their popcorn and munched their hot dogs. The reason? Well, Sylvian was singing the song Somewhere from West Side Story as a commission from the advertising agency working on behalf of the financial and pensions company Tiaa Cref, the ads with his singing being played on NBC during Olympic broadcasts. The agency charged with creating the ads was Modernista based in Boston. The original idea was for the song Somewhere to be performed by numerous different artists. Sylvian was one of the artists approached, and he was asked to do a demo for the agency that was delivered in early August 2004. The agency reportedly loved it, and asked him to record a sixty-second excerpt with orchestral backing that was delivered on August 9th. By August 13th, the agency told Opium (Arts) that the client loved it too and were going to use it straight away. A thirty-second version was also recorded by Ian McCullough from Echo and the Bunnymen. A stripped down version of the song was later posted for free download on the Samadhi Sound site.


    Work for the Tiaa Cref ad made the next one-off collaboration released a month later in September 2004 seem reassuringly normal. This time, Sylvian teamed up with Takagi Masakatsu on his album Coieda, Sylvian’s contribution being a vocal and lyric for a song entitled Exit / Delete. Masakatsu first worked with Sylvian on The Fire in the Forest tour 2003-2004 as we have seen. He started his career as a video artist in 1999, and found initial success in Japanese club culture with a friend, combining video work with his friend’s music. In time, though, he wanted to expand his own artistic output, and so broke up this collaboration and started combining video with his own compositions. 


    Masakatsu was in Europe for a live tour in 2003, and when in London he was approached by Fujii who was a friend of his manager. Fujii introduced Masakatsu’s work to Sylvian who was searching for a video artist for his upcoming tour. Masakatsu was hired, and alluded to the importance of the association in his life. “I met him when I went to his studio for rehearsal for his tour in 2003. Collaborating with David was really fantastic. The experience brought about a lot of important changes.” 163 On tour, Masakatsu became close to Sylvian and Jansen, and also became good friends with Jansen’s son. Coieda was Masakatsu’s first attempt at making music not specifically tied to video. He played all the instruments himself, and the tracks were not computer generated as previous compositions had been. The mood of the album was darker than all his previous solo compositions, which was directly due to the influence of his association with Sylvian, and especially Blemish. Exit / Delete stood out as quite different from the other tracks on the album. It wasn’t written for Sylvian, but was actually composed before The Fire in the Forest tour. Lyrics had already been supplied for the song from Toma Hoko, but Masakatsu decided that he wanted to finish the track in a different way. He wanted a male voice singing with a deep register, but was intimidated about asking the obvious candidate, David Sylvian.


    A friend finally convinced Masakatsu that he should make the approach, and so he mailed details of the project to Sylvian and asked whether he would be interested, and he was, so he sent Sylvian the track. He planned to visit the States and attend Sylvian’s studio in New Hampshire to record the vocal, but when he arrived, Sylvian had already finished his vocal contribution. So Masakatsu returned home to Kyoto, added some sounds, and the track was completed. Masakatsu learned from Sylvian that he could put “dark beauty” into his work, whereas all his previous output had been happy and upbeat. As he put it “…he taught me some beautiful inside darkness.” 164 Masakatsu maintained that he would not have been able to make Coieda without Sylvian’s influence, and this was acknowledged on the album’s liner notes where he wrote “Deepest thanks to David Sylvian for freeing me into another world.” 165


    Musically, Exit / Delete was quite a simple composition, with a lilting slightly mournful guitar refrain providing the accompaniment for Sylvian’s up-front vocals, and the interjection of various everyday sounding sampled noises adding to the gentle feel of the piece. The song described a troubled soul, and not for the last time in Sylvian’s lyrics referenced the name Caroline. There was no definite rationale behind the use of this name from time to time in his work, but Sylvian apparently once suggested that Caroline was a nickname for Chavez, but I have been unable to substantiate this point. He contextualised the precise nature of the lyric. It was about “…someone who finds the inability to communicate with others, a cul-de-sac from which she’ll never escape. Someone who feels her loneliness and isolation intensely. She’s exhausted, and ultimately defeated by her inability to change, to see beyond the suffering.” 164


    How can it be as quiet as this / This close to the edge? / Caroline says she’s nobody’s friend / How can you breathe / Embarrassed to be this far left of alone? / Caroline knows there’s nobody home


    The release of Exit / Delete marked the end of Sylvian’s flurry of collaborations around the time of Blemish. While these excursions had been taking place, work had also been ongoing on his next substantial project. Sylvian was refocusing on work that he had begun before Blemish was released, but the composer would never be the same again. Blemish had seen him create a complete new means of musical expression, and this, coupled with his contact with a true free improvising genius in Bailey, ensured that future works would be very different.
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    Straighten That Tie


    Blemish was recorded, as we have seen, while Sylvian and Jansen were working on compositions in the new Samadhi Sound studio, sessions that had begun as far back as 2002 and maybe even a little before. The recording of Blemish, its success, and the subsequent focus on establishing Samadhi Sound as a business somewhat faster than originally conceived — and indeed taking Blemish on the road — all distracted from the completion of these nascent compositions. Although some progress was being made, the sessions were not sparking as Sylvian had hoped, and he was looking for something that would add some spice to the mix. It was touring Blemish that led to the missing piece in the jigsaw. In Cologne in 2003, he met and had discussions about collaboration with Burnt Friedman, who would later work with Sylvian and Jansen under the band name Nine Horses, which would release Snow Borne Sorrow in 2005, Sylvian’s next substantial set of compositions.


    Sylvian had apparently been listening to Friedman’s music for some time prior to this meeting, and he loved the general aesthetic of his work as well as the grooves and the detailed programming. He introduced it to Jansen under the premise that he might be an interesting source of new inspiration. Sylvian was especially keen on the compositions Friedman had been working on with the space-jazz outfit Flanger. “Steve and I have worked together for so many years, and sometimes it just felt a little comfortable, and I began to think…we might need a third element, something to change the chemistry a little, and it was Burnt’s name that sprang to mind at that point in time.” 147 Subsequent to meeting in Cologne, it was decided that Burnt would do some work on the Blemish remixes that were eventually released in 2005 just before the release of Snow Borne Sorrow under the title The Good Son vs The Only Daughter. For Sylvian, this was almost a way of trialling some musicians to see if there would be some mileage in future collaborations.


    The Good Son vs The Only Daughter was an interesting project for Sylvian on a number of levels. Not only did it help mature relations with the likes of Friedman that led to future releases, but in Sylvian’s mind, it in some instances amplified the feeling and emotional core of the original material. He was intrigued what the result would be if the initial themes were explored. The artists that contributed were personally invited by Sylvian, and were an eclectic bunch. On this album the likes of Ryoki Ikeda rubbed shoulders with Burnt Friedman, Sweet Billy Pilgrim, Readymade FC, Yoshihiro Hanno, Tatsuhiko Asano, Jan Bang (and his partner in crime Eric Honoré), and Akira Rabelais. Some of these names were recognisable from past associations, some were new names that didn’t contribute beyond the remix album, and some were musicians that worked again with Sylvian as his solo career progressed.


    Remix albums were a tainted brand, so often used by record labels to squeeze extra dollars out of the paying public by rehashed versions of originally released compositions. Typically they were afterthoughts, inferior in every way to the core material, and adding nothing to the particular artist’s back catalogue. With The Good Son vs The Only Daughter, Sylvian — as was typical throughout his career — managed to create something pretty unique, a remix album that received critical acclaim on a par with the reviews for the Blemish album upon which the remixes were based, and which added something profound for the listener. The sparse mixture of electronica, spiky guitar, and Sylvian’s voice, and the description of such raw emotions that appeared on Blemish provided a perfect environment for the chosen artists to weave their webs. The Blemish compositions were driven by Sylvian’s voice, and where melody existed it was almost entirely found in the vocal line, and the intimate nature of Sylvian’s lyric delivery on all the compositions added to their intensity, and drove home their message. On all the remixes, the voice remained as prominent as ever it was on Blemish, but underneath, there was massive scope for re-interpretation, and in some instances radical adaptation. It was unfortunate in a way that The Good Son vs The Only Daughter was described as a remix album, not just because it categorised the release in the same pigeon-hole as its inferior cousins, but because in a way it was not an accurate representation of what the project was all about. This was not a set of artists re-jigging different elements of the source work, but was instead a hugely diverse and competent group of the world’s most innovative composers doing just that, composing within the context of the original piece. On some “remixes” new ensembles of players were introduced, on others subtle electronic tapestries were created couching the vocal in a different way.


    The album opened with a reworking of The Only Daughter by Ryoji Ikeda, with contributions from an array of musicians providing string, piano, and flute elements to the composition. This was the first time Ikeda had worked with Sylvian. He was one of Japan’s leading electronic composers, his website stating somewhat prosaically that “he focuses on the minutiae of ultrasonics, frequencies, and the essential characteristics of sound itself. His work exploits sound’s physical property, its causality with human perception and mathematical dianoia as music, time and space.” 166 He began his career as a sound artist and DJ in 1990, and in 1994 began to work as the composer for the multimedia art group Dumb Type. Prior to working on the Sylvian remix, he was heavily involved in sound art through concerts, sound installations, and recordings. He produced the album +/- in 1996, the album 0? in 1998, Matrix in 2001, and Op in 2002. These releases, and compositions from his Cyclo project with Carsten Nicolai, were all hailed as radical and innovative examples of contemporary electronic music. Since Op, however, Ikeda moved away from overt electronica, and his compositions began to incorporate classical tones, and traditional classical instruments and instrumentation. It was this classical focus that was heard in the remix of The Only Daughter, where Ikeda produced a beautiful bi-play between Sylvian’s vocal and an accompaniment consisting of piano, strings, and soaring atonal flute. He lost nothing of the original unsettling feel of the original composition, but reproduced it in a delicate way, never once challenging the vocal dominance on the piece, but placing it in a masterfully created new context.


    Friedman contributed two remixes to the album, one of the title track, and the other of Late Night Shopping. Friedman was a veteran producer and master of electronic funk, and over the years had worked under many aliases, recording as Drome, Flanger, Urban Field, and Bernie the Bolt. His career really began in the early 1990s under the name Some More Crime, as which he released a number of albums. He was known for his experimentation, and before his association with Sylvian he had already ironed out a reputation as one of Germany’s — if not Europe’s — most respected musicians. He was especially admired for pushing the boundaries of musical composition, and founded his own label Nonplace in 2000, since when many of his compositions were imbued with his “sound sculpting” signature. Working on the title track from Blemish, Friedman significantly shortened the piece, added a subtle rhythm, and a mellifluous clarinet part played by Hayden Chisholm that came to the fore when Sylvian’s vocal fell silent. Elements of the original piece existed — especially flavours of the harsh guitar and electronic interventions — but they are calmed somewhat in Friedman’s mix by the clarinet and the background of jumbled rhythms. On Late Night Shopping, Friedman reduced the accompaniment of Sylvian’s vocal to a distant mixture of electronic effects, and made the piece sound even more languorous than the original. Almost playfully, he interrupted Sylvian’s lyric with what sounded like the bleep of an answer machine, heightening the feeling of pointlessness and desolation that was inherent in the Blemish cut.


    Sweet Billy Pilgrim were invited to contribute to the remix album as well, a three-piece band including Tim Elsenburg, (songwriter and guitarist), Anthony Bishop, (bass and banjo), and drummer and percussionist Alistair Hamer. All three were school friends, originally forming a band called Cordisto. Sweet Billy Pilgrim was formed in 2003, and was named after the central character in the Kurt Vonnegut novel Slaughterhouse 5. Elsenburg’s and the band’s relationship with Sylvian began with the remix of The Heart Knows Better, but continued into the future, (Sweet Billy Pilgrim following their debut album We Just Did What Happened and No-One Came with their second offering Twice Born Men signed to the Samadhi Sound label). Elsenburg was interviewed about his association with Sylvian. “Originally, I knew people who knew people. I did the remix, and just kept in touch with him. He liked it and I enjoyed doing it. As you can probably imagine listening to what I do, I’ve been a fan of his since…forever. So I kept in touch by email, and on the new record [Twice Born Men] I was sending him things for advice and suggestions. Then a point came when I’d sent him everything that could make up an album and he said ‘why don’t you put it out on my label?’ I probably thought about it for two seconds and said ‘yeah, that would be amazing’. We’re the pop act on the label, the Take That of Samadhi Sound.” 167 Sweet Billy Pilgrim’s spin on the song The Heart Knows Better introduced Elsenburg’s father Alphonse to the piece with his clarinet contributions. This time the nature of the original composition was radically changed, the background to Sylvian’s vocal alternating between dominant rock-oriented drums, and minimalistic electronics and guitar refrains.


    Readymade FC’s (aka Jean-Phillipe Verdin’s) contribution was harder than for some, as he was working with A Fire in the Forest, which was perhaps the most lush and “song-like” off the original album. There was, therefore, more of a structure inherent in the original work, not the relatively blank melodic canvas afforded by other compositions. On his remix of A Fire in the Forest, he incorporated a music-box type effect that introduced the piece, and ran throughout, with ever more electronic effects and delicate rhythms gambolling over one another, at times challenging the voice for a degree of dominance. The effect was child-like, with hints of pop and electronica, all creating a very different feel from the original composition.


    Yoshihiro Hanno followed with his take on the jagged composition The Good Son. Hanno was born in Osaka in 1968, and his compositions embraced many genres, although he was hailed as a seminal musician in the area of electronic composition. In 1998, he worked with Mick Karn on the album Liquid Glass, and also in the late 1990s released his first solo album Portrait of a Poet, which was greatly admired by Sakamoto with whom he worked a few years later. On the remix of The Good Son, he stuck quite closely to the original song, adding electronic glitches and treating Sylvian’s vocals in places, as Bailey’s spiky guitar was at points drawn out and at others lost in the mix.


    Many critics considered that Tatsuhiko Asano’s remix of the composition How Little We Need to be Happy was the highlight of the album, and it was truly astounding in its level of reinterpretation. Asano was born in the Gifu Prefecture of Japan in 1966, and he began playing guitar and home recording while a teenager. He moved to Tokyo at the age of twenty-one and studied fine art at university where he was involved with numerous bands. Since then he gained an enviable reputation in the area of electronica and experimental music, exemplified by his critically acclaimed album Genny Haniver. He also provided tracks and recorded for some of Japan’s best-known bands such as Daisyworld and Transonic, as well as composing music for Nintendo video games and soundtracks for films. He had a unique ability to meld together melody, ambient, techno, and electronic elements creating beguiling soundscapes, all present in his remix on How Little We Need to be Happy, which was perhaps the least accessible track on the original album due to its discordant bi-play between Sylvian’s vocal and an extremely sharp, atonal improvisation from Bailey. On The Good Son vs The Only Daughter the track was barely recognisable as it was transformed by Asano into a warm-textured almost jazzy composition, song structure existing where previously none was present, melody prevailing where before jagged atonalities were the order of the day. This was remixing taken to its ultimate extent, but somehow preserving the essential nature of the original composition.


    Jan Bang and Eric Honoré also appeared on the album with their remix of The Only Daughter, a very different interpretation from Ikeda’s, and truer to the Blemish cut. Bang and Honoré first collaborated with Sylvian on the Camphor instrumental compilation album back in 2002, so this was their second outing, with many more to come. On The Good Son vs The Only Daughter, their remix added a few new textures, and also introduced an oriental sounding trumpet line into the composition played by their long term collaborator Nils Petter Molvaer.


    Finally, the album introduced Akira Rabelais with his remix of the title track. Rabelais released his album Spellewauerynsherde on the Samadhi Sound label in 2004. He was a composer and software author based in Los Angeles, and studied composition at University, orchestration with the free jazz trumpeter Bill Dixon, and electronic music with Joel Chadabe. He was also well known for writing software such as the filtering application Argeïphontes, which was used for sound treatments and alterations.  His remix of Blemish adhered quite closely to the original, but introduced new electronic textures and atmospheres, and a haunting piano line was to the fore over distorted elements and samples. Towards the end, the piece suddenly broke into a free from jazz groove with trumpet and electronics, before fading to silence.


    The Good Son vs The Only Daughter was a hugely creditable album in its own right, whether seen in relation to Blemish or not. For sure, though, to fully appreciate its subtleties, it needed to be heard in the context of the core compositions from which the remixes were born. The array of renowned artists experimented and recreated sounds that all indicated the direction that Sylvian’s musical interest was leading him, and which would be developed fully on some releases to come as he immersed himself more and more in the art of automatic writing and free improv.


    The making of the album some time before its release in 2005 solidified Sylvian’s interest in pursuing his relationship with Friedman. The initial work Sylvian and Friedman embarked on respect of the Nine Horses project was separate from the work that Sylvian had been undertaking with Jansen. At some point, however, it occurred to him that the two strands could come together and result in a much stronger end result. Thus was Nine Horses truly born. Sylvian and Jansen were seeking out new ways of working within the context of the Samadhi Sound studio, and as they both tried to evolve in this new physical and creative environment, some of the cohesion in their musical relationship was loosening. Friedman effectively became the glue, the external creative spark that was needed to re-ignite the relationship between Sylvian and Jansen for Nine Horses. As time went on, Sylvian cast his net further and wider to catch collaborators that would assist him as he tried to formulate the precise musical vocabulary that he needed to articulate himself. Nine Horses itself was somewhat of an anomaly in this respect. With this project, Sylvian was attempting to inject some life into a means of musical expression — namely one rooted in the “pop” genre — which he knew he was moving away from artistically. The impression was left that if Blemish had been written before any work had taken place on the Nine Horses sessions that Snow Borne Sorrow would never have seen the light of day. Sylvian would have pushed on into the area of free improv, automatic writing, electronica, and minimalism that was conceived as he wrote Blemish, and he would not have seen the value in tipping his hat back into the “pop” oriented areas that Nine Horses explored.


    However, this was not to be the case, and Sylvian returned to the unfinished work that he and Jansen had conceived before Blemish, and so the world did see the product of his association with Jansen and Freidman. Indeed, once Friedman was locked in as part of the trio, Sylvian was minded to view it as a band albeit “an oddly disembodied band” 140 that could work into the future if circumstances were favourable. The fact that to the present day only one Nine Horses project has been released suggested that such ideas became sidelined as Sylvian developed his new and more radical musical ideas.


    So what progress was actually made on the Nine Horses project before all the Blemish and Samadhi Sound related interruptions? Sylvian recalled the early days on the project as somewhat chaotic, and alluded to the issues related to getting to grips with the new kit in the newly formed studio. “Progress was slow as the tools were new to us, but other than that the writing came relatively easily. I remember heavy snow, shovelling heaps of the stuff from the short walk to the studio every few days or so. Around Christmas [2002] Keith Lowe came to spend some time with us, working in the studio on electric and acoustic bass, bringing his unique brand of seasonal cheer and the best ginger cookies in the world to share with our families. About two months after he left us for his home in Seattle, I felt compelled to get to work on a project that seemed pressing [Blemish]…. Steve returned to the studio to work on some ideas of his own.” 168 Soon after the recording of Blemish was completed (i.e. mid-2003), and before they went on tour, Sylvian and Jansen travelled to Stockholm to record sessions with Stina Nordenstam that eventually ended up on the track Wonderful World on the finished Nine Horses album, and it was after this that events took over and the work was put on ice.


    Having met Friedman in Cologne in October of 2003 while touring, Sylvian returned home to the States after the Russian and Japanese legs of the tour at the end of April/beginning of May 2004 via London and Cologne, where the pair met again. Friedman by now had made considerable progress with a project that he wanted Sylvian to take a look at, and he gave him eight demos. Sylvian picked up the story. “These ‘demos’ contained contributions from musicians located all over the globe. Speaking of them as demos doesn’t do them justice. Burnt had already done a considerable amount of work on these pieces to bring them to their current state. The idea was that I’d respond to a few of the pieces over time, my contribution to an album project instigated by Burnt, featuring Jaki Liebezeit. The night before Burnt and I met, I sat in the Cologne Continental hotel, and finished the lyric to track four on the CD-R he’d sent to me. It was the first piece I attempted. It was eventually to become A History of Holes. I now felt certain the collaboration would work.” 168 It was at this time that Sylvian attended the Erstwhile festival where he met future collaborators such as Otomo Yoshihide, Toshimaru Nakamura, Sachiko M., Keith Rowe, and Günter Müller for the first time.


    Once back in the States in the summer of 2004, Sylvian worked up five completed vocal recordings for Friedman, who later in the summer returned his mixes for the album. It was at this point that the substance of the completed compositions that eventually appeared on the final cut of Snow Borne Sorrow really gained some traction. Liebezeit wasn’t that sold on Sylvian’s contribution, just as Sylvian felt that Liebezeit’s drumming was at odds with his ideas for the album. Also, Sylvian was concerned that the mixes that Friedman had produced had lost the overall feel of a group interaction, having pulled Sylvian’s vocals to the fore in all the pieces, and reduced the backing instrumentation to its bare basics. So Sylvian asked if it was all right if he had a go at reworking the material, and experimented by replacing Liebezeit’s percussion with input from Jansen. So it was that the Snow Borne Sorrow compositions ended up back in the Samadhi Sound studios in New Hampshire with Sylvian and Jansen once again focussed on the project together. “I made guitar, keyboard, and vocal additions of my own. I asked Steve to replace Jaki’s patterns with something entirely his own (often in a different time signature from the original) and to add percussion where there’d previously been none. As I’d been layering my own voice on these recordings, I took things a step further by adding male and female backing vocals to a number of the tracks. By this time, I’d already grasped the opportunity of bringing the best of what Steve and I had done a year ago into this project. Both Steve and Burnt were quick to give their approval.” 168


    From this point on, Sylvian pretty much took control of the album. Friedman never performed in the same studio as Sylvian and Jansen. In fact, Sylvian assessed that they probably only spent a total of four hours in each other’s company from project conception to release. 147 Most of the unusual rhythms that imbue the work were down to Friedman, and Jansen had imprinted his signature on the works through some writing, sound designing, and final mixing. Although in this way it was a group composition, Sylvian described himself very much as the director of the project. “I had a vision of how I wanted the material to develop, and Steve and Burnt gave me the freedom to oversee the project, although everyone was very active and contributed enormously. I gave it the direction and brought in more and more musicians as the project evolved, and I could begin to envisage the completed work.” 147


    With the long gestation period of the album, and with disparate artists being brought into the mix, the over-riding focus for Sylvian — as so often was the case in his solo work — became retaining some cohesion in the finished pieces. Jansen’s role in this respect was also very important. At one stage, for example, Jansen brought in Theo Travis, (saxophonist and flute player very much from the jazz genre), whose contributions re-injected some of the dynamism that was inherent in the original Friedman mixes, but which had been lost as the demos were constructed into full songs. Jansen had also composed a track while Sylvian was working on Blemish, which Sylvian discovered while working alone in the Samadhi Sound studio late one night. It was a composition made up of three mini movements, and ended up forming the basis of the title track of the album.


    As time dragged on, Jansen and Friedman became involved in other projects, so Sylvian worked more and more on his own to bring the album to completion. What had begun as very much a group composition was increasingly becoming one on which Sylvian worked alone. He called Sakamoto and trumpet maestro Arve Henriksen to make some contributions, and buried himself in the editing and mixing of the compositions. In the end, he reached the point where he could do no more alone, so Jansen came back to the States and reworked some drum programming, and added more fine detail. Even then there was more work to do, and after Jansen returned to London, Sylvian continued to mix the tracks struggling particularly with the ones that were written by Friedman. In the end though, three years after it was conceived, Snow Borne Sorrow was finished, and was released in October 2005. The three co-writers, for all their inherent differences and the creative bottlenecks that had occurred along the way, had produced an album of unquestionable quality, and one that was innovative enough to wrestle the piece from being seen as a step back to “pop” music for Sylvian after his experimental excursions on Blemish.


    However, the release was certainly not indicative of the direction in which Sylvian was moving at this time. The deconstruction of the traditional song format started on Blemish was to be the one that he nailed his colours to for the foreseeable future, and Sylvian very pointedly made a distinction between the Nine Horses release and his true “solo” path. “I certainly work with a pop sensibility, because that’s my background. Nine Horses…the remit of that project was to explore those traditional forms and in some way expand upon them. But in the solo work, I seem to be moving further and further away from any traditional form, and that’s what’s exciting me about the work.” 169 Such a view led many to suggest that there was an obvious continuity between Dead Bees on a Cake and Snow Borne Sorrow, and that Blemish was the foundation for the more experimental work that Sylvian produced as the 2000s progressed. This line of thinking saw Snow Borne Sorrow as the full stop on the first 22 years of Sylvian’s solo career, the end of his association with “pop” and the traditional song format that had started on Brilliant Trees. This was persuasive in many ways, but it was too early to make a prediction as to what Sylvian would do in the years to come. Also, it failed to appreciate the evolutionary steps that he took with Nine Horses. Musically, many of the songs did have an accessible, familiar structure, but they were anything but traditional pop songs. Instead they had textures and aspects that elevated them into a different sphere, almost a hybrid of old Sylvian and new Sylvian. Huge attention to detail exhibited on the album was nothing new, but what was was the melding of different genres and disparate and new artists into the mix, creating a set of compositions that bridged the gap between pop and experimental electronica.


    Lyrically, there were also signs of a new direction. Although the music was a step back towards the pop genre if looked at in the context of Blemish, the lyrics were affected by Blemish’s intensity. Also introduced, however, were significant references to — and textures influenced by — 9/11 and subsequent events. Sylvian managed to fuse both the emotional intensity of Blemish and the turmoil of the world after 2001 when the entire artistic world had to find new ways of connecting with its audience. Sylvian hinted at the focus of Snow Borne Sorrow. “It’s a very confessional album. It has the same confessional edge as Blemish had and some very powerful and emotional qualities to it.” 75 Sylvian’s move towards songs that were either directly or obliquely political in the wake of 9/11 was quite overt, with World Citizen and Zero Landmine with Sakamoto being obvious early examples, although it must be remembered that some of the compositions that appeared under the Nine Horses umbrella were actually conceived before the release of the works with Sakamoto, and so they actually represented Sylvian’s first stab in this area.


    The events of 9/11, and the U.S. political and military response, were anathema to everything that Sylvian and most people of a peaceful spiritual persuasion held dear. While he was at a loss as to how people could end their own lives while destroying so many others, he could begin rationalise it within the context of modern day entertainment and news, which to him had lost sight of the most basic of human values. To Sylvian’s way of thinking, in the West, the quest for luxury or the numbing effect of poverty diminished the desire to overturn the prevailing systems or values, with everyone chasing the same things, invariably meaningless and ephemeral objects with a limited level of ability to satisfy spiritually. Sylvian felt that events such as 9/11 and its aftermath, and the more general malaise that affected the general population in the West, demanded a certain kind of action. “The best way is to respond to such an act, it seems to me, is to step up the kinds of contributions we can make in our own lives of a truly altruistic nature. To respond by giving, by improving the lives of as many people as we are able to before our time is up. Prayer and meditation can have an enormous impact especially when carried out en masse.” 113


    On a political footing, Sylvian was outraged. The 9/11 tragedy itself was horrific enough, but the response from the U.S. in particular was as bad if not worse as far as he was concerned. He felt bombarded by propaganda, and there was no doubt that front and centre — and the main focus of Sylvian’s disdain — was George W. Bush. “He once made the promise that should he become President the world would be a more peaceful place. An astonishingly arrogant statement to make under any circumstances. On the contrary, in my opinion, this one man and his policies have begun to do enormous damage to the stability and peace of the world. There are many forms of terrorism in the world. America’s hands are by no means clean in this respect. We have exploited other cultures, other resources to sustain our own interests and economy. If thousands die of hunger because of our nation’s policies are we not to blame? If atrocities fall inside the law does that make them morally acceptable? Isn’t it impossible to speak unequivocally of good and evil in the context of world politics today?” 113 Analysis of the nine compositions that made up Snow Borne Sorrow showed Sylvian in various ways voicing his disquiet.


    Many questioned the significance of the band name. Was Nine Horses a reference to the fact that there were nine compositions in the album? Apparently not! For all their ability to work together and produce a set of such high quality compositions, Sylvian, Friedman, and Jansen were worlds apart philosophically. Sylvian as always had a vision, and saw how the work fitted into the context of his life and musical evolution. This vision was not shared by Jansen in particular, and probably remembering the issues that affected the Rain Tree Crow project when Sylvian was deemed to have forced his point of view on his fellow collaborators, this time he compromised. And so it was that the name Nine Horses was chosen, a name that had no specific meaning, and which was therefore benign. “Steve and I have never seen eye to eye on a lot of issues, particularly involving philosophy, spirituality, belief systems. I’m not sure you could call him agnostic. Solipsistic maybe. He has trouble acknowledging any kind of divinity in life. Anything out of the range of his own experience he refuses to acknowledge exists. It always used to make for quite a thorny relationship, but over the years, you tend not to harp on the differences. The only time it reared its head this time was when we tried to name the project. In the end we went for a name chosen mainly for its absence of meaning, Nine Horses. But it works well enough.” 170


    Over the course of the three years that it took to piece the album together, numerous sessions were recorded with a number of contributing artists, and in among them were some new names and some names that had become well known as Sylvian’s solo career developed. Jaki Liebezeit and Robert Fripp had played in these sessions, but didn’t make the final cut. They were nevertheless thanked on the album sleeve for their contributions. It seemed as if the Fripp contribution was made in 2004 (pictures existing of Sylvian, Jansen, and Fripp in a studio around this time) and was connected with what was described by Fripp as a beautiful ballad, upon which Sylvian convinced him to revert to a finger picking style of playing that he had abandoned some years previously. Jansen replaced Liebezeit’s drumming as we have seen. The new names included a number of collaborators that were brought in on the Cologne end of proceedings, the backing singers that Sylvian had recruited, and some artists who would make a major contribution to the album or gained some traction with Sylvian and worked with him on future ventures.


    Key among the new names was Stina Nordenstam, a singer and composer who straddled the pop, ethereal, jazz, folk, and experimental genres. Nordenstam was born in Stockholm in 1969, and her career before her association with Sylvian had included five album releases between 1992 and 2001. It was notable that in that period, her style changed significantly, as she worked towards becoming one of the most original experimental musicians in her country. Her early albums, Memories of Colour in 1992 and 1994’s And She Closed Her Eyes were very much jazz influenced offerings, with a sprinkling of alternative rock. Her album Dynamite in 1997 saw her moving into a more experimental arena, incorporating distorted guitars and unusual rhythms. Just before working with Sylvian, Nordenstam went back to basics, and decided that making albums by flying all over the world, and musicians contributing from every corner of the globe was not for her. She returned to Stockholm, and began using Swedish musicians and becoming more and more reclusive. She was famous for the intensity of her lyrics and her child-like vocal delivery which seemed at the same time distraught and disinterested, but which also conveyed a range of nuanced emotions by foregoing superficial emoting. In a way, Her music was similar to Sylvian’s in the respect that while it is not all about the voice, the voice was an integral and important part of the package.


    Sylvian’s search for the ubiquitous trumpet player on Snow Borne Sorrow led him to Arve Henriksen as mentioned. Henriksen was born in 1968, and he studied at the Trondheim Conservatory between 1987 and 1991. From 1987 he had been a highly successful freelance musician, and had worked with an array of Norwegian and non-Norwegian artists including Nils Petter Molvaer, Anders Jarmin, Misha Alperin, and Hope Sanduval. He also worked with Supersilent, an improvisation group, as well as the Christian Wallumrod Ensemble, and the Trygve Seim Ensemble. Henriksen attempted concisely to describe his musical development. “An interest in sound-making was there from the beginning of my work with trumpet. I have spent many hours on developing a warm sound, for instance, but not only that. In my opinion the trumpet has vast potential for tone and sound variations that we still have not heard. At one point, I think it was in 1988, Nils Petter Molvaer lent me a cassette of Shakuhachi flute playing. Then things changed. I let the music ‘ring’ and develop in my head. I was astonished by the sound of the flute. [It has] meditative and minimalistic expressive quality. This made me work with tone and sound making in a new direction.” 171


    The Shakuhachi flute was from Japan, and had its roots in the tradition of Zen Buddhism, and when listening to Henriksen’s playing it was sometimes difficult to differentiate his trumpet sound from that of the flute. He developed a uniquely individual style, which was impassioned and haunting, and adventurous and curiously phrased. Henriksen was regarded as one of the world’s most accomplished improvisers when he came to the Nine Horses project, exhibiting amazing versatility, and his language on the instrument encompassed electronica, jazz, and contemporary classical genres, although really he broke down traditional barriers and created his own niche. Sylvian’s musical relationship with Henriksen was kick started by Jan Bang as the trumpeter explained. “It was after Jan Bang sent my second solo album (Chiaroscuro) to David in 2004. Jan knew him after doing a remix together with Erik Honoré. After that David invited me to add some stuff to the Nine Horses record, and later the Naoshima record. The first time I met David was last year [2007] in Oslo when he played there on his world tour. A great experience for me.” 172


    Other key collaborators on Nine Horses included Australian bassist Neal Sutherland, who toured Australia with numerous bands before eventually recording with Friedman in Germany in 2003, and he appeared on Berndt Friedman and the New Dub players album Can’t Cool. Friedman recruited Sutherland to the Nine Horses project as he did Hayden Chisholm, the New Zealand born saxophonist, clarinettist, composer and producer, who had a long-term relationship with Friedman and Liebezeit. Also present was Theo Travis, the London-based saxophonist and composer, who made his name in the British jazz scene for his virtuosity and soulful style, and who worked with Mick Karn and toured with Karn, Jansen, Barbieri and DJ Crush in 1997. Finally, there was Keith Lowe, who as we have seen was a visitor to Sylvian’s New Hampshire home as the album was being conceived, bringing his extra special ginger cookies to share with Sylvian and family over the Christmas holidays. Snow Borne Sorrow was the first time that Lowe recorded with Sylvian, having previously worked with him in the live setting during the Everything and Nothing tour. Add into the mix the backing singers that Sylvian used on the record, and Snow Borne Sorrow fitted into a timeworn template for Sylvian, amassing contributions from a plethora of immensely talented musicians from all over the world, and fusing all the various elements together into a cohesive end result. The process with Snow Borne Sorrow was complicated to an extent by the fact that co-composer and contributor, Friedman, was not just remote from proceedings in New Hampshire, but was also introducing contributors without any input from Sylvian. Add to this the fact that the album was written over almost a five-year period, and it could be see why the final engineering and mixing was key to the end result.


    What was very obvious on the album was that there was little artifice in the messages that Sylvian imparted through the lyrics, and as had been the case on Blemish, he began to hide less and less. On Snow Borne Sorrow once again, Sylvian was more or less directly presenting his personal feelings and thoughts. As he said of the album “I sing of how I experience the world.” 140 There was no doubt that some of the lyrics showed that Sylvian had not fully reconciled the issues presented on Blemish. The long gestation period of the album made it very difficult to pinpoint precisely when the lyrics for each song were written, but for sure many would have been written before and around the release of Blemish. It was therefore unsurprising that many lyrics wrestled with the issues related to divorce and separation. It was also unsurprising that Sylvian was attempting to voice opinion on the state of the world after the events of 9/11. He tried to draw all these threads together into a cogent description of the focus of Snow Borne Sorrow, which also had to be viewed within the context of his spiritual adherences. “Half of the material was written prior to Blemish. That material looks at the world around us post-9/11. There’s a greater social commentary in the lyrical content than in past work although this is reflected through my own belief system. There are personal themes also, but the emphasis, if there is one, is placed upon the stress point where the external world comes into contact with the interior. It is a collection of songs of conflict.” 9


    So with Snow Borne Sorrow, we saw a moving description of Sylvian’s sadness at his own plight and his bitterness at the world around him, personal and political relationships that were failing were fused together. He touched upon the duality and two-faced nature of reality and the increase in prejudice, the lyrics being part social commentary and part self-analysis. Here was Sylvian’s view of a war torn world and a reflection on his personal life. Where Blemish reacted to the personal feelings in the moment, Snow Borne Sorrow came across as a more grounded analysis from a distance.


    The very title of the album was suggestive of what was to come, and seemed to be inspired by the New Hampshire environment in which much of the work on the album was done. “I’ve always found the winter months to be conducive to creative work. It’s like a form of liberation, gestating, nurturing. A wonderful time for introspection.” 174 In New Hampshire these same winter months provided plenty of snow, and increased that sense of isolation, making it on occasion physically impossible to move away from home base. Sylvian’s retreat, his remote place to work, may have been a place that gave him room to think and nurture his musical and lyric ideas, but in times of stress and emotional turmoil it could also become oppressive, increase the intensity of the sadness and angst that surrounded such life changing events as the ending of a cherished relationship. It was therefore not too much of a leap of reasoning to suggest that the title of the album was suggestive of the sorrow borne of being snow bound in a time of personal isolation and introspection.


    The first track, written by Sylvian and Jansen, featured Stina Nordenstam, and the double bass playing of Keith Lowe. Nordenstam was someone that had been on Sylvian’s radar for a while before he invited her to record for Wonderful World. “I’d been aware of Stina’s work for years, and the thought had occasionally crossed my mind of singing a duet of sorts with her. Once I’d completed the lyric for Wonderful World, I knew I’d found the opportunity for us to work together. We corresponded via email at first, then Steve and I flew to Stockholm to record her vocal. She can simultaneously invoke feelings of vulnerability and strength which works well in the context of this piece as it isn’t always obvious as to whom is commenting on whom.” 172


    Having met with Nordenstam, Sylvian found out that she had listened to his work, and so the instinctive feel he had that there was an unspoken dialogue between them was confirmed. “One of the first things she told me as we sat in the hotel lobby with a beat up guitar missing about three strings, was that my music had been an influence of some kind on her life…and so I immediately felt we were intuitively on common ground. Steve, Stina, and myself spent a wonderful evening together walking Stockholm, talking about everything under the sun. The next day we recorded, and rapidly covered all the ground necessary. Stina had, overnight, composed a couple of verses for another piece we were working on and we had time to lay that track down also. She knows her instrument exceptionally well, how to get the most out of that beautiful, seemingly fragile, voice. It might sound odd to say it but the experience of meeting and working with Stina was something akin to reconnecting with a long absented but loved sibling.” 175


    Her voice on Wonderful World was used to unsettle Sylvian’s laid-back delivery, and her child-like intonation acted as a startling counterpoint to his deep baritone. The piece was anchored by the jazzy double bass riff provided by Lowe, who when interviewed gave an interesting insight into the recording process of his contributions on the album, and whether he had the ability to be creative. “It depends. Sometimes David has an idea of what he’d like to hear, and he is very interested in your personal interpretation of that idea. If I may be so bold as to speak for David, he’s not interested in some robotic replay, and is much more interested in hearing what an outside entity will bring to the process. On the tune Wonderful World, I seem to remember him playing the track for me with no instructions, and I just started playing along with it, and the line I came up with was pretty much what you hear on the recording. So it varies…whatever serves the song best.” 176  Lowe’s free style improvisation on this piece added to its moody jazz feel, which was augmented by Jansen’s lightly swinging 9/8 rhythm. However, the composition also had pop and ambient textures that all combined to make it lilting but moody, with beautifully evocative string arrangements and piano all adding to the mix.


    Lyrically, Sylvian was seemingly in sarcastic, maybe even ironic mood, as he produced a narrative that flipped between a commentary on the events of 9/11 and the longing for and pain of a lost love. He was asked whether the song was ironic. “I don’t think so, you know. There are different ways of looking at it. It is a wonderful world in so many ways, but as the song references, it’s a bloody tough world to live in, particularly right now. It’s how you approach life, on which level, you can really see there’s an enormous amount of suffering in the world, and that’s real.” 177 So if the title of the song didn’t necessarily imply irony, it acknowledged that it was a wonderful world. And indeed, some of these wonders were hinted at, but they were immediately juxtaposed with other images that were anything but wonderful. The lyric was rich with illusory and more direct references to 9/11, that fateful day, and the images that were so ingrained in the popular psyche.


    It’s a wonderful world / And you take and you give / And the sun fills the sky / In the space where you live / It’s a wonderful world / As the buildings fall down / And you quicken your step / ‘til your feet leave the ground.


    The feelings of imponderable pain and suffering that resided so near the surface when any reference was made to 9/11 were entwined with oblique suggestions about the loss of a personal love. Which of us when viewing the horrific events in New York on that Tuesday morning in September did not turn to our partners, or phone our loved ones just to share in the incredulity that something so frightening and of such magnitude could occur? It was precisely the time that the loss of someone close would be felt the most.


    And it’s in times like these / That she promised to call / But the scale of our love / Is diminished and small


    The Darkest Birds was the next Sylvian and Jansen song, featuring Arve Henriksen’s first appearance on trumpet, providing a bridge in a guitar-driven, animated song. Soft verses were followed by edgier choruses, which provided a foundation for a bitter and cynical lyric that seemed to be a direct commentary on a relationship gone bad. The darkest birds referred to in the song were an analogy for those thoughts that encroach and overtake the mind, and have the ability to plunge you into despair and longing. Things could be superficially all right, until these thoughts brought home reality.


    Here come the darkest birds / To burst the bubble / End of a perfect day / Head full of trouble


    The feeling evoked in the song was that the narrator — obviously Sylvian — was looking back on things that could have been done differently, seeing transgressions he had made in the destruction of the relationship. Hindsight was giving him the ability to see that things were said and done that it was too late to take back, although the desire was there to do so. However, the end result was sadly unalterable.


    And this is the road I walked on / When I shot you down / All words of forgiveness useless / They wont help me now / And I should’ve been there for you / When you called my name / I promise to tread more lightly / Though what’s gone is gone / It’s such a shame


    The Banality of Evil was the first composition on the album co-written by Sylvian and Friedman, and featured an array of musicians, including a number of Friedman’s cohorts, Sutherland, Rifi Pike III, Morton Grønvad, Carsten Skøv, Hayden Chisholm, Thomas Haas, the Sylvian nominated backing vocalists Marcina Arnold and Eske G. Mtungwazi, and Theo Travis on saxophone (apparently replacing the guitar contribution from Fripp). Between them this ensemble produce a lounge-jazz feel written in 10/8, with beautiful deep rhythms and jazzy saxophones, and a striking recurrent refrain on the deepest register of the acoustic guitar. Some time later in 2007, the song was used as part of the soundtrack to the film “The Number 23” starring Jim Carrey, and directed by Joel Schumacher.


    The lyrics of this song fitted into the same socially and politically aware group of songs that World Citizen belonged to. The Banality of Evil discussed the issue of politics after the 9/11 terror, the title using a phrase originally coined by Hannah Arendt and used in her 1963 work Eichmann in Jerusalem – A report on the Banality of Evil. Arendt’s work studied the trial of Eichmann in Jerusalem for Nazi atrocities, and it described the thesis that the greatest evils in history — and the holocaust in particular — were generally not executed by fanatics or sociopaths, but rather by ordinary people who accepted the premises of their state and therefore participated with the view that their actions were normal. Effectively, they normalised the unthinkable, and gave up their conscience for their “careers”. Banality implied an absence of depth. Rational thought on the other hand implied depth. So rational thought should avoid banality. The fact that banal evil existed, therefore, implied the absence of rational and considered thought. Applied to the superpower response to 9/11, which itself was viewed by many as a banal act, the implication was that there was a lack of profound understanding and compassion because the perpetrators lacked the ability to act with a degree of normal human empathy as they had a single-minded, focused, and unthinking belief that their actions were justified, regardless of the gross excesses of their responses. The voice of reason was the chorus of disapproval and protest, framed in this instance in a song such as The Banality of Evil. Within the lyric, Sylvian highlighted the absurdity of power, and the trappings of authority that could abuse that power.


    I’ve got me a badge / A bright shiny badge / I’m painting the crest in yellow and blue / I’ve got me a club / An exclusive club / It doesn’t include a place for you


    This exclusivity, the club that included believers in the cause that in many eyes was so wrong — but that club members adhered to with a blind faith — could quickly lead to a single-minded and brutally damaging set of outcomes.


    King of the castle / Room at the top / Off with their heads / Chop ’em off / The banality of evil


    The root of most of these excesses was a basic lack of understanding and ignorance. If the victims were not like the perpetrators of the crimes, then they deserved what was coming to them.


    I don’t believe in what you believe / Your skin is filthy / And your gods don’t look like gods to me


    Another politically aware song, Atom and Cell followed, this time a composition co-written by Sylvian and Jansen, their performances being accompanied by Henriksen on trumpet again, and Sakamoto making his first appearance on piano. This time Sylvian introduced another set of backing singers, Tommy Blaize, Derek Green, Beverlei Brown, and Andrea Grant, to add contrast to his own vocal delivery. Musically, the composition was a simple, gentle piece that was dominated by the vocals of Sylvian and his band of backing singers, working around a repeating keyboard pattern, with beautiful haunting additions from Henriksen’s trumpet, all adding to the mood of detached almost dreamy resignation and hopelessness. As a template for how Sylvian and Jansen worked together in the composition process, Atom and Cell was a great example. “With Steve and I, one of us would come up with something that would get the ball rolling and we’d take it from there. For example, we came up with the cyclical keyboard melody for Atom and Cell. Steve initially came up with a very different percussion part in response. I wrote the lyrics while he was programming the drums…. There it was in essence in a few hours. Then comes the refining. Months later, Steve scrapped the percussion pattern, and replaced it with something more refined, added the vibes, I added the chorus vocal, Arve, Ryu…. This is essentially how we’ve always worked together. A refining of ideas and sound over time, but essentially the song is there from stage one.” 81


    Lyrically, as with The Banality of Evil, Atom and Cell was a critique of life in America post 9/11, and represented the first lyric Sylvian wrote after the atrocities. Although oblique, he felt that they hit the mark. Also, as they were some of the first written for Snow Borne Sorrow, they helped to form the general direction for the album in general, lyrically, and also musically to an extent. The album’s lyrics were fairly dark, but Sylvian was not necessarily aware that this was going to be the case when he embarked on the project. “I guess one of the earlier pieces to surface was Atom and Cell, so that led the way for me. I was particularly happy with that lyric, it had a slightly political edge. It was a shift for me as a writer, and so I guess that set the mode in which the rest of the album was considered. The pieces are often quite long and repetitive. They are often built around loops of one kind or another, and so it fell upon the vocal to make the most of the possibilities.” 177 As usual with Sylvian’s lyrics, it was their obliqueness that gave them their power, but when looking at the opening verse, there seemed little connection between the images described and the thrust of the rest of the song.


    Her skin was darker than ashes / And she had something to say / ’bout being naked to the elements / At the end of yet another day / And the rain on her back that continued to fall / From the bruise of her lips / Swollen, fragile, and small


    Sylvian discussed the lyric for Atom and Cell in a radio interview just after the release of the album, and made it clear that this verse described an event when he and Chavez, (then still together) were in New York the day before 9/11 on Monday September 10th. Was the piece actually about a homeless person? “Yes, that’s where the story starts. That’s because I was in New York the night before the attack took place, and I was there with my wife and family. Ingrid just turned to me and said ‘there’s a real ominous feel in the city tonight, that something awful is going to happen.’ And the skies opened, the rain poured down on this very warm day in September, and there was this homeless person. I’d actually seen her some years before. She looked like she was on her last legs, she was wrapped in a garbage bag and that was the extent of her clothing. She held it up over her breasts, her back was completely naked, and I find these images quite alarming in a city like New York. She was on 5th Avenue for Christ’s sake. We’d split up, my family and I, but we’d both passed this woman, and as we reconvened we said we have to go back and help her, get her out of the rain. And she was gone when we returned. But it just stayed in my mind as a kind of powerful image of what was to take place, the changes in the country, and everything. It was just like a small seed that burrowed its way into my mind and stayed there as a very powerful image.” 177


    Beginning the song with this recollection set the scene, and within the context of a lyric that then moved on to a sideways look at the excesses of the superpower response to the atrocities, it perhaps highlighted the absurdity of America’s aggressive and neo-colonial view of itself in the world when it couldn’t even mend things in it own back yard. Less than a day after Sylvian saw this woman, the entire course of American history would change, and the premise upon which much of the world blindly operated would also change. At the same time, the gloss that hid the underlying and dangerous motivations of the political elite would be scraped off, and exposed for everyone to see and scrutinise. The subtext of the lyric was that in light of the way that America behaved politically, the crocodile tears that were cried after the attacks on 9/11 could not hide the fact that the United States had meted out injustices around the world, and should not have been surprised that the chickens had come home to roost.


    And the lives that you hold in the palm of your hand / You toss them aside small and damn near unbreakable / You drank all the water and you pissed yourself dry / Then you fell to your knees and proceeded to cry / And who could feel sorry for a drunkard like this / In a democracy of dunces with a parasite’s kiss


    The consequence of their excesses was 9/11, affecting the innocents that just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and resulting in the desperate images that no one would ever forget. Sylvian described the scenes when pictures of loved ones assumed lost in the fall of the twin towers adorned walls and windows all around ground zero, as relatives pleaded for information that may lead them to survivors. Sylvian likened the scene to that of a Christian Boltanski installation, Boltanski being famous for exhibits that displayed photographs or ordinary found objects, all presented in a way that conveyed his fascination with the singularity of human experiences and the ephemerality of human life.


    Nothing will ever be as it was / The price has been paid with a thousand loose shoes / Pictures are pasted on shop windows and walls / Like a poor mans Boltanski / Lost one and all


    Atom and Cell was important in the context of Sylvian’s back catalogue in the way in which it dealt with the political themes inherent in the lyrics. “Having walked down the road on a couple of projects with Ryuichi, I began writing material that appeared more grounded in current events or making reference to contemporary events but in the context of a narrative, as reference, as possible catalyst. This was because [unlike the work with Sakamoto] there was no remit. I was free to deal with the subject matter as I chose. The first piece that I was happy with in this respect was Atom and Cell. It was written some time before World Citizen (I Won’t Be Disappointed), which is a piece I’m also happy with, but released at a later date. Wonderful World also deals with similar subject matter.” 178


    Starting with Atom and Cell, what was bubbling to the surface in Sylvian’s work was an intense frustration with the many aspects of life in the United States. Living in America had made Sylvian more politically aware, and had made him realise that there was a huge amount to be done in terms of equality, liberty, the fight against the oppressive nature of the Christian right, and the power of large blue-chip multinationals and lobbyists. Despite an inherent eccentricity in the country, there was also a powerful — and oppressive —conservatism that was malign in its effect. In addition, Sylvian questioned whether there was such a thing as a free press in the States. It seemed to the composer that more often than not the media seemed to act as a mouthpiece for the politicians, mainly because if they didn’t play ball they may lose access to them, thus stifling their ability to function. This was painfully obvious to Sylvian when looking at the complete lack of press scrutiny of George Bush Jnr pre and post the Iraq war. All voices of dissent were seemingly either suppressed or eradicated, and so for the singer songwriter, there was an increasing importance in voicing concerns “in the hope of something, anything, breaking through.” 178 This perspective on the society that he lived in and its allied frustrations were an overt stimulus behind contemporary issues creeping into his work.


    The next song, A History of Holes, was a Friedman composition, featuring once again the array of musicians associated with the Cologne set, with Lowe also providing bass, and Travis on flute and saxophone. Musically, the song provided a delicate and beautifully simple backdrop for Sylvian’s dominant vocal delivery, with subtle vibraphone patterns and jumbling rhythms combining to produce a fragile jazz-tinged momentum, that was interrupted by Sylvian’s phrasing, and the interjection of saxophone and flute voices. Sylvian used treatments on his vocal, and dispensed with his backing singers, deciding instead to multi-track his own voice to produce harmonies that helped to add to the feel of the piece, which was one of personal introspection, ageing, memory, and regret.


    The title was suggestive of the fact that Sylvian saw his past as one that was not made up of ordered progression, but was instead littered with imponderables, things that had not been fully rationalised and dealt with, but just left unresolved as life moved on. In a way, it seemed as if there was a realisation that in life, there were times when you could not necessarily make sense of things, when the central defining aspects unravelled, and one could lose track of oneself. In extreme cases, this could lead to the need for professional intervention, but A History of Holes — while seemingly recognising this potential predicament — showed that most of the time, we were able to forget or compartmentalise aspects of our history or personality that don’t fit the narrative of our lives.


    The song most definitely came across as autobiographical, and the lyric was somewhat enigmatic. However, even the author of the words seemed somewhat at a loss as to their precise meaning. When asked if it was autobiographical, Sylvian answered. “It seems that way, and there are certainly a lot of autobiographical elements in there, but it was written from a standpoint of somebody with a slightly different mentality than my own. At the opening of the piece, you certainly get the sense that this is someone quite careerist and hard-arsed about getting where he wants to be, and I’m not really that kind of person, but I took someone with that frame of mind and melded it with my own concerns and reflections on childhood, and basically the kind of stories we tell ourselves that enable us to move forward. We’re constantly telling ourselves a new story about ourselves, we create these scenarios, we omit so much negative information about ourselves and the way we act to enable us to move forward, that we remain the hero of our own scenario. I find that quite a fascinating approach. In a sense, we need these stories to tell ourselves, but it’s the level of self-deception that’s dangerous.” 177


    The narrator looked back to his childhood, and realised that from his perspective back then, what he had achieved now seemed like the ultimate goal. But at the time, the path to success was clouded by the injustices that had affected him as a boy. People were unkind, and unfeeling, and while their abuse still left its mark, the perpetrators had long since been forgotten.


    I’m making a fortune / I swore to enjoy / These things I promised myself / When I was a boy / When I was a boy / And I made mistakes / I was humiliated / Til I knew my place / Ignorance hurts / Injustice inflames / I remember the feelings / But forgotten their names


    A mixture of forgetting and rewriting history could be a help, but he was equally aware that he was living a lie, and outwardly convincing others that he was on an even keel when in fact he was far from settled emotionally.


    God bless amnesia / And the things I’ve suppressed / I can reframe the image / I can discard the rest / A history of holes / Where the pieces won’t fit / With the story you told yourself / And your place in it / So put on a brave face / Straighten that tie / And speak like you mean it / Give truth to the lie / And I fear that it isn’t enough.


    The title track of the album continued the theme of personal introspection. This track was written by Jansen, and featured Sakamoto on piano and Henriksen’s trumpet. It incorporated a sample taken from a Brigitte Bardot song, Un Jour Comme Un Autre (A Day Like Any Other) from the 1963 album Bubble Gum. Jansen used the trumpet refrain from this song, and knitted it into a piece that was made up of three mini movements, the first jagged electronica, followed by a soothing melodic interlude, and then a third section that subtly re-introduced the electronic distortions within the context of a calmer and more melodic backdrop, incorporating the distant piano improvisations of Sakamoto, and ethereal plaintiff trumpet solos from Henriksen. Jansen put the song together while Sylvian was working on Blemish, and as we have seen it was discovered by Sylvian when he was working alone in the studio. “He [Jansen] started working on the material for his own…solo work, and when I heard that piece I thought it was crying out for a vocal and I just knew what I wanted to do with it. But it was all there basically, so the credit goes to Steve, I thought it was a glorious piece of composition. And it allowed me to approach the piece. “177


    The lyric was an extremely personal and painful look at the fall out from the break up of Sylvian’s relationship with Chavez. His direct vocal delivery was made all the more imploring through the multi-tracking of his own voice chanting in the background. He used the three distinct musical sections to inform the mood of the lyric. Above the jagged and discordant opening movement, he described the destructive nature of separation, where all focus was on the fight ahead, and no consideration was given for the once cherished feelings that were now lost in the wake.


    Strip the branches / Unsheathe the hatchets / The threads of friendship / Are coming off / The teeth of lawyers / Man the trenches / Bands of Betrothal / Are coming off


    The backdrop of the second, calmer, melodic movement allowed Sylvian to shift his lyric focus, and raise his eyes to see what the alternative to the fighting was, a recognition of the beauty of how things were and how they could be.


    But if we’re good / If we’re kind / But if we’re good / Generous and kind / We’ll inhabit the sunsets / Their goddesses and queens / We’ll try to do the right thing


    Movement three once again shifted the lyric theme, and Sylvian analysed the damage and the fall out of the split, focusing heavily on the innocents — the children — and how he would cope with the inability to be as close and impulsive in his relationship with his daughters as he once was. He saw the way things were, and how the fracturing of the relationship had reduced once cherished memories to dust.


    Once a playground of swings / Then the malice set in / And reduced all the colours to winter / So we made it our own / This snow borne sorrow / And this love that stutters and splinters / Let the children come to me


    Sylvian described the focus of the composition. “Obviously, this is a more autobiographical piece, it’s dealing with aspects of divorce and the conflicting emotions that it throws up. And because the work was going through these different changes and different modes, I was able to focus on different elements of what divorce brings up in you, which is obviously the conflict between the couple involved, but primarily the concern for the children, and their well being and how to resolve things amicably for their sake. I hope it’s not too mawkish. Certainly, when you write work that’s primarily autobiographical, a lot of it is digested prior to writing it, so it may sound possibly more autobiographical than it actually is, because you are just trying to tap into something that speaks for a lot of people. It’s really about the sharing of responsibilities to your children, and just seen from one perspective. Obviously there are multiple perspectives in such a situation.” 177


    The song The Day The Earth Stole Heaven followed in similar vein. This was a very simple bi-play between Sylvian’s vocal and acoustic guitar, building from a gentle introduction into a catchy, lilting, jazzy piece with various instruments interjecting above the off-beat percussion loop to create a satisfyingly complex and busy sounding song. The lyric continued the trend of personal emotions and feelings connected with a relationship break down. This time, however — in the context of a musical composition that was more upbeat — the narrator seemed perhaps more sanguine about the problems and issues, somewhat detached, and a little more realistic as to the likely end result. There was, however, also an air of bitterness and regret as to how someone once so close could now be so different.


    Let me tell you about a friend / She contends that she will always love me / It’s this ability to lie and deceive / That has lost me completely / I could remind her of the facts / Make her calm down and relax / But why bother?


    At times he lost himself, and felt that maybe the destruction was not inevitable, that perhaps he could reconnect and salvage something from the wreckage, but realism soon quashed any such thoughts.


    I’m optimistically inclined / Given time she’ll change her mind / It’s unlikely


    The next track, Serotonin, was a strangely crafted piece, with an off-beat percussion line used as the basis for electronic effects, glitches, and burblings, and Sylvian singing with the backing vocals of Tommy Blaize and Beverlei Brown, surrounded by interjections from various instruments improvising around the driving rhythm. Melodies floated around the percussion line, and the composition knitted everything together to produce perhaps the most pop-oriented song on the album. Serotonin was the hormone that gave a boost and promoted feelings of well-being. When looking at the lyric, one could only assume that the title was, therefore, somewhat ironic, as here the narrator intoned a claustrophobic and troubled tale of isolation and loneliness. Sylvian found himself alone in the soulless environment of another faceless hotel. But separation from home base did not provide relief, instead it focused the feelings of despair and desperation.


    I kick the sheets / Until they rise like mountain ranges at my feet / I’m in the dark / God only knows the torment writ large upon my heart


    There was too much time to think, and coupled with the sterility of the hotel room, introspection took over, and there was a feeling that things could become overwhelming if they were allowed to. In fact, he had to concentrate so as not to get subsumed by the thoughts that lurked in the subconscious just waiting to pounce.


    Don’t lose it / Things move rapidly / Don’t lose it / Try to maintain composure / Don’t lose it / The dead are haunting you / Out with it / Let’s get it over


    Snow Borne Sorrow ended with The Librarian, composed by Friedman, and featuring an ensemble including Motzer, Grønvad, Chisholm, and Lowe. Together, the group performed a dreamy composition, which supported a very strong vocal delivery from Sylvian. The piece meandered and drifted along, at times almost feeling as if it would just run out of steam. The clarinet playing of Chisholm provided an organic counterpoint to the underlying electronic effects, as did Sylvian’s vocal. The lyric was a heart-rending description of the effect of the break up of Sylvian’s relationship on himself and his young daughters. He could see that the innocence of his daughter was under threat from the circumstances and the fighting associated with the break-up.


    Keep your head down / Keep your head down / While they’re firing low / You’re too young child / To know the difference


    He could also see the risk that she may become susceptible to the views of “the other side”, and there was a need to refocus on another point of view. The analogy of watching television was introduced. Channels were turned off as they were just feeding one point of view, and it was important to allow other perspectives to take root.


    Turn their lights out / Change the channel / Before we lose the heart / To fight against belief in what they’re saying


    Sylvian presented a dreamy perhaps unrealistic alternative, a safe retreat, a place where they could reconnect as father and daughter, and locate once more the magic of the bond that they had that was under threat. He talked of taking her to this haven of peace away from all the fighting.


    There’s a hotel / With a dark room / At the end of a corridor / I will meet you / To the strains of Allah / We will lie back / On a pillow of the whitest snow / And the silence we were promised / Will engulf us


    Once there, the focus was on an escape to a world where fighting and bitterness was replaced by genuine kindness and safety, insulated from the excesses of the “real” world. Tones of Sylvian’s spiritualism were perhaps overtly introduced for the first time on the album, as this retreat seemed designed by a creator that was perhaps the divine mother, the focus of his own quest for peace and understanding for many years throughout his life.


    Oh my pretty / Oh my sweet girl / It’s a marvellous place / She designed it / With escape routes / For you and me / … If I see her / I will tell you / You’ll come quickly / If you see her / Don’t hesitate just go


    And so Snow Borne Sorrow ended on a bitter-sweet note. What could have been a confusing, disjointed album musically with the number of composers involved, and the protracted period within which the compositions were put together, ended up hanging together very well, and the album received almost universal critical acclaim. Lyrically, Sylvian had absolute control, and he chose to use this release to focus on two themes, his relationship break-up and the post 9/11 state of the world. On occasions, these two themes were melded together, but for the most part each song dwelled on one theme or another and approached the subject matter directly. The dramatic events of the early 2000s both personally and in the wider world had provided fertile soil for Sylvian as a composer. The artist who had frequently moved away from introducing directly political elements into his music had found himself compelled by events to give voice to his concerns. More strikingly, however, in respect of his musical progression — and not reflected especially well in the somewhat aberrant Snow Borne Sorrow release — was that pure Sylvian on Blemish had found that his musical vocabulary had had to be relearned and recreated to be able to express the emotions he was wrestling with.


    It was this new vocabulary that he was set to use on future solo work, and which would see him finally carve out a niche that was at once experimental, innovative, and unique, and which would see him rise to the very top of his field as a modern ground-breaking composer. Indeed, the seeds had already been planted for Sylvian’s next substantial solo offering, Manafon. Towards the end of 2004, Sylvian had done a few sessions growing out of the Blemish work that he had undertaken, and as Snow Borne Sorrow was put to bed, Sylvian was minded to revisit them to see if there was anything worth pursuing. He was to find that there was, and would ultimately release an album that continued to plough a furrow that was stunningly original.


    
	
	13


    The World Is Everything


    When simply looking at the musical output surrounding the break up of Sylvian’s relationship in the first half of the 2000s, it was easy to lose track of the fact that his life outside music must have been emotionally draining and complicated. After the release of Snow Borne Sorrow, he was officially divorced, but still working and living in New Hampshire at his home come studio. There was an intriguing dichotomy at the heart of everything that Sylvian did at this time. He was in the midst of an emotionally turbulent time, and as anyone would be, was struggling with the fall out from the ending of his marriage. However, this had forced him creatively to look for areas of new inspiration, finding their feet on Blemish, and extending up to the present day. Automatic writing and free improvisation were the keys, and the results that he produced using these techniques excited him greatly and gave his work a huge shot in the arm both musically and lyrically.


    The solitude of Temple in New Hampshire had been a place that Sylvian and Chavez had sought out as they took their spiritual and life journey together. As such, its isolation was a positive thing when they moved there together as a couple. Sylvian apparently didn’t even spend any time in the nearest town of Peterborough, as for a good while he and Chavez actually seemed to revel in the solitude. But, as the marriage began to fall apart, with it went the companionship, all the mutual goals, and the shared vision. From this point, spiritually, Chavez and Sylvian went their separate ways. The family had been the focus of much of this life, but with that shattering, he became rudderless for a while. He had no friends in the immediate vicinity, and as such could feel painfully alone. Some of this loneliness was overcome to an extent when he travelled, but returning home could be tough. While his spiritual focus may have wobbled along with various other key supports in his life at this time, it still remained at the heart of the composer. At this stage, while broadly speaking Hinduism and Buddhism were still of extreme importance to him, they supported and augmented his central focus on Bhakti yoga. Bhakti was the yoga of a personal relationship with God, its ultimate expression being surrender to the divine of one’s inner self. The path consisted of concentrating one’s mind, emotions, and senses on the divine.


    It seemed as if, at least in the early days of separation, Chavez and Sylvian maintained some degree of continuity by sharing the living space that the home in Temple afforded. As we have seen, the property was made up of an array of buildings, one converted into the Samadhi Sound studio, others into living space. This was certainly the case in May of 2005, as when he was interviewed about his domestic situation, he confirmed the decision that he and Chavez had taken. “Yes, we’ve divided the home, and it’s a bit of an experiment to see how it works. But I now think it is possible that we can make this work for a few years, to make the ultimate break a little smoother, and easier on the kids as best we can. I can spend time with the children. I’m in that proximity where we can still be, although an estranged family, a family.” 9 No doubt, such a decision was based upon what was deemed best for Isobel and Ameera, but must also have been due to the fact that tied up with the family and the property was the business and studio, the place that was such a source of inspiration for Sylvian in his work. Uprooting the studio he had spent so much time perfecting and making into the space that allowed for creativity and the introspection that was so necessary for Sylvian as he composed, would have been difficult. For sure, finances allowing, it could have been done, but it would have necessitated a move from Temple, the isolation of the place itself being the key to so much of Sylvian’s work at this time.


    Looking at the level of Sylvian’s sales up until this point, it seemed reasonable to assume that he would not have had the financial wherewithal to create the Samadhi Sound space in the first place without Chavez’s help using the funds from the previously mentioned Lenny Kravitz/Madonna related lawsuit. It was therefore unlikely that he would at this stage in his career have been in a position to set up again from scratch. Splitting the living space in Temple was the initial stab at a solution that kept some stability for the children, and also gave Sylvian at least some foundations upon which to maintain or create a balance in his life. But he went into it with his eyes wide open, and realised that it wouldn’t last forever. There would come a point where he would need to satisfy his own needs which would necessarily take him away from this somewhat contrived situation, and the key would be to get the timing and nature of this shift right so as to allow him to feel complete in himself while giving his children what they needed.


    He did, however, have to live his life in a different manner, no doubt constantly reminded of the way things were, and viewing his time in Temple with an element of sadness and regret. Blemish — the raw analysis of the emotions that were evoked by the end of his relationship with Chavez — and Snow Borne Sorrow, also detailing the emotions from a seemingly more settled perspective, were written and recorded in the midst of the break up, but amazingly actually in the environment he had shared with Chavez in happier times. For sure, that would have heightened his ability to compose and create lyrics that really nailed the precise nature of the trials and tribulations he was feeling, but at what cost emotionally? Boil everything down, however, and what could be taken away from all of this was that the dark of the emotional turmoil that existed in Sylvian’s personal life in this period produced the light which was the musical epiphany that he had in creating the means with which to articulate his feelings.


    Manafon was another result of this period of artistic evolution, in effect being the sister work to Blemish. The initial sessions that culminated in the 2009 Manafon release were initiated as far back as 2004, just after Blemish, and before the completion of the Nine Horses project. So much was going on in parallel at this time. Blemish interrupted the creation of Snow Borne Sorrow, and Snow Borne Sorrow was composed at the same time as elements of Manafon.


    There was a discernible thread connecting Dead Bees on a Cake, Blemish, and Manafon, namely free improv. Within Dead Bees the free improv was seen in Sylvian’s responses to the dobro of Bill Frisell. On Blemish, free improv techniques gained a proper foothold, and Sylvian began to appreciate that the traditional song format that he had used thus far in his career no longer afforded him the potency he needed to evoke his thoughts and feelings. From this came Manafon, a further evolution in the free improv genre, this time using multiple improvisers and co-writers to take the musical compositions to another level. Snow Borne Sorrow did not have such a continuity in its evolution. Its growth began in the rather infertile environment of a brand new studio, new technologies and equipment to get to grips with, and the revival of a long dormant writing partnership with Jansen. The roots of Snow Borne Sorrow were planted in this soil, and it began to take form by borrowing elements of old style compositions from previous works, input from a new collaborator in Friedman and his band of European-based contributors, elements of the themes articulated in Blemish, and techniques and influences discovered in the new studio.


    Before Manafon hit the streets, Sylvian released another flurry of one-off releases with other artists and also some more Nine Horses compositions. First to appear was a CD release of Wonderful World that was issued at the end of March 2006, containing the track from Snow Borne Sorrow in its original and a “radio edit” form, The Banality of Evil, and a new track entitled When Monday Comes Around, co-written, produced, and arranged by Sylvian and Jansen. The song missed the cut for the main album, and featured Tim Elsenburg of Sweet Billy Pilgrim fame on “Child’s Plastic Guitar”. Elsenburg described his part in the project. “My contribution to the Nine Horses project was to turn up at the studio with a van full of musical junk which I then hit / dropped / banged or otherwise abused, which then Steve and David edited into the songs.” 179


    Musically, the composition was extremely downbeat, and the vocal was delivered by a world-weary Sylvian, sung in the lower end of his register. Towards the end of the composition, the music was interrupted by the sound of a rope being tightened, dry and taught, and backed by a sample of voices raised in argument, the male protagonist being heard to say “You’re fucking killing me!” In a concise, Anglo-Saxon way, this summed up the lyric of the song, very much out of the mould of the compositions that appeared on Snow Borne Sorrow that were commentating on the emotional fall out from the break up of Sylvian’s relationship with Chavez. Sylvian was resigned, bemoaning the end of the partnership, the fact that things were said that could not be retracted. The end result was that she would leave.


    Where is the excuse / For the things we said  / And the things we left unsaid / Believe me, I know, I know / Now the game is up / And there’ll be no stopping you / From leaving, oh God, oh no


    There was a feeling of utter despair as the realisation sunk in. Things that were a reason for expectation and joy, like the coming of snow, were now bleak as there was no chance of sharing the experience, and it made the loss even more unbearable. Sylvian vainly asked for her not to leave, but there was a feeling that this was a request that was likely to end in disappointment.


    They forecast snow / And where are you this evening? / And chances are the snow won’t fall / But I want it / Outside me is in / Where the colour’s gone / And your footprints mark the space / You’re leaving, I know, I know / And the weather was  / Always your best friend / You’re needed, don’t go, don’t go


    A more substantial Nine Horses offering was to follow in January 2007 entitled Money For All, but before this was the album Crime Scenes by Punkt released in August 2006, featuring a spoken contribution by Sylvian on a track entitled Angels. Punkt was the front for Jan Bang and Eric Honoré, and on Crime Scenes — their first release under the Punkt brand — they worked with various artists in addition to Sylvian including Arve Henriksen, Nils Petter Molvaer, Sidsel Endresen, and Christian Wallumrod. The album showcased their increasingly influential profile in the area of pop and improvisation, obviously an area with which Sylvian was becoming more and more absorbed. On Crime Scenes, Bang and Honoré also exhibited the melding of modern technology and electronica with conventional musical instruments and traditional musical methodologies. The album included live sampling, wherein music that was being performed was recorded and played back to the performing musicians, either as loops or in significantly altered form, in this way making technology an integral part of the overall improvisation. Guest contributions were married with all sorts of loops, processing, and sound samples, making for a challenging and pioneering set of compositions. Rhythm was key to most of the tracks, and without a discernible song format, the rhythm held the lyric contributions together.


    The starting point of the album was a collection of short texts written by Honoré, which were used in various ways to trigger both vocal and instrumental tracks. Sylvian used just a few phrases of Honoré’s text over a beguiling fusion of breathy trumpet and subtle bass. His spoken voice was to the fore over a tumbling percussion line, presenting a somewhat troubling and robust lyric response to Honoré’s trigger text, which read as follows.


    A newspaper article today: / Our home town church closed for renovation / Bricks falling from the ceiling / Back then we grew global ears / To hear someone sing of angels in the architecture / But we looked around us and found no suitable site for spirits / No high sky for soaring / So we became reluctant reporters / In places where our dreams had travelled before us / No big adventure / No bold crusade / Just a matter of trying to connect the dots / While hoping to get out of it / On a technicality


    From this, Sylvian’s response conveyed beautifully the eeriness of the building, and the relationship between a ghostly spirit from a previous age and the narrator. Whether this was a ghost per se, or indeed the spirit of a time when the people that used the building used to listen and be receptive — a religious voice from a religious spirit — was left opaque. What was definitely conveyed, however, was that the narrator — despite his protestations — was aware of the spirit, but chose to deny it as this was the only way he could rationalise its presence. In Sylvian’s own words, “the piece is like a fever dream, the possible possession of an unbeliever, a derangement.” 96


    A trace from another time / Another place / It’s simple / You don’t exist / Can’t possess me / You lose on a technicality / High in the architecture / Something’s moving / Nothing


    Angels was a very innovative composition, and the regard within which it was held by Sylvian was demonstrated by its inclusion on a compilation of collaborative work to come a few years later. It showed Sylvian in free-form mode, improvising, working with a group of improvisers, and still firmly tracking a course through the field of electronica, which had become such an interest in the 2000s.


    In January 2007, a few months after the Punkt release, the EP Money For All was released, containing a number of new tracks from the Nine Horses collaboration, brushing shoulders with Burnt Friedman’s remixes of The Banality of Evil, Wonderful World, and Serotonin. The new tracks were the title track, Get the Hell Out, and Bird’s Sing for Their Lives, recorded in the original Nine Horses sessions. The title track was a song with many textures, slow tempo throughout, with a thumping drumbeat fused with electronic effects, and a resonant double bass line. Numerous instrumental voices were introduced throughout the piece, lilting guitar phrasing giving way to a clattering vibraphone, and a mellifluous clarinet part played by Chisholm. Dominating it all was Sylvian’s vocal delivery that entered into a bi-play with the backing singers who at times created an almost chant-like feel to the composition. Lyrically this was fairly blunt stuff, Sylvian in social and political commentary mode, but written in a way that provided a narrative that was full of symbolism. There were illusions to the suspicion aroused at a security check in, which was extrapolated to the level of bigoted xenophobia that was the product of uninformed fear and lack of understanding.


    I’ll take that coat / Remove them shoes / Should a guy like me / Be afraid of a man like you / All change / All change / Wipe your nation’s shame from you / It’s not where you’re born / It’s the things that you do


    The lyric went further than this, though, seeming to hit hard at the underbelly of the distorted “democracy” encapsulated in the then Bush administration, here seemingly described in terms of an elephant.


    There’s a mean-looking elephant / Pounding at your door / It’s dining at your table / Sleeping on your floor  / Money for all / Money for all / Revolution, socialism / Read it in the rag / There’s a gun at your head / Put the money in the bag


    There were overtones of the shock and awe attack on Baghdad and the undercurrent of oil that was the basis of so much of the neo-colonial stance of the States in the 2000s.


    So you missed the broadcast / Or do you feel the same / Only someone said this city’s gone / Down in flames in our name  / All change / All change  / Let gasoline fumes fill the air / Let’s show that mother how much you care


    Like the title track on the main Snow Borne Sorrow release, Get the Hell Out was written and produced by Jansen, and performed by Jansen and Sylvian. Musically, this piece was proof — if proof were needed — that Jansen could produce compositions as rhythmical and funky as anything that Friedman composed for the project. The song was crafted wonderfully with a driving techno beat and synthesised staccato brass refrains in the verses, complimented by a melodic and dreamy chorus backed by a sampled string orchestration and subtle Rhodes playing by Sylvian. Such shifts in emphasis were almost a trade mark of Jansen’s compositions, at least on Snow Borne Sorrow, the title track on the main album also notable for the juxtaposition of different sonic territories in one piece. Lyrically, Get the Hell Out seemed to discuss the plight of a woman in an abusive relationship, fleeing from her problems. Interestingly, Sylvian returned to his occasional muse in the song, using the name Caroline. At whatever level the lyric was interpreted, there seemed little doubt that the subject of the piece was being guided, requested, or ordered by the narrator to flee.


    Check the phonebook / Find a close relation  / Pack a suitcase / Get ye to the station  / Get the hell out Honey, it’s your birthday  / Find a motel / Book yourself a long stay / Find a safehouse / Far from this location


                                There was no doubting that the narrator was deeply affected by the situation, whether the product of natural empathy or a more deeply rooted emotional attachment. There was an overwhelming feeling that there was a willingness to help in some way, but an inability so to do.


    Caroline you’re breaking my heart / But I’ll remain Unchanged  / Caroline, Caroline / You’re breaking my heart / But I’ll remain Unchanged  / And yours, yours was the saddest face / I would never, you know, / I would never


    The final new Nine Horses release was entitled Birds Sing For Their Lives, a composition written, performed, and produced by Sylvian and Jansen, with Stina Nordenstam and acoustic bass provided by Lowe. Previously released on the Japanese version of Snow Borne Sorrow, this track was new to the rest of Sylvian’s audience, and provided a stark contrast to the other new tracks on Money For All. Here was a minimalistic composition, with a backing track of fragile but increasing intensity, overlaid by the equally fragile and icy singing of Nordenstam. There was an unsettling beauty to the piece, knitted into a feeling of overwhelming resignation, as the vocal painted a disturbing picture of a soul detached from reality.


    I had two weeks of silence /  From the voice in my head /  And not a word of guidance / So I got up and got dressed  / The flowers are on steroids / The birds sing for their lives /  I met someone tonight but I’m sure I’ll be all right


    The music for an installation work Sylvian was asked to contribute to the Standard 2 Art Festival 2006/07 was released in August 2007 just before he embarked on his World Is Everything tour. When Loud Weather Buffeted Naoshima was composed for an installation that was hosted on Naoshima Island, where there was an extensive art collection, museums, and small “art houses” making up the Chichu Art Gallery. Naoshima was known as Japan’s art island, and was a small fishing village off the south coast. During the 1990s, award-winning architect Tadao Ando used the island as the setting to build several contemporary museums and a hotel complex as part of a regeneration exercise. The Standard 2 festival was held from October 7th to December 24th 2006 and then again from February 24th to April 15th 2007, implying that When Loud Weather Buffeted Naoshima was composed at least a year before its release date.


    Sylvian was commissioned by the Benesse Foundation, Naoshima’s major patron, within minutes of landing on the island on a winter visit there early in 2006, which allowed him to explore the landscape with the possible commission in mind. “Basically, when people arrived on the island, they were given an iPod with this audio I’d created specifically for this particular commission, and the audio kind of acted as an interface between these different artworks that were located in all these different spots across the island. It connected them in some way, and became part of the experience of the festival. Since then it’s become part of the permanent collection on the island, so I’m very pleased about that, and it feels right that it remains accessible on the island. We’ve released it on Samadhi Sound in a limited edition form, but once the edition’s run out, the only place you can access the work is on Naoshima Island.” 180


    Musically, it was difficult to fully assess the music out of the context for which it was created, as with all installation works. Appearing on the composition were Clive Bell, Christian Fennesz, Arve Henriksen, and Akira Rabelais. All except Bell had worked with Sylvian before as we have seen, although Bell had interviewed Sylvian a number of times in his role on the staff of The Wire magazine. As well as a journalist, Bell was a composer and musician with special interest in eastern music, and was a virtuoso shakuhachi (Japanese flute), khene (Thai bamboo mouth organ), and Balinese flute player. He was active in the improvised and contemporary music scene in London, which was likely to be what perked Sylvian’s interest in his contribution to the Naoshima composition, along with his obvious eastern musical slant. Bell belonged to two groups, Kahondo Style and British Summer Time Ends, both of which toured extensively throughout Europe. He was also part of an improvising duo with the guitarist Peter Cusack and a Japanese classical duo with Rie Yanagisawa. Bell went on to write the introductory essay for the book with the DVD Amplified Gesture that accompanied the Manafon release.


    Along with the other contributors on When Loud Weather Buffeted Naoshima, Bell formed part of an ensemble of high quality, avant-garde musicians and improvisers, typical of the artists that Sylvian managed to attract at this stage of his career. Their contributions on the composition were added to electronic effects, sampled sounds, and drones to form a musical tapestry, a sonic landscape that was highly visual, evoking the elements implied in the title of the piece as Sylvian pieced together the sounds and atmosphere of the island. The original piece composed for the installation had relied on incidental noises from the island environment, the later release through Samadhi Sound having recorded sounds from the local area incorporated into the final mix. Also discernible in the minimalist seventy-minute piece were the unique sounding trumpet phrases from Henriksen, as well as his haunting voice, what sounded like chant-like samples from the Rabelais album of Icelandic chants Spellewauerynsherde. As was often the case with Sylvian’s work, the broad brush-strokes of the basis of the composition had been with him for some time before the recording. “I had a very vague idea for an instrumental piece I wanted to work on, that involved certain elements, and when I visited Naoshima and was given the commission, I saw a connection between the nebulous idea that was beginning to take shape, and how it would apply in that particular context, so I went ahead and started on that basis. And it seemed to work very well, although the piece obviously developed and evolved possibly in a different way than it would have done because of the commission, because of the context.” 180


    When Loud Weather Buffeted Naoshima was perhaps the most avant-garde offering from Sylvian to date, almost putting a fragile shell around random sounds and evocations of the natural and manmade world, making form and a discrete structure where there was no tangible form, only lack of discernible order. This was an atmospheric piece rather than an instrumental piece. The objective was to create a “multiple exposure” of the spiritual and emotional life of the ancient island where old and new were juxtaposed. It was meant to be heard while strolling around the settlement of Honmura, during which recorded sounds of creaks, wind sighs, wave motion, and traffic sounds would meld with real sounds. As such the approach was almost that of a Musique Concrète, combining electro acoustic sound, sounds from specific musical instruments, and sounds from nature.


    A month after the release of When Loud Weather Buffeted Naoshima, Sylvian — convinced by various of his friends — embarked on a tour, which he announced was going to be the final time that he performed a retrospective concert and revisited his back catalogue. The World Is Everything tour, which began in Stockholm on September 7th 2007, and ended in Tokyo on the 30th October, was accompanied by a programme that contained a CD of new Sylvian recordings, and some highlights from various artists releasing works through the Samadhi Sound label. The tour was mainly focussed on Europe, except for the last three nights that were hosted in Hong Kong, Osaka, and Tokyo. The U.S. didn’t feature at all, more a feature of the financial constraints that limited the level of and location of live concerts than a lack of interest from composer to audience. Expanding somewhat on the minimalist 2003 tour of Blemish where he appeared alone with his brother, Sylvian was joined on stage this time by Takuma Watanabe playing keyboards, Keith Lowe on bass, and Jansen on percussion. Work from the most recent release Snow Borne Sorrow featured heavily. Sylvian and his co-musicians reproduced these compositions well, considering that all of them had been massively engineered and assembled using Pro-Tools half way up a mountain in New Hampshire, and had never been performed with all the relevant musicians in a room together. This was their first outing as live songs without the finessing of file sharing and production wizardry. In amongst, the audience was also treated to jazz interpretations of old standards such as Ghosts and A Fire in the Forest. This was a set designed to embrace his audience, new recruits and old journeymen.


    On the CD in the tour programme were two new tracks that featured Sylvian, one entitled The World is Everything and the other Sleepwalkers. The World is Everything (the opening line of the book Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus by the famous philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein) was written by Takuma Watanabe, Sylvian providing lyrics and vocals. Watanabe was born in Japan in 1975, and was an innovative and highly accomplished piano and keyboard player. He was also a composer and producer who worked with an array of musicians, often under the name COMPOPIANO. He studied composition in the United States, and started COMPOPIANO upon his return to Japan with various Tokyo-based musicians. His first album Sal Blakey was released in 1997. Since then, his focus had been very much with U.S.-based musicians such as Steve Swallow, Joan La Barbara, Robby Ameer, and Richie Flores amongst others. He had released a number of solo albums including Another Rumor and Tetrascroll in 1999, Agatha in 2004, and Growing Up Absurd in 2007 before the release with Sylvian. He had also worked on film scores with various Japanese directors including Yusuke Kaida.


    On The World Is Everything, Watanabe produced a short but moving song. This relatively sparse atmospheric composition combined a background of repetitive piano and keyboards with subtle electronic effects, above which was placed Sylvian’s plaintive vocal, which entered into a bi-play with lush but slightly discordant strings. The overall mood was one of resignation, and a tired reflective vocal delivery from Sylvian was front and centre in the mix. The song once again focused on the remembrance of love, a love that was lost and replaced with anguish and hostility, obviously reflective of Sylvian’s own plight, but written in the third person distancing him from the lyric, and opening it up to a more universal experience.


    The table of goods / The bright bolt of lightening / And she loved him there once / But she’s still not through fighting / And you can’t swallow it / But you can’t spit it out / It’s there in her hair / It’s coming out of her eyes / To taste her is bitter


    The title of the song — which was a much-repeated phrase throughout the composition — indicated that there was a focus that could give some relief. Sylvian’s spiritual quest had taught him that the root of contentment and peace was the world itself. There was a feeling that the key to redemption was all around.


    But the world is alive / And the world is everything / The world is everything / The world is everything / The world is everything


    The second composition directly involving Sylvian on the tour CD was Sleepwalkers. This track gave the world a broad hint as to the likely direction of the much-awaited new album release, which was to become Manafon. Music on Sleepwalkers was written by Martin Brandlmayr, who co-produced the track with Sylvian, and also contributed drums, vibraphone, marimba, and computer. Also performing were Toshimaru Nakamura on the no-input mixing board and Sachiko M on sampler with sine waves, both of who were to contribute to the Manafon release. Despite many of the personnel being the same as those used on Manafon, Sleepwalkers was derived from different practices. Manafon — as we shall see — leaned heavily on the role of free improvisation with Sylvian applying a technique first seen on Blemish, so-called automatic writing, allowing him to near enough improvise his lyric and vocal contributions. Sleepwalkers began life as an instrumental and was handed to Sylvian by Brandlmayr soon after the first recording sessions for Manafon. Sylvian mixed the piece in 2007. He described how the composition came about. “[Sometimes] individuals reach out to me with potential ideas or actual material on which to collaborate…. Sleepwalkers came about in that fashion. Martin Brandlmayr sent me some material from which to select possible pieces on which to work. I chose this one composition, Martin did a little more work to it, sent multiple files to me, I completed the arrangement and produced the final mix.” 128


    Brandlmayr was one of a number of Austrian-based musicians that Sylvian had been working with since the early sessions for Manafon back in 2004. The Austrian-music scene had become increasingly active in the area of innovative composition, performance, and improvisation through the turn of the century. Brandlmayr, born in 1971, was a versatile percussionist, drummer, electronica expert, and composer. He had a reputation as a highly original drummer, managing to create a technique that sounded free-style and improvised while at the same time adhering to complex time signatures. He ironed out a reputation in what were described as “post-rock” bands, basically bands that abandoned riffs for non-rock textures and dynamics, typically producing instrumental works that combined guitar and digital technology. Brandlmayr had worked with a number of bands from this oeuvre before teaming up with Sylvian, including Radian, Trapist, and Acoustic Daughters. He was also a member of Polwechsel, a group formed in Vienna in 1993. The group had become associated with all that was best in the area where contemporary music and free improv met, an area that Sylvian was manoeuvring himself into as the 2000s progressed. Fennesz was also a member of Polwechsel, as was double bassist Werner Dafeldecker, cellist Michael Moser, guitarist Burkhard Stangl, and saxophonist John Butcher, all of whom appeared on Manafon or its sister DVD release Amplified Gesture. One could only assume that Fennesz was the link between the band and Sylvian, due to their longer-term association. However it came about, it did ensure that Sylvian was tapping into the cream of the free improv scene. Brandlmayr didn’t make the final cut on the Manafon album, but as just mentioned, the two Japanese musicians that appeared in Sleepwalkers — Toshimaru Nakamura and Sachiko M — did.


    Nakamura was a Tokyo-based improviser who began playing guitar before putting it to one side in 1997 to focus on playing the mixing board. His technique involved all sorts of wizardry, but the starting point was putting the board’s output jack into the input port  — hence his main instrument the “no-input mixing board” — making feedback loops, and by manipulation creating a range of sounds from piercing high tones to deep resonating bass notes. He was one of the leading lights in the area of Japanese electronic improvisers, his signature compositions being known for their stillness and silence as much for the sounds emanating from the mixing board. His shift from guitar to mixing board was precipitated by an inability to connect with the performance side of guitar playing, necessitating movement and a certain kind of theatre when playing. He felt more at ease with the mixing board, which he felt afforded a more equal relationship between instrument and performer. He tended to shy away from obvious effects like flanger and phaser sounds, preferring to produce sound that was more anonymous or nameless. Before working with Sylvian, he worked with numerous collaborators, and adopted a non-confrontational approach to improvising with other musicians, preferring instead to just let his music happen, be of the moment, and in-tune with the sounds being produced by fellow improvisers. The performance had to be spontaneous for Nakamura, no practice, no talking about music before a live or recorded performance, as this began to smack of playing a composition with a form before performance. Instead his compositions were without a score or pre-ordained direction, and so, his music just “took place”, and what was captured was “unrepeatable, and unique to the time it was created.” 181


    In his professional career, Nakamura worked with the other Japanese musician that appeared on Sleepwalkers and who went on to work on Manafon, Sachiko M. Born Sachiko Matsubara, she considered herself a non-musician. She was active as a sampler player from about 1994, and was involved in the cut-up and “plunderphonic” sampling movements. In 1998, she made a radical departure from this course, and originated the groundbreaking method she used when she worked with Sylvian, namely manipulating the sampler’s internal test tones, her music consisting of the exploration and processing of sinusoidal waves. Before working on Sleepwalkers, Sachiko M. attracted a lot of international interest, and had been irregularly active on a number of projects, a duo performance with Nakamura, with the electronic music duo Filament — which was highly rated by Sylvian — electronic trio I.S.O., and the duo Cosmos with Ami Yoshida. Sachiko M’s music was entirely spontaneous like Nakamura’s, and relied on the meticulousness of the quality of the sounds, their texture, amplitude, displacement, appearance, and fading. Again, as with Nakamura, who she described as a kindred spirit, she saw the role of silence as of equal importance to the sounds she created. 182


    Sleepwalkers itself showcased the talents of Brandlmayr, Nakamura, and Sachiko M to great effect, producing a composition rich in electronica, and featuring a highly original and complex drum and percussion part, with an organic sounding marimba overlay, working with Sylvian’s vocal to evoke a troubled and jagged mood. As with previous highly improvised works, Sylvian’s singing was high in the mix, this time imparting a complicated lyric that was suggestive of a narrator that was railing against someone with a basic (almost dangerous) lack of understanding of what made him tick. This was pointed stuff, not relying so much on artifice as directness. There was definitely some suggestion that at the root of the lyric were two partners with a bitter misunderstanding, resonating with Sylvian and Chavez’s plight. But the extreme nature of the lyric brought to mind what Sylvian said when recording Blemish, that he allowed himself the room to look deeper into emotions than he actually felt them at the time, to explore the dark recesses that lurk underneath the more recognisable feelings.


    Your poetry describing me  / It doesn’t come close  / You work the handle  / You smear and turn  / But you come no closer to meaning / It’s your vanity  / That’s obvious  / It embarrasses  / Those that adore you  / But who’s gonna talk  / Oh how it’ll hurt / You were always unstable / But you’ve gotten worse


    The sleepwalkers could be seen as the thoughts that encroached in the dead of night, when defenses were down. They had as their fuel the negativity of the relationship crisis, and shook the narrator out of the contented slumber, the focus on escapist cultural and cerebral matters. The narrator requested that they leave him alone by returning to sleep, and in no uncertain terms showed his disdain. But despite this, they always lurked in the background, ready to pounce


    Something to wake us  / From cultural slumbers  / You fucking sleepwalkers  / Go on and sleep / And you hang behind me / On the ladder of my spine


    Sylvian explained in detail who the “fucking sleepwalkers” were, evoking the Gurdjieff inspired concept of people sleeping while awake which was a common motif in some of his earlier works. “We’re all blind-eyed, dull-witted sleepwalkers for the most part. It takes an enormous effort of will to change this, involving a recognition of the condition and the prescribed antidote to be administered. You can take a simple test as outlined by Ouspensky, illuminated by Gurdjieff, but what is after all a basic component of Buddhist practice. Sit and practice conscious awareness. I am here, now. I am awake at this moment now, awake to the stimuli around me, not lost in thought, reflection, projections into the future, waking dream states etc…. Once you’ve woken to this awareness, recognised not just the sense of clarity but that it’s an altogether different state of mind than one predominantly finds oneself in, see how long it is before you once again come back to that state and acknowledge it as in ‘I am here now.’ For some it’s a matter of seconds perhaps depending upon the distractions around you at that moment in time. For others, minutes, hours, even months might pass before we wake up to the present moment again. Whatever the distance travelled that is how long you were asleep and so on throughout your lifetime. That’s one possible interpretation of the line…. There are others that are equally valid related to cultural consumerism and our addiction to things that keep us asleep as opposed to challenging us to wake up in the 21st century. Culture as comfort food.” 175


    Just before the end of the World Is Everything tour in October 2007, and advertised in the accompanying programme, came the release of Jansen’s solo album Slope, which contained two tracks co-written with Sylvian, Playground Martyrs and Ballad of a Deadman. Through their Samadhi Sound connections, Sylvian and Jansen set up professional relationships with a number of artists, and various of them appeared on Slope. Here we found Jansen not just collaborating with his brother and long-term musical partner, but also with Tim Elsenburg of Sweet Billy Pilgrim fame, Joan Wasser from Joan as Policewoman, Thomas Feiner, Anja Garbarek, and contributions from Theo Travis on Saxophone, orchestration by Ingo Frenzel, and piano from Alberto Tafuri. Both the contributions made by Sylvian told us little about the musical progression that he was making, and more about the quality and direction of the work that was being undertaken by his brother. Jansen, while never being exactly mainstream, was ploughing a different furrow from Sylvian, one that was still experimental, but was much more structured along traditional lines. Most of the songs on the album were accessible, with verse and chorus, and where this was not the case, a distinct and recognisable melody was to the fore. Where Sylvian had embarked upon a journey that began to explore the possibilities that existed in the areas of free improv — which by its very nature implied a moving away from the traditional song format and melody — Jansen showed that his sensibilities were still rooted very much in the pop idiom.


    Jansen was busy putting Slope together while Sylvian was working on the Manafon sessions. Sylvian advised his brother of various vocalists that he thought compositions should be assigned to, and described how Playground Martyrs came about. “Late one evening, after a day’s work on Manafon, I found an audio file waiting for me from Steve. As I played the file back I found I had a melody for the piece and quickly scribbled down some lyrics, recorded the results into a portable digital device, and mailed the results back to him with notes as to who should sing it before sinking deeply into sleep. That piece had a very simple sense of rightness about it. Steve eventually asked me to record a version of my own which is how two versions of Playground Martyrs ended up on the album.” 175


    The composition was a wonderful combination of Jansen’s intricate detailing, and Sylvian’s hugely powerful vocal and lyric prowess. Playground Martyrs was a quiet by-play between simple piano chord progressions and the vocal, which took on the melodic element of the composition. There was a plaintiff air, which was resolved slightly as the song reached its conclusion with an uplifting flurry of orchestrated strings and various enhanced keyboard phrasing which helped introduce a degree of hope in what was a mournful lyric. Presented was a text that from a distance commentated on the harshness of the school environment, where the innocents that attended had to struggle against the system and the dynamic of the place to retain that innocence. The subtext of the lyric was the existence of a bullying culture, where a parent was able to see their cherished offspring absorbed into a place that, generation after generation, perpetuated the cruelty that took away the carefree abandon and hopes of little children.


    Let’s sharpen those / new sets of arrows / for the next generation / of playground martyrs… / So bring out those things / to hammer the wings / of the next generation


    Ballad of a Deadman featured Wasser on vocals — singing a duet with Sylvian — accompanied by Theo Travis on flutes. Wasser came into the equation from an Indie rock background, with a grounding in music that began as a classical violinist. With a long résumé of band associations in the 1990s, she set up as a solo artist, and created the band Joan as Policewoman, which was effectively a trio, formed in New York City with Ben Perowsky on percussion and Rainy Orteca on bass. They released an eponymous EP in 2004, and having signed to the British indie rock label Reveal Records in 2005, Joan as Police Woman issued their first full-length debut album Real Life in 2006, which won the 7th Annual Independent Music Awards for best pop/rock album in 2008. Her signature was the emotion she conveyed in her music, mixing styles from ballads to indie rock compositions, and she was well known for her melodic gift as a singer songwriter. Despite her roots in the United States, she had gained greater popularity in Europe.


    Her vocal style combined interestingly with Sylvian’s on Ballad of a Deadman, which was a bluesy composition, and which had an uplifting lilt despite its title and the content of the lyric. One interviewer commented to Sylvian that the composition reminded him of a piece entitled Work Song by famous jazz hand Oscar Brown Jnr and jazz cornet player Nat Adderley. Sylvian’s response?


    “I didn’t compose the music for Deadman, my brother did…I’d imagine the impetus was simultaneously something more contemporary and more rootsy than either of the gentlemen mentioned above. From my standpoint, I simply responded to what I heard. The lyric is very loosely based on Joan Didion’s book on the settling of California, ‘Where I Was From’. I’d lived there for a number of years and knew the landscape of which she wrote. Love Didion, love California, this was a tribute to both.” 175


    What was evoked were endless desert skies, and a lyric imbued with imagery of the West Coast United States. The feeling was that of a man looking at his life, remembering the ways things used to be, and wondering where his place in it all was now.


    There are places in the damp Northwest / Where the bodies lie down head to feet / There were losses in the California sunshine/ Tell you stories that you can’t repeat / In the winter when the valley’s flooded / Those were times where the rooms were cheap / The summer dirt lines the corner’s of your pockets / I’m still buried there ten feet deep


    When Slope was taken on tour, Ballad of a Deadman was the source of a memorable moment for Elsenburg who toured with Jansen. As he explained, while performing a concert in Tokyo he had a tricky moment. “I was singing Ballad of a Deadman and Get the Hell Out (both David’s vocals on the recordings), and as we walked off stage, Steve said under his breath whilst sniggering ‘I wonder what David made of that?’ Well if I’d been drinking coffee I’d have sprayed it up the wall. David had bravely sat through the rendition of his two vocals without loud heckling or rugby tackling me. It still makes me wince when I think about it.” 179


    In December 2007, Sylvian featured on the track Before and Afterlife, which was published on Visionaire 53 — Sound. Visionaire was a multi-format album of fashion and art produced in exclusive numbered limited editions. Since its inception in the spring of 1991, Visionaire had provided a forum for works by both famous and emerging artists from around the world, as well as personalities, fashion designers, art directors, and image-makers. Published three times a year, it featured a different theme and format with each issue. Artists worked in collaboration with Visionaire to produce their personal interpretations of the relevant theme, and were given unparalleled freedom to push Visionaire’s original formats. Visionaire 53  — “Sound” featured more than a hundred original sound pieces by leading artists, musicians, and well-known people. Included along with Sylvian were the likes of David Byrne, Courtney Love, Yoko Ono, Malcolm McLaren, and Alexander McQueen. 53 was produced in conjunction with the British car manufacturer Mini, and consisted of five twelve-inch vinyl picture disc records packaged inside a dome case with a Mini Clubman “vinyl killer” record player — a battery operated car containing speakers and a needle. Limited to a run of 4000, Visionaire 53 contained everything from audio experiments, to unreleased songs, samples, and spoken word pieces.


    Before and Afterlife was one of the compositions that Arve Henriksen ultimately released on his album Cartography in October 2008, his first solo work under the ECM label, and which was recorded over a three-year period from 2005. Key elements of the album included samples, field recordings, and subtle use of string and vocal arrangements. The album was presented as a map of moods, the end result being a mix of what could be termed chamber jazz and pure ambient soundscaping. 183 He worked with Jan Bang, Audun Kleive, Erik Honoré and Elvind Aarset among others on what was essentially an improvised set of works, Before and Afterlife including a spoken word performance of a poem by Sylvian. The starting point here seemed to have been Sylvian’s performance, to which Henriksen provided a response full of space using only a simple trumpet line, with string arrangements, and a more melodic trumpet line working with an occasional beat and rich harmonics after the spoken word element had ended. Sylvian programmed the first part of the composition that underlay his contribution. The poem itself was obviously autobiographical, Sylvian looking back on the journey he had made with Chavez, and detailing the ups and the downs. He described his time on the outskirts of Minneapolis to his temporary home in the Napa Valley before their move to Sonoma.


    We started in the suburbs of smaller cities  / and as we followed the nomadic call / Our nobler instincts led us further from / Society’s centre, westward, to a cabin hoisted / Aloft on faulty foundations far above the Napa Valley  / Where the rain soaked earth shifted beneath us and trees caught / Like kindling smoke clouds ripening / A vintner’s sun


    The remote setting in California as they followed their spiritual yearnings was fulfilling, but only up to a point, as they still hankered after more cultural pursuits.


    But part of us refused to follow / Material distractions beckoned, rallied  / Snagged we’d return to the cities on day trips and long weekends  / Self-aversion, anonymity found only in / The midst of bricks and mortar the / Hustle of strangers  / We were worldly people after all


    The tug of war between remoteness and a more cosmopolitan existence continued however, the desire to leave the cities as soon as they had arrived as compelling as the desire to go there in the first place


    But the haze of the rural, the agents of pollination / Clung to us, sparked like hayseed halos in the western sunlight  / No one let on they’d noticed  / But we saw, we knew / We were tempted back repeatedly / Until the lure of the cosmopolitan / Lay beyond reach  


    Then Sylvian described the move from West coast to East coast, to his refuge on the side of a mountain in New Hampshire, home to him and his family, home to Samadhi Sound, and the place that became the focus of all the angst that fed into his life and work as his relationship with Chavez fragmented. This obscure lyric was the closest explanation that Sylvian ever made concerning the events that culminated in the ending of his marriage, namely “life’s desires”.


    We moved east, into the forests and the mountains / Where life’s desires tore us apart  / How cruel to find oneself alone at that altitude  / At what point did the fear of numbers set in  / And the recognition of internal isolation place us outside of belonging?  


    Everything went wrong in Temple, New Hampshire, and Sylvian poignantly made the point that he was left in lonely isolation in a place that at one time he had seen as a haven.


    On Temple Mountain /  I threw down a rope that others might follow  / No one came


    A year passed before anything else was heard from Sylvian, the silence eventually being broken just before Manafon was released with the demo track, Jacqueline, written for an edition of The Believer magazine in July 2009 on a CD entitled Fantastic and Spectacular. The CD was compiled by Daniel Handler, and the premise for it was described in the accompanying magazine. “Back in April, we asked some of our all-time favourite songwriters, including a few who haven’t been recording new material lately, to send us acoustic versions of new songs. Surprisingly, they did so. We’re thrilled to be able to present a brilliant collection of new work from these masters of the form, available here and only here.” 184 Included on the CD with Sylvian were the likes of Sam Philips, Lloyd Cole, Phil Wilson, Stephen Duffy, and Wreckless Eric. Sylvian’s offering within the context of the music he was developing before its release, and the compositions that followed on Manafon a matter of weeks later, was strikingly melodic. On his website, Sylvian alluded to the fact that Jacqueline was a song that he would be working on in earnest later in the year (2009). As it turned out, up to the present day, the song has never been released. Members of Sylvian’s audience at the time, however, were left scratching their respective heads, wondering whether this marked another swerve in the musical journey. Others wondered whether this signposted what was to come on the long awaited Manafon release. The wise money was never backing that particular horse, however, as even a sideways look at the musicians that Sylvian had been recording sessions with for his new solo album suggested something experimental was afoot. In the middle of September 2009, they were to find out once and for all.
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    Evening Up The Score


    The journey taken as man and artist by Sylvian from the early 1980s to 2009 had been full of twists and turns. Musically, however, one came away with the impression that despite all the differing ways in which Sylvian expressed himself, it was with Manafon — at least at this stage in his career — that the pinnacle was attained. As Sylvian put it, “I’ll offer the analogy of archaeology. Let’s say that after decades of work, you find yourself standing in a sunken pit facing a partially concealed doorway. The journey to reach this spot has been one of personal evolution and obsession. When you started out you had no idea this location existed. Over time, knowledge and potential deepen. Many issues you struggled with earlier in life you can now respond to intuitively. This intuitive expansion, a “self” seated squarely in the heart of the greater self lays the groundwork for what must be done. You come to trust in its wisdom even when it appears to lead you to points on a precipice. It beckons you, you follow. Not blindly, although what is intuited is preverbal, the way forward is conveyed via a resonant network of signs and signals that you’re equipped to interpret…. You find yourself before a door. You’ll have to overcome numerous obstacles as best you can until you’re standing in the heart of the space it opens onto. Once there, illuminated, the space is invigoratingly alive, tangible. It’s utterly new to you, but it is also confirmation of what you had intuited; it’s got a perceptible ‘thereness’ about it.” 185


    His history to this point had been of a musician that was gradually chipping away at the established form that was at the heart of pop music. This erosion had been taking place for years, but took a massive leap forward with the release of Blemish, which for the first time in his vocal works saw Sylvian pretty much eradicate conventional song format in favour of an open-ended drone-based set of compositions that allowed him the headroom to articulate himself in a way that he had not previously been able to do. Ever since the release of Dead Bees on a Cake — and brought into vivid relief when Sylvian was forced to review his back catalogue in detail for the compilation albums that he produced for Virgin in the early 2000s — he was aware that he needed to break down the walls, or as he described it himself “burn down the house.” 125 Only by so doing could this now seminal modern composer find the means through which to put voice to his experiences and allow them to reflect his increased maturity as composer and man.


    For sure, Blemish also saw his first concerted push into the area of free improv. It was with this album that the seeds that had been sown many years previously suddenly burst into life. We have seen how Sylvian was carrying around the ideas that germinated on Blemish for nearly a year before it was recorded. Some took this to mean that it was a year before the release of Blemish that the source of the subject matter of much of the album — the break up of his relationship with Chavez — took place. I read it differently. Sylvian had spent the year before the release of the album with a concept in his mind, a slowly formulating vision of the sort of work he wanted to compose. It was the subsequent break up of his relationship that became the grit in the oyster around which the compositions were developed, the stimulus for the subject matter, but not its root musically. Either way, the fact remained that on Blemish, Sylvian’s previous flirtations with improvisation — stretching back to the times of Steel Cathedrals (some would say even Brilliant Trees) — suddenly extended to free improv, and the melding of this extreme example of musical composition with a conventionally rooted singer songwriter.


    Two seemingly polar opposites were fusing together, the end result — Manafon — being a cross-genre hybrid, “a fairly unlikely meeting of two or more of music’s diverse tributaries” 185 The glue was the vision and inquisitiveness of Sylvian, and his move into the realms of automatic writing. This was the nearest he could get to real improvisation while still allowing himself the time necessary to conceive of a lyric and melody that had the necessary credibility, while retaining the required element of spontaneity. For Sylvian — from Blemish onwards — it was all about the process. This was the key that unlocked his new-found creativity, gave him the ability to approach a kind of improvisation within a musical form that was relatively open ended. First, facilitate and allow the free improvisation. Second, take it away, and do not approach it until starting the writing process, which introduced immediacy. Third, listen to the improvisations, jot down lyrics and get a feel for the vocal “melody”, and then immediately perform. This way the process remained fresh and intuitive, his guiding mantra at the time being from the American poet and Buddhist thinker Allen Ginsberg, “First thought, best thought, right thought.” With Manafon, Sylvian extended the forms started on Blemish. He decided upon a group of free improvisers to provide the musical mesh upon which he would weave lyric and melody instead of the solo contributions of himself or Derek Bailey as seen on Blemish. Effectively, he was reshaping the concept of song writing by building songs from the top down rather than the bottom up.


    There was a collision of a number of forces at this time. Musicians associated with free improv, prominent musicians from the electro acoustic improvisation (EAI) genre, and Sylvian himself, migrating to improvisation through the process of automatic writing. Free improv — variously known as total improvisation, open improvisation or free music — was a very broad genre, in a way so broad that it was impossible to characterise. Free improv legend Derek Bailey confronted this definitional problem in the following terms. “Two regular confusions which blurs its identification are to associate it with experimental music or with avant-garde music. It is true that they are very often lumped together, but this is probably done for the benefit of promoters who need to know that the one thing they do have in common is a shared inability to hold the attention of large groups of casual listeners. Improvisers might conduct occasional experiments but very few, I think, consider their work to be experimental. Similarly, the attitudes and precepts associated with the avant-garde have little in common with most improvisers. There are innovations made, as one would expect, through improvisation, but the desire to stay ahead of the field is not common among improvisers.” 186


    Perhaps the most consistent characteristic of free improv was its diversity, and the fact that there was no stylistic or idiomatic commitment, and no prescribed idiomatic sound. Despite the fact that improvisation in music had existed to an extent throughout its history, the free improv movement became a cohesive force in the early 1960s, a major stimulus behind its development being the questioning of musical language, or as Bailey put it the questioning of the ‘rules’ governing musical language. 186 This questioning converged from the fields of jazz and modern classical music. Improvisation within the context of jazz had always been an important element, but it was typically done from within the known parameters of the jazz idiom. Free improv made a conscious effort to break down and avoid overt references to the “forms” inherent in jazz and straight music, and an emphasis was placed upon mood and texture rather than melody, harmony, and rhythm. Sylvian had a deep-seated feeling that he understood the workings of free improv on various levels, some of which resonated with his own philosophical and spiritual beliefs. “In a way, I’ve been working my way towards Manafon since I was a young man listening to Stockhausen and dabbling in deconstructing the pop song. Having said that, I don’t think we only develop as artists practicing in our chosen fields. For me that meant an exploration of intuitive states via meditation and other ritual disciplines which, the more I witnessed free improv players at work, appeared to be crucially important to enable a ‘being there in the moment’, a sustained alertness and receptivity.” 185


    A massively influential group that pushed the evolution of free improv was AMM, founded in London back in 1965. Sylvian drew some of the Manafon collaborators from past and present members of AMM, and various also contributed to the sister DVD release Amplified Gesture, which included the great and the good of the free improv genre discussing their methodologies and history. From its inception, the group — with a fluid membership — was at the forefront of improvised music. AMM tried to break out of the strictures of conventional jazz, and to produce a new sound and approach to music that was at the time — and remained over the decades — ground breaking in the compositions it produced. No sortie into the realms of free improv could be undertaken without some acknowledgement of the role of AMM, whether directly, or through the influence the group had on the generation of free improvisers that spawned from this era. It was formed by percussionist Eddie Prévost, and most of its material was published through the label Prévost started, Matchless Recordings. While Prévost did not appear on Manafon, he was interviewed at length on Amplified Gesture.


    Also appearing on Amplified Gesture was fellow founder of AMM, guitarist Keith Rowe, who also performed on Manafon. In the mid 1960s, the third founding member was saxophonist Lou Gare. He was later joined in 1966 by pianist and cellist Cornelius Cardew who became the muse of pianist John Tilbury (another Manafon contributor), who joined AMM in 1980. Other luminaries of the free improv scene who played with AMM over the years included percussionist Christopher Hobbs, saxophonist Evan Parker (Manafon contributor), cellist Rohan de Sarem, clarinettist Ian Mitchell, and saxophonist John Butcher (interviewed on Amplified Gesture). From about the year 2000, Rowe’s involvement in the EAI scene saw his contributions to AMM reduce, and he started to focus on work with Jon Abbey at Erstwhile Records. Rowe and Prévost grew apart from this point, and a degree of acrimony developed, which meant that in the 2000s, AMM was effectively just Prévost and Tilbury. Throughout its history, AMM’s music had always been improvised, and performances live or recorded were never discussed or planned. As a group, it always tended to avoid conventional melody, harmony, or rhythm, and sought to produce an ensemble sound rather than one that relied too much on the sound of one instrument within the context of the group.


    Polwechsel was a more recent, but no less important group like AMM, that pushed the boundaries of modern free improv, and from which Sylvian drew musicians for Manafon. Formed in Vienna in 1993, Polwechsel had a shifting membership ever since. Always focused on the borderline between free improv and modern music, the group was founded by Werner Dafeldecker, Michael Moser, Burkhard Stangl and trombonist Radu Malfatti. Four years after it was formed, Malfatti was replaced by saxophonist John Butcher. In 2004, Stangl left and percussionists Burkhard Beins and Martin Brandlmayr (who worked with Sylvian on Sleepwalkers) joined. The members and former members of Polwechsel were fertile territory for Sylvian. One recording in particular which saw Fennesz working with the group, Wrapped Islands, was as Sylvian described it a “significant piece of the puzzle” 187 as he pulled the strands together and began to formulate in his mind which musicians he would work with. Sylvian was impressed by the restraint displayed on their performances on Wrapped Islands “…and I wanted to tap into that, in some fashion, for my own needs. Christian encouraged me to come to Vienna and go for what it was I had in mind. In some way you could say that he acted as a go between or facilitator.” 85


    Another area of interest for Sylvian was the genre of music known as EAI. As could be seen by Rowe’s move away from AMM at the time of his increased interest in EAI, the focus of this important genre of music did not fit entirely comfortably under the free improv umbrella, although it owed a lot to the ground breaking approaches of free improv artists. EAI was an extremely important area to understand in order to fully appreciate the conception of Manafon. Free improv broke down barriers, blurred the divides between musical genres, and laid the fertile soil from which EAI as a genre grew. It incorporated free improv and electro acoustic music, the latter basically being a broad term that referred to music that was the result of the manipulation of recorded or generated sound, emanating from loudspeakers, rooted in the mid-twentieth century through the work of Musique Concrète in Paris and Elektronische Musik in Cologne, a prominent early proponent being Karlheinz Stockhausen who, as we have seen, was a source of inspiration for Sylvian over the years.


    Early EAI works were produced by John Cage in the 1930s, but modern examples gained traction in the 1970s through outfits like MetaMusic and Sonde. The advent of relatively cheap and powerful laptop computers expanded the genre exponentially in more recent years, the resultant music typically being characterised by quiet, slow moving, minimalistic textures, often based on extended droning sounds. EAI was heavily influenced by the fields of free improv and avant-garde jazz, combined with influences from the likes of Cage, Morton Feldman, David Tudor, Pierre Schaeffer, and Helmut Lachenmann. AMM — and especially Keith Rowe — contributed to its contemporary development, and as a genre of music it was centred in New York City, Tokyo (where it was known as Onkyo), Vienna, and Berlin, and was released on numerous labels including Erstwhile, For 4 Ears, Cut, Durian, Charizma, Fringes Recordings, Mikrotron Recordings, and Mego among others.


    EAI was perhaps best described by Jeff Seigel in an article he wrote for Stylus magazine. “In case you are not yet indoctrinated into this music, there’s no easy road. The closest I know of to a simple explanation comes from the estimable Dominique Leone ‘sort of an inverse of noise music’. That sounds about right, if you think of noise as a brick wall, then EAI is like a plaster mold of the cement in-between, an impression, a photo-negative, more silence than sound, it’s a constant hum, the first step up from complete silence, noise stripped down to a single sliver, stretched out, presumably forever.” 188 There were two prominent musical “instruments” at the heart of EAI, the laptop computer and the prepared guitar. Traditional musical instruments could be used, but they were heavily extended (i.e. played in a non-traditional way). Prepared guitar was such an extended instrument, often played flat on a tabletop with objects applied to it and between strings. The laptop using software such as Pure Data and SuperCollider with ixiQuarks allowed for real time audio synthesis and algorithmic compositions. A key seminal artist in this arena was Fennesz.


    Sylvian didn’t wait long after Blemish was released to begin to piece together the building blocks that would later evolve into Manafon. Much of his time was spent mulling over precisely the nature of the group of musicians that he wanted in the ensemble of free improvisers, and this process was ongoing throughout 2004. So saying, Manafon was in his thoughts while working on Snow Borne Sorrow as we have seen, during all his contributions to the numerous one-off projects during this period, and perhaps most importantly while undertaking the World is Everything tour in 2007. This was because it was during this tour that Sylvian had somewhat of an epiphany, and made one of those decisions that set the foundations for the direction in which he would take himself. This had a resonance with the decisions made way back in the 1980s, as he sloughed off the image and trappings of Japan, and found a skin for himself within which he was more contented as a person, and more creative as a composer.


    In 2007, a startlingly similar thing occurred. Up until this point, Sylvian had been inhabiting the periphery of popular music, experimenting musically, composing out of the spotlight of the image-conscious popular music scene, and living a life of relative privacy away from the glare of publicity. It was here that he had found the room professionally and personally to compose his music and to live his life in a way that satisfied his requirements. The coincidence of leaving Virgin, setting up Samadhi Sound, the break-up of his relationship with Chavez, the discovery of a new musical language with Blemish, and his increasing fascination with the genres of free improv and EAI, all combined and led Sylvian once again to question his boundaries. He seemed — as previously — to have outgrown his surroundings, and it was time for a re-evaluation of some fundamental aspects of his life. When touring in 2007, playing much of the music from his back catalogue, while at the same time having his mind firmly set on the process of composition that would result in the release of Manafon, he was torn in two. He began to feel himself going through the motions when playing his old work, he felt as if he wasn’t being true to himself and his real interests, and perhaps — more importantly — he wasn’t being true to his audience.


    It was true to say that Sylvian had typically been a reluctant tourer, and he felt somewhat ill-at-ease during the previous tour off the back of Blemish. While in essence he gained some enjoyment from it, he found its format restricted both himself and Jansen during the performance, as there was not much freedom for interpretation. It was not long into this tour that the brothers had just about exhausted all possible avenues of live exploration with the compositions in the set, and so the performances became routine, each night being a carbon copy of the night before. As this scenario developed, Sylvian reached the conclusion that he did not want to tour again, but was effectively talked into the 2007 tour, it being seen as a means of airing his old material just one more time. It soon became apparent that this was the wrong decision for Sylvian. The World is Everything tour ended in Japan, and Sylvian was shattered. “At the end of the last tour in 07, after the final night in Tokyo, physically unwell and mentally exhausted, a thought flashed through my mind with a sense of finality, ‘David Sylvian is dead.’ With the thought came an immense sense of relief. Obviously the thought was in reference to the persona. That person, whether it was something projected unconsciously or as a means of remaining invisible, or whether it was something projected onto me, was now ill fitting. On that tour, mid way through recording Manafon, I began to feel the gulf between myself and the persona. I no longer inhabited it.” 125


    What was reborn at this point was an artist with a clear sense of purpose musically, a focus on free improv and EAI, and a desire, it seemed, to become personally more reclusive than before. No doubt, much of this reclusivity was a product of the predicament he found himself in after separating from Chavez, but it also seemed to be a state that he chose for himself in an attempt to find the creative headroom necessary to think, gestate ideas, and concentrate on the process of artistic creativity. Whether a product of choice or necessity — or an element of both — the Sylvian that was revealed at the time of the release of Manafon was an individual whose solitude was almost complete. Here was a man who realised the importance of isolation to him but also the pain inherent in such a hermitic lifestyle. His only regular visitors were his two daughters. “I lead a very isolated existence and spend ninety percent of my days alone. It took me a while to acclimatise myself to that way of life and it’s quite difficult to interact with other people, let alone performing to an audience. Sometime it’s a solitude that feels profound and comforting and desirable, and other times it’s isolating and completely lonely. But I’ve always thought to produce something fresh and new or of value, you have to withdraw yourself from the common influences of society, and so I felt that withdrawing myself in this way might enable me to do away with any conscious or subconscious influences that society might have on me by living in cities, soaked in media. The further I get away from that, the more I feel that this is my true voice. Of course, I can’t take account of what other people bring into the work. But in terms of my perceptions of it, it has a clarity to it or an integrity that it might not have if I lived under any other circumstances. I’m not saying that I can continue to live this way or wish to live this way, or it may just be the way that I continue to live for the rest of my days…but this work [Manafon] was born out of that environment, it was born out of isolation.” 189


    This solitary existence, and the introspective and downbeat nature of his work at this time led many to reattach (if it had ever been removed) the melancholy tag to Sylvian. But once again, it was too easy to compartmentalise the man and his music in this way. Composition was Sylvian’s primary form of expression, but his life — while relatively reclusive (through choice) — was also rich with other aspects and areas of stimulation. For example, as one of his daughters took up basketball, he attended matches and was gripped by the experience. He was even to be seen at a Dodgers game in LA, which he attended with a friend and thoroughly enjoyed. The introspection in the music did not mean stultifying sadness and introspection in the man. “I’ve never really warmed to the term melancholy. Some might apply it to me I suppose, but maybe they’d be surprised by how easily I laugh, how much of my interaction with my children is based on a shared sense of humour etc…. I’m not subject to violent mood swings, although they’re not unfamiliar to me, but there are certainly lighter sides to my personality that balances the darker which I am more likely to keep to myself.” 190


    The desire for solitude while working was nothing new for Sylvian, but at this stage maybe the extent was more extreme than had previously been the case. In terms of musical direction, the immersion in the finer points of free improv and EAI was new, but not the interest in improvisation in its many forms. As mentioned, this dabbling in the area of improvisation stretched back right to the beginning of his solo career, with a first real foothold on Steel Cathedrals in 1984, and began to find some definition with the work Sylvian did with Holger Czukay in the late 1980s. But it also existed in a more overt form on the Rain Tree Crow project, and with Robert Fripp’s collaborations. Rain Tree Crow was perhaps the first time that Sylvian articulated his intentions explicitly, however, conceiving and seeing the project in its entirety as a form of group improvisation. And so indeed it was, but nothing like the form that this type of composing extended into through Blemish and Manafon. The reason for this was that while large elements of the initial recordings on Rain Tree Crow were indeed improvised, they were then worked on and refined, with subsequent takes actually replacing previously improvised sections as the process of polishing and refining took place. This was done in an effort to create something which — rooted in a pop sensibility — was deemed as “better”.


    When looking at the compositions on Blemish, and especially on Manafon, it was the spontaneity of the performance that was key, and within which the inherent beauty of the compositions lay. With Rain Tree Crow, the compositions were born out of improvisation or jam sessions, and then completed to a set of preconceived ideas as to what was an acceptable and completed piece. Trying to trace a line over Sylvian’s work on more “pure” improvisation actually went back to another composition from the early 1990s, Thoroughly Lost to Logic. This song, with pianist Keith Tippett, percussionist Mark Sanders, and guitar and voice contribution from Sylvian was heavy on improvisation as he explained. “It’s just a coda of a piece. At that time I decided, ‘I’m going to give this a try, and just do a day of improv’ with rough guidelines in place, and see if I could find a footing in this context. It seemed so far removed from where I was at that time, but even back then there was something that drew me into this abstraction…and [to] try to find my voice in this context. It seems absurd, looking back, that I had the wherewithal to do that. Because I’m not an improviser, I certainly wasn’t back then, I didn’t even have the process I have now, so how I was going to tackle it I didn’t know. But the desire was there, to throw myself in at the deep end. To feel completely out of my depth, and to see if I would sink or swim.” 189


    The results of this early sortie into “real improvisation” were somewhat confounded by the fact that the density and complexity of the work was too great for Sylvian to find the space for a vocal contribution. The evolution of the free improv genre working in parallel with Sylvian’s continued experimentation and aptitude coincided in a more fruitful way towards the end of the 1990s with the dobro pieces that saw Sylvian responding to the playing of Bill Frisell. For the world of free improv and singer songwriting to converge constructively, Sylvian needed room to manouevre vocally, melodically, and lyrically, and this meant that the musical contributions needed to be sparse in their orientation. It also required Sylvian to hone the technique of automatic writing, which as mentioned required a minimum of time to reflect and re-iterate, the entire process being immediate and instinctive. The basic methodology that Sylvian experimented with on the dobro pieces, and which developed on Blemish and Manafon was to respond in a matter of hours melodically and lyrically to a musical improvisation. He would locate hooks in the music that would allude to melody and progression, write the lyrics, and then “first take” and keep the response. With a minimum of — if any — over dubbing and editing subsequent to this first take, the collision of free improv and melody and lyric had a freshness and strength that would be lost if he delved into the process of refinement and reiteration.


    Sylvian was a man who was consistently jotting down words, phrases, paragraphs of text, and even poems. In general he would document trains of consciousness, reacting intuitively to stimuli and thoughts he had as he considered a body of upcoming work. “It’s a matter of a kind of unconscious research. You are aware of where the work is going to go, so you start making notes when lines come to mind, they resonate with you on one level or another, and you don’t analyse why, you just go with it. And when the time comes to write…I sit down with the music and listen to it in depth for the first time, and just begin to let the writing flow. I think Allen Ginsburg talked about ‘first thought, best thought’ which comes from his Buddhist background, and I kind of try and go with that, not edit what I’m writing, not see what it is I’m revealing in the writing so much as to just understand that it makes sense compositionally, and go with that wherever it leads me.” 191


    Derek Bailey was the Bill Frisell of Blemish, drafted in when Sylvian felt that he needed more of a challenge as a singer songwriter than he could present himself with through his own guitar improvisations. On Manafon, Sylvian’s carefully selected ensemble provided the challenge, and evolved the process further still. For the singer songwriter in such a context, there was little demand in the way of composition per se, but this was replaced to a great extent by a forensic analysis — and careful selection — of the contributors to the freely improvised music. Obviously, there had to be a degree of direction for the project to work. There was an overall conception of the nature of the work that would be produced, but this was no longer represented by a written score, but instead a general feel for what was required, the precise fulfillment of which — by its very nature — remained unknown.


    This element of control in the selection of musicians was only possible through an intimate knowledge of their work, and the nature of the contributions — in its very broadest sense — that could therefore be expected. Once selected and in the room in any particular session, beyond a broad brush stroke articulation of the kind of objectives that were being sought and the purpose behind seeking them, there was little else that could be done if the desired result was free improv. Sylvian described his role with the musicians assembled in the Manafon sessions in the following terms. “I wasn’t certain the process itself could work until I put it into practice. I tried to reduce the element of risk as far as that was possible but a certain amount of risk was desirable. A fine balancing act in that respect. Yes my presence changed the chemistry of the ensembles, some of whom were already familiar with one another, in the same way that an attentive film director might bring about specifically attuned performances from the actors. They say that Bergman’s face was right next to the camera lens as he directed his actors, that his focus was so nuanced and intense that the actors gave the best of themselves. He was the appreciative audience as well as director. There was an element of that at play in some of the sessions I suspect. I would like to think so.” 185


    On Manafon, Sylvian grouped together the cream of free improvisers from across the globe, a coming together of luminaries from the legendary AMM and Polwechsel, and a number of seminal EAI improv musicians from Japan. Sylvian began to collaborate increasingly with musicians from the experimental and electronic genre in the 2000s, but what had been developing in him as the decade progressed was an increasing hunger for knowledge of — and pleasure in — listening to a vast array of musicians from the free improv and experimental areas of musical composition. Sylvian was asked in September 2009 to supply a selection of some of his favourite music for an iTunes “Celebrity Playlist”. What came across was how eclectic Sylvian’s choices were, Joni Mitchell brushing shoulders with Bill Evans, Steve Tibbetts, Scott Walker, and Television. However, his studies were more focused when it came to listening translated into his selection of musicians and the ultimate feel of Manafon. Cited influences included works by many of the artists signed to Jon Abbey’s Erstwhile label, which included Rowe. Other labels of interest included Germany’s Grob, Hat Hut (which released much of the output from Polwechsel, Mike Harding’s Touch label (which released much of Fennesz’s work), the Mego label, and of course Matchless which contained the AMM catalogue and numerous solo and collaborative efforts by the AMM network of players. The importance that Sylvian placed on the areas of free improv, EAI, and the key players in these genres was reinforced by the release with Manafon of the DVD Amplified Gesture, which drew together much of the history of these areas of musical composition through interviews with a who’s who of musicians. This was Sylvian’s opportunity, through a commissioned film, to bring his audience up-to-speed with the milieu in which he was immersed at this time. Yes he had been orbiting the niche for decades, but through Amplified Gesture he was finally able to give it the level of recognition that he thought it deserved.


    Sylvian was casting a big net far and wide as he sucked up the back catalogues of the seminal musicians that were associated with these genres, and it was obvious that his fascination with the world of EAI and free improv was growing apace. What had begun as a relatively uninformed interest back in the late 1980s and early 1990s was by the end of the 2000s gaining real traction, as Sylvian began to see how modern improvisers could provide work that gave him the ability to contribute vocally. Key among these musicians was Fennesz with whom — as we have seen — Sylvian already had a working collaboration in the 2000s. Fennesz was well connected in this EAI and improv world, and became the critical link in the chain for Sylvian as he began to select the initial group of musicians that he would work with in the early Manafon sessions.


    Sylvian chose to record the first Manafon sessions in Vienna in 2004 with Fennesz, ex-AMM player Rowe, and present and past Polwechsel members Stangl, Dafeldecker, and Moser. Residing in Vienna, Stangl was internationally recognised for his electric guitar playing, and while being best known for his association with Polwechsel, was founder of the advanced jazz ensemble Ton.Art which performed between 1985 and 1995, and the new music chamber ensemble Maxixe in the early 1990s. He explored the full range of the guitar, from quiet, melodic plucking to walls of noisy drones. This range and adaptability was what made him a key contributor to Polwechsel until he left in 2004, and ensured that he was a central figure in the EAI scene. Works of especial interest included Schnee, working with Christof Kurzmann, which consisted of four long soundscapes, with Kurzmann’s laid-back electronics providing the foundation for some brittle sparse guitar playing, the duo showing great prowess melding the electronic and the acoustic genres together so successfully. This work, released in 2000, was followed by collaborations with numerous other improvising musicians including John Butcher, Sam Bennett, Taku Sugimoto, and Tom Varner.


    Moser was born in 1959, and studied cello in Graz and Vienna. He was intensively involved with different forms of contemporary music, improvisations, performances, music for theatre and film, experiments, and live electronics. He had collaborated with numerous seminal artists including Bernhard Lang, Nick Collins, Tony Oxley, and Peter Ablinger. Double Bass player, Dafeldecker was one of the most renowned free improv, avant-garde, electronic musicians from Austria. He co-founded jazz ensemble Ton.Art, and formed the improvisation ensemble Polwechsel with Stangl and cellist Moser. He had composed for several different ensembles, theatre, and crossover, in addition to Polwechsel including Klangforum Wien, European Tuba Quartet, and Shabotinski. Dafeldecker founded the avant-garde label Durian Records in 1995.


    Fennesz, as mentioned, was the glue that brought the Vienna end of the process together. As Sylvian put it, “Christian is a very generous person, a very generous musician. He opened the door to that world for me and encouraged me to come in and give it a try. Polwechsel he had worked with before, and with Keith Rowe he had a very good relationship. So it was great to have him there as a friend, someone who could encourage me to take the step. I was at the end of touring Blemish in Cologne, which coincided with [Erstwhile label’s] Jon Abbey touring one of his concerts in Cologne, which Christian was part of, and he said ‘why don’t you come along?’ I met nearly everyone involved with Manafon there and then…with the exception of Evan Parker and John Tilbury.” 189 This was not to say that this was an epiphany for Sylvian. He did not attend the event and suddenly realise what he was looking for. Instead, it gave him physical access to some of the musicians that would work on Manafon as time progressed, musicians that he already had a clear idea about, and who he had all but selected as being the elements of the ensemble that he wanted to pull together. Fennesz was aware of his intentions at this time, and saw that the Erstwhile concert could be a good place to begin to talk and negotiate.


    Sylvian only attended the first night of the three night event, and as well as some of the Viennese-based musicians, he also met Otomo Yoshihide, Toshimaru Nakamura, and Sachiko M as we have seen, three of the Onkyo musicians that would later contribute to the second Manafon session in Tokyo. Nakamura had been aware of Sylvian since his days with Japan, and Yoshihide had heard and apparently greatly admired Blemish, being especially effusive about the work with Bailey which would have been music to Sylvian’s ears as he considered what he wanted these musicians to supply by way of a challenge for his vocal and lyric contributions on Manafon. For his part, Sylvian had accessed a great deal of the output of all the musicians present as he gathered the intelligence he needed to make his informed choice of contributors. “I was familiar with large portions of their output, going back to Toshi’s work with Tetuzi at Offsite, Otamo’s large and varied output with all kinds of ensembles and collaborations, a personal favourite being the Filament series of recordings, and numerous other works, in particular those recorded for/with Günther Müller’s label For 4 Ears and Zoru’s Tzadik, so there’s an immediate rapport” 187


    Kicking off in Vienna in 2004, Sylvian started recording with Polwechsel, Hautzinger, and Fennesz, and these musicians were later joined by Nöel Akchoté (who didn’t make the final cut), and then Rowe. The personnel were chopped and changed, and it was only on day seven that Sylvian had the correct combination of players in place to produce the “modern chamber music” he was after. Much of this spurt of creativity came from Rowe, Fennesz, and Werner, the time constraint — with the session coming to an end — adding to the clarity and sense of purpose. Sylvian had arrived at the session knowing what it was he was looking for, but uncertain how to go about finding it. He didn’t know quite how to pull it from the musicians assembled, but had a vision of the work in terms of the basic elements that it had to have so he was able to respond to it. “We started out with a large group of players and the music was very dense. It was amazing stuff but it wasn’t what I was looking for. It wasn’t until about day seven when we pared it down to a quartet, a bass, cello, and Keith Rowe and Christian that it began to work.” 3


    To Sylvian, the result was something very intimate and revealing, something that gave him the room for his voice to manouevre, and containing enough cues or changes to allow him to move melodically within each piece. “Very spontaneous decisions are made in the studio when you are listening back actually to the live performance itself. You know immediately, yes this could work, you don’t know exactly what you are going to do, but you know it is full of possibility. So that’s how it started out, and I have to be honest, I didn’t know what the content of the work was going to be. You have vague ideas, and these ideas sort of sit in the back of the mind and gestate for very long periods of time. So it was an unusual way of working. I had an overview of an album for which I wasn’t going to compose the music directly, I was going to instruct other musicians as to which direction to move in. I didn’t have any given themes as such, but somewhere in the back of my mind I had a picture of an album, and as it’s now completed, it reflects that picture quite faithfully. It’s odd how these things work.” 191


    The Vienna sessions gave Sylvian the foundation for Manafon, and it was another twelve months before he started working on them before moving on to the Onkyo musicians in Tokyo. The one-day session in Tokyo took place with Nakamura, Sachiko M, Yoshihide, and Tetuzi Akiyama. Sylvian’s only real specification made prior to the session was that Otomo used turntables with vinyl that featured modern chamber or string quartet music of some sort. Nakamura and Sachiko M. as we have seen, had an association with Sylvian that preceded Manafon with the release of the composition Sleepwalkers.


    One of the new recruits, Tetuzi Akiyama, was a central figure in the Tokyo improvised music community, and along with Taku Sagamoto, Nakamura, and Yoshihide had helped shape the sound of Onkyo with his guitar in a scene largely heralded for its use of electronics. He had been actively recording since the mid-1980s, forming the improvisation group Madhar in 1987, which was followed by the modern classical ensemble the Hikyo String Quintet in 1994 within which he played viola — the quintet also including Taku Sugimoto for a while before he left making the quintet a quartet. Akiyama and Sugimoto went on to form a guitar duo that toured the U.S. in the mid 1990s, and at the same time, Akiyama was also a member of one of guitarist Keijo Haino’s bands, Nijiumu. Nearer the time of his association with Sylvian, Akiyama formed a guitar and vocal duo called Sutekina Tea Time with Takashi Matsuoka, and Mongoose with Tako Sugimoto and Utah Kawasaki. He was regarded as a unique and experimental guitarist in the area of free improv and noise, and also played electronics, viola, and self-made instruments. His guitar playing owed much to the country blues guitarists of the 1930s, which he had incorporated into the new world of minimalist improvisations. His signature was the rich and varied nature of his playing, with the blues incorporated subtly on many levels, nowhere better showcased than on his 2001 solo release Relator. Like many free improvisers, he used silence as a counterpoint to his unique sound which was showcased on his 2005 release Pre-Existence, which had drawn comparison among some with Derek Bailey’s playing on his Ballads release. The form was often deconstructed on Pre-Existence to such an extent that the blues elements were only discernible in the emotion that remained rather than in the performance.


    The other new face, Yoshihide, was born in 1959 in Yokohama, Japan, and played guitar from an early age. It wasn’t long after an initial sortie into the areas of jazz and rock that he began to devote himself to the area of free jazz, with early influences including Ornette Coleman, Erik Dolphy, Derek Bailey, and numerous Japanese free jazz artists. Two main early Japanese influences were the alto sax player Kaoru Abe, and guitarist Masayuki Takayanagi. He began playing free jazz professionally in 1981 using guitars, tapes, and radios at Goodman, a live music club in Tokyo, where he continued to play for about a year. From that point on, Yoshihide became very active in live performance, and in 1990, he played many concerts as part of a duo with sax player Junji Hirose, and was a member of pianist Kyoko Kuroda’s group ORT. In 1990 he also started his own band Ground Zero, which became a focus for musical creativity with shifting membership until it disbanded in 1998. Yoshihide created and organised various bands in addition to Ground Zero including the Double Unit Orchestra, and Celluloid Machine Gun. He also formed Mosquito Paper, with which he set text readings to music, an early move into the area of speech and music combined. Since Ground Zero disbanded, Yoshihide’s sound changed radically, this shift being heard especially well in his projects I.S.O. — a trio with Yoshimitsu Ichiraku on drums and electronics and Sachiko M. on sampler — and Filamant, his duo with Sachiko M. This new sound was much simpler and minimalist, embracing sound textures much more than dynamic instrumental performances. These groups abandoned the frantic rock elements found in Ground Zero’s work, and centred on free improv using sine waves and electronic clicks and hums. Yoshihide himself largely stopped using gramophone records as a sound source around this time, instead manipulating the turntable itself with a variety of objects and contact microphones.


    At the end of the 1990s, Yoshihide founded Otomo Yoshihide’s New Jazz Ensemble, traditional jazz with a twist, including Sachiko M.’s sine waves. On the Tzadik label he released Flutter and Dreams with this outfit, which had a more consistent line-up as a group operating under the name Otomo Yoshihide’s New Jazz Quintet which released ONJQ Live in 2002 and Tails Out in 2003. In 2005, the group morphed into Otomo Yoshihide’s New Jazz Orchestra, which included some top flight European improvisers in the shape of Axel Dörner, Cor Fuhler, Mats Gustafsson, and Alfred Harth.


    Like the Tokyo sessions, the London sessions also lasted just one day, and completed the free improv elements of Manafon. After Vienna and Tokyo, Sylvian had commissioned and received a session of improvised piano from John Tilbury, which he had managed to track into the earlier sessions, but the London session was the first time that Tilbury and Sylvian had actually worked together in person. The London contributors, in addition to Tilbury, were Evan Parker on saxophone and Joel Ryan on live signal processing. Philip Wachsmann was also part of the London line up, but didn’t make the cut. In an interview in the Wire magazine, it was stated that Sylvian worked with Evan Parker’s Electroacoustic Ensemble, which was not the case. In fact, aside from Parker himself, the only other member of Parker’s Electroacoustic ensemble present at the London Manafon sessions was violin and electronics performer Wachsmann and Ryan. Sylvian poured cold water on the link with Evans’s ensemble. “ As far as the musicians that constituted the London sessions; it was incorrectly reported…that I’d worked with the line up of Evan Parker’s electro-acoustic ensemble which would’ve been as pointless to my needs as it was financially restrictive should it have been strategically possible. As it happened, I contacted Evan and sent him the work I’d done to date on the Vienna sessions so he knew what it was I was aiming for in the most general of senses. We talked about his work with the electro-acoustic ensemble, which was certainly a reference point, but also his work with the Evan Parker Octet, as Crossing the River remains a personal favourite of mine, and the scale of that recording had more in common with what I was aiming to achieve with Evan.” 187


    In addition to Tilbury, Parker, Wachsmann, and Ryan, Fennesz also appeared on the London sessions, as did Marcio Mattos, a recommendation from Parker after numerous conversations with Sylvian as he became more and more clear as to the nature of the project Sylvian had in mind. Key was Tilbury, a British pianist, born in 1936, who was considered one of the foremost interpreters of Morton Feldman’s music. Since 1980 he had been a member of the free improv group AMM. He studied piano at the Royal College of Music with Arthur Alexander and James Gibb, and in the 1960s, he became closely associated with the composer Cornelius Cardew, whose music he subsequently interpreted and recorded. Some time before working with Sylvian, Tilbury had also worked with fellow AMM member Rowe’s EAI ensemble M.I.M.E.O. With this group, Tilbury recorded The Hands of Caravaggio inspired by the painter’s picture The Taking of Christ. In the live performance, which involved twelve of the members of M.I.M.E.O. positioned around the piano in a deliberate echo of Christ’s last supper, Tilbury’s playing was interacted and interfered with by another M.I.M.E.O member who was credited as being inside the piano, manipulating and damping strings, piano preparation in real time! In 2003, Tilbury recorded Duos for Doris with Rowe, both this and The Hands of Caravaggio being released by Erstwhile Records. Even today, this is considered a landmark recording in the EAI genre.


    Parker was born in Bristol in 1944, and played the tenor and soprano saxophone, an early influence in his career being John Coltrane. In 1966/67 he began playing in the Spontaneous Music Ensemble (SME), which at the time comprised John Stevens, Kenny Wheeler, Paul Rutherford, Trevor Watts, and Derek Bailey. By mid-1967, SME was reduced to two principals, Parker and Stevens, although they were joined by other musicians as they performed. In early 1968, Parker also left SME, returning for occasional guest appearances. However, at this time he began to focus on work with Derek Bailey as a duo, and with Bailey and Hugh Davies and Jamie Muir recorded under the name the Music Improvisation Company (MIC), which lasted until 1971. In the early 1970s, Evans also played with various of Tony Oxley’s groups, and along with Bailey and Oxley, he set up the massively influential Incus Records, which became a vehicle for getting their music heard outside London. Evans stopped working with Bailey in 1985, and at the same time left Incus.


    During his career, Parker had been happy working in ad hoc collaborations, but he also formed a number of long-term associations that helped to hone his distinctive style. One notable partnership was with Paul Lytton in the late 1960s, with whom Parker began to produce some highly experimental music, using an array of alternatives to the saxophone, such as the Dopplerphone — a length of soft rubber tubing (activated by a saxophone mouthpiece and manipulated to alter the rate of airflow) attached to a longer length of clear plastic tubing (whirled around the head while playing) ending in a plastic funnel. The Dopplerphone was symptomatic of a period of intense experimentation, which Parker eventually dropped as the duo he had with Lytton became a trio with Barry Guy around 1980. This trio, known as the Evan Parker Trio, or the Parker/Guy/Lytton Trio achieved a high profile among fans of improvisation from around 1994 when they released to huge acclaim their album Imaginary Values.


    The mid-1990s also saw the emergence of the Evan Parker Electro-Acoustic Ensemble, formed by enlarging the trio with the sound processing capabilities of Philipp Wachsmann, Walter Prati, and Mario Vecchi.  The other long working association for Parker stemmed from the early 1970s, when he played with the Alexander von Schlippenbach trio, the third member being percussionist Paul Lovens. Various additions to this trio over the years ensued, but it became an enduring musical relationship. Parker had also been a member of the saxophone section of three major large-scale improvised music groups, Globe Unity Orchestra, London Jazz Composers Orchestra, and the Berlin Contemporary Jazz Orchestra. Despite all of this activity with an array of players, however, Parker was most recognised as the creator of a new solo saxophone language, extending the techniques and experiments started by John Coltrane and Albert Ayler, but taking them away from the rhythmically jazz-related areas and into the realms of abstraction. In particular, his use of circular breathing techniques to create extended, complex, overlapping repetitive, and beautiful soundscapes made him one of the legendary saxophone players of his generation. He was perhaps considered one of the pivotal figures in the development of free jazz and free improv.


    Ryan was an American composer, inventor, and scientist, who moved towards music slowly from the areas of physics and philosophy. Living at a time in California when it was possible to attend live performances by the likes of Jimi Hendrix, John Cage, Thelonius Monk, and John Coltrane, his musical sensibilities were awakened, and he enrolled in the legendary Mills College for Contemporary Music near San Francisco, where by way of composers Robert Ashley and David Behrman, he joined the emerging community of artist hackers that helped define Silicon Valley. Ryan sought to bring a concreteness to digital electronic media through the intelligent touch of the performer. Performance was the essential missing ingredient and he became a pioneer in the design and playing of real-time interactive digital signal processing instruments. He had been an evangelist for live electronic and electro-acoustic music since the mid-1970s, and performed free jazz, contemporary, and electro-acoustic music with the likes of George Lewis, Evan Parker, Barry Guy, Peter Evans, and Malcolm Goldstein.


    Marcio Mattos was born in Rio de Janeiro in 1946, and was a double bass and cello player. It was an interest in jazz that led to his playing of these instruments, and he was mainly self-taught. He entered the Villa Lobos institute where he became involved in improvisation and electronic music. Since coming to Europe in 1970, he performed and recorded in groups that included such eminent players as John Surman, Evan Parker, Keith Tippett, Derek Bailey’s Company, and Dewey Redman among others. He also worked with dance companies such as Ballet Rambert and The Extemporary Dance Theatre Company, and in electro-acoustic music groups such as The West Square Music Ensemble. Mattos was a long-standing member of the Eddie Prévost Quartet, and various Elton Dean groups. Other British projects with which he was associated were the Bardo State Orchestra, Chris Burn’s Ensemble, Embers with John Butcher, Lines with Philip Wachsmann and Jim Denley, Tony Oxley’s Celebration Orchestra, AXON trio with Phil Minton and Martin Blume, and in various Japanese groupings with Sabu Toyozumi and Keiko Midorikawa. He also trained as a ceramic artist and still makes and exhibits in clay, in his own words bringing “into my ceramic work the same creative process which lies behind improvisation in music; the spontaneity and intuitive “freeness” of the moment of creation.” 192


    With the London sessions completed, Sylvian had all the constituent elements that he was now going to need for his concentrated work on Manafon. Over ten days of sessions between Vienna, Tokyo, and London, with perhaps just over three days of useable contributions after the experimentation that took place in the early days of the Vienna session, he had assembled performances from an array of the great and the good of free improv and EAI. Much of his ability to assemble such an array of eminent musicians was down to the environment that existed at the time in the music industry. Effectively it worked as a kind of bartering system, allowing engagement on a quid pro quo basis. Occasionally, some musicians needed paying, but where a chemistry was detected between Sylvian and a particular collaborator that may lead to a longer-term association, performances were gifted for nothing save for the promise of a return of the favour down the line. It was something that allowed Sylvian to overcome budgetary constraints that would otherwise have been prohibitive in his selection of contributors.


    Once assembled, Sylvian was acutely aware of the fact that his role with the chosen musicians should be minimal. “In terms of responding to the material to hand, it wasn’t a difficult album to make. The difficulties came in finding the raw material I was looking for…. With each session I had some vague parameters that helped me locate what it was I was after (and at the later sessions we had the benefit of listening to some of the earlier for guidance)…. If you get that combination right something is bound to come out of the sessions that’ll be close to anticipated…as far as that is possible. Gentle nudging, guidance, shifting of focus, pairing off performers, taking this one out of the picture, adding this…it’s a fascinating way of digging for that particular kind of gold.” 178


    The next step was to make his contributions to the pieces. The official press release for the album made the point that except for overdubs from his acoustic guitar or John Tilbury’s Feldman-esque phrases on piano, (some of which as we have seen were provided outside of the formal Manafon sessions), Sylvian enhanced but did not reconfigure the improvisations. The musicians provided a backdrop and a counter-weight to Sylvian’s vocal performance, which, minus one instrumental, was notably at the centre of each piece. Each and every one of them signed off on the work as they left their respective sessions, affording Sylvian total control over the final pieces, something all were happy to agree to as they expressed themselves intrigued by the experiment.


    The press release also made the point that contradictions lay at the heart of Manafon on a number of levels. The first and most obvious was the combination of improvisation and composition, the singer songwriter working in the field of free improv. Other contradictions were between Sylvian the front man and the ensemble, and also between the intimacy in the vocal delivery and the solitude that it conveyed. The collision of art songs and improvisation was not new. Indeed, some of the Manafon contributors such as Yoshihide had produced albums of songs. Perhaps the closest in spirit to Manafon was the Stangl and Kurzmann release Neuschnee, the key difference being just how front and centre the vocals and lyrics were in Sylvian’s work.


    Despite his continual move to the periphery of popular music, it was important to realise that Sylvian still deemed himself a pop musician, and so pop sensibilities remained at the core of his work, despite his deconstruction of the form. The radical shift from conventional musical form to the free-form Sylvian grasped at the time of Blemish was — as I have repeatedly said — pivotal in the migration from traditional singer songwriter to a composer who was able to grasp the complexity and individuality of a set of compositions like those found on Manafon. To be able to make such a migration but incorporate the voice in the way Sylvian did was a major challenge. “The restrictions of writing for voice have been more to do with the restrictions of form than anything else. As a pop musician you use the form as an impetus, as a drive, as in ‘What can we do with this? How can we adapt this? How can we break this down? It becomes part of the challenge of working as a songwriter. But in different contexts it is the obstacle that one has to almost want to throw out of the window and start from scratch. And it was that desire that drove me to find a means of writing based on improvisation with Blemish. I thought if you had something that’s open-ended, you can do away with the idea of form altogether, because you can rebuild it as you choose. It doesn’t need to have any kind of traditional framework at all. So I suppose that was it, the writing of the actual track Blemish was it, it was like ‘OK, this works.’ And it suggests a greater complexity than that traditional song format. It allows you to bring so many influences that you’ve absorbed over the years, consciously or otherwise, into the work. I’m constantly surprised by the amount of liberty it’s given me, which I wouldn’t have found in any other context.” 189


    The improvisations that Sylvian used had little in the way of melodic lines, so melody was left to his vocal contributions, which he considered to be quite rich and almost folk like on Manafon. The fact that they were drawn out and didn’t often repeat added to their complexity, but Sylvian did not feel that he needed to exclude melody. This after all was his forte, and added to the feel of tension in the compositions that was a central premise behind the overall work. It was important that despite the fact that the vocals were added some time after the improvised performances that they felt integrated within the overall compositions, and not layered on. To ensure that this was the case, Sylvian teased out the slightest hint of melodic progression in the improvisation and used it as a hook for his vocals. Somewhere in each piece, despite their apparent randomness and atonality, there were suggestions of progressions and elements that provided room for Sylvian to create. The very nature of the instrumental contributions, pared down as they were, sparse in the extreme, with no hint at a recognizable form, and always restrained, gave Sylvian the room he needed to flesh them out with melody.


    But the end result was not always by overt design. In a way, the process of automatic writing implied a light touch when contributing his vocals and indeed — to an extent —the lyrics. There was no time for deep analysis, and in such a way, the end result was driven very much by the nature of the instrumental rather than something driven by the vocalist. The point made frequently by Sylvian when discussing Manafon was that he was in the service of the compositions when composing his part, not the other way around. He made an interesting analogy to make the point as to how precisely he added his vocals and lyrics. “If you take an environment recording, let’s say you take a microphone into a cafeteria and you record ten minutes of audio…and you keep playing that ten minutes back over and over again, you will hear certain sounds in there which will trigger ideas and melodies, and you can turn this non-composition into something very solid, and that’s kind of what I’m doing but obviously with people with an intention to make particular sounds and with great musicality. So that’s what’s happening, you have an improvisation that lasts say ten minutes, and within that framework there are certain dynamics and suggestions, and I’m listening very carefully and intuitively…to what’s going on, and responding immediately once I get back into the studio.” 191


    Sylvian, instead of properly improvising, had to work in a way different from the free improv genre, and try and develop lines at a later date that he picked up from the sparse restrained performances of the ensemble. In a way, he was using this very measured and intentional restraint as the spur to ideas that he could then flesh out. The triggers could be minute elements of the overall instrumentation. He used atonal sounds as punctuation or cues, and keys could be suggested by something as obscure as the sound from the hum of an amp or a feedback buzz. When completely stuck, Sylvian opened up the possibility of introducing guitar and electronic interventions from himself, and also sprinkled in elements of the solo session that Tilbury had provided independent of the other musical contributions.


    The point was made throughout all discussion of Manafon that this was Sylvian’s quest for a modern form of chamber music. Chamber music obviously had a long history, and in its traditional definition referred to a type of classical music, performed typically in a small space, with relatively few instruments and no conductor to guide the musicians. Throughout its history — because of its intimate nature — from the eighteenth century, chamber music had often represented some of the most revealing works created by composers, and provided a workshop for creative experimentation. So far so good then. There was an intimacy produced by the small number of musicians on Manafon that produced an end result that was delicate and relatively small scale in its orientation. Also, beyond Sylvian’s subliminal influence when attending the sessions, there was no overall conductor. In addition, as a genre upon which Manafon was based, it allowed an environment for Sylvian, which inspired groundbreaking experimentation.


    However, also implied in any definition of chamber music was that each of the small number of musicians played an equal part, it was a conversation between the different instruments involved on an equal footing. In this way it differed from other traditional classical forms such as the concerto or the symphony, as in chamber music, each part was played by one single instrument, thereby reinforcing the lack of dominance of one particular part. From this viewpoint, Manafon presented a less conformist type of chamber music, because the voice was very much the dominant force, front and centre of all except the instrumental composition. It was here that the concept of chamber music per se needed to be qualified. The entire premise behind the construction of the Manafon contributions was that Sylvian provided vocal and lyric that responded to the ensemble work, such a dominant response being unusual if not unique in chamber music. On Manafon, with Sylvian adding vocals to an already completed instrumental ensemble, the musicians were suggesting with their performances where Sylvian was going to take the melody, which became the focus of the pieces. In this way, there was a theatricality to the compositions, almost being a mixture of chamber music and chamber theatre, with one central narrator, a sense of dramatic intimacy but isolation, with every nuance around him adding to or changing the nature of the work.


    Another way of viewing Manafon was postulated by Sylvian during a conversation centred on determinacy and indeterminacy in music, a subject that obsessed John Cage among others. Here the notion of the collision of two different approaches came to the fore once again, on Manafon this being the collision between free improv, and the singer songwriter’s approach to “conventional” popular musical form. Indeterminacy was not part of the musical vocabulary until the late 1950s. It was mainly used in mathematics, biology, physics, linguistics, and philosophy, defined as something with inexact limits, indefinite, indistinct, or unsettled. John Cage was one of the first composers to coin the phrase in a musical context in his 1958 essay “Indeterminacy”. One of Cage’s most influential indeterminate compositions was his 1957/58-piece Concert for Piano and Orchestra, which was a collection of individual parts consisting of ambiguous notations, and no score. The number of passages to be played, the order of the sections, and the duration of the whole work was left up to the performers. This did not, however, imply improvisation, which Cage objected to in the context of indeterminate music, as with improvisation he felt that musicians slipped back to what they had in their memory, and therefore didn’t arrive at any particular revelation. Cage’s indeterminate pieces asked the performer for responsibility, discipline, and compositional decisions within the framework that Cage designed. There was an obvious resonance here with the compositional process used for the instrumental elements of Manafon performed by Sylvian’s ensemble, under his loose Bergman-esque direction.


    Cage described indeterminacy using the analogy of a camera. He wanted to bring about a situation in which things could happen that were not under his control, almost like a camera that didn’t tell you what picture to take, but enabled you to take a picture. Cage initially maintained that indeterminacy and improvisation were incompatible, but eventually he worked to overcome the perception that improvisation was always influenced by the improviser’s memory and ego. In a way, he wanted to free improvisation from these constraints. One piece in which he attempted to reach this state was his composition Inlets from 1977, where the players had to make discoveries with unfamiliar materials, in this instance partly filled conch shells that the performers moved, and over which they had little control in respect of the gurgles and rhythms produced. Cage coined the phrase “structural” improvisation for such music, wherein the performer and listener were discovering elements of the work together, just letting sound be. Inlets was still deemed by Cage to be one of his indeterminate works, but showed that in its truest sense, indeterminate music was further down the scale from improvisation and free improv. The compositions on Manafon did not go this far into the realms of indeterminacy.


    The antithesis of indeterminacy, unsurprisingly, was determinacy. Music associated with determinacy cut down on the area of sound activity to an absolute minimum, but submitted what was often scrupulously selective, mainly tonal material to mostly repetitive, highly disciplined procedures, which were focused extremely finely. Composers like Steve Reich and Philip Glass were often associated with the group of musicians known as minimalists, who reacted to the Cage-esque view of indeterminacy and improvisation by a return to tonality and determinacy. Most music existed somewhere between these extremes, but its relevance (or rather the relevance of the degree of indeterminacy) at this time for Sylvian was obviously on his mind. “The subject of indeterminacy has come up a lot lately both related to this and current work. I am …familiar with the Cage work of that title and fascinated…by what can be done some place between overly determined composition and its opposite, and how to bring the two closer together. Not exactly a new problem but relatively new to the area of songwriting, at least in this context. After all, all writing is an act of improvisation on some level. And the emphasis here is in the compositional process rather than the notion of repeat performance.” 193


    The process of automatic writing that was the glue that brought the singer songwriter into the middle of such academic conversations, also very much informed the art of lyric writing on Manafon as has been mentioned, much of the content of the lyric being just as intuitive as the melodic lines “improvised” over the contributions of the ensemble. This explained why on numerous occasions when Sylvian was asked about the meaning of a particular lyric on Manafon, he replied that he “thought” it meant this or that without being categoric. It was almost as if he — like the listener — needed time to reflect and try and understand what the thrust of a lyric written off the cuff at the time of recording actually was. “In automatic writing, there’s not really a point where one reviews what one has written prior to recording it. [There’s] a sense of possible revelation that can be quite exciting, because what’s revealed publicly is also revealed to myself.” 194


    This immediacy of lyric writing in itself could indeed be very revealing, as in common with the musical elements of the contributions, there was no time set aside for polishing and revision. As such, the narrator stood naked in front of the composition, totally unguarded, and in many ways, therefore, that much more honest. This truth, this utter honesty was also assisted by Sylvian on Manafon, as the narrator spoke in the third person in all the compositions except for one. The detachment that this gave Sylvian in a way helped make the lyrics that much more powerful. “The opening track is in the first person, the rest are not. Recently I wrote a piece for another project and had to recast it in the third person as it became too much. For me, now, the idea of stories has become more attractive, and I found I could speak more home truths that way, without it becoming overwhelming. So it is a cloaking mechanism for an intensely personal record. It was definitely an unburdening.” 195


    While the lyrical content of Manafon was to a large extent Sylvian’s response to the musical content of each composition, he did know that he would be addressing certain themes within the context of the overall work before putting pen to paper. “I attempted to create work that had the power of poetry, but which was designed by and born out of the musical environment sustaining it. The audio accompaniment supplies the ‘universe’, there’s ample room for both it and the lyrics to play crucial roles in the total composition. An absence of redundant emphasis and echoes, which was the goal anyway. The models were spoken word, chamber music, and chamber theatre. You have a central narrator conveying the narrative, but — because of the intimate and possibly spare nature of the presentation — every aspect of the stage design and direction, so to speak, enhances the nuance expressed by the central voice.” 185


    There was a dominant character that ran throughout Manafon, namely the poet R.S. Thomas, Manafon itself being the village in Wales where Thomas spent time as a rector. Much of the nature of the work, and the themes that ran throughout all the compositions were informed by this character, and so it was important to fully understand the work and to get to grips with the man, his influence over Sylvian, and the extrapolations that Sylvian took from an analysis of him which were then applied to the larger context of the work, and to an extent to Sylvian’s life in general. Ronald Stuart Thomas was born in Cardiff in 1913, and was educated at University College of North Wales and later undertook theological training at St Michael’s College in Cardiff. He was ordained as an Anglican priest in 1936. During his time as a rector, he began to write poetry and verse, his writing career extending for over fifty years during which time he produced twenty volumes of poetry, and was nominated for a Nobel prize and awarded the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry. Religion obviously featured heavily in his work, but he also wrote about nature and Welsh history. He was a fiercely patriotic Welshman, and enjoyed working in the countryside, all of his time as a clergyman spent in rural parishes that included Manafon near Welshpool in mid Wales. He retired in 1978, and lost his first wife Elsi after over fifty years of marriage in 1991. He subsequently married Betty, and they remained together until he died at the age of 87 in 2000.


    If Thomas did nothing else, he certainly excited people’s opinions of him as a poet and a man. He was frequently described as the Ogre of Wales by numerous biographers, by his literary executor Professor Meurig Wynn Thomas as the Alexander Solzhenitsyn of Wales — because of his continual challenges to the Welsh national conscience — and as “Arsewipe Thomas” by Philip Larkin. 196 He was well known as an extrovert and somewhat angular man, who would rage against the evils of domestic appliances and refused to have even a refrigerator in his house because of the noise it made. He spent decades with his first wife Elsi and barely spoke to her, and he would berate parishioners from the pulpit and then hide in hedges rather than speak to them if he saw them outside church. He was a paradoxical man, a pacifist who advocated firebombing English holiday homes in the 1980s, and a man who wore his Welsh nationalism for all to see despite having profited from a private English school education.


    Beyond this, however, he was an enormously talented poet, who seemed to overcome his erratic and somewhat eccentric personality through his writing. It was this dichotomy, and the contradictions at the heart of the man that seemingly intrigued Sylvian. “You make intuitive connections to someone’s story like that. He was a man of his time. He went through life trying to find a greater purpose. He wanted to lift up society and maybe that was something that people of his generation hadn’t had a sense of previously. He had very strong faith to guide him and he had an application to poetry, and the poetry often questioned the man of faith, so he often seemed a man who doubted his faith. I began to look at that and see what it could represent, this kind of double-edged sword. Religion and poetry were intertwined but he expressed himself more fully through his poetry than through his belief. So that got me thinking about what we apply ourselves to, how important is it that it resonates with the world at large? How important is it that you have a firm grip on reality? It’s a matter of just looking at work, relationships, belief systems, whatever it is, and asking ‘What is life connected to?” 3


    It was easy to see that Sylvian identified very closely with a number of the questions that he posed in relation to Thomas. In Sylvian, for a man that had exhibited such an adherence to faith in one form or another, fundamental questions found their voice on Manafon as they had to an extent in the lyrics of his previous albums. Sylvian was basically saying that for Thomas, much of the unraveling necessary was undertaken through his poetry, which was the same for him through his lyrics. In a way, Sylvian had found a muse that resonated with him on a number of levels. Thomas became a focus for many questions he had been (or was beginning to) ask of himself as an artist attempting to communicate with an audience, and get past some disappointments in life that had taken their toll over the years. Sylvian did acknowledge that he seemed somewhat familiar to him, someone whose mindset he could grasp, but he felt that he was more like a distant relation than a mirror of his own experiences. He empathised with his contradictions, his single-mindedness, his desire for the living knowledge of divine reality. 85


    But the parallels ran deeper than this. Thomas found solace in the remote areas of rural Wales, which also served as a source for his poetic imagination. Sylvian found his solace and creative refuge in the remote areas of New Hampshire. Also, there was a definite feeling that Thomas needed the poetic outlet and the focus it gave him to make sense of his life. This resonated with the often cathartic role composing had for Sylvian throughout his career. In addition, Thomas was a reclusive figure who at the same time was a public figure when he needed to be, directly reflecting the fundamental contradiction at the heart of Sylvian. Above all, though, was Thomas’s doubt and struggle with his belief, which while alluded to on various compositions that Sylvian had produced prior to Manafon, reached a crescendo with this release. It was almost as if Thomas’s situation in this respect opened Sylvian’s eyes to his own travails, and either gave him the ability or the vision to voice concerns and struggles of his own.


    Sylvian had read Thomas’s work for some time before the release of Manafon, and had constantly been fascinated by the poet’s austere, almost anachronistic view of the world. “A dear friend of mine introduced me to his work back in the ’80s. She loved the title of the volume of poetry she’d stumbled across and knew the fact that he was a man of faith would interest me, particularly as his poetry struggled with such issues.” 187 This was probably Yuka Fujii, and it could well have been Thomas’s 1986 book of poems “Experimenting with an Amen” which testified to the exhaustion of Thomas’s spiritual preoccupations. Either way, it seemed that for there to be an overt out pouring of recognition for the value of Thomas in Sylvian’s life, we had to wait for the best part of twenty-five years. So it was reasonable to surmise that towards the mid to late 2000s, events in Sylvian’s life found him at a place where this long-standing association with Thomas’s works and life had a particular resonance. And this seemed to centre on the central theme of disillusionment that ran throughout Manafon. Up until the early to mid 2000s, Sylvian had been on an increasingly sophisticated personal and spiritual quest. He had found as an adjunct to this quest, the love of a partner in Chavez, the wonder of having children, and a peace within himself that reflected in his music, nowhere more so than on Dead Bees on a Cake in the late 1990s. Spirituality and contentment with life were walking hand in hand at that point, providing a solidity that affirmed his purpose in life, and there was a goal that seemed within reach, the attempt to drive along the path to this goal having an unshakeable purpose.


    What was perhaps revealed to Sylvian as his relationship with Chavez began to falter was that some of these fundamental assumptions were actually built on shaky ground, and as the relationship broke down, some critical spiritual assumptions were also dragged into the unforgiving light of intense scrutiny. Sylvian was hurting, as he so blatantly showed on Blemish, and the foundations of his beliefs in all manner of things were shaken, his spiritual beliefs being one of these. In Thomas, he could suddenly identify with this individual who was seeking a purpose to life with a resolve and poise and ended up disappointed and pushed off track. But he also admired the fact that despite his disillusionment, Thomas kept on, and continued to write his poetry, and in a way used it as a means of coming to terms with life’s twists and turns. Yes he was a bitter man, but he continued to articulate himself despite this bitterness. Here again were obvious parallels to Sylvian. The cathartic nature of Blemish, and in Manafon an ability to drive through the disillusionment and almost use it as a spur for creativity.


    Sylvian likened Thomas — and by default if my hypothesis holds any water at all, himself — to a character in the Tarkovsky film The Sacrifice, who through an act of faith kept watering a dead tree believing that by doing so it would one day come to life. 193 There was a tenacity implied here, and what appealed to Sylvian the most, parallel stories of people who searched for meaning on their own terms, through devotion to a creative discipline, not necessarily by adherence to societal norms and traditions. As Sylvian put it, making a connection with Manafon, “The hope is there in the act of creation itself. Ruud’s images [Ruud van Empel’s pictures used on the cover of Manafon] allude to that place where the creative mind resides, or the reservoir from which it draws. It [Manafon] is a work which takes a close look at death, with longing, not fear. It relinquishes an attachment to this world and acknowledges the potential void that follows from death. This is all quite liberating in many respects, but much depends on your own personal cosmology. It’s also a depiction of mind in torment. In other mediums we seem ready to accept and possibly embrace works born out of darkness, but in popular music this is less readily the case. Lou Reed’s Berlin comes to mind along with a number of other exceptions. In film we have the works of the likes of Bergman, even Van Trier’s Antichrist bore more than a passing resemblance in some respects to the emotional and psychological unease which gave birth to Manafon. It’s not a question of presenting conclusions, tidy answers in works like these, it’s the quality and intensity of the questioning that’s important.” 105


    And it was this that really got to the heart of the other main theme of Manafon beyond disillusionment, a look at the creative process, and this devotion to a creative discipline. And this was what the place Manafon came to represent for Sylvian, a metaphor for the poetic imagination, the creative mind or wellspring. This also translated into the cover art that was used on the album by Ruud van Empel as Sylvian said, which was meant to represent an impossible idyll, “a place where the intuitive mind taps into the stream of the unconscious.” 187 Sylvian said of Manafon, “It’s dealing with the poetic imagination, the creative mind, which is enormously powerful and in some way is connected with the core of our being. If a life is given shape by one’s poetic or creative acts, I think there’s great beauty and great significance in that.” 194


    So working with the twin themes of disillusionment and creativity, Sylvian as well as shifting to a third person story-telling narrative throughout most of the compositions —providing characters upon which his own concerns could be projected — also posed a lot of questions throughout the album rather than providing answers. Maybe with the exception of Blemish, Sylvian’s previous modus operandi had been to live through an experience and then comment upon it. To an extent with Blemish, and absolutely the case on Manafon, the author of the lyrics was actually attempting to live through the work itself. In addition, the overwhelming feeling was that the answers were not forthcoming because at the time of writing Manafon they simply were not available. As such, the album represented a point in time, the precise place that Sylvian was at the time of writing, many questions unresolved, and a particular obstacle in place on his path to sadhana that he had not overcome. Once the obstacles were overcome, he would emerge on the other side a stronger person. However, it naturally followed that some of these obstacles were extremely difficult to navigate, and caused a deal of soul searching and angst while trying to gain the insight that would lead to them being left behind. At the point that Manafon was written, Sylvian found himself in a state of confusion. “I came up against one of these obstacles, and I found myself incapable of getting around the thing. So I started to look at what was being shown to me, but I couldn’t grasp the nature of the lesson. That’s where I find myself. At the same time, my means of trying to comprehend it are part of my development.” 194


    One thing that was interesting was that Sylvian suggested that he felt Manafon was an album best released posthumously, 185 suggesting that there was some degree of moving on which allowed him to consign the characters that voiced his inner feelings at the time to the grave. Other commentators picked up upon the very English nature of the lyric feel on Manafon, which was something Sylvian consciously wanted to do within the work. Such Englishness could also be seen on Blemish, obvious on tracks like The Only Daughter, using phrases such as “do us a favour”. Sylvian surmised that this English feel may actually have been a result of the overtly honest nature of the lyrics, as he sought to tap into his memories, experience, and knowledge, all a product of being a child brought up in the London of the 1950s and 60s. This view of the Englishness in himself was combined with the third person narrative strategy that he adopted on Manafon. “I guess it’s a bit like living in the States and reflecting on that British character, once removed. Distance helps. It allows you to speak some home truths via a slight of hand. But there’s absolutely no nostalgia in this examination of character. It’s a self-examination, and by extension an examination of certain aspects of the British character and human nature in general, although I have to say, I’m not really an ‘everyman’ in that respect, and maybe that’s one reason why my work has failed to find a bigger audience. Hard for me to tell. I only know what it’s like to have lived in my own skin.” 193


    Sylvian finished Manafon in late 2008 in the Samadhi Sound studio, eventually releasing a set of nine pieces that drew together all the disparate strands mentioned above. Looking at each composition in turn gave a more specific insight into the ways in which Sylvian fused musical, vocal, and lyric elements to convey the multitude of messages and influences in as concise a way as possible. Each piece was like a story in itself, often with central characters, and while the overall mood was dark, it could not be denied that there was also some humour in the mix, some of the characters having tragicomic elements, recognising weakness, vanity, and fallibility. In the past (more especially before the release of Blemish), Sylvian often worked with some kind of visual or emotional landscape in mind, like a picture that sat at the back of his consciousness against which he mirrored every piece, and against which each piece had to resonate. With Blemish, and even more so with Manafon, there was no abiding image, so the lyrics became more descriptive and more defining in some way than was the case in the past.


    Small Metal Gods was the opening track, and showcased Sylvian and the Austrian part of the Manafon ensemble, Dafeldecker, Moser, Stangl, and Fennesz, along with Nakamura and Yoshihide from the Tokyo sessions. Dafeldecker and Stangl provided the cues (such as they were) for the vocal on this composition, which was almost like a folk song, but in extreme slow motion. Here was a song that dealt with disillusionment, and this was the only lyric on the album written in the first person, which imbued it with an especially powerful autobiographical feel. Against a layered and intercut improvisation, Sylvian analysed the potential for a break from his gurus and spiritual focus. He was apparently questioning the tenets of his belief system as he came across a seemingly insurmountable obstacle. Resonating with the overall muse of Manafon, R.S. Thomas, in this song there was an interrogation of the fundamental issues of personal faith, the spur being an acknowledgement that the narrator felt let down. He had kept his side of the bargain, but the reciprocation from his spiritual gurus and gods was sadly lacking. “The lyric is slightly bitter, quite petulant, disillusioned, angry. It’s not the least bit rational. There’s a tit-for-tat aspect to it on one level, but it’s also about superstition, false gods, the adapted traditions of others. It’s a ‘let’s see what’s real’ moment. Let’s sweep these trinkets away (physical objects, yes, but all that they represent as emotional and spiritual investment) and see what’s left standing. A “cleaning house”. It happens every so often. I don’t find it unhealthy. It’s a search for truth by removing the excess baggage that’s begun to cling to it like lint on a black coat. But the anger shouldn’t be underestimated. I heard from a number of people that have followed one path or another, that they felt a sense of release/relief hearing that lyric. As if permission had been granted to call all into question. It had to have that degree of irrational, the petulance, to get across the degree of personal investment, anger, and disillusionment. Not dissimilar to the kind of conversation you hear between divorcing couples.” 125


    Once a spiritual path was chosen, there was a degree of abandonment that was necessary, and implied within this abandonment was some kind of tunnel vision, an ability to accept chosen ways and means, and reject others. While there was a coherence to the evolution of the path, living with its requirements in terms of individual sacrifices and disciplines were acceptable. When, however, things seemed to disintegrate somewhat, such justifications seemed less valid. Running parallel with this was the fact that if a faith path was deemed as something uniquely individual, the accumulation over time of popular iconography as a focus of that personal faith became somewhat superfluous. At the same time, when questioning began, such popular icons became an easy target, it being simpler to use them as the focus for disdain than to totally knock down the entire fabric of the faith. You could tear down the house, but leave the foundations intact.


    I’ve placed the Gods / In a zip-lock bag / I’ve put them in a drawer / They’ve refused my prayers / For the umpteenth time / So I’m evening up the score


    The extent of the dislocation that Sylvian was articulating was obvious in the first line of the song, which alluded to the marginalisation that he felt, and the struggle that was inherent in the situation in which he found himself. However, this line could also be seen as a nod in the direction of his understanding of the creative heights that he had reached, both themes — disillusionment and the power of creativity — being beautifully fused together.


    It’s the farthest place I’ve ever been / It’s a new frontier for me / And you balance things / Like you wouldn’t believe / When you should just let things be


    It was important not to overstate the extent to which Sylvian was implying that he had turned his back on his spiritual beliefs. More than anything, Small Metal Gods was a description of a period in time when Sylvian had reached a breaking point where he no longer understood the lessons that he was being presented with. As such, he was forced to tread water for a few years, and in this song he wanted to examine the frustration without fear of repercussions. “Being able to write about it was the first step. The piece is a rather childish stamping of the foot: ‘This isn’t good enough, so fuck off!’ But it’s liberating in that way, because there’s so much respect for the hierarchies and the discipline itself. But that doesn’t put the cap on the whole thing. It’s me telling myself that I can eradicate anything that doesn’t work, even if it’s an entire belief system. I decided to put my faith in the creative spirit and see where it took me.” 152 He was using this composition to delve into the extremes of his feelings, see where these thoughts led him. Obviously, there was more than a kernel of disquiet, disillusionment, disappointment at the heart of the lyric, but this was just another step in the process, another hurdle to be overcome on the spiritual journey. “Even when you reject the path, refuse to believe in the path, you’re on the path…. Where is it going? Where it was always going. It’s referred to as a path but it’s anything but linear. Sometimes to take action, any action, is better than none at all.” 125


    The composition The Rabbit Skinner which followed was performed by Sylvian, Fennesz, and the London part of the ensemble, Parker, Ryan, Mattos, and Tilbury. The improvised contribution to this piece was not edited at all, but Sylvian added his own acoustic guitar before creating the melody and lyrics. There were jazz inflections detectable in some of the chord progressions here, but the voice did seem more dislocated from the improvisation than on many other pieces on the album. Fennesz and his live signal processor melded very effectively with the almost random sounding interventions from Evan’s saxophone and Mattos’s cello. Written in the third person, as all the remaining vocal compositions were on Manafon, The Rabbit Skinner was reportedly one of the most autobiographical lyrics on the album. Sylvian, it seemed, was the rabbit skinner, which was also suggested by some of the album artwork, which saw him holding a dead rabbit in his hand. Interpretation would always be difficult, as even Sylvian seemed to struggle. “[The Rabbit Skinner] is a difficult one to unravel, I’m not sure I know who the rabbit skinner is. It’s probably a self-portrait, but then most of them are in some form or another…. It’s very hard for me to draw clear pictures of the central characters of each piece. I like it that way. There’s an ambiguity there which works for me. If it was any more clearly defined it would lose its potency to some degree.” 191


    The very title of the song was imbued with symbolism. Rabbits, which had been referenced in Sylvian’s work before, were traditionally seen as alert and nurturing animals, and in native American symbolism, for example, were seen as representing the overcoming of limiting beliefs. The thought of a rabbit skinner was redolent of an individual that stunted this ability, brought it to an end with a degree of brutality. Extending this analogy into the lyric of the composition, which touched on areas of profound and deep-rooted disquiet concerning the abilities and competences of the narrator, and this obscure but startling title maybe came into some relief. The opening lines of the song seemed to confirm the autobiographical aspect, and presented an image of a man that was ill at ease with his lot, and who could find no redeeming qualities in his place in the world.


    Who’ll do for him / Child of the ’50s / With no common sense / And no easy resting place / Only lichen on beaches / Oil on gun barrel / And the hard taste of pennies


    Here was a lyric about social realism, and heavy on disillusionment. Running with the autobiographical nature of the song, there were some troubling images. The narrator, a child of the ’50s, as was Sylvian, had very little respect for himself, and saw much of his outward projection on the world as a sham, a pretence, almost a way of hiding an inner turmoil. How troubling and lonely to be viewed by the world as a man of substance, someone with a firm and sure foothold on life, but in fact knowing that the image was based on nothing.


    A gardener’s folly / Stands as proud as you please / The lungs won’t fill, the heart won’t start / Landlocked child of the seas / And he alone is a man without qualities


    Sylvian’s automatic writing style, and the intuitive nature of his lyric writing in such a process, allowed him to delve deeply into feelings and emotions — taking them to extremes that were not entirely representative of the true state of play in his life. As such, it was perhaps too much to suggest that the lyrics of The Rabbit Skinner were some sort of suicide note as some postulated. There was indeed the image of a gun barrel and the taste of pennies — suggestive of a gun in the mouth — and the narrator also stated “Here lies the rabbit skinner / God love the rabbit skinner”, suggesting he was dead. But this illusion to death was not necessarily the death of the individual per se, it could just as easily be read as Sylvian viewing his image as dead. The sham was revealed to him, he was seeing himself in a way that made for uncomfortable viewing. He was looking at himself — his dead self — from a distance, kicking at the corpse of the man he was, and aware that something fundamental had changed. And the cause of much of this disillusionment was the break up of his relationship with Chavez. It led to a growing sense of isolation, a questioning of the very bedrock that supported his existence. This sapped his energy, left him bereft, questioning every aspect of his life. Was the following line a reference to his wife and daughters, and a distorted view of how they would react to the passing of his ill-fitting persona or indeed his life?


    A life without purchase / No story to tell / And three little bitches fight where he fell


    Speaking about Manafon in general, but obviously applicable to The Rabbit Skinner and Small Metal Gods in particular, Sylvian summed things up as follows. “There’s a sense of liberation expressing this disillusion, whether it’s true or not. It’s the freedom to doubt. I think it’s in the Tibetan Buddhist religion where they have these gatherings — I think even on a daily basis — where they dispute the teachings of the Buddha. They argue against him. This is extremely healthy for any community, for any democracy, let alone a religious group. So in a sense, that was me taking a look at an approach I’d taken to life and disputing it. And then really feeling it true to heart. I still haven’t resolved that issue myself, but it felt liberating just being able to express it. You know, you can wipe the page clean if you choose. There’s a whole life of experience that’s led you to that point, and there’s a breaking down of psychological barriers. Because we colour everything we do with our own psychology, with our own minds. And so no matter what we do, reality is always subjective. But it’s going ‘How far can we recognise those patterns of our own minds that tend to be our own undoing, to reach a point where we can see beyond that?”’ 189


    The next composition, Random Acts of Senseless Violence, featured Sylvian and the Austrian ensemble, this time consisting of Dafeldecker, Fennesz, Moser, and Rowe, with additional performances from Yoshihide, and the trumpet of Franz Hautzinger. Hautzinger was born in 1963, and studied trumpet and composition at the Graz Academy of Music and the Performing Arts at the Vienna conservatory. He studied from 1981 to 1983 until lip palsy forced him to take a six-year total break from trumpeting. After moving to Vienna in 1986, he started to explore the trumpet in his very own non-academic way. He became associated with Christoph Cech and Christian Mühlbacher, and played in the big band Nouvelle Cuisine and the octet Striped Roses, his first CD release being Zong of se Boboolink recorded with saxophonist Helge Hinteregger. A ten-month stay in London brought Hautzinger into contact with a number of influential musicians such as Kenny Wheeler, Henry Lowther, John Russell, and Steve Nobel. He went on to assimilate the stimuli that came from such meetings in a number of different ways: in Regenorchester with its changing instrumentation; in the quartet with Hinteregger, Oren Marshall, and Nobel; and as the trio Speakers Corner with guitarist Martin Siewert and drummer Wolfgang Reisinger.


    The conscious decision to avoid electronic sound sources but to still comprehend the development of digital music on the trumpet, and a quarter tone trumpet purchased in 1997, were decisive stages in the creation of Hautzinger’s extremely well respected solo trumpet release Gomberg in 2000, on which he presented the unique sound he had developed. With this release, Hautzinger became a respected leader in the avant-garde area of improvisation, and there followed collaborations with Derek Bailey, AMM veterans Rowe and Tilbury, as well as Axel Dörner, Fennesz, Yoshihide, and Sachiko M.  In the early 2000s, he developed importantly in the area of decelerated sound microscopy and the sensuality of the trumpet, and produced a distinctive trumpet sound that was absent of any scale or common harmony, whether tonal or atonal, and was focused on air stream and breath.


    Random Acts of Senseless Violence was recorded in Vienna, with Sylvian adding guitar parts, before layering Tilbury’s piano into the track back in New Hampshire. Finally, he added vocals and an introduction. The composition combined the splintered but hauntingly emotional and delicate piano of Tilbury, with Hautzinger’s quarter-tone trumpet, and an exceptional example of the playing of extended guitar by Rowe. Sylvian’s guitar was picked and almost Spanish sounding in places, and while the improvisation obviously had no time signature, there was the glimmering of a signature in the phrasing of Sylvian’s vocal, switching it seemed between 6/8 and 4/4, which entered the vocal into an almost adversarial role. The use of silences in the composition were as eloquent as the music itself, providing a backdrop for a song that quite overtly dealt with the constraints of civil liberties in the post 9/11 and post London-bombing world. The images evoked the shady dealings of a terrorist cell.


    Someone’s back kitchen / Stacked like a factory / With improvised devices / There’s bound to be injuries / No phone-ins, no courtesy / No kindness


    The lyric extrapolated that such actions were the result of isolation, the marginalisation of certain parts of the world community, often brought about by western-centric paranoia and hysteria. As such, they were a form of random creativity born out of disillusion, the two central themes of the album knitted together once again.


    And it’s not just the boredom / It’s something endemic / It’s the fear of disorder / Stretched to the limits / And the safety in numbers is just a contrivance / For the future will contain / Random acts of senseless violence


    Sylvian described the composition thus. “[Random Acts] looks at what it means to be disillusioned with the ways and means by which societal values are protected and defended, and a possible scenario to come as the tightening strictures of law and order become too unreasonably repressive, and spontaneous acts of terrorism — not based in ideology but in anger and frustration and a desire for a liberation from the overbearing guidelines of the state — erupt. Minor acts of destruction as a creative act. This is something that seems inevitable as reasoned protest, and related acts become increasingly inhibited under law.” 193


    The Greatest Living Englishman followed, this time performed by Sylvian and the Japanese part of the Manafon ensemble, Akiyama, Sachiko M., Nakamura, and Yoshihide, with additional contributions from Tilbury. The initial take of this composition called for acoustic guitar overdubs which Sylvian requested from Akiyama and Yoshihide on the spot, translating into a misfiring duet on the final composition. He later cut and paste some interesting turntable activity and an introduction from an alternate take of the track onto the final version. Tlbury’s piano was then added to the coda, and melody and vocal were added last, as usual. The composition included immense electronic fluctuations and manipulations courtesy of Sachiko M. and Nakamura, which provided an intricately formed web that the rest of the improvisations rested upon, the duelling guitar duet by Akiyama and Yoshihide being very reminiscent of the Bailey-like interventions on Blemish. In the background could be heard the discordant unsettling samples of the twentieth century chamber music that Yoshihide had been asked to bring along to the Tokyo sessions, here manipulated and distorted. Tilbury’s piano was used throughout to punctuate the piece, adding some framework to the overall form.


    The official press release for Manafon suggested that Sylvian’s delivery on this track implied sympathy or mockery, with the accompanying music being “cantankerous and dry.” 197 Sylvian said that this composition, the centrepiece of the album, was his greatest challenge, and running to nearly eleven minutes in length, it did require him to apply all his skills in picking up the cues and melding his vocals with the improvisation. Somewhere inherent in the song there was a chorus, but it was delivered so slowly that it was almost unrecognisable. The rest of the vocal was delivered in an understated fashion, as a story developed that seemed almost to be a suicide note from a man of failed ambition, or a story written from his deathbed. Sylvian had an idea of the focus of this particular composition before entering the Tokyo sessions and recording it with the quartet of Japanese Onkyo musicians. “I knew what I wanted to do prior to getting into the studio with that quartet, I knew what the piece was about, abstractly,…I knew where I wanted to go with it. As soon as I heard the elements come together, I thought that this is it, now we just need to overdub this that and the other right there on the spot, and suddenly the composition was all there, it was ready to go. It was an amazing performance by the quartet, again very chamber-like in its intimacy and its minimalism, the clarity of all the lines. It was one of those pieces that I really couldn’t wait to get to work on. I knew it was going to be difficult, and it certainly wasn’t an easy job to write, but it offered so many challenges as a vocalist, that’s what I’m looking for all the time, and it was just a fantastic piece to get to grips with.” 191


    Obviously, the title was ironic. The central theme of disillusionment was obviously to the fore, and there were parallels drawn here between the narrator, Thomas, and Sylvian in terms of their characteristics. The creativity knitted into the theme of disillusionment in this composition came from the act of deletion, as the narrator spoke of the central character being so disillusioned with the work that he had undertaken that he wanted to remove himself from the picture of history altogether. “I thought of it as a creative act of erasure, sort of self erasure. It seems to be about a writer that hasn’t achieved his goals in life or hasn’t found the recognition he thought he deserved, and so decides to sort of eradicate what he can of his work, and ultimately his own life, better to leave no impression at all than a mediocre one. You know, he wanted to be great, and of course there can only ever be one greatest Englishman at any given point in time. So basically, he has the feelings that the rest of us feel, that he may not have reached potential, let’s say. So it was just an exploration of the psyche of a man that has that view of his work. Insecurity about the work he has done, and I think, ultimately — I don’t know whether you call it an act of cowardice or bravery — but it is a creative act to eradicate oneself, if there is an abiding aesthetic at least underlying the principle of it.” 191


    That Sylvian harboured thoughts of being considered the greatest living Englishman was obviously an exaggeration, but it acted as an analogy for being the best he could be. There was a dislocation at work again here, between people that respected his work, and his own respect (or lack of respect) for his work. This was the product of a perfectionist’s mind, a state that was inherent in many artists, that they could always have done more, they could always have done better. This was especially the case for artists like Sylvian that were always striving to push the boundaries of the conventional, and was the cause of enormous frustration. The bleakness and sterility of the world inhabited by the character at the point of giving his views on his life was palpable, and the lyric suggested that the thoughts were being made from a hospital bed.


    It’s such a melancholy blue / The curtains around the bed are drawn / Broadcast voices from the ward / The humming of machines are heard / But there are distances between / Yes, here are distances between


    The narrator articulated the lack of worth he felt his work had, and highlighted was the fact that there was a lot of writing about “the self” inherent in it. Despite the sometimes opaque nature of Sylvian’s lyrics in his back catalogue, a lot was revealed about the composer, so again, autobiographical threads could be detected in this part of the lyric. Applied to a writer like Thomas, much the same could also be said.


    His aspirations visited him nightly / And amounted to so little / Too much self in his writing / Now he will never be / The greatest living Englishman, and Not a fake nor a sham / But dug in deep and fighting / The world could not embrace a man / With so much self in his writing


    Thomas could never have been accused of being an Englishman, however, and the fact that the lyric was mostly autobiographical could not be ignored, especially in the final verse. Sylvian, was born and brought up in England and exiled himself to the United States, but he still had a hankering for his homeland where many of his family still lived, and where he had so many professional connections. But England, this hotbed of creativity and culture, this melting pot for art and ideas, was also a tough environment with which to be associated. There was a narrowness and a slightly jingoistic feel about the place, often encapsulated in the phrase “Little England”, but in The Greatest Living Englishman, the feeling was that the overriding concern was the fact that with so many consummate artists and writers around, how could his work ever be recognised as anything other than unexceptional?


    Little England you fit like a straightjacket / Hemmed by the genius of others / He said “to conquer the world is not to leave a trace / Remove even the shadow of the memory of your face”/ A grey of no significance


    One interviewer made the point to Sylvian that The Greatest Living Englishman had similarities — in terms of the writer who sacrificed his humanity to achieve literary ambition — with Beckett’s failed writer Krapp. Sylvian commented: “Yes, the album certainly has elements of Beckett for me as well. And, in a sense, looking at the life of R.S. Thomas, he became something like a character in a Beckett work. It has that irony and humour, and a lost sense of purpose if you will.” 152 Sylvian’s flirtation with the works of Beckett was not new. Back in the Fire in the Forest tour of 2003/04, he performed a song that was never released entitled Wasn’t I Joe, which opened with the spoken words “I was strong myself when I started in on you wasn’t I Joe? Normal strength”, from Beckett’s television play “Eh Joe”.


    125 Spheres followed, a short work performed by Sylvian, Dafeldecker, Fennesz, and Stangl from the Austrian sessions. The composition began with a burst of distorted guitar noise before dissolving into Sylvian’s lyric. One verse was all that there was time for before the piece ended within half a minute.


    And when it appeared / It was a flaming book of matches / A hundred and twenty-five spheres / On a parquet floor


    There was not much to go on here, except for the reference to 125 spheres, which smacked of some association with an exhibit called The Angel by James Lee Byars. Whether there was a sideways nod at this work or not, it was difficult to tease out the recurring themes of disillusionment and creativity in the lyric or the exhibit. For sure The Angel was a work of creative genius, but it was difficult to know why it would have been singled out for special reference. The nature of The Angel and Byars work in general did suggest a degree of resonance with the way in which the improvisations for Manafon came together. Byars was internationally renowned for creating minimal hermetic forms in his works, a reduction towards essence and absence, and an acute sense of the ephemeral. In such a way, some parallels could be seen between his modus operandi and the minimalistic nature of some free improv and EAI, although his process could be seen as determinate rather than indeterminate.


    Byars was a friend of Joseph Beuys, with whose work — as we have seen — Sylvian had an enduring fascination over the years. It was therefore likely that Sylvian would have been aware of his work. Byars created a great number of installations, and was known to pursue perfection relentlessly. He was perhaps best described as a conceptualist, being a performer and an object maker in the tradition of Duchamp. In his youth, he studied ceramics and papermaking in Japan, coming under the influence of Zen philosophy. His works ran to austere ‘perfect’ shapes of gold, marble, glass, and paper, and in his legendary performances he did things like enveloping a hundred nude volunteers in a single overall garment of red, and arranging a hundred white marbles in an exactly symmetrical pattern on the floor of an all white room. His visual style — based as it was on forms like circles, spheres, cylinders, and pyramids — showed his fascination with the simple, but his works were also deeply symbolic. The Angel exemplified his style extremely well, consisting as it did of 125 spheres of thin glass, each seven and three-quarters of an inch in diameter, and all hand-blown with a single breath, and assembled into curves that were based upon the Japanese Kanji character for angel. When exhibited, these 125 spheres could often be found assembled on a parquet floor, as referenced in the lyric of 125 Spheres!


    Snow White in Appalachia was performed by Sylvian and Austrian ensemble members Dafeldecker, Fennesz, Moser, and Rowe. Fennesz seemed to be the musical key here, providing the cues for Sylvian’s vocal line. There was a distorted almost melodic line that Fennesz played with, which Sylvian seemed to latch on to. Other than that, there were occasional random notes and short phrases that hung on the underlying drone. Sylvian was apparently fond of the melody in this composition, which drove a lyric that presented a female protagonist who was somewhat troubled. Sylvian added strings that followed the narrative with a mix of urgent plucking and velvety surges.


    The title seemed connected with the snowbound mountain near Temple in New Hampshire, and the reason for so much of Sylvian’s solitary existence with his family, as well as the source of much of the isolation he needed to be creative. The mountain and his home were in the Appalachians. This song extrapolated themes already confronted on the album, namely the disillusionment brought about by a relationship break-up, and the questioning of faith that such a distressing set of events precipitated. The fact that the third person referenced in the song was a woman didn’t necessarily detract from the possibility of autobiographical references. The lyric could be read in one of at least three ways. This was Sylvian, hiding behind the third person female character. This was Chavez described in the third person. Or this was neither protagonist, but was instead a fictional character with the writer’s thoughts projected onto her, probing personal emotions or recollections from a distance. The character referenced in the composition resided in a situation that was imperfect, almost in a state of stasis, locked and unable to move, not in control of circumstances.


    Half life / She moves in a half life / Imperfect / From her place on the stairs / Or sat in the backseat / Sometimes you’re only a passenger / In the time of your life


    The snow-bound nature of the character’s existence in the isolated winter wilderness was fine most of the time. Home was a refuge against the excesses of the brutal winters that made for the isolated and creative environment in which to live and work. But on this occasion, the harshness of the outside had made its way inside, affecting the cosy and creative environment and making it into something forbidding. This “inside snow” was redolent of a blast of arctic air accompanying the destruction of a once close relationship.


    And there’s snow on the mattress / Blown in from the doorway / It would take pack mules and provisions / To get out alive


    Once again, what could be seen as a description of the “bands of betrothal” mentioned in Snow Borne Sorrow, were used as a symbol of the in-fighting that occurred when a relationship broke down. The situation and degree of unedifying arguing and bitterness made any clarity of thought or vision impossible.


    And there’s ice on the windshield / And the wipers are wasted / And the metal is flying / Between her and her friends


    The character in the piece ran away from the problem, ran away from the home in Appalachia when the fight went too far, and by so doing reduced the once cherished family left behind to nothing but excess baggage. Once so precious, now in the heat of battle, so easily discarded. And it was the haste with which this flight was taken that was worthy of comment. No sooner was there a way out than it was taken, with little regard for the consequences that affected those left behind.


    She’s abandoned them there / In the hills of Appalachia / She threw off the sandbags / To lighten the load / As soon as the sun rose / The keys were in the ignition / Following the tyre tracks / Of the truck sanding the road


    Through the character in Snow White in Appalachia, Sylvian was exploring the state he found himself in, and was questioning his faith and its very foundations while on the path to sadhana. He was letting his mind run, and seeing that in a way, the troubling aspect of this view had its positive side as well, which was that whatever the good and the bad in your life and how you led it, it would not inform your eternal existence, because when you died, that was the end.


    And there is no maker / Just inexhaustible indifference / And there’s comfort in that / So you feel unafraid


    Emily Dickinson followed, performed by Sylvian and Fennesz, and two members of the London-based part of the ensemble, Parker and Tilbury, with additional performances from Ryan. The first half of the composition was dominated by Sylvian’s vocal with very little in the way of backing from the ensemble, but the latter half — a protracted coda — was an entirely abstract instrumental, featuring some exceptional saxophone work from Parker backed by Ryan’s signal processing and electronic additions from Sylvian. In some ways the lyric seemed like an extension of the previous composition, the central character again being female. However, the title of the song — and referred to in the song — was Emily Dickinson, a real person used as a spur to articulate the themes of the lyric, much in the same way as R.S. Thomas had been used.


    Dickinson was born in 1830 in Massachusetts, and was a poet who led a very reclusive and introverted life. She was deemed by the community in which she lived most of her life as somewhat eccentric, and became with time reluctant to greet guests, and eventually barely left her room. Her friendships were therefore largely forged and maintained through letter writing. Dickinson was one of a long line of artists over the years who gained notoriety after her death in 1886, with only a handful of her enormous catalogue of poems being published before this. Her poetry was unique in its time, often untitled, and consisting of short lines and unconventional capitalisation and punctuation. In her poetry writing and her correspondence, two themes were prominent, namely death and immortality. It was not until the mid-1950s that her complete body of work was finally published, since when she has attained the status of one of America’s foremost poets.


    Sylvian’s use of Dickinson as a muse for the character in the lyric no doubt centred around her reclusive eccentricity, her sense of disillusionment with the world around her, which nonetheless was the environment within which she honed her creative talents. Obviously this had enormous resonance with the life and working style adopted by Sylvian himself, and fitted precisely with the dual themes that were seen to run throughout the entire album. He explained what the song was about.  “It’s about a young girl that has had troubles, has withdrawn into herself as a result of those troubles, isolated herself, and has begun to see herself as something — has tried to mirror her life against someone — like Dickinson. Actually, there are many quotes throughout the album, or illusions to poetry or poets, and I guess this reflects a fascination of my own, and a desire to find the poetic in everyday life to some degree, even in rather grueling circumstances which the album reflects in some way. And also through a process of disillusionment which I think the album also deals with quite extensively.” <sup>191</sup>


    The character in Emily Dickinson was described as living a loveless reclusive existence, and the question was asked why anyone would want to live that way. Here was perhaps some soul searching from Sylvian, who, while in a sense needing a degree of isolation to work, also found it an uncomfortable state to be in. The fragmentation of his family had forced some of this reclusivity upon Sylvian, other aspects of it were through choice, but the feelings such a lifestyle evoked were played out via the character in the song, and smacked of isolation and loneliness.


    She made such a hash of it / You can’t help but notice / A near absence of tenderness / And who wants to live like that?


    But it became an addictive state despite its negative aspects, and the focus became highly introverted and even self-perpetuating. In an obvious reference to Dickinson and her life through letters, we saw the character with no direct love in her life, sitting looking at a box of postcards, and seeing them as a poor substitute for direct and tender relationships.


    And she wants to stay home / With a box full of postcards / And no place to send them / Live like Emily Dickinson / Without so much as a kiss / Or the comfort of strangers / Withdrawing into herself / But why this and not something else?


    One felt that Sylvian was speaking in a heartfelt way through this character. Once the centre of a happy family, luxuriating in the balm of a personal and spiritual love and security, things had changed, and the contrast was painful. The exploration concerned the absence of love, as Sylvian explained. “I would say that the necessity and desire for love is an important underlying theme for me. This issue lies at the heart of a piece such as Emily Dickinson. It’s a fact of life that not everyone experiences unconditional love, finds themselves or others unlovable, aren’t willing to give, to sacrifice for the sake of love. Some simply cut themselves off from it. Withdrawn. Yes the theme of love or its absence is a constant preoccupation. To paraphrase the artist Agnes Martin, art is a celebration of the beauty in life or a protest against its absence.” 187


    Next came The Department of Dead Letters, the only instrumental on the album, featuring performances from Sylvian, and London-based elements of the ensemble, Fennesz, Mattos, Parker, Tilbury, and Joel Ryan. With various subtle electronic textures, this piece was dominated by an exchange between a relatively melodic repetitive piano refrain which duetted with some mesmeric cello playing from Mattos. The title was suggestive of a place where expressions of thoughts and creativity had become amassed and lost their purpose, in fact they had died. It led into the title track, performed by Sylvian and the Austrian part of the ensemble, Dafeldecker, Fennesz, Moser, and Rowe, with the addition of Hautzinger on trumpet. The instrumental backing from the ensemble was minimalistic in the extreme, with barely discernible voices of the various instruments weaved into an electronic mesh of clicks and groans. The ear was drawn to Hautzinger almost breathing into the trumpet, and textures added by the cello playing of Mattos and Dafeldecker’s acoustic bass. The piece was entirely dominated by the vocal from Sylvian, which provided an overview of the central character behind the album, the deliciously paradoxical R.S. Thomas, the title of the track and the album, as we have seen, referencing a village in Wales where he spent time as a rector.


    The cocktail of feelings as Thomas tried in his own way to come to terms with — and make cohesive — his faith, his family, and his relationships with the people in the community around him provided for a rich seam for Sylvian to mine. The contradictions inherent in the man led him to live a life that seemed troubled, no easy path to satisfaction and resolution in faith or personal relationships. The lyric penned by Sylvian was a concise study of aspects of his character. As he made plain, the real substance of the work was based not on a fascination with Thomas as a source of inspiration, but rather what he stood for. “It’s not a matter of what inspires me so much as what he represents for me. In some ways, this austere, cantankerous old man is my grandfather, a man out of time. Rigid, damaged, wounded, immovable. On another level it’s the ideals that he tried to live his life by, the disciplines and austerity he adhered to and imposed on others. His desire for self-betterment, for answers to life’s big questions, but also the role he might personally play in the uplifting of his people, society. A noble outlook were he not such a terribly flawed individual (aren’t we all, no judgment there)…although something of an anachronism in his own time, in some ways [he] anticipates a contemporary predicament. On what does one ground one’s own life? In a world that’s rudderless when it comes to issues of morality, life values, where all is relative, where does one root oneself? It’s a philosophical question that we, at some points in our lives, and the earlier the better, have to begin to ask ourselves.” 187


    There was no doubt that Thomas was not a popular character in the community, his angular personality and eccentricity alienated people. Like Emily Dickinson (and Sylvian), he had trouble connecting with people, in his case borne out of a fundamental dislike for many of his fellow men. Sylvian could obviously touch into Thomas’s disillusionment, and the other theme of creativity was encapsulated in the decision where to place one’s faith. “So I guess it became a question of what we do in life, where do we place or faith? In humanity? It’s a creative decision, maybe. To be creative is to be in touch with something integral. And the stranger that connection becomes, the more intuitive beings we can become. And we trust in the wisdom of that intuition more than we trust in our intellectual selves, for example, our rational selves. And maybe this will lead us back to musicians who practice free improv, because they’re going beyond their intellectual selves at their best moments in play. So they’re tapping into…their own intuition, their own creativity, and at that moment there’s a living entity at work…and it’s individual but it’s common, not just to the musicians in the room, but to the audience as well. It’s a shared ‘in the moment’ experience. But where are we when we’re experiencing that? What are we? These are interesting questions and I guess looking at R.S. Thomas’s life, for whatever reason, just led me down that path.” 189


    Sylvian highlighted some of the key aspects of Thomas in the lyrics of the song, suggesting that each verse was a description of the life of the man. There was the contradiction of his use of English in his work, married with his English public school education and his disdain for the English.


    There’s a man down in the valley / Who doesn’t speak in his own tongue / He bears a grudge against the English / The tune to which his songs are sung


    There was his lack of connection with the community.


    The farmer’s wives are at their windows / They’ve seen him wind his way for hours / They tell their kids to lower their voices / And pretend that they are out


    There was a reference to the death of his first wife, the put upon Elsi.


    And his wife she was a painter / But now she stains the alter black / He’s out bird watching on the islands / And she wishes he’d come back


    The biographical nature of the lyric gave way to a line at the end, which was a comment from Sylvian on the poet. In this last stanza, Sylvian spelled out the sense of disillusionment and disorientation that the album had running throughout its span, and which was stated most explicitly in the first composition Small Metal Gods. By so doing, he knitted the entire work together, highlighting the themes central to all the compositions.


    There’s a man down in the valley / Don’t know his right foot from his left / Don’t know his right foot from his left


    This was Sylvian’s projection onto Thomas, and showed his interest in what it was that Thomas attached himself to to get himself through life, and where his true faith lay. Sylvian believed that Thomas’s true faith lay in his poetry more than in his religious beliefs.


    And so Manafon ended, an album that was a complex mixture of music and lyrics that saw Sylvian at the top of his game. Its very release was, quite obviously, another example of the dichotomy between disillusionment and creativity that was at the very heart of the entire album. In his personal life at the time of conceiving and recording the album, Sylvian found himself at a cross roads, and whichever way he moved, there were obstacles in his path that were causing him to ask fundamental questions of himself and his personal faith, and life in general. Out of this disillusionment a work of creative excellence was produced.


    Sylvian found focus in his reclusive lifestyle. The way in which he was effectively cut off from many of the stimuli of the modern world (he had no television for example), while still having access to the World Wide Web, allowed him be extremely selective of the influences that he allowed into his life. This careful selection could filter out the superfluous, and home in on those areas that made for a nurturing environment for his creativity. What we saw, however, was in essence a man who was never quite settled, never particularly content with his lot, always striving for new heights, and having a psyche that continually questioned whether his life and work were on the right track. There was almost an ever present need to knock things down and rebuild them, but always for reasons of personal and professional development. This in itself was almost an intuitive state. Something seemed to burn away at various points in his life that he picked up on, and sought to resolve in a way that was to the betterment of his personal situation and his work, even if that required an initial period of demolition.


    At the point when Manafon was released, the work life balance seemed to be heavily weighted towards the former. Work seemed to be the predominant occupation, and it was taking its toll on Sylvian’s life. The similarities with the plight of an individual such as Thomas or Dickinson were obvious, and the impression could be reached that Sylvian was sacrificing his personal contentment to reach his creative high. “I’ve reached a point at the moment where none of the questions has been resolved for me. I don’t expect them to be in this lifetime. It’s a matter of finding…some solid ground on which to stand. I think I found that way back in 1982/83, and that still remains true to a certain extent, but there has to be a change to the foundations somewhere. There’s something not quite right about it. And it’s something within me, within my psychology, which isn’t adapting — it’s either putting up some kind of resistance, or there’s something wrong with the system. No doubt that’s all down to me, my own psychological resistance to certain givens.” 189


    Musical rebirth was something we had become used to from Sylvian over the years, and it was borne out of his innate desire to not just go through the motions, but to produce work that was both a creative challenge to him, and of sufficient merit to justify its existence. If you worked from the premise, as he did, that the world really didn’t need another record, unless you were simply regurgitating to a tried and tested formula that eventually just exploited or pandered to the whims of an audience, something new had to be produced for there to be any credibility in it as a piece of art. This ended in a discarding of old processes, and the embracing of new processes through time. Sylvian needed the creative and artistic challenge to keep going. The free improv track that he was pursuing at the time of Manafon created a challenge for him on numerous levels, not least for his vocal contributions. Without it, or without something equally challenging, there was a feeling that he may just pack up his musical career completely. The musical process change and challenge needed to be married with a coherent and relevant philosophical stance that supported the musician and the man. We saw this as he produced Brilliant Trees back in the early 1980s. While Sylvian could see how radically things had changed in the span since then, he could identify with the person that wrote that album. There was a coherence between the man, his understanding of his role in the overall scheme of things, his philosophical underpinnings, and the music produced that made it justifiable. Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, one would imagine that Sylvian could not say the same about the man that composed most of the compositions for Japan.


    As life and career developed, and perhaps with a degree of financial security and personal maturity, there was less of a need to produce music for music’s sake as Sylvian’s career progressed. Throughout his solo career, he had rebuilt his process and had recreated his musical output when he considered he was repeating himself. When the process became easy, the end results in his mind became predictable. In 2009 he found himself at a point where he did not need to produce music, and so would only do so on his own terms, or when he felt he had something worthwhile to produce. What all these aspects of man and music contrived to develop was a unique sound, a set of compositions in Manafon that stood alone as the only example of its kind produced by a “pop” musician, or indeed any musician, at that time.


    The way in which Sylvian became aware that the Manafon project was over indicated the complexity of the process by which it was conceived, and the sometimes fragile coincidence of forces that came together to provide him with the drive to this kind of creative output. “What happened with Manafon was that the work abandoned me. As I was writing and developing the material, the spirit holding all those disparate elements together just left me. I sat stunned for a moment and then realised: it’s over, this is as far as it goes?” 185


    For Sylvian, Manafon was the culmination of over thirty years of evolution as a musician. From an artistic perspective he had no doubt achieved many of his goals, but he realised that there was not universal critical acclaim. The chatter was that Manafon bombed and lost Sylvian a deal of money. “I know that Blemish is probably my most celebrated work in term’s of critics’ response to it. That’s just from what I’ve heard. And that’s wonderful, it’s an album I’m very proud of. And you could say maybe an album like Manafon has received a lot of negative press, which is what I’ve heard. But it’s still a path I intend to pursue musically, working with improvisation in some form or another. So you just follow whatever you feel is right for you. You follow your instinct and that’s all you can remain true to.” 198


    Manafon saw Sylvian continue his radical approach to musical composition, but also obvious were some areas of consistency. One such was his continuing interest in poetry, the art of the poet, and specifically Ted Hughes. Hughes was once again name checked in the booklet accompanying the CD release of Manafon, this time with a quotation from his 1973 book Gaudete, Sylvian’s previous interest being with Hughes’ poem Crow at the time of the Rain Tree Crow project.


    Every day the world gets simply / Bigger and bigger / And smaller and smaller

    Every day the world gets more / And more beautiful

    And uglier and uglier

    Your comings get closer / Your goings get worse


    Gaudete was a 200-page poem/story focusing on the neurosis at the heart of western civilisation. In it, Hughes created a myth about the nature of civilisation itself, about the forces that shaped humanity and the malignity that could transform us. In Gaudete, Hughes depicted what he considered to be the spiritual impoverishment of contemporary civilization, what he saw as the overweening attraction to pure reason — at the expense of mythic invention — leaving us prone to discontent, paralysed, passive and apathetic. Moreover, the hypocrisy contained in the constricted teachings of Christianity made us stunted, unfulfilled and sexually repressed. 199 In general terms, then, through Gaudete, Hughes was touching upon well considered areas for Sylvian as he wrestled with various philosophical and spiritual questions over the years. However, of especial relevance to Manafon was the fact that the story centred on a minister in a small English community, Nicolas Lumb, very much like the muse that underpinned much of Sylvian’s album, R.S. Thomas. In the complex work, Lumb effectively descended into darkness, but there was a tantalising suggestion of redemption, freedom, and hope that Hughes introduced. Suffice to say, that at this stage of Sylvian’s career, Hughes was still a source of inspiration wrestling with the fundamentals of existence, and pointedly referencing the duality at work all around us.


    In all the flurry that occurred when Sylvian produced new work, it was difficult not to conclude that he had a firmly grounded view of Manafon and its place in music in general, and in his likely future path in particular. He hoped that the open-minded who stumbled upon the work would embrace it. “Manafon doesn’t sound wildly experimental to my ears. Nor do I personally hear it as being a difficult album, but I’ve always known the experience would be different for others. Time will soften the edges. It may sow the seeds of what might develop into a new genre for vocal music perhaps? Or maybe it’s simply a passing glitch on the digital face of popular music. I don’t know. But what I am sure of is that, over time, its abstractions will become much easier to embrace. After all, Debussy was considered impossibly avant-garde in his time. It’s hard to credit such a response to his music today. Similarly, Brahms piano concerto No. 1 was reviewed in its day as ‘noise’. We need to grow into modern work. We shouldn’t ask that things be made too easy for us…it should be remembered that to be challenged is something of a gift if the work truly has something new to offer, a fresh perspective or experiences. Having said that, I haven’t abandoned form entirely. I may make a return to it at some point. For now I’m leaving all possibilities open.” 187


    Post Manafon, Sylvian took stock, and allowed himself the opportunity to step back and analyse what to do next. Being the man he was, he would be driven on by the fact that there were always so many more steps to take than the ones that had already been taken, and there were more creative challenges to explore. He actively assessed the possibility of touring the work (something that didn’t happen), while fully realising that it would be an expensive undertaking involving numerous contributors, probably requiring sponsorship of some sort. This would have been new territory for Sylvian who had never had financial support for any of his previous tours. Next on the horizon was another compilation of past collaborative work, and — as post-Blemish — an interpretation of the Manafon contributions which would actually add some more conventional structure and form to the original compositions.
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    Songs For The End Of Time


    Pretty much from the time that she met Sylvian, Chavez put her musical career on hold, focused on raising their family and supporting the house and her husband, and dedicated herself to their spiritual journey together. Except for the odd and brief recording session, during the span of their relationship, Sylvian and Chavez did surprisingly little work together. The obvious explanation for this was that the family took precedence for Chavez, but according to Sylvian it seemed as if the reasons were a little more deep-seated. “Ingrid and I didn’t happen to have a productive working relationship. There are multiple reasons for this and I’d prefer Ingrid explain rather than I, but it comes down to a chemistry of sorts, that might work in some aspects of a shared life, but not in others. Ingrid’s really creative under pressure, all cards on the table, all hands on deck, the kind of scenarios which were the inverse of what we had going on.” 11


    As her daughters grew up, and as the relationship with Sylvian fractured, Chavez began to make an effort writing and recording her own music once again. Early in 2010 she released a brand new album, her first solo album in almost twenty years. The new release, A Flutter and Some Words, saw an alliance of some of her old musical contacts. Sylvian himself was credited with organizing the running order on the album, and she also acknowledged him in the literature accompanying the release in the following terms. “David Sylvian: Thank you for your encouragement and support from the beginning of the project to the end. No one knows me better than you. It was you who made sure all the mixes were right when I needed a second set of ears. You are forever in my heart.” 200


    Chavez worked closely with Lorenzo Scopelliti on the album — which began to germinate in the mid-2000s after her divorce from Sylvian — crafting the lyrics and vocals over Scopelliti’s instrumentation. Recording and mixing was managed by Alessandro Mazzitelli, and also involved was old friend and colleague Richard Webowenko, who provided musical accompaniment on the title track. The final result was an album of real poise, and one in which an eclectic mix of musical influences were combined — ambient, funk, and blues in abundance. The feel of the album was influenced greatly by the prowess of Scopelliti, and in the timelessness and reflective nature of many of the tracks. Very much in keeping with the film Time Spent that Chavez and Sylvian created at the time of Dead Bees on a Cake, Chavez worked with Scopelliti on a fifteen-minute film to accompany the release of her album. The piece showed Chavez in and around the New Hampshire home in the winter, and she discussed the genesis of the work, and some of her guiding principles. She ended the piece saying, “Music is a journey through one soul. Walk with me”, a thought that could apply just as easily to Sylvian’s life.


    Ever since their divorce, rumours circulated concerning the status of Chavez’s and Sylvian’s relationship. Both discretely alluded to whatever they felt was relevant to contextualise their work for their audience, which to an extent fuelled some rather prurient speculation. Some, for example, suggested that the obvious working relationship that emerged in the 2009/2010 period was a sign that the couple were getting back together, or indeed may have already been back together. Some even saw pictures of Sylvian in photo shoots in and around the Manafon release wearing his wedding band, and extrapolated much from this! Whether they were or not (all evidence incontrovertibly suggesting that they were and remain estranged), the individuals involved had shared part of a journey through life together, and had two children as well. Neither would jeopardise the welfare of Isobel and Ameera, and of course they shared common views of the world in many ways, and common influences. As intelligent and caring individuals, it seemed logical that they would have navigated a course post-separation that preserved the dignity of the situation, and one that recognised that they still had feelings for each other and looked out for each other. Hardly ground breaking stuff.


    Chavez was interviewed after the release of her new album, and the question of her relationship with Sylvian inevitably cropped up. What she seemed to convey was that while their relationship had changed, it was still strong. They both seemed to lead quite solitary lives, but effectively shared the same living space, albeit separate buildings at the same address in New Hampshire. The interviewer discussed the fact that some of her output seemed to be influenced by Sylvian’s earlier works from Dead Bees on a Cake (especially the track Back Roads on A Flutter and Some Words), which she acknowledged was the case. She was then asked how difficult it was to face and overcome separation after so many years together. Chavez replied, “I guess that depends on the two people and what they have made together in that shared life. Sometimes two people just need to change their relationship with each other to be able to see the beauty in each other again. Separation is never easy if you love that person. No Goodbyes speaks a little bit about my feelings about it. David and I are very close, raising our two daughters together. I needed to be here where I am, making music again. I lost that. I am happy to be back at it.” 201


    The song No Goodbyes intriguingly gave Chavez’s spin on her relationship with Sylvian. The lyrics suggested that the move to the old ashram in New Hampshire — facilitated as we have seen by a spiritual guide — was part of a mapped out journey, and was found for them as a place to split up without causing too much harm. The “she” referenced in the lyric seemed to refer to this guide or the divine, who in some way saw that their split was on the horizon, and directed them to New Hampshire to cushion the blow of the separation.


    She saw it coming / She gave us a safe place / to fall apart gracefully202


    There was no doubting that Chavez regretted what happened, and in a way, the place they found together that became the focus of so much creativity in the early days of their move was instrumental in their break up. The suggestion was that things began to go wrong during their first winter in New Hampshire.


    Our first winter came / The silence misunderstood / Snowblind, we lost / Sight of all that was good


    But the resolution was that, despite the separation, the bond was still there, they did still share the same address (whether or not they actually lived at the same house), and their love endured.


    We made it through the storm / This house is still our home / So I’ll say it again / I’ll love you ‘til the end


    Chavez’s complete divorce from her own musical path and career once she was married, and her focus on family could well have been a source of friction in her relationship with Sylvian, who knows? There she was in a marriage with a fellow musician who had such an intense clarity of purpose artistically, and her role in life was to act as a support for him, neglecting her own artistic desires and requirements. When the relationship broke up, it allowed her to find that focus again, not with a feeling of regret for the years spent nurturing her family, but with a renewed appreciation of how important her own creativity was to her own well being. “One thing I lost in my marriage is that I forgot to make a space for myself. I forgot to make that little space that was mine. It doesn’t have to be a big one, it can be a closet, some place that you shut the door and bring it down…. There were times during the sixteen-year period that I didn’t make a record when I was resentful and it was probably a bit of a bad seed in my relationship. But on the other side of it I learned a lot.” 203


    One enduring image — a picture published by Chavez on the Flickr site entitled “Weight of The World” — seemed eloquently to capture much of the enigmatic nature of her husband, and the closeness of the couple despite their separation. The picture showed her innate understanding of Sylvian, the subject of the piece. Taken on April 23rd 2009, he was walking down a beach, some distance away from the camera, sun at his back, and the shadows of Chavez and what seemed to be their two daughters in front of shot. There was something very poignant about the picture, which seemed to have been taken without Sylvian’s knowledge. Here was the family unit together but apart, close but distant. A picture spoke a thousand words!


    After the release of Manafon, there were various projects on the boil for Sylvian as well as Chavez. Manafon had been a draining experience for him, and he was mentally exhausted by the strains of pulling something so complex and innovative together. The seeds of the next substantial new work had been set before he completed Manafon, due to a new alliance with composer Dai Fujikura, an artist from a polar opposite musical world. Died in the Wool would be released in May 2011, but it would occupy Sylvian from the middle of 2009. Also in the offing was a new compilation album, which would see the light of day in September 2010, and he spent a considerable amount of time reworking tracks for this release as well. However, in terms of output, it was the middle of 2010 before he released anything new after Manafon, this time put out on the Samadhi Sound website as an .mp3 download, and entitled A Certain Slant of Light. A surprisingly melodic song given Sylvian’s recent immersion in free improv, but its accessible beauty masked a tragic development.


    Sylvian’s old sparring partner Mick Karn had been diagnosed with the advanced stages of cancer. Even when the announcement was made in mid-2010, the prognosis looked bleak. Sylvian had been working on A Certain Slant of Light for a project with Fennesz, but it was released early in its unfinished form (just vocal and acoustic guitar) to assist in raising funds for the financially struggling Karn and his family as they desperately sought treatment options. A link to the appeal for Karn was run alongside the track posting on the site. This was obviously a desperate time for Karn, but must also have caused Sylvian a great amount of soul searching and heartache. Yes, the two musicians had grown apart, and their careers had taken completely different arcs since the Rain Tree Crow collaboration. Indeed, as we have seen, the pair had had their fair share of run-ins and disagreements over the years, which surfaced again with the release of Karn’s autobiography in 2009. But in the scheme of things, they had embarked on their respective journeys together, had somewhat against the odds secured a foothold on the ladder of musical success together, and had shared the ups and downs together. Both owed a lot to each other in their different ways, and news of such gravity gave Sylvian cause for more than a simple pause for thought.


    Since the Rain Tree Crow project, Karn had released most of his music through Medium Productions, which was created in 1993 and became an outlet for much of the work produced by him, Jansen, and Barbieri. Before folding in 2004 — the year that Karn left the U.K. to go and live in Cyprus to enable himself some financial relief and therefore the latitude to continue making music — he worked on six releases through the independent label.  In 2006, he established a company called MK Music, which branded his subsequent releases and also the books that he wrote including the controversial Japan & Self Existence. While his career was somewhat patchy up until his death, intriguingly his final recording — which was released posthumously, but was recorded in 2010 — saw him back together with Bauhaus front man Pete Murphy. Murphy and Karn had reportedly not seen each other since they collaborated as Dalis Car back in 1983, but announced their intention to record together again beginning in September 2010 some time after Karn was confirmed ill. The project was cut short as Karn’s health deteriorated, the five tracks that the pair completed being released as the EP InGladAloneness in April 2012. The tracks were mixed by Jansen who also contributed drums on one of the compositions.


    Sylvian gave his views on Karn’s plight just before he died “As for Mick’s disease, I suffer with him. We are not close, but there are people in life that you come into contact with for a reason. His illness has been long and included significant pain, the kind of pain you would not wish on anyone. I wish him peace, something he seems to have known little of in all the years I have known him. Peace, and a refuge from the inner demons that plagued him throughout his life. If I could, I would embrace him and remind him of how much I have always loved him, and in that moment, perhaps only for the duration of the embrace, he would understand that it is true.” 204 Many artists helped with the Karn appeal. When he was diagnosed, he was living in Cyprus, and the funds from concerts from the likes of Midge Ure, Porcupine Tree, and Masami Tsuchiya went to fund his move back to London for treatment. Tragically, however, the disease was too far progressed, and he died at home in Chelsea on the 4th January 2011. Some months later in May, Sylvian released a new album on which the final version of A Certain Slant of Light appeared, this time dedicated to Karn’s memory.


    From a musical perspective, A Certain Slant of Light — and the previously referenced song Jacqueline — showed that despite Sylvian’s migration into the field of free improv, and a move to the very margins of the domain populated by singer songwriters, he still had the ability and the desire on occasion to craft consummate melodic songs. Throughout his career, Sylvian never closed doors simply because he opened others, and the varied nature of his output to the present day was testament to the fact that he never precluded any possibilities. Nevertheless, blogs and bulletin boards were filled with exclamations of hope — and in some instances unbridled relief — when A Certain Slant of Light was heard, a hard core of his fans always hankering for a return to the more conventional. Sylvian was aware of the fact that his musical evolution, especially when it extended into such radical areas as those pursued on Blemish and even more so on Manafon, would alienate certain parts of his audience. This had always been the case. However, for some the level of disquiet with his work had now reached fever pitch! For example, the following was posted on a discussion forum about Sylvian and Manafon in 2010. Looking past the inaccuracies and the relatively uninformed nature of the argument, here was a fan disenfranchised. “Just because Sylvian no longer uses a verse, bridge, and chorus doesn’t mean that he isn’t still a pop star. I know he’d like to be a South Bank poet, and he has a disdain for the ‘industry’ so why is he still in it? Trouble is he hasn’t ‘moved on.’ This is the same subject matter used in Blemish, but a more minimalist instrumentation. Why doesn’t he revert back to a couple of years ago, and use first-class session musicians, playing their instruments beautifully, and write about new things he is experiencing? Yep, he’s lost me. The journey’s over for me. He’s becoming a one trick pony. I don’t think I’ll be the only one telling the Emperor that I can’t see his new clothes.” 205


    Wow! Having read this book thus far, I am hopeful that it would be easy to see where these arguments fall down, but the main point was missed by the contributor, and that was that Sylvian was a man of personal and — inextricably linked to this — musical conviction. Easy options didn’t apply, and to get satisfaction and professional gratification, he took risks, key among them risks with his audience’s patience it seemed! It would be an odd person and an odd musician to extend into areas of exploration specifically to alienate an audience. Sylvian’s conviction and belief in his work, while not making his audience a secondary consideration, saw them an equal first with his fulfillment of personal and musical ambition. Of course, when one of the primary factors behind his compositions was that he himself wanted to be challenged, it stood to reason that the works would also challenge his audience. No one ever said that art couldn’t pose questions and involve the listener on a more than superficial level, and while Sylvian wanted to communicate to as many people as possible, he would not do that by sacrificing what he considered to be important. His meticulous and considered approach to composition seemed to centre on the fact that he would only release something when he felt there was a need, and when something original had been captured. As such, he was preserving his legacy. Sylvian had earned the right to work this way, to be one of the pioneers. When he was long gone, he wanted his work to be seen for what it was in terms of its groundbreaking qualities. One felt that this more than anything else was important to him.


    It was September 2010 when Sylvian released his new compilation album Sleepwalkers, tracking the collaborative work he had produced since 2000, and dedicated to his long-term manager and confidant, Richard Chadwick. In the text that Sylvian published announcing the new album, he implied that Sleepwalkers was a formal recognition of the work that he had undertaken with an array of musicians in parallel with the solo work that he had produced throughout his career. Sleepwalkers was the first compilation album that it was Sylvian’s decision to produce, and over which he had complete control. The title of the album had some significance, and indicated how Sylvian perceived the compositions included. It was called Sleepwalkers because “…that’s how I felt regarding the tracks in question, that they were sleepers, tracks many people didn’t know existed.” 206


    The focus was most definitively on his more recent collaborations, and each of the pieces or the musicians that he worked with on the songs included had an especial importance to him in one way or another. Sleepwalkers consisted of tracks from the Nine Horses sessions, (Money for All, The Day the Earth Stole Heaven, and Wonderful World); compositions penned in association with Jansen, (Ballad of a Deadman and Playground Martyrs); a composition written with his old friend Sakamoto, (World Citizen–I won’t be disappointed); and an array of songs with other collaborators such as Sleepwalkers (with Martin Brandlmayr), Angels (with Jan Bang and Erik Honoré), Exit/Delete (with Matakatsu Takagi), Pure Genius (with Tweaker), Transit (with Christian Fennesz), The World is Everything (with Takuma Watanabe), Thermal (with Arve Henriksen), Sugarfuel (with Readymade FC), and Trauma (an instrumental outtake from Blemish). Trauma was published in 2003, and was originally only available in the download directory on the Samadhi Sound site. In October 2003, it was added to the Japanese release of Blemish as a bonus track, and in March 2011, it was used in a commercial for Armani featuring the tennis player Rafael Nadal.


    Sylvian personally selected all of the songs, and as was the case with many of the compositions that appeared on Everything and Nothing and Camphor, some of the tracks were subtly remixed and sequenced, and some more radically updated and changed. In addition, all the material included was completely remastered. This, as with the previous compilation albums, was done in order to produce a coherent body of work rather than just an agglomeration of fragmented tracks. It was a surprise to Sylvian that even after such tweaking, so many disparate tracks fitted together so well. However, he did not get all the tracks he wanted. There were some notable absences, namely For the Love of Life with Haishima Kuniaki, and The Messenger with Blonde Redhead, which for various reasons were impossible to include. Sylvian described the chosen compositions as “…orphans, abused, estranged, exotic, migrating from diverse corners of the globe, brought together under one roof which they’re learning to share despite their differences. We contain multitudes. We’re nothing if not contradictory. (Consistency is contrary to nature, contrary to life: Aldous Huxley).” 207 One other thing that all the tracks had in common was that they were all — with the exception of Wonderful World where Jansen and Sylvian worked in the same location — written and recorded in isolation, the collaborators working alone and geographically remote from one another.


    With all these compositions together, the diversity of not just the collaborators themselves — coming as they did from all sorts of musical backgrounds — but also of the musical results were striking. With increasing clarity it was possible to see the thread of electronica developing, the increasingly important flirtation with the world of free improv growing ever stronger, and the way that the consummate but always innovative singer songwriter bedded himself into these different environments. The best summation was to say that they showed how eclectic Sylvian’s influences had been running in parallel to his evolving solo work. Sylvian saw the collaborative work showcased on Sleepwalkers as a way for him to perform in a completely non-personal, even playful way. Most of the works included were composed at the time in his solo career that Sylvian was immersed in the uncompromising and deeply personal works Blemish and Manafon. It was tempting, therefore, to see some of the collaborations as a way for him to let off steam. Perhaps more importantly, however, they were also a way for him to explore existing or new relationships. “Some collaborations seem to be a one-off exchange but you can never be too certain of that fact. Others have been long term. Ryuichi comes to mind, as of course, does Steve. And then there are others with whom you hope to continue working as you have barely scratched the surface. Other times, offers come out of the blue, welcome, inspired. Regardless, it’s wonderful to have so many possibilities to juggle with. Each collaboration seems timely. It’s as if there is a rightness to the exchange at a given moment in time.” 207


    A striking aspect of the release was the artwork that was used on Sleepwalkers, which helped explain the general view that Sylvian had of the album. The pictures were of and by the artist Kristamas Klousch, and were a selection of self-portraits that she specialised in. In these images, Sylvian saw a gorgeous, beautiful, exotic, erotic, orphaned creature who was playfully reinventing herself with each image, but who also reflected a familiarity with the darker aspects of living and being. Effectively, there was trouble and complexity hinted at beneath the superficial beauty. Sylvian described his connection with Klousch’s work. “Images seemed to bring together a multiplicity of possible interpretations, some of which were in direct conflict with each other. As a set of images, they seemed to reflect, in some way or another, the focus of the lyric of the title track, which can be seen as an attack of some kind on the narrator himself or others. Victim and/or guilty party, probably both. A private sensuality, a possible moral perversity, a deep level of suffering, a corruption of, or a fortress for, the protection of innocence. As I said, a multiplicity of readings that resonate between image and sound.” 204


    Nestling in the middle of Sleepwalkers was Five Lines with Dai Fujikura, perhaps the most intriguing collaboration, and the only completely new composition on the album. This track was conducted and orchestrated by Fujikura, and produced and mixed by Sylvian, with a string quartet of cello, viola, and two violins performed by Katinka Kleijn, Wendy Richman, Jennifer K. Curtis, and Michi Wiancko respectively. Unknown to all but a few, Sylvian and Fujikura had begun working under the radar together while Manafon was still being completed. Five Lines was a fascinating piece, as it for the first time saw a marriage between Sylvian’s vocal and a classically-oriented and classically-performed musical score. Here arguably was the chamber music focus of Manafon, but instead of it being free form and radical in nature, it was structured, contemporary classical chamber music.


    Dai Fujikura was born in Osaka, Japan in 1977, and moved to London in his early teens to study at the Trinity College of Music with classically trained English composer, arranger, and musician Daryl Runswick. He later moved to the Royal College of Music under the tutelage of composer, conductor, and oboe player Edwin Roxburgh, and finally Kings College London under George Benjamin — well known English composer, pianist, and tutor. Since then, Fujikura became a highly acclaimed composer, and his compositions received numerous international awards. He had a disarmingly refreshing view of his art. “Writing music is purely entertainment for me, like going to the cinema or on holiday. Just that writing music is a much cheaper way to get that ‘fun’ feeling. What I enjoy most about composing is when I am starting to see or hear the sounds and I’m trying to please my ear in the world premiere of my own work, and also wishing that there might be some strange humans out there who might have similar musical taste to mine and may like my music. In my music, there is no ‘message’ or ‘statement’. I just try to hunt the notes which I really want to experience as one of the audience of my work.” 208


    This modest almost frivolous review of his own compositional process somewhat obscured the hugely talented musician and composer Fujikura was. Before his formal musical education, he intended to ply his trade writing music scores for films. It was Runswick at Trinity College that persuaded him that music by itself could be as vivid as film, and as engaged with the contemporary world. This was when he changed direction, and under Roxburgh and Benjamin became a prolific concert music composer. His breakthrough came in 2000 when the London Sinfonietta performed his composition Frozen Heat, a signature, intense Fujikura piece scored for brass ensemble and piano. The Sinfonietta, at the vanguard of placing the best in contemporary classical music at the heart of today’s culture, taking risks, and exposing the public to the best compositions of the day, consistently promoted Fujikura’s work from this point, and he also had compositions performed at the Lucerne Festival (Stream State in 2005 conducted by Pierre Boulez) and the London Proms (Crushing Twister) in 2006. In 1998 Fujikura won the Serocki International Composers’ Competition and the Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival Young Composers’ Award, and these were followed up by second prize in the highly prestigious Toru Takemitsu Award (for his orchestral work Calling Timbuktu), and the Internationaler Wiener Composition Prize. Fujikura’s work was bold, energetic, and exciting to play and hear, and was an eclectic mix of tones and textures. A protégé of Pierre Boulez, Fujikura discovered Sylvian through Secrets of the Beehive. He explained his fascination. “The main reason I was hooked by his work was, of course, his voice. The most beautiful voice in the world.” 209


    Kleijn, Richman, and Curtis, who also appeared on Five Lines were all members of the International Contemporary Ensemble (I.C.E.), which was effectively a flexible group of upwards of thirty chamber musicians. I.C.E. performed works scored for ensembles from solos and duos to chamber orchestra, as well as multi-media works, using conventional, extended, and non-western instruments, and also performed using electro acoustic and improvised techniques. Another Five Lines contributor, Michi Wiancko, was a New York-based violinist who had played with I.C.E. and who was also allied to the Los Angeles Piano Quartet and the East Coast Chamber Orchestra (ECCO). Fujikura first came into contact with I.C.E. in 2003, and had worked with them on an ad hoc basis ever since.


    The coming together of Sylvian and Fujikura with Five Lines was at a time when the discussions they were having centred around a more extensive body of work, a re-interpretation of the Manafon compositions, which was eventually released as Died in the Wool. In this context, Five Lines was a testing ground of sorts, the two protagonists sounding each other out, seeing whether there was fertile ground that they could work on together. This was quite new territory for Sylvian, but exploration was necessary as both artists came from such different backgrounds and musical genres. As Sylvian put it “it was important to know, and with great clarity, that we were speaking the same language. We were learning how to understand and interpret the mutual vocabulary.” 204 Five Lines was in itself a good indication of the work the pair would produce together on Died in the Wool. Against a jagged but compelling classical string quartet background — a perfect foil for his vocals — Sylvian sang a lyric that poetically described his musical evolution.


    Five lines flared from the ovens / He pulled the ribbons from their hair / With melodies beaten from the sheets of his mother / Songs for the end of time


    A musical stave had five lines. For Sylvian, these five lines had been broadcasting his experiences for decades, experiences that “flared from the ovens” of his life. Each musical stave traditionally had a treble or a bass clef wound among the five lines, synonymous with a degree of musical structure and convention, conventions that Sylvian had been at pains to move away from, the symbol of this move away to the extremities of musical convention being Sylvian separating the clef from the stave, “pulling the ribbons from their hair”.


    The lyric heaped on layers of complexity and imagery, with references to birds, stags, and foxes, and imparted a feeling of distress as the narrator struggled for direction and understanding. But in the end, there was a feeling that he would find no solace, his fate was sealed.


    Even in flight / Nothing could have spared him / Five lines / Five lines flared from the oven / Five lines with which he marked out time / Leave him for the foxes


    Once Manafon was released, Sylvian announced that he was working with Fujikura on a radical reinterpretation of the album featuring original orchestration, and a number of fresh compositions extrapolating the themes developed on the original album. Fujikura, as already mentioned, began work on his re-interpretation of Manafon before Sylvian had actually finished mixing the original release. It was in this period in 2009 that Fujikura also worked with Sylvian and a small ensemble on music for an installation in Gran Canaria entitled Cuando Volvamos No Nos Conocerás (When We Return You Won’t Recognise Us). Sylvian chose as his focus for this work the spiritual life of the Canary Islands, going back to what was known of the indigenous people, and up to the present time. He attempted to explore through the work the physical and metaphysical connections to, and notions of, the sacredness of place. More specifically, the piece had at its heart a 2003 genetics report which was focused on the Canary Islands, and which found that despite the numerous incursions over the years by the Spanish, and the associated dilution of genetic identity resultant upon the associated slave trade, the vast majority of the population could track its native aboriginal genetic heritage. Sylvian described his interest thus “My interest lay in the connection between the physical or scientific reality of our biological make-up, the links to lineage (genetic genealogy), location and — to move beyond the realm of science into intuitive logic — the interior life of a community or people. An implied cultural heritage.” 210


    The installation piece was recorded by Sylvian in 5.1 surround sound, and was mastered by Steve D’Angostino, senior lecturer in music technology at the London College of Music, specialising in surround sound and digital recording. D’Angostino had been associated with a number of experimental and electronic artists, including Jansen, before working on Sylvian’s project. Also featured were previous collaborators Henriksen and Nakamura, and new faces including Günter Müller (providing “iPods”), saxophonist John Butcher, and AMM percussionist Eddie Prévost, both of whom featured on Amplified Gesture. Fujikura directed a string sextet on the composition.


    Müller was famous for founding the record label “for4ears”, and was a sound artist who started his career as a drummer and percussionist, with an enduring passion for free improv. This interest led him to begin using various extended techniques on his percussion, such as microphones to amplify the drum sets, and also various electronic effects such as the use of iPods or minidisk recorders to help process or loop his contributions. As time went on, Müller increasingly abandoned the percussion aspect of his work, and devoted himself more and more to the use of electronic effects. It was this kind of electronic compositional technique that was heard on his contribution on When We Return You Wont Recognise Us.


    Prévost and Butcher’s appearance on Amplified Gesture already signified their importance as artists working in the area of free improv, and implied that the work for the installation was born out of Sylvian’s close association with this genre in that part of his solo career. Since the early 1980s, saxophonist Butcher had collaborated with a host of musicians including Derek Bailey, John Tilbury, Eddie Prévost, and Gerry Hemmingway. He had written work with Polwechsel, the Australian Elision Ensemble, the U.S.-based Rove Saxophone Quartet, and had his own project the John Butcher Group. His early sorties into the field of professional music coalesced around a trio he played in with guitarist John Russell and violinist Phil Durrant, and between them they created the ACTA label to release their first album Conceits in 1987. In 1988, the trio was augmented by the addition of percussionist Paul Lovens and trombonist Radu Malfatti and became News from the Shed. The mid-1980s also saw Butcher move into the area of improvisation as he worked with Chris Burn to form the London Improvising Ensemble, which evolved into Burn’s “Ensemble”. Numerous other performances in the 1980s included a soprano saxophone quartet in Rome with Evan Parker, Trevor Watts, and Lol Coxhill, and some performances with Derek Bailey. The Bailey connection endured, and Butcher played in a number of Bailey’s Company Weeks, produced an album with him and the tuba player Oren Marshall, and released a live album with him entitled Vortices and Angel. In the early 1990s, he joined and became part of the final fixed line-up of the John Steven’s Spontaneous Music Ensemble (SME) with guitarist Roger Smith. 1991 also saw the release of Butcher’s first solo release, Thirteen Friendly Numbers.


    Electronic music had been an enduring influence on Butcher’s saxophone playing, and became overt in the electro-manipulation duo he formed in 1997 with Phil Durrant, Secret Measures. In the same year he joined Polwechsel, and therefore came into contact with Fennesz and Tilbury. He also forged another electronic collaboration with the Austrian laptop artist Christof Kurzmann. Visits to Japan opened up working collaborations with Nakamura, and Butcher extended his electronic manipulation into the areas of amplification and electronic feedback manipulation. His later career was studded with collaborations in the area of overt improvisation and free improv, with large groups such as Fred van Hove’s “T Nonet”, Radu Malfatti’s Orkestra, and Butch Morris’s London Skyscraper, and in duos with the likes of Fred Frith, Otomo Yoshihide, Paul Loven, and John Tilbury. In 2006, Butcher began working with the Australian Elision ensemble, which around the time of his association with Sylvian in 2009 performed at the Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival for a homage to Anthony Braxton. The Huddersfield Festival also commissioned the composition somethingtobesaid for the eight-piece John Butcher Group.


    Percussionist and drummer Prévost spent his career at the outer reaches of musical composition and performance, people most readily associating his last four decades of work with the free improv group AMM. He had, however, been a band leader in his own right, driving musical innovation in the area of free jazz not just free improv. He also set up Matchless Recording and Publishing, mostly dedicated to his own music and that of other musical innovators in the free jazz and free improv arena. Key among these was the work of Cornelius Cardew, one time member of AMM. Perhaps his earliest significant collaboration was back in the early 1960s when he teamed up with tenor saxophonist Lou Gare, who joined the Eddie Prévost Quintet that included trumpeter Dave Ware, although this early grouping was very much framed within the more traditional parameters of modern jazz. In the mid-1960s, the migration towards the free improv area came when the collaborative team of Prévost, Gare, bassist Lawrence Sheaff, and guitarist Keith Rowe (the core of what was to become AMM), all stubbornly refused to simply conform with pre-existing techniques and processes, and collectively strove for a unique sound and a unique way of creating music.


    The key was spontaneous creativity, the core collaborators soon joined by eminent composer Cardew. This technique was also added to by experimental ideas adapted to existing musical instruments (the so-called extended techniques), Prévost for example changed the shape of cymbals, and used drums as amplification sound boxes. He also incorporated “found objects” into the mix hugely increasing the range and sound created from his percussive endeavours. While AMM as a group with shifting membership endured, Prévost’s other notable projects inclined to areas conforming more readily with traditional jazz playing, including The Eddie Prévost band of the late 1970s (with tenor saxophone player Geoff Hawkins, trumpeter Gerry Gold, and Marcio Mattos of Manafon fame); The Eddie Prévost Trio, which was initiated in the early 1990s along with Tom Chant and John Edwards; and an ensemble with saxophonist Alan Wilkinson and bassist Joe Williamson.


    Prévost’s influence in the area of free improv cannot be over-estimated, and the objective of his work in this area (as he articulated it on Amplified Gesture) was quite profound. It was Prévost’s philosophy that the link between free improv players and the audience for their music was based around a fundamental requirement for self-invention. He felt that most reflective people wanted this, and that it could be extended to a kind of social invention. In essence, the thrust of his argument was that people who looked for models for different and more fulfilling ways of living tried to locate cultural manifestations of this desire, and some improvised music represented this kind of cultural manifestation. As such, as audiences sought to grow spiritually and culturally through their reflections upon the world, music was one of the mechanisms through which this could take place. 211 This theory extrapolated into a view that an ensemble of improvisers was a reflection of the ideal society. Sylvian was at pains to say that he didn’t entirely engage with Prévost on this point. “I can’t go there with him. That couldn’t possibly be my approach to making music, but it’s a beautiful aesthetic, a wonderful idea and something worth pursuing. And it doesn’t mean that Eddie and I couldn’t work together, or that he couldn’t hand his work over to me at the end of the day and say ‘good luck with that’. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter when you’re in the room together, it doesn’t matter how you get there, it’s how you respond once you’re there and what you bring to it.” 189


    When We Return You Won’t Recognise Us was the first — and so far only — time that Sylvian and Prévost recorded together. Sylvian described the way the piece was constructed “The process of creating the piece was informed by the Manafon sessions themselves, but taken a step further by having both written text — regarding the context of the installation and the concept behind it which included references to the specific sound — and by having Dai ‘improvise’ with a sextet of string players. This was handled by settling on a handful of chord clusters prior to the session and Dai formulating a series of hand gestures that would indicate which combination of responses were required from the sextet at any given moment in time. I believe we recorded five takes total, and each take was vastly different from the one prior.” 209


    There would be no more releases from Sylvian after Sleepwalkers until well into 2011, as his audience patiently waited for the results of the work that was apparently underway with Fujikura, and which had been tantalisingly previewed on Five Lines. But then news of a slightly surprising collaboration began to appear in late 2010.  Sylvian was reported as being involved as a contributor to a concept album being put together by famous French actress Isabelle Adjani. Adjani had a glittering film career in France, winning three Cesar awards (the French equivalent of the Oscars) in the 1980s.  As far as her musical output was concerned, perhaps her best-known work was the 1983 release Pull Marine, produced and written by Serge Gainsbourg. The concept that apparently involved Sylvian was that each of the male vocalists set to contribute were angels inside the head of the central character (Isabelle), each speaking to her through different situations in the cycle of a love relationship. Other vocalists purported to be involved include Simon le Bon of Duran Duran fame, Pete Murphy from Bauhaus, Seal, and Youssou N’Dour. Famous Frenchman Pascal Obispo was apparently producing the project. News of this collaboration — which at the time of publication was still unreleased — came from an announcement in July 2010 by Simon Le Bon who had just returned from Lè Cap Ferret near Bordeaux where he had been at Adjani’s home, and recorded his vocal for a song C’est Lui (It’s Him). In his announcement he mentioned that he was in good company and Sylvian was among the other collaborators.


    Despite the fact that this apparent collaboration seemed to yield nothing, on the horizon were a number of more substantial projects that would really occupy Sylvian’s attention. He was about to embark on a couple of years where no less than six album, collaborative, compilation, and DVD releases featuring him in one way or another were to see the light of day. Such endeavours, and the challenging areas that they focused on for the singer songwriter, were indicative of a man that had really begun to find his feet. From an individual who back in the 1980s was cripplingly shy and wrestling with personal and professional issues that had the potential to derail both his life and his art, the image of Sylvian towards the end of the 2000s was very different. This was despite the fact that in many ways, this decade had been the one littered with most potential elephant traps and causes of enormous emotional and professional upheaval. His coping mechanism was no doubt due to an extent to his more grounded spiritual focus, but it was also in equal measure due to his growing maturity in general. Sylvian fell back on an old muse to describe the state of play as he was asked in 2010 if he was somewhat more settled and comfortable in his own skin. “Ingmar Bergman said ‘I myself never felt young, only immature.’ There’s something in that sentence that resonates. I didn’t feel at ease when young, but then I don’t feel at ease now for entirely different reasons. I am surer of myself. I know what I’ve got to offer. Wisdom is hard won!” 11
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    Shadows Hold Their Breath


    Up until almost midway through the 2000s, Sylvian had never felt the need for his albums to be remixed or tinkered with in any way by himself or other musicians. This position shifted after the release of Blemish with the re-interpretations of this album that appeared as The Good Son vs The Only Daughter. After the release of Manafon, a similar thing seemingly happened again, with the release of Died in the Wool at the end of May 2011. I say “seemingly” happened again advisedly, as while indeed tracks from Manafon were revisited on Died in the Wool, this was demonstrably not just a remix album. However, the fact remained that with Blemish and Manafon, Sylvian was convinced that there was a musical rationale behind allowing the original works to be re-evaluated.


    In one way, there is no big surprise that it was these two albums that Sylvian felt could benefit from another look. His back catalogue to this point — save for the more avant-garde instrumental works — had fitted within a relatively safe musical structure, which left little room for re-interpretation. With Blemish and Manafon, however, the free improv foundation of each work left the field wide open for radical re-writings and innovative interpretations. The original tracks that were released on both albums were effectively just moments caught in time. If the musicians involved had gone for another take, or Sylvian had gone for take two on his vocal and lyric contributions, the results would have been very different, as the improvised elements would have come out totally changed. With this inherent fluidity in the structure of the pieces, new musicians looking to make their mark had little in the way of restriction in their interpretations. With the reworkings of some of the Manafon compositions that appeared on Died in the Wool, the original tracks were not remixed, but instead provided the grist for further compositional growth, hence the fact that Sylvian and his collaborators on the album viewed them more as Manafon variations, reflected in the subtitle of the album.


    The seeds for the re-interpretations of some of Manafon extended back to before the album itself was completed. As we have seen, one of the key collaborators on Died in the Wool, Dai Fujikura, became acquainted with Sylvian’s work via Secrets of the Beehive. Born in 1977 — and from an extremely early age immersed in the classical genre with little to no exposure to popular music — Fujikura was only ten when Secrets was released, and first came into contact with it when he was about thirteen. He found it accessible due to the classical instrumentation that Sylvian had incorporated within it, and as in common with many people new to Sylvian’s music, was struck by the voice. From Secrets, Fujikura explored more of Sylvian’s work, and the more he analysed it, the more he was seduced by Sylvian’s ear for instrumentation. It was sometime in 2007 that Fujikura approached the South Bank Centre in London, and enquired as to whether he could meet and possibly collaborate with Sylvian. Fujikura took up the story.  “They were surprised that I knew or was interested in music from the pop world, and that I wished to collaborate, as I have never collaborated with any other music creator. And then it happened that David and his office were planning to have a meeting with them near that time. The first time I met him was in this meeting. Since then we’ve exchanged vast amounts of emails and also spent time together either in London or in New York.” 212


    Sylvian’s meeting with the South Bank Centre in 2007 may have been in advance of his World is Everything tour as he played the London concert on the 17th September at one of the venues they managed, the Royal Festival Hall. Whatever the reason, when the two musicians met, Sylvian was well advanced in his work on Manafon. The flurry of exchanges between the two musicians after they met was fairly non-specific, just focused on some form of future collaboration. The initial inability to find an obvious project was down to the fact that with Fujikura and Sylvian, two completely different musical worlds were trying to fuse. Sylvian had not been shy about collaborating with musicians from all sorts of different genres as we have seen, but never with a classically trained composer and musician. In addition, up until meeting Sylvian, Fujikura wore his history of non-collaboration like a badge of honour, expressing with some pride and satisfaction that he had previously written everything, every note, and even strict written instructions as to how players of his music should approach their parts.


    Both had to break down some obstacles in order to collaborate successfully. Sylvian’s eclectic group of past collaborators had to an extent shared a common perspective on music, and the fact that they were usually either loosely — or in more recent years —almost completely interested in improvisation, meant that their contributions allowed for some freedom for experimentation or expression. The form in free improv was designed to be loose. To Fujikura, however, at this stage it was anathema to him. Two key differences between the two musicians came to a head pretty early. First was the fact that due to his classical training Fujikura was used to using the vocal line as just another instrument. If it was a piece for vocal and string quartet, the voice had no dominance, it was just a fifth instrument. More fundamentally, Fujikura was trained— as in common with all classically educated musicians — to write everything he composed down. The written musical score was the language used between classically trained composers, but Sylvian was unable to read music, and so the logistical problem for Fujikura was how to let Sylvian hear his ideas for contributions. This had to be overcome either by recording them despite the fact that they may never be used (which went against the grain for Fujikura) or capturing the contributions in “live” sessions.


    The polar opposite approach that the two had to making music was spelled out by Fujikura. “As a classical composer one must write down everything before one hears a note, so I must know exactly what I might want in a session before I hear a sound. David knows exactly what he doesn’t want when he hears it. It’s like an extreme filter, he knows very well what he doesn’t want for any given project.” 212 As the two protagonists came together musically, Fujikura became only too aware of this extreme filter. To get the ball rolling, Sylvian sent Fujikura a couple of the tracks from Manafon for him to orchestrate. During their discussions to this point, Fujikura had expressed an interest in looking at some of Sylvian’s back catalogue — especially Blemish — so this seemed like an obvious place to start. Fujikura also composed a couple of new pieces for Sylvian to respond to. One of these was Five Lines, which as we have seen was released on Sleepwalkers, a piece for string quartet and a vocal line that Fujikura wrote and envisaged Sylvian would sing as written.


    The string quartet part for Five Lines was recorded with the International Contemporary Ensemble (I.C.E.) in sessions in New York City, and this Sylvian liked. However, he didn’t like the vocal line, so he composed a new one, wrote the lyrics, and recorded it. Upon hearing it, Fujikura was convinced, and realised that it not only worked, but it in fact worked a lot better than the original vocal part he had written. Here was a new modus operandi for Fujikura. He was doing his own thing, composing music in the same way that he would for any classical commission, working with the same string ensemble that he usually did, and then Sylvian was effectively composing his music in response. New indeed for Fujikura, but not as we have seen for Sylvian, for whom the quest for a vocal challenge, something that he could “improvise” against had been ongoing for many years.


    Generally speaking, Sylvian thought Fujikura’s New York sessions with I.C.E. beyond Five Lines went well, but he also felt as if the orchestration was at odds with the sparse minimalistic aesthetic that he had been working towards with the Manafon compositions. One of the Manafon compositions that Sylvian had given to Fujikura to work on for the original album release was Random Acts of Senseless Violence, for which Fujikura composed and recorded string parts. Once recorded, Sylvian took this and Fujikura’s other work for Manafon back to New Hampshire, and time ticked by. After about a month, Sylvian informed Fujikura that the strings didn’t work and he was not going to use them. Here was Fujikura seeing at first hand the “extreme filter” that Sylvian used to assess what worked musically on his compositions, and what didn’t. For Sylvian, it was simply that they didn’t fit with the aesthetic of an album that at that stage was well advanced and nearing completion. For Fujikura, however, the rejection came as something of a shock and an affront to his musical sensibilities. In short, he was not used to people rejecting his output, and in such a categoric way. Even a few months after Sylvian’s decision not to use his strings, Fujikura was still not quite sure why, so he asked if he could have another shot, and was provided with the entire ProTools sessions of the whole of Manafon which at this point was complete. A second session was set up with I.C.E. in New York, and a lot of the original material from Manafon was covered, and one new composition that became The Last Days of December was composed. The reworked version of Random Acts of Senseless Violence appeared with the other reworked Manafon pieces on Died in the Wool.


    So one set of releases that appeared on Died in the Wool came together with Fujikura. However, Sylvian set about creating some new compositions such as the title track Died in the Wool using ideas from Fujikura and fusing them with samples taken from other sessions he had recorded with Manafon contributors and musicians featured on Amplified Gesture. In addition, at the same time as all this was happening, Sylvian was working closely with Fennesz on a commission they had received to produce a series of songs based on the poems of Emily Dickinson. These, and the Manafon compositions that Fujikura hadn’t worked on, were sent to Jan Bang to see what he would make of them. “Jan and I had been in close contact for a couple of years, and I felt his approach to remixing in general (he and Erik had produced wonderful remixes for me in the past) plus his delicately impressionistic way with texture and impressively manipulative sampling techniques might work well on some of the pieces. We started with I Should Not Dare, the Dickinson poem that Christian and I had been commissioned to produce months earlier. Jan added some beautiful orchestral elements to our original arrangement. We then went on to a second poem [A Certain Slant of Light] and then finally tracks from Manafon itself. Jan brought Erik onboard and things appeared to fall into place very quickly. I completed the final mixes but Jan, Erik, and Dai presented the work to me in fairly complete form so, with the exception of new compositions, the final mixes more or less took care of themselves.” 212


    Bang and Honoré expressed themselves delighted to have been asked to contribute to what they considered had been — in Manafon — one of the most significant records of recent times. Their combined view of the Manafon compositions was that they worked so well as they stood, that they would use little in the way of the original contributions other than the vocals as they attempted to take the material in new directions. In addition, as half the tracks on Died in the Wool were brand new compositions, and they were to work on three of those, they felt that the end result would be a sister project to Manafon rather than a remix of Manafon, which in itself influenced the way that they worked. The only “direction” that they were given by Sylvian was that he wanted the final album to be percussionless. Beyond that, both Bang and Honoré were given carte blanche. The end result led to compositions which Sylvian thought were “utterly sympathetic to the original material, but at the same time working against it, in the same manner that I was working against the original spirit of the improvisations which acted as the body and catalyst for the creation of Manafon.” 212 Hence, variations!


    Sylvian was aware of the fact that the approach taken to Died in the Wool would make it more accessible than the original Manafon compositions, especially the work that was undertaken with Fujikura. “Working with orchestration, fleshing out the melodic content inherent in the vocal lines tends to make the compositions more accessible in that people appear to have a more immediate access to and appreciation of the melodies etc…. Contrary to a number of commentaries on the original work, Manafon wasn’t a move away from the melodic, it’s just that the structures underpinning the melodies themselves are more complex. These new arrangements might allow greater insight into that fact. Dai is a fascinatingly original and protean composer, so whilst the work may ultimately be more accessible, it’ll lose none of its complexity, in fact it seems to take on a richer complexity. But to Dai’s credit, that doesn’t hinder the immediacy of the finished piece.” 128


    Sylvian’s association with Bang, Honoré, and Fennesz was not new, but the burgeoning relationship with Fujikura around this time was relatively fresh. What developed in quite short order between the two men was a deep and meaningful friendship and working relationship which surprised Fujikura, as in his world, collaborators often expressed a closeness which in reality wasn’t really there. While the pair were in constant touch around this time, they did on occasion have some heated arguments, which in itself was an indication to Fujikura of the closeness of their friendship and the combined passion they had for the work they were doing together. And Fujikura had a clear view of what his role was in the work they were undertaking. He was not just a sop to Sylvian, giving his vocal a feather bed to lie in. He instead saw his role as disturbing Sylvian’s voice, much as Bailey had on Blemish, to challenge him, and not compromise his own musical input. “I am not an orchestrator for him…. In classical music, we don’t separate the vocal and instrumental parts of the music, so from my end, I never treated my work with David as just arranging a background sound/music. Definitely, it wasn’t a side job for me.” 212


    It is fair to say that Died in the Wool was not a project that Sylvian planned. In fact, he was at pains to make the point that he found Manafon a much more draining and emotionally exhausting album to produce than Blemish. As such, he had no intention of returning to the material after it was completed. Died in the Wool came about in an incremental fashion as described, stimuli coming from different people and the combination of different projects, all of which were eventually drawn together into one album. As to its general focus, with disparate elements coming together, it was of course not precise. There were the Manafon variations of existing compositions, which obviously in terms of lyrical content were true to the original pieces, there were the two compositions that spawned from the work that Fennesz and Sylvian had been commissioned to work on based on the poetry of Emily Dickinson, and there were the newly released pieces, all of which had their musical roots in the Manafon sessions. I am careful to say “musical” roots, as lyrically, it was possible to detect a different muse on the new compositions on Died in the Wool. Whereas Manafon had R.S. Thomas, it seemed as if some of the new compositions had shifted focus to another poet that we have seen had a great influence on Sylvian earlier in his solo career, Ted Hughes.


    The theme of death was perhaps one discernible thread that bound some of the compositions on Died in the Wool together, one composition seemingly focussed on the death of Hughes’s wife, Sylvia Plath, and also the two Emily Dickinson poems that were set to music, and both of which were treated as eulogies and dedicated to acquaintances past, one of whom was Mick Karn. The title of the album also dabbled with the concept of death in its play on words. “Dyed” in the wool implied something firmly established in an individual’s habits, something deeply ingrained in the nature of a person. Sylvian replaced “dyed” with “died”, which immediately added to the gravity of the meaning, conflating the concept of death with something that ran parallel to the most established traits on a person.


    While all of the artwork Sylvian used to grace the sleeves of his solo albums was carefully chosen and had a direct relevance to the works composed, the George Bolster art on Died in the Wool was somewhat difficult to fathom, and was even somewhat provocative. Bolster’s work focused directly on the culture that surrounded religion, and how religion and culture informed each other, creating new hybrids. Much of his depiction of religious iconography was traditional in its approach, but he included contemporary themes. In one work, for example, he depicted Christ as a tattooed rock star on the cross. Bolster did not approach his art as a traditionally religious man, but he was commenting on the inherent beauty of religious iconography and the way that that beauty could be manipulated to comment upon society’s and the celebrity culture’s current use of religion. As such, he produced some startling images, not least the one that the front cover of Died in the Wool was based upon. Where Sylvian’s head appeared between the headphones on the cover of the album, in the original of this picture entitled “St Peter’s Keys”, it was St Peter that wore them. (The picture that included Sylvian was commissioned for the cover and was entitled “Manaphone”). In keeping with much of his work where religious images were juxtaposed with modern musical paraphernalia, this sort of image was suggestive of the way in which pop culture had consumed religion to the point of absurdity.


    St Peter was the rock upon which Christ built his church, as well as the keeper of the keys of the kingdom of heaven. But in St Peter’s Keys, he was seen in raptures at the music he was hearing through a set of headphones that circled his head like a halo. On the headphones could be seen tiny little churches, one for each ear, morphing religion into a musical accessory. 213 The use of Bolster’s images perhaps signified Sylvian’s ability to see through the banality of popular culture’s adoption of religion and its iconography, but also fairly straight-forwardly put himself front and centre in this battle between culture and religion. Sylvian also used Bolster’s picture “To Bind a God”, a representation of a lamb with its legs tied together. Here perhaps was the link with the title of the album. The bound lamb could be seen as symbolic of Christ. So did the wool of the title symbolically represent the lamb, which was Jesus, the Lamb of God?


    The album itself kicked off with a variation of Small Metal Gods. On the Died in the Wool version, Sylvian’s vocal contribution was joined by a string quartet composed and conducted by Fujikura, and recorded by Ted Young at the Magic Shop Studios in New York City (as were all the I.C.E. contributions on the album). The Manafon version of Small Metal Gods used sparse orchestrations provided by acoustic guitar, laptop, cello, bass, and electronics. On Died in the Wool, the string quartet that replaced this ensemble provided a fuller sound with greatly expanded harmonics. Although working against the original intention of Manafon, the string arrangement somehow seemed to be more empathetic with the voice in this variation, adding extra power and weight to the bitterness of some of the lyrics through the use of descending disharmonies. 214


    The title track followed, and was the first of the newly released compositions written by Sylvian and Fujikura. A veritable who’s who of EAI and free improv masters played on the track, which was taken from performances from sessions for the original Manafon recording, but also added into the melting pot was input from Bang and Honoré. The main sample, added by Fujikura, on the track was from the clarinet playing of Kate Romano. In addition, samples of the cello playing of classically trained Icelandic musician and composer Hildur Gudnadóttir could be heard, taken from the Skuli Sverrisson live performance given at Punkt 2010. This was the only track on the album where the original Manafon EAI and free improv musicians brushed shoulders with Fujikura, Bang, and Honoré.


    Romano was a friend of Fujikura. When he had been working in an experimental studio in Freiburg in Germany on a new piece for Donaueschingen Musiktage 2009 entitled Phantom Splinter, he had recorded Romano playing clarinet multiphonics (sounds generated by a normally monophonic instrument in which two or more pitches could be heard simultaneously) as he was experimenting with sound. Fujikura picked up the story: “[I was] working out how I could create an interesting live electronics patch for this piece. Then from this experiment I sent a short .mp3 to David. (It was an experiment from that day and this part was not used in Phantom Splinter in the end). He liked it very much, and wanted to develop it into a song. So I went home and recomposed/ reconstructed this material from scratch then sent it to him (David liked this even better). He developed this track into something vast from simple seeds which I initially created. I’m impressed with what he has done with it. As you can imagine, David and I, we email each other almost every day (sometimes six emails a day.) We talk about everything from movies to everyday life. So I sent him this .mp3, not asking him to do anything, but just like I was sending him a postcard from South Germany, to say ‘How are you?”’ 212


    Bang and Honoré found Fujikura’s clarinet arrangement stimulating as they worked on this piece, and they tried as best they could to expand upon it. As curators of the Punkt Festival in Kristiansand in Norway — where the concept was to immediately remix all of the main stage concerts — they used samples from a live remix. Their perception of the title track was that it “floated”, and could perhaps benefit from being grounded in a few places, cello and bass samples from the previously mentioned Skuli Sverrisson concert at Punkt serving this purpose. What was created with all these elements drawn together was an eerie stillness, complimenting the disturbing and ghostly narrative that Sylvian imparted. In a somewhat difficult lyric to interpret, the never too remote theme of death that ran throughout the album was seemingly to the fore, this song at its most literal level describing the discovery of a dead woman’s body. Various images cascaded around each other, the description of the dead woman, the impingement of nature, and the presence of the wool of the title. There was a dead woman who was dressed in a woollen blue frock coat. She had quite literally “died in the wool.” The wool of her clothes, typically something that would have been comforting and warm, was provided by the sheep that were in the landscape where she passed away.


    The sheep on the hill / Alert in the darkness / The years of the darkness startled by thunder / Gathered for safety/ They dressed her in wool coats


    But she was at the mercy of nature as the night became day, and the blue frock-coat darkened in the rain as the sky brightened.


    Her hair that was blonde is matted and brown / The heft of her body impresses the ground / Softened by rainfall, soaked right through / The lightening sky and the darkening blue


    There was a feeling that nature was, however, absorbing the woman. She was dead, and nature moved around her, not in a threatening way, but in the cyclical way it always had. There was obviously also an illusion to the circularity of life. As one body was absorbed by the earth, new life ticked on. In the midst of death there was life.


    The smaller the bird, the closer it stood / Coming still closer from the edge of the woods / In the down of the den six hearts lie beating / The ground softens up and welcomes her in / You’ve been gone so long, honey, where have you been


    Next came I Should Not Dare, the nearest to a conventional sounding song on the album. This track was composed by Sylvian, Fennesz, and Bang, the words being from an Emily Dickinson poem of the same name. The genesis of the song went back to work that Sylvian and Fennesz did together for the soundtrack of the February 2013 released Austrian film Shirley – Visions of Reality on which two other Sylvian tracks, Small Metal Gods and The Department of Dead Letters, could be found. Fennesz’s contribution to the soundtrack was more substantial than Sylvian’s, the music accompanying a film that depicted the coming to life of 13 works by popular American painter Edward Hopper.


    There was melody in Sylvian’s vocal, with a gentle lazy accompaniment from his acoustic guitar, a beautifully haunting saxophone part played by Parker, and a feeling of space and longing introduced by Bang’s sting arrangement. A bit of spice and edge was added through Fennesz’s electronics. As with the later poem set to music, A Certain Slant of Light, Sylvian used this piece as a eulogy, this time dedicated on the album notes to “N.O.”. The text was fairly direct, the narrator grappling with the thought of leaving a friend she assumed loved her, and the impact that her leaving would have if he were to die in her absence. The death motif on Died in the Wool was therefore maintained.


    I should not dare to leave my friend / Because – because if he should die / While I was gone – and I – too late–/ Should reach the Heart that wanted me–/


    The next composition was the variation of Random Acts of Senseless Violence. As with the reworked version of Small Metal Gods, Fujikura’s string arrangement seemed to augment the potency and dreadful nature of the bleak lyrics, adding an even greater degree of disquiet — due to its unpredictability — than the already unsettling original version on Manafon.


    The second Emily Dickinson poem A Certain Slant of Light followed. This was the track dedicated to the memory of Mick Karn, the poem set to music by Sylvian, Bang, and Honoré. The samples used on this track were Henriksen on trumpet, and the guitar of ambient-influenced musician Helge Sten. The Henriksen sample was taken from a live performance, resampled and improvised onto the track by Bang. This, along with the other samples, provided a layered almost cinematic quality to the music that accompanied Sylvian’s vocal delivery. A Certain Slant of Light first saw the light of day in unfinished form in June 2010 when it was made available as an .mp3 file on the Samadhi Sound site for the Karn appeal as we have seen. Many preferred the simplicity of the original version, but this was never going to be in keeping with the essence of what Sylvian was attempting to achieve through Died in the Wool. The understated melody on the song fitted perfectly with the mood that surrounded the news of Karn’s illness and ultimate death, and provided a fitting tribute to his old band mate.


    There’s a certain Slant of light, / Winter Afternoons -  / That oppresses, like the Heft / Of Cathedral Tunes / Heavenly Hurt, it gives us -  / We can find no scar, / But internal difference / Where the Meanings are–/ None may teach it – Any -  / ‘Tis the Seal of Despair -  / An imperial affliction / Sent us of the Air – / When it comes, the Landscape listens -  / Shadows–hold their breath–/ When it goes, ‘tis like the Distance / On the look of Death -


    The poem fitted in neatly with recurring themes in Dickinson’s work, the idea of fearful change or events that also illuminated, painful but in a way essential in order to gain clarity. The light was the departure point for the transformation, it was the negative association, but use of words such as heft when trying to describe it implied the lifting of something heavy, not just its oppressive weight, effectively the positive side of the transformation induced. The effect of the piece was a beautifully crafted statement from Sylvian to his former friend. You would not expect anything other than a gracious and dignified response to the news of Karn’s plight, and Sylvian delivered something with poise and aplomb.             


    Anomaly at Taw Head followed, a track from the original Manafon sessions, written by Sylvian and Tilbury. Sylvian composed the piece at the same time that he produced Manafon, but unlike many of the pieces on Manafon, it was not selected from any one session, but was made up of entirely unrelated elements. “None of the musicians were actually performing together (with the exception of one or two moments where sax and cello collide), nor was any one musician responding to another’s performance. It’s a case of composition via cut and paste. Nothing unusual in that as far as I’m concerned, but it wasn’t in keeping with the spirit of Manafon and so I omitted it from the album. Dai later added string arrangements to the piece which aided a little in binding the elements together.” 212


    The effect produced by Fujikura’s string arrangements melding with an almost blues-like saxophone intervention from Parker, the minimal and sparse piano of Tilbury, and the Blemish-esque acoustic guitar, added a challenging backdrop for Sylvian’s vocal contribution that introduced an abstract short lyric, the title of the piece more than anything else indicating a connection with new Died in the Wool muse Ted Hughes. Taw Head was — as the name indicated — a place at the source of the river Taw in Dartmoor in Devon, where Hughes lived for nearly forty years until his untimely death at the age of just sixty-eight. Today, in a fairly remote area of the upper Taw valley, there is a large granite block inscribed with Hughes’ name, a memorial to the poet set in the landscape that he loved. Hughes moved to Dartmoor in the early 1960s, and in the 1970s he worked on his father-in-law’s farm there, which inspired a collection of his poems entitled “Moortown”.  Walking the moors over the years alongside the river Taw and the river Dart also led to the collection of poems called “The River”.  After his death in 1998, Hughes ashes were scattered in accordance with his wishes at Taw Head. On one level, the presence of the stone was somewhat of an anomaly, as the erection of memorials on Dartmoor has never been allowed. On a slightly more profound level, Anomaly at Taw Head may have been remarking on the anomalous nature of Hughes in such a remote location.


    Hughes was married to the famous American poet Sylvia Plath from 1956 until she committed suicide at the age of 30 in 1963. The complexity of their relationship, and the shock of her suicide has remained an area of controversy to the present day, but dogged Hughes for over 35 years after his wife’s death. In the summer before Plath took her own life, Hughes began an affair with Assia Wevill, (wife of the Canadian poet David Wevill), leading to Hughes’ estrangement from Plath a few months later until her death. Six years on, Assia Wevill committed suicide in the same way as Plath by asphyxiation from a gas stove. Whereas Plath was careful to protect her children while taking her life in this way, Assia also killed the child she had had with Hughes who was then aged four. While both events marked huge tragedies for Hughes, the nature of the suicides led many to claim that it was him that led to the death of both Plath and Assia. Often times, when Hughes gave readings he had to run the gauntlet of protestors claiming that he had in fact murdered Plath. News of further infidelities and affairs did nothing to assuage the anger some felt towards him.


    Hughes’ own feelings about the death of Plath were revealed somewhat in his collection of poems entitled “Birthday Letters” published in 1998. He spoke lovingly of his former wife in many of these poems, but also made the point that Plath was doomed to end her life in the way she did due to the unreconciled loss of her father when she was eight years old. As such, Hughes saw himself as nothing more than a spectator watching her slowly head towards her own death. Six lines made up the entire lyric of Anomaly at Taw Head.


    Not such a brutal man / But we couldn’t save him from himself / Gunslinger, rifle sights to the eye / Cold blooded, only a mother could love him / Time to concede defeat / Make for the other side


    Hughes was to all intents and purposes a great poet, a flawed individual, but a kind man who embraced life and the people that he met. If this lyric was referencing him — as the title would suggest — it was the issues that dogged him following the death of his wife Sylvia Plath that it was perhaps using as a backdrop. The way that Hughes was vilified in life, coupled with his outspoken condemnation of those that sought to vilify him (rifle sights to the eye), led them to see him as someone cold-blooded despite his protestations to the contrary. The only escape was his death, and potential peace to be found “on the other side”. Sylvian focusing on his own areas of angst, and an autobiographical view of his own plight was also in the mix.


    On Snow White in Appalachia, Fujikura’s string arrangement was harmonically extremely complex, once again complimenting the vocal contribution from Sylvian, but couching it completely differently from the original, without taking anything away from the power of the story imparted. Emily Dickinson was next, on the Died in the Wool version, Sylvian’s vocal contribution joined by Bang’s use of samples including the piano of prominent young Norwegian composer and musician Christian Wallumrød. This track was cut to nearly half its original length, but retained its inherent darkness. Moving away from the decidedly electronic landscape of the original, Bang’s approach leaned more towards an organic sounding contemporary classical ambiance. He used small samples of woodwind, strings, and brass combined with electronic samples to help achieve this end.


    The Greatest Living Englishman (Coda) saw Sylvian’s vocal accompanied by Akiyama on electric and acoustic guitar and Toshide on turntables (less his acoustic guitar contribution) — from the original Manafon recording — with Fujikura composed strings. The overall effect was much softer than the original, although the strings did add elements of discord and disquiet. It ran into Anomaly at Taw Head (A haunting), which was a stripped back version of the earlier piece, with all the free improv and EAI contributors removed and replaced by organic sounding strings and woodwind. The effect, however, was somewhat more eerie and unsettling than the original.


    Bang and Honoré’s reimagining of Manafon’s oblique title track followed, pushing it into even more foreboding territory than the original, while managing to retain its sense of near stasis. Bang explained the approach to this track. “On a track like Manafon, we approached it like we often do when we produce or arrange music together: working intuitively and in quite an improvisatory manner with samples and synthesisers and programming, building a new arrangement around the vocal track, layer by layer. The basic sound and structure often appears quite quickly when we work like this, followed by a period of editing and focus on detail.” 212


    The final track on disc one was The Last Days of December. After Fujikura’s experience with the Five Lines composition, on this track he decided that he should just give Sylvian a simple series of chords played in a very strange way, and not think about his vocal line. But he was minded to give him more than was strictly necessary so that he could pick and choose which aspects he thought worked best, ensuring that the “extreme filter” didn’t end up eliminating everything. Fujikura elaborated his methodology. “I say simple chords, but I derived them from the multiphonics of the bass flute. As I am not an improviser, when I write multiphonics in my compositions, I expect exact multiphonics with particular pitches. I even write the fingering of the instrument to get those multiphonics. So I knew which particular pitches I was going to get out of the bass flute multiphonics, and I developed the harmony from that for strings. They sustain the chords, but slowly they change the dynamics and also the sonority, going from smooth playing to bowing near the bridge (molto sul ponticello). It sounds as if you are increasing the level of compression, but we are doing it acoustically. I.C.E. is particularly good at performing these kinds of extended techniques, as they specialise in contemporary music. If you get normal session musicians, they won’t be able to achieve those techniques.” 212


    Discussing The Last Days of December, Sylvian added his own views of the piece, expanding on Fujikura’s explanation, indicating where the basic seed of inspiration came from, and how he fused together the nature of the genesis of the musical form with the lyric he wrote. “In a number of the exchanges regarding possible future directions in music we’d discussed the drone and its place in both classical and popular music, plus its continued presence in my own work. Dai was, and continues to be, interested in shifting the root of the drone, attempting to make the root somewhat ambiguous, which should in a sense liberate the vocal melody. This can be heard in some respects in the title track. In any case, the drone was an ongoing part of our conversations, hence Dai’s interest in serving up something of this nature in the second session in New York. There is a bass flute playing multiphonics more or less throughout the entire piece which adds to a disquieting harmonic element…and which haunts the vocal melody as it attempts to find its way through and around the resulting tonal density. The lyric itself reflects this haunting with ghosts of its own.” 212


    Lyrically, this song directly linked to Ted Hughes, or more precisely the plight of his first wife Sylvia Plath. The lyric was effectively a forensic light shone on Plath, with Hughes questioning her decision to commit suicide, providing details of the specifics of her suicide, and commenting on the end result.


    Could you not see another way out? / Was the place without sun? / Was it furnished in black? / With the ache of the gas-oven / There at your back


    Plath was at pains to protect her children from the gas, in fact taping the gaps under the doors to their bedroom where she left them, and also leaving them food and milk. Here, this action was described thus.


    Your sanity shattered / In climbing the walls / Wet towels at the floor-line / Stuffed under the doors


    In the next stanza, Hughes could be seen commenting on Plath’s plight. After her death as we have seen, Hughes stated that he was somewhat of a spectator as she declined to her ultimate suicide, as she was a troubled soul. However, alluded to here was the fact that there was an appreciation that his infidelity and dishonesty may have been a contributing factor as many thought was the case.


    In the exit you made / There was no pause for thought / ’cause the lies that I told / Were the lies that you bought / There was no place to find you / No you to be found


    Also released on Died in the Wool was the music that accompanied the installation work that Sylvian had undertaken sometime earlier concerning the genealogy of the Canary Islands, When We Return You Won’t Recognise Us. Sylvian felt happy with its inclusion on an album that featured various variations on compositions that appeared on Manafon, as it was born out of the Manafon sessions. For the release on Died in the Wool, however, Sylvian took the opportunity to tweak the original installation work, thereby ensuring its sympathetic reproduction on a stereo CD. The installation itself, as previously mentioned, was produced using a spacious 5.1 surround mix that was in keeping with the venue in which it was played. Sylvian had to ensure that the composition held up and remained “spacious” as he converted it to stereo for the album release. Whilst he did this, he also sought to improve the original by bringing in other elements from earlier takes (there were five in all), mainly very subtle changes that complimented the natural dynamics and the intricate details of the original sound design. One of the most obvious differences between the original installation work and the composition released on Died in the Wool was that the CD release was dramatically shorter, sacrificing lengthy ambient sections of the original work. By taking them out of the CD mix, Sylvian managed to keep the work much more focused on the contributions of the improv ensemble.


    This was not the end for When We Return You Won’t Recognise Us, as Sylvian continued to work on it after the release of Died in the Wool for a fresh installation that was to feature at the 2011 Punkt Festival. This time the installation was to include the added visual element of commissioned work from artist Atsushi Fukui (who had been associated with Samadhi Sound almost since its inception), and would be set up in such a way as to allow for individual musicians, poets, and writers to interact with the audio element in live performance. It would appear under the name Uncommon Deities, and itself be released in September 2012.


    One thing that was obvious when looking at Sylvian’s output at this time was the enduring attention to detail as he embraced more and more aspects of contemporary music. Not that attention to detail was something new, as he had always had an almost obsessive focus on the minutiae of composition. What had changed radically as the 2000s developed, however, was the sonic palette that was at his disposal. Also, he was now considered a real “player” in the genres he was exploring, reportedly being not just an adviser but a driving force behind the completion of innovative and ground-breaking albums such as the 2012 released Year of the Bullet by Honoré and Greta Aagre. His immersion into more and more extreme forms of composition, as showcased on Year of the Bullet, presented another dichotomy at work in his career, this time between the emotional heart of the pieces that he was composing and the technical nature of the contemporary musical genres in to which he was delving. But at every step, Sylvian remained true to the consistent focus of his work that had been present since day one, and that was that at the core of everything he did had to be the intensity of its emotional impact. In the 2000s, he had never released more potent and emotionally charged music, and whatever intellectual or compositional techniques that appeared in the music he composed were not there for the sake of it, but because he felt that they added to this vital aspect of his music.


    It was no coincidence that Sylvian was so close to Fennesz as he explored the contemporary musical elements that could, if not used judiciously, become sterile and self-serving. Fennesz, while immersed in this world of contemporary composition and electronic wizardry, often said that he considered his work to be emotional and sometimes even sentimental. The impetus for his work — and for Sylvian’s — was not the intellectual side of the techniques used, but they were both driven by their hearts, and the emotion that was the stimulus behind whatever process of composition was used. Sylvian attempted to clarify this point. “An analogy might be made with the work of the artist Anselm Kiefer, who throws earth, mud, and dust over his paintings. It’s a process of distressing the work to lend it some distance, de-prettify it, and remove sentiment, whilst adding another layer of substance, or evocation, and of meaning. In a sense it obstructs the purity of the image, degrades it whilst increasing its power of evocation, just as a forgotten photograph that’s been allowed to yellow and fade with age accrues meaning over time, bringing it into more personalised dialogue with powers of perception and recollection due to the gaps in, or the absence of, visual information.” 212


    Just after the release of Died in the Wool, a contribution that Sylvian made to the disaster relief project for the March 2011 Japanese earthquake saw the light of day. Sakamoto had set up the Kizuna World Project with Tomoyasu Hirano just after the quake, and Sylvian’s contribution co-written with Jan Bang was entitled Modern Interior, which along with other works contributed to the project could be downloaded for a donation made through the Kizuna site. Sylvian explained the work in a little more detail on the website associated with the project. “Modern Interior was composed exclusively for Kizuna with the recent suffering and sacrifices of the Japanese people uppermost in the mind. I’m an advocate for a nuclear energy free world, and disasters, such as the one we’ve witnessed this year in Fukushima only go to reinforce how volatile these kinds of facilities are with the inherent dangers far outweighing the potential good. These sentiments are echoed, somewhat obliquely, in the song itself.” 215


    Around the same time, it was announced that Sylvian was to be the “Artist in Residence” at the Punkt Festival in Kristiansand in Norway in September 2011. Bang and Honoré had invited Sylvian year after year to participate in the annual event, but this was the first time that Sylvian saw how he could contribute effectively to a project that he had admired since its inception. On the 1st of September, the Sorlandet Art Museum threw its doors open from 6 pm to 10 pm for the opening evening of Sylvian’s audiovisual installation, Uncommon Deities, featuring the music recorded with Butcher, Henriksen, Muller, Nakamura, Prévost, and the Fujikura conducted string sextet (When We Return You Won’t Recognise Us), alongside Atsushi Fukui’s artwork. Twice during the three day festival, the installation was used as the underlying context for freely improvised sets by a number of artists including Tilbury, Philip Jeck, Parker, Eivind Aarset, Sidsel Endresen, Henriksen, and Norwegian guitarist Stian Westerus, who variously accompanied readings by poets Paal-Helge Haugen and Nils Christian Moe-Repstad, and a recording of Sylvian reading their poetry in English. Sylvian also participated in a special recreation of Henriksen’s 2008 release Cartography on the final (third) night of the festival. However, it was his recruitment as Artist in Residence on the second evening that saw him at his busiest, as he programmed three shows including performances of the works of Fujikura, two free improv sets, and also putting on the first ever live performance of the 1988 composition Plight and Premonition with participation from Tilbury, Aarset, Henriksen, Bang, Honoré, and Philip Jeck.


    Also in September 2011, Sylvian announced that he would be touring Europe, beginning in March 2012. The tour was to be called “Implausible Beauty”, and was scheduled to kick off in Padova in Italy on March the 1st, travelling through Germany, Belgium, Scandinavia, and the U.K., ending on the 28th of March in Glasgow. Sylvian planned 18 shows in 28 days, a stiff schedule indeed. This was to be the first tour that he had undertaken since 2007, a time when he felt as if he would never take to the road again, so something radical must have changed. Through announcements made through the Samadhi Sound website around this time, Sylvian went some way to explaining his volte-face. Understandably, as his music became more and more abstract and improvisational, the thought of touring had begun to recede. However, a coincidence of factors conspired to make the 2012 tour seem feasible. “The notion of a tour has been floating in the ether for a couple of years, but when considering recent releases, I couldn’t in my own mind and within seemingly tight restrictions make the transition from studio to stage. It’s the smallest of gestures and coincidences that can take something that seems completely unlikely into the realm of possibility. This is generally the coming together of one or two elements that act as catalysts for what will be. Working with Jan Bang might be considered one such catalyst. There’s an ease and a trust that is growing between us that it would be very interesting to explore further in a live context which is where Jan appears to be very much at home. I’ve had notions in the back of my mind regarding the material, how it might be tackled. There are numerous possible permutations so it boils down to what appeals to me at any given point in time and what is a real possibility.” 216


    In keeping with the free improv and EAI environment within which he was immersed at this time, and fresh off the back of the Punkt festival, Sylvian seemed to be perceiving a tour that had an inherent fluidity about it, and which — even a few months before setting off to perform the first concert — had no fixed format. The period between December and March were to be key as he and his chosen collaborators on the expedition grappled with the approach to the live performances that they were going to take. It was to be a learning curve for artists and audience alike! Sylvian had lined up an interesting group of musicians to accompany him. Bang was to be there providing samples and live samples, and with him the proposed line up included Eivand Aarset of Punkt fame on guitars, Hildur Gudnadóttir (who had been sampled on Died in the Wool) on cello, vocals, and electronics, Gunnar Halle on trumpet and electronics, and Sebastian Lexer on piano, keyboards, and electronics. This ensemble seemed to point towards an improvised approach to live performance akin to the performances associated with Punkt. Aarset was one of Norway’s most in demand guitarists, who had a distinct style born out of the jazz and free improv genres. He had worked with Jan Garbarek, Talvin Singh, Jon Hassell, Bill Laswell and many more eminent artists before collaborating with Sylvian. Halle was a Norwegian trumpet player, composer and producer, Lexer was an experimental pianist (and Eddie Prévost collaborator) with his feet firmly in the free improv camp, and Gudnadóttir was an Icelandic cello player, singer, and composer.


    As 2011 drew to an end, Sylvian’s time was split somewhat between planning for the tour, and a limited amount of input into the preparation for release of a 30-year retrospective that EMI/Virgin was putting together to span the post-Japan years of the artist from 1982 – 2012. However, something was about to happen that would derail the tour completely. On the 30th of January 2012, news was issued that Sylvian had sustained a lower back injury that affected his mobility to such a degree that he would be unable to perform. Immediate focus was on rescheduling, but it appeared that the injury was somewhat more serious than many at first envisaged. Indeed, news confirmed that Sylvian had been admitted to intensive care due to the severity of the injury, and that the level of the disability was such that he was having to undergo a series of epidurals just to get him back on his feet. These were still being administered in March 2012 when the tour was due to be taking place, so postponement at the beginning of the year was definitely a wise decision. In February 2012, the fate of the tour was sealed. Sylvian issued a message through Samadhi Sound confirming his predicament, and stating that while it had initially been deemed possible to reschedule the tour in October 2012, it would have been without the majority of the musicians originally lined up for the March tour, and also he was concerned that he may still not have been healthy enough even then to commit to a tour. So saying, he announced its cancellation.


    A couple of weeks after this announcement, EMI released the retrospective of Sylvian’s career entitled A Victim of Stars, which was very much an EMI project, involving little input from Sylvian. The idea ended up being a celebration of the fact that it had been thirty years since Sylvian embarked on his solo career. Pleasingly for Sylvian, it grew into this from a much narrower idea, the end result being something he was happy with as it provided a relatively full picture of the variety of his work over the three decades in question. “The current compilation I really had very little to do with. It’s not of my instigation. It was initially going to be just a compilation of the work released on Virgin over the 21 years I was with them, and it evolved over time through conversations between my management company and EMI into its current form. I’ve got to be honest, I don’t even know what the running order is! I was very happy that they embraced the Samadhi Sound releases in the packaging. Without the more recent work, it’s really only part of the story, and it’s not even, to me, the essential part. Everything that I’ve done to date since leaving the Virgin label means so much more to me than what I did while I was with them.” 217


    The title of the album was an obvious reference to the song Sylvian wrote with Hector Zazou back in the early 1990s. This was the title that EMI chose from a number of alternatives that Sylvian suggested, which worked for them and him. As Sylvian said, “For me it works on a number of different levels. I’m not a fatalist by any means, but I think there is a certain aspect of predestination to some degree, there are life lessons laid out before you, almost like hurdles that have to be overcome to allow you to move forward. In that sense we all are victims of stars.” 218


    The album tracked Sylvian’s career, from the ubiquitous Ghosts (in fact using the version newly recorded for Everything and Nothing back in 2002) — his first overt attempt at song “deconstruction” — all the way through to tracks from Died in the Wool. Tantalisingly for the Sylvian fan, one new track finished off the second of the 2 CD set, a composition entitled Where’s Your Gravity?. However, on a number of levels, the compilation was a partial view. First, it was never designed to, and could never accurately navigate all the twists and turns over the span of Sylvian’s solo career. In addition, it focused purely on songs, therefore not representing any of his instrumental ambient pieces or compositions for installations. Sylvian had long been aware of the fact that all the material he recorded while at Virgin was owned by EMI, and that they were able to do with it what they wanted whenever they wanted. When he was aware that EMI were thinking of producing a retrospective album of his solo work, the pragmatic thing to do was to work with them to ensure the best result. Financially, it also made sense for Sylvian to agree terms for EMI to use Samadhi Sound owned tracks, for which he would receive remuneration in a variety of forms. We have seen the complexity of the relationship that existed between Sylvian and Virgin over the years, but it seemed as if he was wise enough to ensure a relatively amicable relationship after the end of his tenure. Indeed, it did seem that consistently, Virgin/ EMI had courted and been interested in and respectful of Sylvian’s views of what would work best in terms of his old material for A Victim of Stars.


    Where’s Your Gravity? was written by Sylvian, Bang, and Punkt contributor and abandoned tour collaborator Aarset.  Alongside Sylvian, who provided vocal and guitar, Bang’s bass and live sampling, Aarset’s guitar, Honoré’s string, trumpet, and flute samples, and Henriksen’s trumpet, were a couple of new collaborators, David Rothenburg on clarinet, and Lu Edmonds on guitar. Rothenburg was a highly regarded and critically acclaimed clarinettist whose claim to fame was the fabrication or performances and literature concerning the relationship between humanity and nature. He was the author of “Why Birds Sing” on making music with birds, which was made into a feature length BBC documentary, and followed this up with a similar book about making music with whales. A prolific author, as a composer and clarinettist he was rooted in the jazz genre. Edmonds was a musician, composer, and producer based in London, and was originally the guitarist for the punk band The Damned, since when he developed an eclectic taste, and was synonymous with contributions to world music at the time of working with Sylvian.


    Together, the ensemble selected for the composition produced a sensual, drifting piece, full of ambience and bursts of strings, with a consistent and distant bass line underpinning the entire composition. The song was described as being “for Kristamas”, an obvious reference to the young Canadian artist Kristamas Klousch, whose artwork graced the Sleepwalkers album. It seemed to seductively describe this enigmatic artist and her work, a mysterious mix of sexuality and fragility weaved into the lyric. At the time that Sylvian used Klousch’s artwork on Sleepwalkers, he showed his awareness for her eroticism, and the fact that she also seemed to be in touch with the darker aspects of living and being. Such aspects of the woman seemed to be relayed in the lyric.


    Baby’s / Putting on her makeup / Her mouth is / Swollen as a rose / Countdown / She wraps her legs around him / Weightless / She’s taking off her clothes


    Here was a person, exuding sensuality and seductive qualities on the one hand, but who was inherently fragile, not totally centred and stable, and happy to bring down the house in order to locate true meaning and understanding.


    Soft talks / Spread about her pillows / Self-annihilation / Couldn’t come too soon


    But the narrator was intrigued, fascinated, seduced in a way. He would like nothing better than to immerse himself in her world, and find out what made her tick, where she was anchored, what inspired her to be the way that she was.


    Where’s your gravity? / Where’s your mind? / Share your thoughts with me / Waste my time 


    In the announcement that Sylvian issued to accompany the release of A Victim of Stars in February 2012, he took the opportunity to alert his audience to some other work in progress. First there was what was perceived at the time to be the imminent release of the stand-alone version of Amplified Gesture, which in fact was delayed until the beginning of 2013. Next there was the work Sylvian was undertaking with Bang and Honoré to release material based on the Punkt festival Uncommon Deities installation. It was obvious that the putting together and release of A Victim of Stars didn’t absorb much of Sylvian’s time, and while he was aware of the Bang and Honoré work on Uncommon Deities, he had little direct involvement in it. He was, however, working on and off at around this time on an album of duets with Joan Wasser (Joan as Policewoman) which the pair had started work on towards the end of 2011, and which provided Sylvian an outlet for more traditional song writing.


    The first session Sylvian had with Wasser was on 28th December 2011 at Bryce Goggin’s Trout Recording Studios in Brooklyn, New York. Fred Cash and Parker Kindred were laying down some rhythms at this session, which was produced by Goggin and engineered by Adam Sachs. Wasser had recorded her album The Deep Field at Trout in 2010, and on her twitter account, she posted a picture of herself and Sylvian in the studios on 29th December 2011, the second day of the session. Sylvian found the work with Wasser refreshing. “It’s been a return to more traditional forms of song writing, and there’s been a complete joy in that process. I love Joan, she’s an absolute pleasure to work with.” 217 Wasser undertook an extensive tour at the beginning of 2012, and on some dates played songs (one called Stay, one called Warning Bell, and another Don’t You Know Who I Am?) that were apparently recorded with Sylvian for the duet project.


    The injury to Sylvian, and Wasser’s frantic touring schedule, along with the other collaborative projects she was involved, with seemed to push back the completion of her work with Sylvian. When interviewed in May 2012, Wasser commented that the duets album was about 66% complete, the string arrangements had been done, and that she and Sylvian had written material separately for the project, and some together. However, she confirmed that both their schedules, and the fact that they lived so far apart from each other was impeding progress. By October 2012, the project had seemingly run into the sand, Wasser stating that now it was “on hold” due to health issues. In December, she said that it would be most likely completed by the middle of 2013. At the time of going to press (September 2013) there was no more news of this nascent project.


    Sylvian appeared on a July 2012 release by the band Land called Night Within, featuring on a track entitled Nothing is Happening Everywhere. The release of the album by Important Records was much delayed, so it is likely that Sylvian’s contribution was made some time before its release date, maybe as far back as the middle of 2011. Land comprised Daniel Lea and Matthew Walters — a London-based duo — Night Within being their debut album. Considering their newcomer status on the music scene, Night Within, in addition to Sylvian, attracted some impressive collaborations, including among others Daniel O’Sullivan — from the band Miracle and the live set-up “Sun 0)))” — and Duke Garwood who was a multi-instrumentalist signed to Fire records.


    The link between the band and Sylvian was not immediately obvious, although his connections with the Norwegian experimental music scene may well have overlapped with O’Sullivan, an eclectic musician with interests in neo-classical composition, jazz, and free form improv, who joined the cult Norwegian band Ulver in 2011. Either way, Sylvian was brushing shoulders with some talented musicians, not least Lea and Walters who effectively “directed” the collaborators on the album as well as composing and producing it. Lea and Walters also engaged the services of experimental producer Ben Frost who mixed the album in his Greenhouse Studios in Reykjavik, and who in his own unique way helped the duo to create what they described as a work that “marries post-bop jazz with baritone guitars against industrial sound designs.” 219


    The album had a theme, focused on film noir soundtracks, combining unsettling elements of free form jazz and percussion with rich melody. On the PR accompanying what was an instrumental album save for Sylvian’s contribution, Lea and Walters described the work as “approaching an apocalyptic noir narrative” thematically pointing towards a world occupied by the early postmodern detective stories of Paul Auster and the urban neon dislocation of Taxi Driver with its existential protagonist roaming the city alone late at night. 220 Sylvian’s lyrics on Nothing is Happening Everywhere added to this cinematic film noir theme, his vocals being recorded at the Samadhi Sound studio. Here were mean streets, urban edginess, perfectly fitting with the atmosphere the following instrumental tracks evoked. The narrator came around in a garden with razor wire on the tops of the surrounding walls, and described a brutal and disturbing scene.


    I’d woken in a garden / Where metal crawls the shoulders  / Of dividing walls / I’d woken in a garden / Where metal divides / All mighty and small / So I’ll never know you / Oh dunces are frightening / When fists are flying / They’re terrifying / So I’ll never know you / I’ll dig, but I’ll never find you / Nothing is happening everywhere


    During 2012, in addition to the Land release, it also appeared from some hints dropped in various interviews that Sylvian was putting his mind to preparations for a new solo album. He stated that the period March to May 2012 was one in which he would be gathering material for this solo project, which he hoped to start work on “relatively soon”. Next, however, came a few works that were certainly not solo compositions, Uncommon Deities — a work with Stephan Mathieu which was essentially his take on the Blemish album — and the DVD release of Amplified Gesture.
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    Waiting To See Us Home


    It was undoubtedly the case that Sylvian’s relationship with Jan Bang and his collaborator Eric Honoré had become more and more important as Sylvian’s solo career progressed. Sylvian found in Bang a person that he admired musically, and whose generosity personally and musically he felt comfortable with and beguiled by. Bang was incredibly well connected in the experimental and free improv world that so fascinated and absorbed Sylvian, and together, the two men had worked upon a number of projects, the results of which Sylvian felt had been exceptional. So saying — and with the success of Sylvian’s time at Punkt 2011 still very fresh in the memory — it was not a great surprise that Sylvian and Bang would work together again.


    The CD release of Uncommon Deities in September 2012 marked a re-interpretation of Sylvian’s audiovisual installation hosted at Punkt 2011. The original installation at Punkt used the music from another installation work Sylvian had worked on a number of years earlier (When We Return You Won’t Recognise Us), upon which other artists had improvised musically or over which they had recited poetry. But Uncommon Deities was more than a recording of performances at the installation at Punkt from the likes of Henriksen, Aarset, and Tilbury. Instead, Bang and Honoré constructed a series of compositions that combined samples from Sylvian’s installation with other newly improvised recordings given at the Punkt 2011 Festival, all knitted together as at the original installation by the poetry of Haugen and Moe-Repstad, via the English translation read by Sylvian himself. All of this sounded extremely academic in its approach, a cerebral exercise. Some indeed referred to Bang and Honoré’s work as the “reverse engineering” of music, suggesting a mathematical approach to composition. However, Bang and Honoré’s mastery of the techniques involved meant that they invariably produced organic sounding compositions where by rights, with so much disparate source material, the end result should have been disjointed. Such was the case with Uncommon Deities, where material recorded at different times, and at different events were brought together to produce a seamless and fluid set of compositions. The art that they had managed to master was refining their ears to instinctively hear samples and fragments of unconnected works, and realise how they could work sympathetically alongside each other.


    Key performers on Uncommon Deities, in addition to Bang, Honoré, and Sylvian, were Henriksen, and Sidsel Endresen, both of whom contributed new performances specifically for the CD release. Henriksen as usual contributed his unique brand of trumpet playing, but in terms of recorded collaboration, it was the vocal work of Endresen that was a brand new ingredient. Endresen was not just a jazz vocalist, but also an actor and composer from Norway, who had produced numerous albums, many crossing over between the jazz and rock genres. She had produced a number of works with the ECM label, and had also been a regular at Punkt, first coming into professional “contact” with Sylvian as she contributed to the Samadhi Sound released Bang album And Poppies form Kandahar in 2009 (the album released May 2010).


    Some saw precedent for Uncommon Deities in the works of another one-time Punkt performer, contemporary composer Gavin Bryars, on his 2003 release A Man in a Room, Gambling and on his 2010 work I Send You This Cadmium Red. 221 Perhaps this was the case in terms of cosmetic feel, but the fundamental of Bryars’ compositions were completely different, as he took spoken word as the source material and composed songs around it. In the case of Uncommon Deities, as we have seen, the musical sources were freely improvised, and often taken from various sources performed at different times and in different locations, therefore completely redefining the compositional parameters. There were 12 compositions on Uncommon Deities, the titles of which came from the texts provided by the two Norwegian poets that Bang and Honoré recruited for the original installation — Punkt participants both — Haugen and Moe-Repstad. Haugen explained that his inspiration for the texts came directly from the title of the installation. “About twenty years ago, I met the great Italian writer Antonio Tabucchi for the first time. During our first conversation, we talked about a lot of things, and Antonio proposed, in a jokingly earnest way, that we should join forces and write an encyclopedia of unknown gods and other celestial beings. As it turned out, we never undertook such a venture, but the idea never quite left any of us. As soon as I heard David’s title — Uncommon Deities — that must have touched on the old idea of Antonio’s. From there everything evolved.” 222


    Within the context of Uncommon Deities, it was obviously impossible to present all the gods that would have filled the originally conceived encyclopedia, and so a selection process had to be undertaken. As Haugen acknowledged, there were a lot of hidden and forgotten gods that normally went unnoticed in our everyday lives, and finally he decided to acknowledge the gods of Single Cell Organisms, Sleeplessness, Silence, Smaller Gods, Small Caresses, Black Holes, Adverbs, Crossroads, Tiny Islands, and Gradual Abdication. He also provided a text entitled The Ruminative Gap. These eleven pieces represented the first eleven of the twelve compositions on the album. The final piece was provided by Moe-Repstad, and was entitled I Swallowed Earth For This. For Moe-Repstad, there was a very definite goal, and that was that text and music should be symbiotically related. He was not interested in a poem being accompanied by music or indeed music being accompanied by a poem, but the two should blend together, and this philosophy was precisely at the heart of the entire compositional process that drove Bang and Honoré as they worked on Uncommon Deities.


    Sylvian was obviously made aware of the work Bang and Honoré were undertaking well in advance of its September 2012 release, and back in March 2012 heard the work for the first time, and it had an immediate positive impact. “I recently did some recordings of some poetry for a gallery installation in Norway, and they’ve turned the readings into a full blown album. I just heard that for the first time two days ago, and I thought what they’ve produced was incredibly beautiful, as is everything they touch. I mean, they have a wonderful notion of composition and all the rest of it, and I love what they’ve produced, so that should see the light of day relatively soon.” 217 The end result was a fusing together of the readings, and solo improvisations from Henriksen and Endresen, the foundation of each track being material sampled from different performances at Punkt 2011. As Sylvian was so central to the feel and content of Punkt 2011, it was unsurprising that many of the featured musicians from these concert samples were also contributors to Manafon and Died in the Wool, so there was a link between the feel of Uncommon Deities and these two bodies of work. The fact that Bang and Honoré were such an important element of the compositions on Died in the Wool, as we have seen, added to the similarities in feel.


    However, Uncommon Deities was an album and concept that broke new ground, as it drew together into a cohesive set of compositions different languages, performances, forms, and recording strategies and techniques. As such, as a body of work, this squared the circle for Sylvian, as it represented the ideas that infused the original installation at Punkt in the first place. Prominently placed in the installation was Fukui’s picture “The Botanist”, enlarged and projected onto the wall. Sylvian explained the reasoning behind the use of this image, and the way in which it tied into the overall ethos of the Uncommon Deities CD release. “The Botanist is an archetype. I’m reminded of Ramana Maharshi, of his embodiment of the male and the female energies and their manifestation in the physical nature of his being. We embody both the male and female energies within us. These are obviously multidimensional, subtle, and extremely complex. Different aspects of our nature and behaviour can be influenced by the precedence given to any one particular energy, or confluence of these energies, as they manifest themselves in us, at any given moment in time…. I am not one but many, and we are not many but one.” 222 What Sylvian was describing was the concept of a Buddhist non-duality, something self-contained, and self-sustaining. The installation was itself effectively an exploration of ideas related to universality, spirituality, and the general human existence, all of which Sylvian believed extended beyond science and the intellectual, and verged instead on intuitive logic that pre-supposed a cultural heritage. It was this very same intuitive logic that Bang and Honoré exhibited in their work, and which worked so well on Uncommon Deities.


    As the album was released, Sylvian was also focused on a new work alongside German composer and sound artist Stephan Mathieu, who he had first collaborated with at Punkt 2011 when they performed together on Plight and Premonition, Mathieu producing a live remix in this performance. In 2012, Sylvian began work on an “ios” application to display a collection of his digital photography, and he asked Mathieu to put together an ambient score using material from Blemish. “I’ve lived with Stephan’s work for many years. After hearing the remix at Punkt, I decided he’d be the right person to ask to rework the Blemish material. I’d originally planned on doing it myself, but once Stephan had planted his signature ambience in my mind it seemed the better option to have him take a look at the files. The recordings have a beautiful clarity about them due to their simple but sturdy frameworks, and their open-ended architecture makes them ideal for a project of this sort.” 223 This represented the second time that Sylvian had allowed his original Blemish compositions to be revisited, and indeed, meant that barring a few new compositions on Died in the Wool, pretty much every substantial release Sylvian had produced since Snow Borne Sorrow in 2005 was looking back at old work.


    Mathieu worked from the instrumental source material, and the finished reinterpretation remained an entirely instrumental work. He expressed the impact that Blemish had on him when he first heard it, and his way of working as he applied himself to the source material. “I was quite amazed by the album, its dark beauty. When David sent me the files from the sessions a year ago [December 2011], they were a pool of wonderful material to me, detached from the songs and original album, while very much connected to David at the same time. My work with computers is always live. I’m feeding selected material into a software process and I record the output, which I either take as is, or discard completely. I don’t multi-track, edit, or re-arrange, I’m interested in self-evolving sound with all its rough and sometimes faulty qualities. I never use effects like artificial reverb in my music, so what you hear is rather a piling up of spaces that surround the individual inputs used for my processes. With David’s recordings I melted them with my instruments, recorded several takes and picked the best ones. While I first processed the recordings quite heavily, it took me a while to notice that I come to better results when David’s performance shines through more clearly, for instance with the original guitar from Blemish. I only applied a soft processing and made a room recording of playing this version back through two fender twin amps.” 223


    Originally working on the music for the ios application, Mathieu ended up with the seven tracks that appear on Wandermüde. A certain symmetry was achieved as ten years after the initial work was released, Mathieu asked Fennesz to collaborate on the final track of the album, here not called Fire in the Forest, but rather Deceleration. Fennesz’s contribution was put together in a couple of days, and so was quite rough and unfinished, which was precisely what Mathieu wanted, ending up with a somewhat raw and unpolished recording of Fennesz’s guitar playing that he fused with his own live remixing. Another contributor was John Tilbury who supplied piano to a track entitled Dark Pastoral.


    Mathieu was well-known for producing music that seemed vast but at the same time still, and this signature was very recognizable in the work on Wandermüde, where each of the tracks — while based on the Blemish tracks — bore, as mentioned, a different name. On some tracks such as The Velvet Revolution the source track (in this instance The Heart Know Better) was extremely prominent through the processed layers that Mathieu had composed. However in other instances, while there was a discernible link with the original work, the lineage was blurred somewhat, and the compositions were much more remote from the tracks on which they were based, such as Saffron Laudanum (from The Only Daughter). A few tracks seemed to bear nothing but the most tenuous relationship with their source, having been processed to such an extent that the anchor was slipped, and they had become new compositions in their own right such as the Tilbury influenced Dark Pastoral (based on Late Night Shopping). Mathieu’s compositional process was such that it felt as if the original instrumental tracks had been placed under a microscope, teasing out and augmenting some perhaps minute and almost unrecognised aspect of the track, while playing down the key areas that made the original track recognisable. So saying, the emphasis changed, the context changed, and the re-interpretation took the track in a new and sometimes radical direction. This was another aspect of Mathieu’s work that provided his signature, the ability to uncover the very essence of the music being worked upon through distillation after distillation, and thereby uncovering the DNA of the source material, before setting it free and giving it a new lease of life while having at its heart the same spirit.


    Wandermüde meant literally “tired of wandering”, and in the press release that accompanied its release, this was explained in a way, suggesting that it implied a fatigue, a resignation, and an end. “But the music itself crackles with suspense and anticipation, marking a moment of reflection before a journey begins.” 224 Again, this description of the music indicated the paradox at work. The music was relentlessly worked at, and its very essence discovered and forensically analysed, but this process in itself — which could become stultifying — was in fact the cause of new and unexpected life. The overall album that Mathieu produced was arguably the most musically extreme work that Sylvian had ever been associated with in his long career to this point. Never afraid to experiment, or indeed to open up his works for others to experiment with, on Wandermüde, some thought that Sylvian and his collaborators had begun to undermine some of the final threads that still grounded him as a “popular”, albeit innovative, musician.


    But this accusation was somewhat unfair. For certain, those horses scared by Blemish, Manafon, and Died in the Wool, were unlikely to have had their fears assuaged by Wandermüde. But while highly experimental, the core of Sylvian’s rationale stayed intact, and that was that his reason for producing music (or allowing music to be produced) was to untap some emotional response or feeling that would provoke the listener in some way. Perhaps it was fair to say that with Wandermüde, his reliance on Mathieu and his uniquely refined process of composition took his work — and by association himself —so far to the periphery of musical composition that he was just about stretching the elastic as far as it could go before it snapped. But this exact same argument had been made when he began working with the EAI and free improv players a few years previously. With these players, however, we did very obviously feel Sylvian at work in the compositions. Mathieu’s process of composition almost eliminated this completely except in a quite technical way, and made it seem remote.


    Mathieu set up his own label “Schwebung” (literally the beats produced by the simultaneous vibration of two sounds, especially in unisons and octaves when nearly but not quite in tune) as he worked with Sylvian, dedicated to the release of his solo and collaborative material on vinyl and as high-resolution files. This was a fairly pragmatic thing to do. Mathieu had been actively producing music under the auspices of bigger labels since the late 1990s, and indeed in that time up until his collaboration with Sylvian, he had released over thirty substantial releases. However, experience had indicated to him that producing music of the kind that he did — music that was overtly non-commercial — with a bigger label meant there was little to no money to be made. Any financial security that was possible had to come via income generated from live shows, but even this was less than reliable. So it was that Mathieu decided to set up his own label and began to run what he did as a business.


    Whichever way it was viewed, Mathieu’s “niche” was peripheral, and was built upon the use of antiquated technologies and equipment, the sounds from which were transformed through the use of various re-editing techniques and software processes that included spectral analysis and convolution. His roots as an improv drummer informed the nature of his work as much as the kit and techniques he used, however, and he developed his reputation and signature sound in Berlin in the 1990s, a hot spot for improvisation at the time, where he worked with such eminent musicians as Andrea Neumann, Toshi Nakamura, and Butch Morris. Electronics began to encroach on his drumming in the late 1990s, but at the time of his association with Sylvian, dominated his output in various innovative ways, many of which were obvious on Wandermüde.


    One influential path that Mathieu followed when looking at the compositions on Wandermüde was something that he embarked on in 2008 when he launched “Virginals”, a recital concept which paid homage to some of the great experimental, electro-acoustic, and minimal composers. Mathieu played live performances of his interpretation of compositions by some of these eminent composers, and played the renaissance keyboard instrument the Virginal, along with gramophones, and electric organs. This concept developed as he received commissions for work produced in this way, and its mechanical-acoustic nature also began to encroach on his installation work. However, computers were never abandoned, and they were overtly embraced again in Mathieu’s works around 2010, and on Wandermüde elements of all these mechanical-acoustic and computer techniques were fused together. Where Sylvian contributed guitar, synthesisers, and samples on the album, Mathieu worked on ebowed Virginals, Farfisa organ, radio, and a Fender twin amplifier, famous for its clean sound. The Virginal was a keyboard instrument that came from the harpsichord family, which Mathieu played on Wandermüde with an eBow (an electromagnetic field) that made the strings resonate permanently rather than the usual hammer strike and diminuendo that was typical of such instruments. Mathieu undertook regular tours, the latest of which in Barcelona just before the release of Wandermüde was interestingly enough entitled “All Tomorrow’s Parties” perhaps after the Japan song of the same name?


    Sylvian — during the course of the three decades of his solo career — had always had an interest in art forms other than music, and had actively painted and taken photographs, but always as a secondary means of expression to his music. Despite this, numerous photographs adorned Sylvian’s website, and they were there for a reason. His alliance with Mathieu was originally centred around the creation of a musical backdrop for these photographs, and it was fair to surmise, therefore, that Sylvian had chosen to share them with his audience as he saw them as valuable in their own right. Indeed, at the end of 2011, Sylvian released a calendar called Implausible Beauty (the same name as the abandoned tour), which featured his photographs and was designed in collaboration with Chris Bigg who had worked with him on a number of projects such as the artwork accompanying Manafon.


    He was also commissioned by the Tokyo-based Impossible Project to exhibit over 140 Polaroids entitled Glowing Enigmas at an event that was held in April 2012. More recently still, two simultaneous exhibitions also featuring Sylvian’s photographs called Abandon (in Tokyo) and Hope (in Uno, Okayama), took place in July 2013 as part of the Setouchi International Art festival. Sylvian explained the philosophy behind his photography, almost from the perspective of a critic analysing the work rather than its author. “My approach to taking photographs is quite pragmatic. Colour, form, multiple planes and surfaces, all appear to play an important role in the more successful compositions, but my attraction to these elements is — for the most part — of an intuitive or purely aesthetic nature rather than theoretical. I also tend to attribute importance to what falls outside the frame. I embrace the lack of context and the process by which we can recontextualise and so create narratives, where narrative is pertinent, drawing on personal references and associations. Having said that, I tend to feel most satisfied with the photographs when they’re purely and simple about colour and form.” 225 As this book goes to press, work on the ios application for Sylvian’s digital photography continues, which it is rumoured will use a different version of the material produced on Wandermüde running as thirty three minute loops that will play in shuffle mode, thereby producing according to Sylvian “an infinite number of possible listening experiences. We felt that this approach, with its variety and subtlety, greater complimented the act of exploring the accompanying images on the screen.” 223


    During the gestation period of Wandermüde, and indeed for sometime before, Sylvian had also been working on a new version of the DVD film that accompanied the Manafon CD release, Amplified Gesture, which was finally released at the same time as Wandermüde in January 2013. The original version of Amplified Gesture was directed by Phil Hopkins, with an understanding that he knew little of the subject matter of the film, something that Sylvian thought may be a blessing as the aim of the documentary was to produce a piece of work that introduced a potentially new audience to brand new musical concepts, brand new musicians, and their underlying philosophies. As such, Sylvian hoped that the director’s growth in awareness would mirror that of the audience of the documentary. The interviewer on the documentary was Nick Luscombe who did have a personal understanding of the genre, which added the necessary gravitas to the piece. In its original form, Amplified Gesture was conceived as an introduction to the free improv world and its key players as a way into understanding the conception of Manafon.


    With the new stand-alone release, Sylvian had slightly loftier expectations as he explained. “There isn’t, to my knowledge, a comprehensive film on this subject, these musicians, the history of free improvisation as seen through the eyes/ears of its European practitioners. It’s a unique branch of the evolution of free jazz through to free improv, a story that has not adequately been told on film. Amplified Gesture in no way can be seen as comprehensive, rather, it’s simply an introduction to a much larger overview of the history of the genre which I hope someone will one day find the means to produce. However, I did keep in mind the notion that this documentary might have a life of its own, removed from the context of Manafon, might just turn up on cable or late night TV somewhere at some point in time, and in that sense it had to stand strong independently, hopefully whetting the appetites of those that tuned in to learn more. Although still producing outstanding work, some of the best in their respective careers, a number of the musicians featured in the film are in the September of their years. Here was an opportunity to record them speaking intimately about their work that I felt we couldn’t afford to miss. I only wish we’d had the means to do more.” 226


    On the revised and revisited 2013 release of Amplified Gesture was a new chapter entitled “The Collective” by Clive Bell, in which contributors “explore political questions arising both within and outside of their musical ideologies.” 227 Also detailed were the biographies of various free improv artists, and interview snippets on a whole spectrum of subjects including Fennesz talking about “depth” and “impact” within the sound world he created, John Tilbury discussing his muse Cornelius Cardew, and Keith Rowe reflecting on the role of architecture in AMM’s performances. There was also a short film entitled A Man of No Significance, which was originally written and narrated by Sylvian to be shown before a public viewing of the original Amplified Gesture film in the Tokyo Baus Theater in Japan 29th-30th October 2010. This film effectively positioned Sylvian’s interest in free improv, and linked this with his work in the 2000s with some of the most eminent musicians in the field. The title seemed to be a typically self-deprecating view of the place that Sylvian himself felt he held among such an array of luminaries in the field, and also repeated a lyric from the song The Greatest Living Englishman.


    A Man of No Significance gave Sylvian’s modern take on the thread of improvisation in his work that has been tracked in this book, and he traced his first interest back to around 1980 when he was in his early 20s and purchased Derek Bailey’s album Aida, today still held up as a seminal work in the area of free improv. At this point he had already shown his hand by composing Ghosts, which within the context of a popular song sought out greater freedom of form and orchestration. However it was the immediacy in Bailey’s work that took this spark and set the fire, and effectively Sylvian’s quest since then had been to introduce this immediacy in his own work.


    A Man of No Significance was filmed around Sylvian’s studio and home location in Temple in 2010, seemingly in the summer. Barring some stills of the studio space and its surroundings that had appeared in various media over the years, this was the first time that Sylvian allowed access to the studio and the woods that surrounded the property. While he narrated and appeared on the film, he was never seen full face. For sure it was Sylvian walking past the camera to the studio, it was him in the studio, it was him leaving the studio, but every occasion that he appeared, it was either his back he presented, or an image so blurred as to be almost unrecognisable. This obviously reinforced the view Sylvian had of his place in the milieu that he was discussing, someone that did not necessarily fit, and who in his own mind was not worthy of being contemplated front and centre along with the leading lights of the genre. It also resonated with his long held thoughts concerning the place of his personal image in his music.


    The film discussed Sylvian’s immersion in the genre and the philosophies that governed its creation, with a focus on the production of Blemish and Manafon. This book has covered in detail the creation of these seminal albums, which as Sylvian reinforced in the film didn’t fit as free improv works or popular music works. It was their hybrid nature that was so fascinating as we potentially saw a new genre of music developing. In the film we were allowed a glimpse over the shoulder of this most enigmatic of composers, a man who had a beguiling and grounded view of himself at this time. He described himself as, “stubborn, lazy, but with a thirst for knowledge, a desire for alternate experiences, a provider, a father, an inept comedian. I’m honest, tender, deeply affectionate and loyal as a good dog. I’m a contradiction. I love company, particularly that of women, but given the option of permanent companionship or any kind of solitude, I’d choose the latter. I guess that makes me a loner. The pendulum of our emotional lives is in motion swinging from sorrow to joy, love to hatred and back. The trick is to hold the pendulum still, to feel complete in that stillness and simply “Be”. This is described as the fullness or the emptiness of being which shows how inadequate the description of the experience is. The contents are perfect as they are. To will it to be one thing or another causes desire. Desire is the cause of suffering and keeps the pendulum in motion.” 228


    Later in 2013, Sylvian was asked to be involved in a work by visual artist Phil Collins. Collins’s project, hosted at the Museum Ludwig in Cologne between April and July, was named after a quote taken from the debut novel of controversial French writer and political activist Jean Ganet, Our Lady of Flowers. The work — “my heart’s in my hand, and my hand is pierced, and my hand’s in the bag, and the bag is shut, and my heart is caught” — involved numerous musicians in addition to Sylvian, such as Scritti Politti, Lætitia Sadier, Damon & Naomi, and experimental and indie acts such as Demdike Stare, Planningtorock, and Peaking Lights. Collins worked with “Gulliver” on the project, a survival station for the homeless in Cologne that was based under the arches of the city’s central station. Collins installed a phone booth with a free line that anyone could use to make local or international calls, so long as there was an agreement that the conversations could be anonymously recorded. The phone booth was left available for a number of weeks at the beginning of 2013, and then Collins set about selecting the material that he wanted to use. This was then sent to the chosen musicians, and would be the stimulus behind the recording of original new songs to be pressed onto seven-inch vinyls. The idea was that the compositions would either directly or indirectly incorporate the text of the conversations. In the exhibition, listeners could retire to booths overlooking the railway tracks and listen to the compositions.


    Collins, who grew up in the North of England in the 1970s and the 1980s, had always been interested in music, television, and popular culture, and in live events such as “my heart’s in my hand, and my hand is pierced, and my hand’s in the bag, and the bag is shut, and my heart is caught” he attempted to investigate the effective potential of various recording media in their everyday context. 230 Specifically, he was looking almost nostalgically at a forgotten means of communication — namely landline telephone calls — and the range and potential of the human voice. Collins’s approach and that of the musicians used, was to frame these verbal exchanges in a way that dramatised and isolated the moment of communication. The plan was that at some point after the event, all the musical contributions would be compiled on a double limited edition album. Up to the point of writing this was yet to see the light of day.


    The conversations that Sylvian received resulted in the composition Do You Know Me Now?, which he released on 10-inch vinyl and as digital files in September 2013. In addition to Sylvian who sang and played acoustic guitar, the song featured — as did the previously released Where’s Your Gravity? — Bang, Honoré, and Aarset. Much as was the case when Sylvian released the melodic song Jacqueline in 2009, so with the melodic and accessible Do You Know Me Now?, many began to surmise that this may be a sign of things to come. Jacqueline was followed immediately by Manafon, perhaps the most challenging of Sylvian’s works at that point in his career. Hot on the heels of Do You Know Me Now? in 2013 came another extremely experimental project, Sylvian working with a new “band” called The Kilowatt Hour, which once again confused his audience as to the direction he was taking.


    News of this new initiative had been circulating since about July 2013, as it was announced that The Kilowatt Hour would be performing at the Punkt Festival in Norway on 7th September, before embarking on a brief 5-date tour of Italy. This marked a new group collaboration for Sylvian, effectively an instrumental trio comprising himself, Mathieu, and Fennesz. The plan pre-tour was that they would meet in July and spend some of the summer in Vienna developing material for the Punkt Festival, before taking it on the road. Sylvian was full of expectation concerning the venture. “I feel very fortunate to be in the company of two musicians whom I have great respect for and whose generosity and companionship have enriched my personal and working life. We’re going to undertake a brief excursion together to see where it might lead. There’s no complacency, no shortcuts being taken. We’re looking for something unique and exciting ourselves and a fresh experience for those that attend the performances.” 231


    As we have seen, Sylvian, Mathieu, and Fennesz’s paths collided for the first time on Wandermüde, but this was not entirely representative of the path they were to take with The Kilowatt Hour. What was obvious, and consistent with the track that Sylvian pursued his entire solo career, was that improvisation was going to be a key element of the work the trio produced. Mathieu tried to put his finger on what they were aiming to achieve. “A basic guide for our performance is the idea of ‘eventlessness’. Right now we aim at creating a composition which is fixed to a certain degree but leaves enough space to shape in a live situation. So, while we will present a piece, this will vary slightly from show to show.” 231 Fennesz added his views. “I’d like to find material through improvisation. It definitely is a risky project but that makes it exciting. It’s a bit like jumping into cold water.” 231


    For Sylvian, what was obvious was that he wanted to recreate the excitement and spontaneity of the work he had undertaken with Czukay all those years ago in the 1980s. The fire that the work the pair undertook on Plight and Premonition and Flux and Mutability had lit in Sylvian was still burning bright some 25 years later. Czukay’s influence on Sylvian at the time in the 1980s was obvious, but neither of them would have been aware of the massive impact those days together in Czukay’s studio in Cologne would have on Sylvian’s entire career. Here he was with the Kilowatt Hour treading the same boards. “The pieces I created with Holger were works that evolved very naturally without any recourse to ‘performance’ per se. What was captured was the tentative, the unsure footing, the meandering evolution of an idea before it became solidified in the mind, subject to the process of self-editing, practice and performance in the sense of something learned by rote and repeated with emotional emphasis. We obliterated the performance element wherever it threatened to creep into the improvisations. If I carry anything over from past projects maybe it’d be this practice.” 231


    Sylvian was aware of the fact that Fennesz and Mathieu had a working relationship that went back almost fifteen years, and as such they had a familiarity with each other and their particular processes. Both men had established a way of working and performing in such a context that Sylvian hadn’t, and as such the goal was for him once again to be challenged, and to be forced to create a new musical language as he had done with Blemish and Manafon. The trio went into the project with no plans beyond the few concerts announced in July 2013, and so it really was an open-ended adventure that would be as stimulating for the performers as it was for the audience if it worked as envisaged.


    Before the concerts kicked off, a new ingredient was added to the mix: The Kilowatt Hour performances would feature Franz Wright. Born in Vienna in the 1953, Wright was an American Pulitzer prize-winning poet, and his work was typically focused on the areas of isolation and spirituality. He was someone that Sylvian had admired for many years, his interest galvanising around a collection of prose poems published in September 2011 entitled Kindertotenwald. The focus of Wright’s work, in general, very often alluded to the individual’s struggle to find faith, which would no doubt have been something that resonated on a very direct level with Sylvian. Kindertotenwald in particular lasered in on people’s relationships with themselves and with others, analysing such connections with an obvious draw on various literary and musical figures such as Messiaen, Basho, Nietzsche, Rimbaud, and Kierkegaard. Almost thirty years prior to the publication of Kindertotenwald, Sylvian had been drawing on similarly radical thinkers and exponents in their respective fields to help articulate himself. This parallel with Wright was made all the more compelling when it was appreciated that Kindertotenwald was an obliquely autobiographical work (like much of Sylvian’s output over the years), analysing his thoughts on his family, different stages in his own life, and his work and art.


    Early in 2013, Sylvian wrote to Wright concerning a possible project that was far from fully formed, but Wright’s familiarity with Sylvian’s work was such that he stated his interest in being involved from the onset of discussions. So it was that Sylvian and Wright met, and were soon ensconced in a studio in Wright’s hometown in Massachusetts recording his readings from Kindertotenwald. This was much the same time that Sylvian was discussing the upcoming concerts with Mathieu and Fennesz, and as Sylvian explained, the two endeavours fused. “It now seems inevitable perhaps that the projects should’ve come together in what is currently a brief series of performances based on an outline for a composition I put together as recently as August 2013. The piece is constructed so as to allow for freely improvised input from Christian and Stephan anchored by Franz’s readings and my own compositional constructs. As I write this we’re still exploring the possibilities of the piece following on from our debut performance at the Punkt Festival [7th September 2013]…and Franz remains on the end of a line talking to me of Jacob and the angel and a thousand other things that have, in truth, helped sustain me, as has his magnificent voice as it resounds around the venues and theatres of Europe.” 232


    In The Kilowatt Hour concerts, Sylvian, Fennesz, and Mathieu took to the stage in almost total darkness, playing against a backdrop of fluctuating images. The three seemed to perform isolated from one another, but the reasonably solid harmonies inherent in the work demonstrated that in fact this was a tight “improvised” performance from three musicians tuned in to one another. Wright’s voice took the listener back to the spoken word elements heard on Gone to Earth and the improvised works with Czukay. Some things over the course of Sylvian’s three-decade long solo career had changed radically it seemed, but some things had remained — at least on the surface — remarkably consistent!


    Mid-way through 2013, it was announced that Samadhi Sound was to stop producing third-party releases. Jansen’s re-issued three-disc digi-book of Slope was therefore released via his own store on the Burning Shed label at the end of July 2013, and it seemed as if Samadhi Sound had ceased to manufacture and distribute any more albums from artists other than Sylvian through the site, with many marked as “out of stock.” There was no obvious reason behind this decision, but some surmised that the costs associated with the production of non-Sylvian releases were prohibitive, and perhaps were not fully recouped by sales. Whether this was also the case with Sylvian’s own output it was hard to tell, but the likelihood of Sylvian abandoning the label entirely seemed unlikely unless he was forced into a corner, as it was such a major factor in his ability to experiment and pursue his solo career on his own terms.


    However, while Samadhi Sound looked destined to survive in some form or another, it seemed likely that its location would change, as it and the surrounding properties where it was located had been on the market since the middle of 2013. This could indeed have been a factor in the decision to curtail non-Sylvian releases through the label, and would necessarily require Sylvian to make some important plans for his future. Despite the significant personal and spiritual upheavals that occurred in New Hampshire, the studio in Temple had been one constant for the composer for over ten years. While the kit could be packed up and relocated, it was the essence of the place, its remoteness and tranquility that had been such an important spur to Sylvian’s creativity in the latter part of his solo career. It remained to be seen whether the sale of the studio would precipitate its relocation, or whether in the next period Sylvian would choose (or be forced) into using commercial studios, maybe even signing to a new label. These were fundamental decisions which would provide the context for the next chapters in his varied and complex solo career.
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    No Other House In Sight


    As 2013 came to a close, there began a protracted period of silence from David Sylvian. A new chapter was about to begin, as he left the Samadhi Sound studio based at his former house in Temple, New Hampshire behind.


    One can only imagine the wrench involved for Sylvian. Temple had been his home for over 10 years, where family had been raised, where so many artists had visited to contribute to his recordings — or had recorded their own albums — and it was also the place where arguably he had found the perfect environment to innovate and forge a musical language that was unique and which finally seemed to satisfy him artistically.


    But life in Temple had also taken its toll on the artist and the man. It was here that his treasured relationship with Chavez had crumbled, eventually ending in divorce. It was also a place where remoteness and isolation — on one hand a spur to Sylvian’s creativity — led to various apparent crises in the man, and left him on numerous occasions in dangerous places.


    Before the final move away from Temple, rumours had circulated that Sylvian had hit rock bottom. Throughout this book, I have steered away from the stuff of hearsay and speculation, but without delving into intrusive detail, the weight of opinion seemed to suggest that Sylvian was in an extremely troubled state in the late 2000s and early 2010s. There was some speculation that the 2012 Implausible Beauty concert tour (officially cancelled due to back problems) was in fact curtailed for more fundamental personal reasons.


    The truth behind such fevered speculation will likely always remain shrouded in uncertainty, but taking a considered and 36,000 foot aerial view of the whole context of Sylvian’s life and music in the late 2000s, it is certainly justifiable to surmise that — as had been the case in many other periods of his life — he was somewhat angst ridden, and perhaps in common with previous episodes, he struggled to cope with much of what life threw at him.


    This is not to say that Sylvian was a victim of issues beyond his control. It is too easy to suggest that he was a vulnerable man who was buffeted by life and was left on occasions distraught and beleaguered. Throughout his career, Sylvian had been single-minded, often some would say quite selfish and arrogant in his dealings with others, and he never shied away from controversy. We have seen that at the very beginning of his solo career, it was his vision and his focus that led to the break up of Japan. The other band members were left to find their feet and deal with the fall out of this decision, made no doubt for Sylvian’s best interests musically, but seemingly with little profound regard for the consequences for his band mates.


    Following the break up of the band all the way to the present day, Sylvian’s history is littered with stories of his single-minded and somewhat selfish approach to composition, collaborators, and friends. Often decisions made were to the detriment of relationships, and were not likely to make life easy, fall out inevitably hurting sometimes Sylvian himself, but often those around him that had to react to seemingly perverse behaviour.


    The very early period of his musical career as Japan split up was coloured (as we have seen) by the relationship that Sylvian forged with Yuka Fujii, at the time of their coming together, the girlfriend of Mick Karn.


    While the detail of this relationship, and the nuances of the issues between Karn, Sylvian, and Fujii are no doubt more complicated than many suggest, on the face of it, Sylvian (without any room for doubt) made a decision to enter a relationship with his friend’s girlfriend.


    This was never going to be an easy and pain free decision for any of the protagonists, but Sylvian went ahead anyway. For sure this complicated, and most likely radically altered, the course of the careers of Sylvian, Karn, Barbieri, and Jansen. A tough decision to make given all the likely implications, but one that Sylvian decided to make all the same! In 2013, it seemed as if in a weird way history was repeating itself.


    Since their divorce, Sylvian and Chavez had effectively managed to share a living space in Temple. This allowed a continuity of family life for their daughters, and meant that both could continue to reside in a place that had become home, and which was also the base for Sylvian’s work at the Samadhi Sound studios. But life events seemingly began to take over, and eventually made the arrangement untenable.


    Chavez’s musical career was re-establishing itself. A musical partnership with Marco Valentin from the Chicago urban scene (which had begun around the time of her 2010 released album A Flutter and Some Words) blossomed soon afterwards into work that they performed live and released under the name Black Eskimo. Black Eskimo released its first album in November 2013 to much critical acclaim. Chavez seemed increasingly content to have found her feet once more in the music scene, and this outlet was a positive thing for her as she too dealt with the fall out of the end of her relationship with Sylvian, and looked to galvanise a career that once again gave her room to grow creatively.


    Sylvian’s apparent personal issues around this time, which seemed to feed into his increasingly unpredictable behaviour, were bound to be unsettling, and placed a strain on an already contrived situation as the divorced (and to an extent estranged) Chavez and Sylvian lived in separate buildings at the same address in Temple. As already mentioned, various colourful stories did the rounds around this time, but there is no way of absolutely proving their veracity.


    What did seem possible, however, was that Sylvian at this time was becoming increasingly close to Steve Jansen’s former wife Gobi. The implications of a burgeoning relationship between Sylvian and Gobi obviously had the potential to run deep, and was perhaps the reason for the precise timing of his departure from Temple. Sylvian packed his bags and moved back to Notting Hill in London. It was here that Sylvian seemingly went to ground at the end of 2013, and no doubt re-assessed where he stood, and what would come next.


    Such a radical change of circumstances could well have marked the end point in Sylvian’s solo career. In the ensuing 30 or so years, much less dramatic life changes had led to “end of career” speculation. Up to this point Sylvian had needed solitude and isolation to create his music. Temple in New Hampshire to London was about as extreme a contrast as one could imagine. Also, leaving Temple meant losing the 24/7, 365 day a year access Sylvian had to his own recording studio.


    As we have seen, Samadhi Sound as a label was contracting, and the decision was made in 2013 that it would only be a front for Sylvian’s solo work. Samadhi Sound was inextricably linked with the Temple Studio. Would one survive without the other?


    So many questions were left hanging in the air. So much was uncertain, and all that could be seen of Sylvian were a few ad hoc sightings in London with Gobi. Not a word, not an interview, not a snippet of information even on any of Sylvian’s own on-line resources, let alone more popular media outlets.


    That was until the 17th October 2014 when it was announced that Sylvian was to release his next album, there’s a light that enters houses with no other house in sight featuring Frank Wright and Christian Fennesz, something that looked on the face of it like the much anticipated release of works by the Kilowatt Hour, but with the obvious absence of Stephen Mathieu.


    Some time back in April 2014, Christian Fennesz was being interviewed about his new release Bécs, and was asked whether he thought the Kilowatt Hour project with Sylvian and Mathieu had a future. He replied “I’m not sure, it really depends on David. In the end, the whole project really became his baby. I’ve just been recording all the parts that I played live when we did the tour. I think he’s finished mixing now and wants to release it. I imagine that after the release we could do something again.” 233 It seems as if Fennesz was talking about there’s a light that enters houses with no other house in sight.


    In the months before the announcement of the Sylvian, Fennesz, and Wright release, news was dominated by a couple of tragic events concerning Sylvian’s circle of friends and collaborators.


    In July 2014, it was announced that old sparring partner Ryuichi Sakamoto was diagnosed with throat cancer. The diagnosis led Sakamoto quite understandably to cancel all upcoming appearances. “The first wealth is health, and hence this bitter decision,” the 62-year-old Sakamoto wrote on his official website. “I would like to apologise for all of the burden I will undoubtedly be casting upon everyone who has been working with me on various other projects. I promise to return after a full recovery.” 234 Doctors identified the cancer in June 2014, Sakamoto wrote, just weeks before he was due to inaugurate the first annual Sapporo International Art Festival. As guest director, he had been working on the 2014 festival for two years, but had to relinquish hands on management at the 11th hour.


    Sakamoto was also forced to pull out of a concert in Tokyo on 30 July. That show, in honour of the 20th anniversary of the Park Hyatt Tokyo, would have incorporated a purpose-commissioned piece of music titled Timeless. Sakamoto’s statement continued, “It deeply upsets me to have to cancel this concert during a time of celebration.” 234 Sylvian let it be known that his thoughts were with his friend, and other artists and fans alike did the same.  The shock and concern among countless people throughout the international music scene was palpable. At the time of writing, Ryuichi still fights his illness.


    In the middle of August 2014, Sylvian announced an upcoming benefit concert for one of his collaborators back in the 1980s, Kenny Wheeler. On August 15th 2014, followers and fellow musicians gathered at Dalston’s ‘Epic’ Hall in London. The hall was decked out with a projector screen which showed photographs of Wheeler from projects throughout the 1960s to the 1980s. The evening was arranged and programmed by Evan Parker who had been a friend and colleague of Wheeler’s since their time together in the Spontaneous Music Ensemble during the 1960s.


    Problems with his own and his wife’s health meant that at the age of 84, Wheeler had been unable to play for some months. The evening began with a characteristically brief introduction from Parker, who, avoiding a gushing homage, merely told everyone assembled the Kenny could “really use some money”. Parker commenced the musical proceedings with a short set of three improvisations, alongside Steve Beresford on keyboard, Olie Brice on double bass, and Mark Sanders on drums. Also playing were the Alison Blunt Ensemble, Ray Warleigh’s Quintet, and the Reuben Fowler Big Band, Fowler being the recipient of the Kenny Wheeler Prize at The Royal Academy of Music in 2012. This tribute raised £1,100 in donations on the night. 235


    Tragically, Kenny Wheeler died a month later on 18th September 2014 after a short period of frail health. The news hit a broad swathe of the music industry and affected numerous artists, not least Sylvian who owed much of the feel of his early albums Brilliant Trees, Alchemy, and Gone to Earth to Wheeler’s playing. As we have seen, he also featured on Sylvian’s late 1990s album Dead Bees on a Cake. Life was indirectly dealing Sylvian a number of blows.


    The October announcement of the release of there’s a light that enters houses with no other house in sight provided a positive focus for Sylvian and his legion of followers. The piece was a long form composition — with a running time of over 60 minutes — and saw American Pulitzer Prize winning poet Franz Wright reading a selection of his works, and also featured contributions from Fennesz and John Tilbury. Sylvian also acknowledged his closeness to Gobi who among other more regularly referenced friends and collaborators was thanked on the album credits.


    The title of Sylvian’s new offering was taken from the prose poem “Nude with Handgun and Rosary” by Wright from the poet’s collection ‘Kindertotenwald’’, from which the readings at The Kilowatt Hour performances were taken. The poem (reproduced below) was included on the Sylvian release:


    “The small silver crucified man hangs between her breasts like an arrow directing attention away from the face in its nimbus of unasked-for beauty, all that stands between her and apparition, while pointing the way to the ever inexplicable V, all that’s left of her animal: damp, like the tip of a painter’s brush just dipped in darkest blue. She has put the thing on like a necklace and gone to admire it in the full-length mirror, in muted light the color of gold’s shadow at this late-afternoon hour. There’s a light that enters houses with no other house in sight. How describe it? But then there are more important things to think about than light. It lies on the dresser blackly glowing, the one object that’s completely self-explanatory here. Just look at you, child with the sun-colored eyes, waiting in line with love’s innumerable patients and their grievances at scarecrowlike standstill, how slowly, how badly, they mend; just one more being tested, in need of new double-thick Coke-bottle glasses, straining in the poor light to make out the oversize letters of their own obituaries while they’re waiting to be born… Soon, soon, between one instant and the next, you will be well.


    There is a sound that comes from houses with no other house in sight.” 236


    In common with other poems in Kindertotenwald (literally translated as Forest of Dead Children), Nude with Handgun and Rosary was a prose poem with a haunting quality, and a philosophical feeling that reflected the heart of Wright’s work. 


    All the prose poems in Kindertotenwald were intriguing thought patterns that showed poetry as mental process. For prose to work as poetry, it must have what some term a “music” or “lyricism” which is no doubt what appealed to Sylvian so much about this body of work.


    Many of the poems in Kindertotenwald were autobiographical, and dealt with memory and the past, mortality, longing, childhood, time, space, geography and loneliness. Sylvian explained his personal relationship with the work. “In September 2011, at the time of its publication, I read Franz Wright’s Kindertotenwald. I was familiar with Franz’s earlier work but something about the subject matter of this collection resonated with me as if my psyche had momentarily found an echo in tune with, but more eloquent than, its own internal voice. There’s a knowledge of the world in Wright’s work (not world weary but wary of the false note, pulsing with a current that comes from bearing witness to what’s ‘real’ whilst remaining vigilant of the tide of delusion and vanity that threatens to engulf us) that omits neither light nor dark but embraces both. Here’s a man who’s been to the other side and returned or remained to tell of what he’d seen, not without sacrifice, nor a wonderfully dark vein of wry humour.” 237


    As we have seen, Sylvian decided that Kindertotenwald and Wright should become the focus around which his “improvised” Kilowatt Hour tour with Mathieu and Fennesz should revolve back in 2013. Pre-tour Sylvian worked on the foundation of The Kilowatt Hour performance he was planning with Mathieu and Fennesz, and a piece developed that was like a remix of sampled soundbites, looped, and then almost developed into “movements” which supported Wright’s readings of his poetry. Sylvian describes how there’s a light that enters houses with no other house in sight developed from this point. “Once I’d spent enough time away from the blueprint I returned with the intention of elaborating upon the initial composition for future release. Christian recorded some of the beautiful additions he’d refined on the tour, John Tilbury brought his superior talents to compliment my own piano contributions and, with the addition of some samples from prior sessions with Otomo (Yoshihide) and Toshimaru (Nakamura), as well as some electronics of my own, the work was mixed…in transit as my life continued, indeed continues, to take unforeseen twists and turns.” 237


    For Sylvian, there’s a light that enters houses with no other house in sight was another example of the composer finding a new vocabulary to articulate himself musically. Indeed, the release was difficult for many to define, acting almost as a film-score without a film, a musically-backed poetic drama, music in fact perhaps framing the star of the show — the prose poetry of Wright. Many of Sylvian’s followers saw it as a further expedition to the farthest reaches of what could be termed music in its conventional form. The predictable backlash ensued, and many of Sylvian’s followers took to their soap boxes once again, pronouncing that this was the end of the road, he had gone too far this time, they would not engage with his music again.


    But such condemnation was far from universal this time around. As with Blemish, although demanding of the listener, there’s a light that enters houses with no other house in sight received fulsome critical acclaim, even winning the United Kingdom Sunday Times Album of the Week award at the end of November 2014.


    The composition saw Wright impart his poetry in a conversational style, with subtle flutters of percussion, tinkling piano, static crackles, and — where the poetry demanded — dramatic effects, startling calls to attention. Many saw the album as more Wright’s than Sylvian’s, and indeed, the music did take a back seat, subtley enhancing the poetry rather than competing with it.


    And herein lay the success of the composition for Sylvian and critics alike. In an unselfish and unassuming way, Sylvian had through his understated use of his musical craft provided a beautiful and effective backdrop for the poetry that so moved him, and which he wanted others to find a way in to and to appreciate. Truly music was moving to the periphery, now as a fragile and somewhat ephemeral structure supporting another art form. Was this to be the direction that Sylvian would pursue? Only time will tell.


    And so the story of David Sylvian composer, musician, and vocalist comes up to date. It has been a fascinating journey that Sylvian and his audience have taken over the last thirty plus years, and one that has been compelling to research. Inevitably, not everyone will agree with my thoughts on Sylvian’s music and lyrics, the latter of which are by their very nature open to many different interpretations. However, I do hope that in some way I have done the man justice, teased out the relevant factual elements of his life and work to date, and applied some informed logic to his personal evolution and musical progression over the years.


    It is probably not difficult to detect that I am a fan, and I have constructed this book from that point of view, despite trying to stay as objective as possible as I have tracked David’s career.


    But as I close, I think it is right for me to acknowledge the level of interest and importance that I attach to his work. To a great extent it has been the soundtrack to my adult life, an enduring and trusted companion as I navigate the twists and turns on my own personal and professional development.


    I am in awe of any artist that can communicate through music, written word, or the visual arts in a way that can connect with people. The artist’s relationship with his audience is always remote, always fragile, and always intriguing when you really think about it. But for me personally — and I think for a lot of people that have accessed David’s work over the years — there is something inherently unique in the way that that connection is made through his work in particular. It appeals in a real way, and resonates with people in a manner that really matters to them. It connects in a way that to some (and I am one) is profound, meaningful, deeply satisfying, challenging, thought provoking, and — oh yes — beautiful!
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     Chris Young — a former Sunday Times journalist and now a publisher — has been a long-standing follower of David Sylvian’s music. He was prompted to begin his research into writing a book about the composer by his now late-father, a classical musician and PhD in musicology, who also had an interest in Sylvian’s more recent works in the areas of free improv.
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