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Introduction

In the fine essay included here on Radiohead’s 2000 album Kid A, Simon Reynolds asks why we shouldn’t consider its predecessor – 1997’s OK Computer – to be the best British rock album ever made.

It’s a more than legitimate question. I’ve regularly listened to OK Computer for over twenty years and can’t see too many rivals to such a crown: not Revolver, not even Exile on Main St.; certainly not Sgt. Pepper or London Calling or The Stone Roses. Yet in the Observer’s ‘One Hundred Greatest British Albums’ listicle of June 2004, OK Computer polled no higher than 24 – a reflection, one might suggest, of the residual suspicion towards Radiohead’s seriousness, their emotional grandeur, their willingness to risk pretension and complexity in their playing. The UK’s rock-critic consensus never quite abandons its dim view of the ‘progressive’ tendency in pop music.

To get from the neo-Nirvana abjection of 1993’s breakthrough hit ‘Creep’ to the anguished six-and-a-half-minute prog epic that was OK Computer’s ‘Paranoid Android’ in the space of just three albums remains astounding. Few listeners who bought the group’s debut album Pablo Honey (1993) would have given Radiohead much chance of evolving beyond what John Harris called the ‘angst-ridden paroxysms’ of their early sub-grunge emoting.

Second album The Bends was, of course, a key transitional work. Within minutes of the opening ‘Planet Telex’ it was clear they’d taken a giant stride forward from ‘Creep’ and the sour ‘Anyone Can Play Guitar’. Yet the suspicion around them remained and even grew, rooted in an inverse snobbery towards middle-class boys from Oxford in the era of Britpop. For what were Radiohead if not, inadvertently, the anti-Oasis – a band with scant interest in being big for the sake of it, public schoolboys bored of the hoary trappings of rock stardom. They wanted to take rock beyond the stale conventions of the mid-’90s and had a number of attributes to help them: principally the musical gifts of Thom Yorke’s singing and Jonny Greenwood’s brilliance as a guitar player and all-round sonic architect – but also the considerable contributions of their colleagues Colin Greenwood (bass and older brother of Jonny), Phil Selway (drums), Ed O’Brien (guitar) and, not least, exemplary engineer-turned-producer Nigel Godrich.

Radiohead were also willing to stare humanity’s dystopian hi-tech future in the face and question where we were all heading. In time, this convinced the group to leave traditional rock elements behind them – at least temporarily – and embrace the textures and signifiers of electronica as they moved into the new millennium. Yet they never entirely abandoned the beauty of their melodies, and even when Yorke’s lyrics were at their most elliptically irritating he could move you to tears with the seraphic yearning of his vocal lines.

While OK Computer remains a musical Matterhorn that neither they nor anyone else are likely to top, Radiohead have consistently delivered music which confirms their stature as the most daring of major rock bands. Are there any more intoxicating bursts of popular music than ‘2+2=5’ or ‘Burn the Witch’, any Smiths-inflected anthems more drivingly potent than ‘Knives Out’ or ‘There There’, any ballads or downtempo lamentations more beautiful than ‘Nude’ or ‘Pyramid Song’ or ‘Sail to the Moon’ or ‘Give up the Ghost’? Other contemporary acts may have had their great phases (PJ Harvey, Joanna Newsom, Feist, Arcade Fire, Interpol, Grizzly Bear, Queens of the Stone Age), but few have amazed and surprised us for so long.

It’s been a genuine pleasure assembling the reviews and interviews for Present Tense: to travel from Ronan Munro’s prescient early reports about On A Friday (what a relief they dropped that name) to the exceptional reportage, portraiture and commentary of writers such as Reynolds and Will Self, Ann Powers and Adam Thorpe, John Harris and Pat Blashill, Will Hermes and R. J. Smith – and of Mark Greif, whose towering essay in n+1, ‘Radiohead, or the Philosophy of Pop’ may be the most extraordinary thing ever written about the group.

Do Radiohead, by virtue of their radical intelligence and engagement with our terrifying times, elicit more intelligent critical writing than Oasis? And is it rock snobbery to suggest as much? Judge for yourself as you read Present Tense and follow the band’s twenty-eight-year journey to the tense present day of 2019.

Barney Hoskyns, Rock’s Backpages, April 2018
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One:   Friday On My Mind
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Review of On A Friday at the Jericho Tavern, Oxford

Ronan Munro, Curfew1, September 1991

I spend the entire set tonight desperately trying to think what exactly On A Friday remind me of. Not so much the music as the vocals. The next day it hits me: Kirk Brandon! Yes, he of Spear of Destiny and silly haircut fame.

Now, On A Friday’s singer Thom hasn’t got a silly haircut (in fact, he’s hardly got enough hair to have any kind of a cut), but he does possess a voice very reminiscent of Brandon – the way he elongates every syllable and almost howls rather than sings – and it’s the way it’s so at odds with the rest of the band that’s so intriguing.

I’m sceptical after the first couple of numbers, which come a little too close to that Manchester sound for comfort, but delve a little deeper into On A Friday and a whole new angle on them opens up. While the drums and bass (with a little help from the keyboard player) do evoke an indie-dance groove thang, there’s an almost country and western feel to the band at times, more R.E.M. than Kenny Rogers though, fortunately.

Confusing? Not if you see them live for yourselves (which you all will when they inevitably become extremely famous and you swear you were here at the beginning). In my book it’s a good thing when you can’t easily place what you’re hearing, and when you can dance to it as well then even better.

There’s an impressive turnout tonight, justifying the early buzz surrounding the band (they’ve already been recommended by the Candyskins); certainly their sound is well tuned to what’s going on at the moment and it shouldn’t be long before they’re attracting major label attention.

Just a couple of questions, though: doesn’t the bass player, Colin, look like Christopher Walken from The Deer Hunter? And what’s with the subliminal backing vocals? They make the inside of your head go all funny, like.

_______________________

1 Local Oxford music magazine, since retitled Nightshift.


2

The First Demo Review

Ronan Munro, Curfew, November 1991

Currently my favourite local band, On A Friday here prove just why they are with a highly impressive – albeit old – two-track demo. ‘What Is That You Say?’ is what good commercial indie guitar music should be about and shows you don’t have to sell out to break out.

On A Friday are a well-polished band with highly imaginative songwriting ideas and are possessed of an unusually talented lead singer who would appear to have a pitch-bend lever inserted in his throat. How he manages to retain control as he switches from the low to high notes in the way he does, I don’t know. The band also manage to make proper use of a backing vocalist, which is something that too many bands never get the hang of.

‘Stop Whispering’ sees another storming vocal performance while the guitars hover dangerously in the background. Halfway through, the song begins to deliberately break down before a scream brings it all rushing back with a weird organ sound fighting with a very Velvet-Underground-sounding guitar for supremacy. Lovely.

On A Friday are due in the studio this month to record with Slowdive’s producer and the result should be with us in November. Until such time try and see them live if you can – you’d be a fool not to.
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On A Friday: an Interview

Ronan Munro, Curfew, November 1991

At the end of October, Oxford’s thinnest band (the Wild Poppies split up ages ago), On A Friday, played the Jericho Tavern to a good-sized crowd and there was a man from EMI there.

A mere two weeks later they are playing the Tavern again and the place is heaving. There are twenty-five record-company A&R men there and, what’s more, they have all paid to get in. To put it bluntly, On A Friday are happening.

It’s a good job, then, that we’ve chosen this month to put them on the front cover. If we’d waited any longer, they’d be splashed all over the nationals and we’d be left with egg all over our faces.

The first time I saw On A Friday, I was so drunk I couldn’t remember a single thing about them. The second time I saw them I thought they were really rather good, if a little weird. Ironically, I finally realised what a great pop group they were at a pathetically-attended gig at the Poly, with crap sound and a ludicrously curtailed set.

While On A Friday’s music is lively, catchy, intense and easily good enough to stand up on its own, what makes them just that much better is singer Thom’s voice. He is possessed of that rare and special thing: a naturally musical singing voice. How many bands have you seen ruined by a bad or boring singer? I lost count many years ago. Thom doesn’t just deliver his lyrics; he uses his voice to interact with the other instruments, almost as if it were one itself. This often makes the words hard to comprehend. What are the songs about?

Thom: ‘Erm . . . well, “Nothing Touches Me” is based on an artist who was imprisoned for abusing children and spent the rest of his life in a cell, painting, but the song is about isolating yourself so much that one day you realise you haven’t got any friends anymore and no one talks to you.’

Sounds pretty miserable – but your music is quite happy, isn’t it?

‘Yeah, I’m just aggressive and sick.’

Twenty minutes later, Thom reveals that he doesn’t really know what the songs are about.

On a Friday, far from being a singer and his backing band, are a collective of five individuals, each with a strong input into the band’s music. All stamp their individual influences and tastes on the music, and this means that the end product doesn’t really sound like anyone else. Thom, Phil (drums), Colin (bass), Ed (guitar) and John (guitar and organ) find common ground in bands like the Buzzcocks, R.E.M., the Fall and (ahem) Peter Paul and Mary (this could be a wind-up), but beyond this they go for anything from Curve to Bootsy Collins to techno. They also seem to argue lots.

They’ve just been into Courtyard Studios with Chris Hufford, producer of Slowdive’s album.

Colin: ‘He heard about us through a mutual friend and came to see us at the Jericho. Afterwards he was almost shaking. He said we were the best group he’d seen in three years and invited us to record with him at the Courtyard. We see it as an investment.’

And the investment seems to be about to pay off sooner than they expected. The five songs they recorded show a massive leap in depth and professionalism from their last demo, impressive though it was. The new tape should be available from Manic Hedgehog by the time you read this and it’s well worth forking out three pounds for. In short, it’s a stormer.

All five members of the band are Oxford-born and bred and all have returned to their home town after time away at college. How much influence has Oxford had on their songs?

Thom: ‘Loads. “Jerusalem” is all about Oxford. So is “Everybody Lies Through Their Teeth”. It’s such a weird place and it’s very important to my writing.’

It’s the subject of Oxford – in particular, music in Oxford – which provokes the arguments. Wildly differing views are thrown out as to why Oxford has, or hasn’t, got a decent music scene . . .

‘. . . if the Tavern closed, there wouldn’t be any scene at all.’

‘No? What about the Dolly and the Venue?’

‘And the Old Fire Station? I know it’s crap, but there are a lot of towns the size of Oxford haven’t got a venue like that. Oxford has got a lot more soul than, say, Cambridge, but it comes from places like Cowley rather than the university. Students come here for three years and leave without contributing anything.’

‘I don’t think it’s all the students’ fault. It’s the people who run the university who are the problem. They control everything in Oxford from their corridors of power. They have a say in all the licensing of clubs. That’s why we get terrible places like the Park End Club. Oxford is crying out for a couple of decent nightclubs. And it’s the dons who say that bands can’t play in the colleges, not the students . . .’

The argument continues with no real agreement or fixed conclusions. Everyone agrees that things could be better, but they could be a lot worse.

‘There are a hell of a lot of bands in Oxford for its size, and the Dolly and the Venue and especially the Tavern are good venues. The Old Fire Station looks like it was designed by the people who build Little Chefs. The stage is almost an afterthought, you feel like you’re playing on a salad bar.’

On A Friday also say some very complimentary things about Curfew, which makes me feel like my life isn’t totally wasted. And indeed, if this humble and overworked editor’s gushing opinions can help On A Friday towards the mega-success they are due for, then Curfew will have achieved at least one useful thing in its time. And successful On A Friday will be. No ifs and buts with this lot. This time next year they will have outgrown all the venues they talk about, and for once I think I may just have got it right. Are they ready to be stars?

Thom: ‘People sometimes say we take things too seriously, but it’s the only way you’ll get anywhere. We’re not going to sit around and wait and just be happy if something turns up. We are ambitious. You have to be.’


4

Review of On A Friday at the Venue, Oxford

John Harris, Melody Maker, 22 February 1992

Terrible name. Apt for beer-gutted pub rockers, perhaps, but ill-suited to the astonishing intensity of this bunch.

On A Friday swing between uneasy calm and crazed desperation, hinting at extremes that belie the just-got-paid/let’s-get-pissed overtones of their moniker. Like Kingmaker, they’ve opted for the rock-as-catharsis principle, exorcising demons at a rate of knots and steering well clear of anything approaching frivolity.

Their angst-ridden paroxysms frequently depend on their sheer volume – without warning, piercing screams will fly from the stage while the band pound their instruments. Within seconds, they’ll revert to a disciplined, razor-edged mode, revealing a schizophrenia that gives songs like ‘Stop Whispering’ a frightening volatility, furthered by the frantic movements of their singer: a diminutive, close-cropped young man whose jerky demeanour sums up On A Friday’s screwed-up appeal.

They leave us with a speeding hymn to megalomania entitled ‘Nothing Touches Me’ – a perfect example of their manic-but-melodic charms, and an indication of credible self-confidence. ‘Promising’ seems something of an understatement.
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