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Nick Duerden is a writer and freelance broadsheet journalist. He has written widely on the arts, family and health, and is the author of two novels, a memoir on fatherhood, and other non-fiction works.
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Praise for Nick Duerden:

 

‘Exit Stage Left is the book I’ve long wanted to read about the PTSD-like after-effects of pop stardom - and Nick Duerden is the perfect writer for the job. The pop star’s bittersweet lot - the mass adoration that comes with pop stardom, followed by the bathetic comedown of what inevitably follows - is represented with flair and empathy.’ Pete Paphides, author of Broken Greek

‘Duerden finds fascinating layers of humanity, pathos, humour and wisdom in equal measure. A brilliant book, for artists and fans alike.’ Frank Turner

‘Fame is the brightest candle, but in this brilliant collection of interviews, Nick Duerden answers the question: what does a candle do after it’s burned out?’ David Quantick
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About the Book

The curious afterlife of pop stars.

The desire for adulation is a light that never goes out. We live in a culture obsessed by the notion of fame – the heedless pursuit of it; the almost obligatory subsequent fallout. But what’s it like to actually achieve it, and what happens when fame abruptly passes, and shifts, as it does, onto someone else?

This is the world the pop star is required to inhabit. It’s invariably eventful. We know all about them when they’re at the top of their game, of course, but they tend to reveal far more of their true selves once they’ve peaked and are on their way down. This is the point at which they are at their most heroic, because they don’t give up. They keep on striving, keep making music, and refuse simply to ebb away. Some sustain themselves on the nostalgia circuit, others continue to beaver away in the studio, no longer Abbey Road, perhaps, so much as the garden shed. But all of them, in their own individual ways, still dare to dream.

Exit Stage Left features tales of drug addiction, bankruptcy, depression and divorce, but also of optimism, a genuine love of the craft, humility and hope. This is a candid, laugh-out-loud and occasionally shocking look at what happens when the brightest stars fall back down to earth.




Dedication

For those about to rock,
and who continue to do so,
over and over again




Epigraph

The pain I feel from The Slits ending is worse than splitting up with a boyfriend. This feels like the death of a huge part of myself, two whole thirds gone. I’ve got nowhere to go, nothing to do; I’m cast back into the world like a sycamore seed spinning into the wind.

Viv Albertine, Clothes, Clothes, Clothes, Music, Music, Music, Boys, Boys, Boys

I think nostalgia can be a real trap for an artist. When you reminisce about the good old days, you naturally see it all through rose-tinted spectacles. In my case in particular, I think that’s forgivable, because I probably was literally wearing rose-tinted spectacles at the time, with flashing lights and ostrich feathers attached to them. But if you end up convincing yourself that everything in the past was better than it is now, you might as well give up writing music and retire.

Elton John, Me

In the world of rock, nobody ever gives up. Here, retirement is not an option.

David Hepworth, A Fabulous Creation




INTRO
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About three weeks into my research for this book, as the world was closing its doors in an attempt to keep a pandemic at bay, I contacted Bill Drummond, arguably the wiliest pop provocateur of his era, and asked if he might like to talk to me on the subject of the curious afterlife of pop stars.

What happens, I wanted to know, to those women and men, whom we once so idolised, after their moment in the spotlight has been cursorily snuffed out, and they are replaced, with barely a pause, by the next big thing in an industry that has always fetishised the next big thing above all else? I was fascinated to learn how singers and musicians navigate the rest of their lives after that first flush of fame; how so many of them endure, and also why, occasionally, they don’t; how they strive to reinvent themselves; and how they manage to keep life interesting for themselves when they’ve already had their crowning achievement. Is it really true that the muse can depart as quickly as it arrived, that there are only so many great songs any great pop star can churn out, after which . . . drivel? And is it true, as the American essayist Louis Menand had it in his 1997 New Yorker piece ‘The Iron Law of Stardom’, that stardom cannot last longer than three years? Stardom, Menand wrote, ‘is the intersection of personality with history, a perfect congruence of the way the world happens to be and the way the star is. The world, however, moves on.’ (If this is indeed true, somebody might want to inform Ed Sheeran.)

What’s it like to be not just three years into your career, but thirteen, or thirty-three? Pop fans have elephant brains; we like reminders of halcyon days and the soundtracks of our youth. What this means is that while certain people will forever be Durannies, fanatical fans of the eighties group Duran Duran, they will remain far keener to hear ‘Wild Boys’ (1984) than, say, something off their disastrous 1995 covers album, Thank You – or, for that matter, anything the group have released this far into the twenty-first century, even if the new stuff merits attention.

And so, while the pop star may continue to live and breathe and function fairly cognitively, to draw their pensions and write new songs that crave a new audience, many in that audience would much rather they simply remained preserved in aspic, forever twenty-seven and pretty, treading water endlessly. If they are even permitted to still hang around today, it’s only because their intermittent reappearances stir within us fond memories. Nostalgia is music’s immutable side effect; best not mess with it. But is there dignity in this? More, is there creative satisfaction? Paul McCartney may be contentedly resigned to forever playing ‘Hey Jude’ in concert, safe in the knowledge that everything else he’s ever done has also been mostly admired and dutifully indulged, but does, say, T’Pau’s Carol Decker wish fans would stop clamouring for their 1987 number-one hit, ‘China in Your Hand’, and instead scream for something from their 2015 album, Pleasure & Pain, which reached number eighty-five in the charts?

So many questions. Perhaps too many. I didn’t expect Bill Drummond to answer. He is, after all, the elusive type, the kind of man for whom less is more was always better than too much. I particularly wanted to speak to Drummond because he has, in a sense, done it all, but has done so in a way nobody else has, or could. If most other bands follow the same yellow brick road, Drummond was busy tearing up the tarmac with a pickaxe while dressed in a great long leather coat. He has been in bands (Liverpool’s Big in Japan) and once shared a line-up with a pre-Frankie Goes to Hollywood Holly Johnson; he formed the record label Zoo Records with his friend David Balfe, the man who later signed Blur; and he has managed bands (Echo and the Bunnymen, the Teardrop Explodes) and produced their albums. He has worked within a major record label (WEA), where he attempted to launch the careers of new acts, including Brilliant and Strawberry Switchblade. And he was a foreboding frontman (but not singer) of the most unusual and unpredictable bands of the late 1980s and early nineties, beginning with the Justified Ancients of Mu Mu, the Timelords and the KLF, releasing a string of brilliantly inventive singles like ‘Doctorin’ the Tardis’, ‘What Time Is Love?’, ‘3 a.m. Eternal’ and ‘Last Train to Trancentral’ – bangers all, and several of which reached number one across the world. With his KLF co-conspirator Jimmy Cauty, he even wrote a book called The Manual (How to Have a Number One the Easy Way).

He was a maverick, a Svengali, potentially crazy, and very likely Machiavellian. In that great leather trench coat of his, he looked like a henchman from a Hitchcock movie, and boasted a great slab of ominous face that, in another era, another calling, might just have been immortalised on Mount Rushmore. In 1992, the KLF were awarded Best British Group at the Brit Awards. The acknowledgement failed to flatter them but did titillate them. They agreed to perform at the ceremony, but only on the condition of doing so with grindcore act Extreme Noise Terror. Part of their performance utilised fake machine guns, which they turned on the first few rows – comprising record industry executives clad in bespoke suits, with the requisite cocaine residue about the nostrils – pretending to spray them with bullets in a display of mass execution.

During the same show, the British singer-songwriter Beverley Craven played a rendition of her hit ‘Promise Me’ on the piano, wearing an elegant silk purple blouse, and singing with a closed-eyed intensity that prompted fetching crows’ feet to sprout at her temples. Craven didn’t feel moved to deposit a dead sheep at the entrance of the aftershow party, but the KLF did.

If Drummond and Cauty were trying to convey the contempt with which they viewed the music industry they themselves were a part of, then they did an effective job of it. That same year, they announced their immediate retirement and deleted their entire back catalogue – an act which, from a financial standpoint, was like burning a million pounds.

A year later, now masquerading as the K Foundation, which celebrated the arts in a manner that required quotation marks around the word ‘celebrated’, they set up a £40,000 award – double the amount of the Turner Prize Award – to recognise the ‘worst artist of the year’. Its inaugural recipient was Rachel Whiteread, who had also just won the Turner. She was not particularly amused. A year later, the K Foundation then literally burned a million pounds in a ceremony on the Scottish island of Jura. The ceremony was quite a to-do: they brought witnesses, the press. They waited until sundown. It was cold; they wore coats. And they filmed it, because of course they did. What else would one expect from art terrorists?

There were reasons for the burning of so much money, but the reasons changed depending on who you asked and when you asked, or else were never particularly clear in the first place, perhaps not even to Drummond and Cauty themselves. The watching world reacted just as they’d hoped: with horror, and the referencing of starving children in Africa.

Ever since, Bill Drummond has been circling the sidelines, anything but inactive. He has written more books, and continues to dabble in a kind of performance art, though he would no doubt loathe the description. He has shined shoes on the streets of Venice and given away daffodils to strangers in cities around the world. In 2017, he set up a choir; the same year, he and Cauty published a novel, 2023: A Trilogy. It was difficult to follow.

If it’s true that pop stars can struggle with what to do next in order to forge a sufficiently satisfying career after their commercial highpoint, then Bill Drummond – mischievously, impishly, gloriously – is surely the exception that proves the rule.

Anyway, the email.

I didn’t expect him to engage with me, but in fact he responded with a gratifying swiftness. He thanked me for my invitation, then went on to explain that, as I may or may not know (I did not), he had recently gone through a period of answering all invitations to be interviewed by requesting from the interviewer four questions he had not been asked before, in writing. He then answered these four questions in writing, a transaction undertaken only on the understanding that he’d subsequently use the Q&A exchange in a book of his own, a kind of quid pro quo. (I was not aware of this book.) He did twenty-five interviews, answering 100 questions in total. The book was called 100, and was published in a run of just 1,000 copies. ‘They sold,’ he explained to me, ‘and that was that.’

His next interaction with the public was something called the ‘Sixty Second Talks’ project, a series of video performances in which he talks (in his pleasingly gruff Scottish accent, and full of droll enthusiasm) direct to camera on a series of topics – ‘Pish on the Red Carpet’, ‘The Birth and Death of The Zoo (1978–1979)’ – in one minute, more or less. There were sixty of these.

He was now responding to each new media request, the suggestion being that invariably there were always media requests, by offering up a ‘Forty Second Play’.

In other words, if I understood correctly (and it was by no means certain at this point that I did), he was happy to engage with me, but only by his rules, on his terms. I would outline the sort of questions I’d have liked to ask him had we been speaking, and he would respond by writing me a Forty Second Play.

I found myself looking forward to receiving it, and woke each morning reaching for my phone with more purpose than I would normally muster at 7 a.m.

The play, however, was not forthcoming. Drummond was busy, distracted. We had recently gone into lockdown, this being the spring of 2020, and he was wrestling with the terrifying concept of homeschooling his young children. I left him to live his life, but several months on, I politely nudged him, and, very graciously, one day in early September that year, he went to his local café in north London, perhaps with a laptop – though I prefer to imagine him with a feathered ink pen and a scroll of parchment – to make good on his promise. I could use the play in my book, he said, so long as he could feature our exchange in a book of his own, too.

‘Deal,’ I said.

A minute later, my computer chimed with its arrival. At first, the screen went black, and I feared, for a queasy half-moment, that I was subject to a Drummond prank, a K Foundation virus, perhaps. I felt I could almost hear him cackling from his dank, windowless lair. But then the screen quickly came back to life. I unclenched, and read.

‘At times, Bill Drummond is asked to pass comment,’ the attachment began. ‘At times, Bill Drummond responds to being asked to pass comment by instigating one of his other selves to write a Forty Second Play. One of these other selves takes the name of Tenzing Scott Brown. Three of these Forty Second Plays were written at the corner table of the ____Café N16. They were written over a period of three days in early September 2020. The titles of these three plays are:

The Glorified Walking Stick

There Is an Afterlife

and

The Public Execution of Popstars.’

The first two plays referenced, respectively, the BBC political correspondent Laura Kuenssberg and the band he’d once managed, Scottish one-hit wonder Strawberry Switchblade. The third play was, in effect, ‘mine’, but then there was an additional one, which had the tantalising title of The Nik Kershaw Mini Fig. It was included, Drummond wrote, ‘just in case The Public Execution of Pop Stars is shite’.

I reproduce the latter two ‘plays’ here now, with permission.

THE PUBLIC EXECUTION OF POP STARS


The Public Execution of Pop Stars is a Forty Second Play by Tenzing Scott Brown.

The Public Execution of Pop Stars has been written in response to the writer Nick Duerden requesting an interview with Bill Drummond for a proposed book. A book about ‘how singers and musicians navigate their life after the first flush of fame; how they endure, reinvent themselves, and keep life interesting for themselves.’

This request came in late April 2020, at the height of the first wave of the global pandemic. This request sparked off a brief flurry of emails between Nick Duerden and Bill Drummond.

It is now the early Autumn of the same year. The second wave is threatening.

What follows is the Forty Second Play written by Tenzing Scott Brown in response to this request. As a play it has been much informed by the previous Forty Second Play, There Is An After Life.

Two women, deep into their middle years, dressed in black and white, polka-dot dresses and red ribbons in their hair, enter the stage. They are carrying guitars. They face the audience – a worldwide audience. And in unison they recite the following lines:

We are Strawberry Switchblade.

We exist to confront the world with certain truths.

It has been brought to our attention that mankind is the only life form on earth that is hardwired to destroy each other. And in turn destroy themselves.

This hardwiring must be unwired, if mankind is to survive.

Or . . .

We propose a departure from the tried and tested forms of self-destruction. A departure that will celebrate Pop Music as the most vibrant and wonderful art form that has ever existed and ever will exist.

We propose that any future Pop Singer or Pop Group of any past, present or future genre, that has had a top forty record, and then follows it up with a record that fails to make the top forty will be taken to a designated public space and executed in front of the people. The failed Pop Singer or Pop Group will be given the choice of a noose hanging from a gallows or a razor sharp guillotine.

It is this course of action that will truly celebrate Pop Music as the most vibrant and wonderful art form that has ever existed and ever will exist.

Thank you.

The End

Strawberry Switchblade then pick up their guitars and start to sing their song Trees & Flowers.

And the audience will then compare and contrast the beauty of this song with the power of theatre to impact social change as opposed to merely entertain.



This is the second play.

THE NIK KERSHAW MINI FIG


The Nik Kershaw Mini Fig is a Forty Second Play by Tenzing Scott Brown.

The Nik Kershaw Mini Fig has been written as an alternative to The Public Execution Of Pop Stars. As in, in case The Public Execution of Pop Stars is shite.

The Nik Kershaw Mini Fig has only one character – a Lego mini fig of former pop star – Nik Kershaw. He addresses the audience directly.

Tenzing Scott Brown invited Prince to write a foreword to this Forty Second Play. What follows is the foreword:

Hi, my name is Prince. I used to be a famous pop star in the 1980s. What made me famous was that I was a genius. It’s what got me noticed. But then I started doing stuff that made me look mad. I started to stop using my name and used a squiggle instead. And making records to annoy my record company, records that were indulgent. And although I was a genius, people stopped buying my records. So I changed my name back to Prince and did a world tour where I was a caricature of how I used to look in my purple patch in 1984. But this world tour was in 2007. It was as if the Beatles had reformed in 1987 and they went out touring as middle-aged men but wearing their collarless Beatles suits they wore in 1964. It was pathetic. But it is what the fans wanted. They loved me for it. So I took too many painkillers and died.

I am afraid I do not know who Nik Kershaw or Mini Figs are.

That was the foreword by Prince.

This is the Forty Second Play called The Nik Kershaw Mini Fig:

Hi my name is Nik Kershaw.

I used to be a famous pop star in the 1980s.

What made me famous was that I could write good pop songs and I was cute.

But then people stopped buying my records even though I could still write good pop songs and I was still cute.

It is now thirty something years later.

And I still make records.

But all my fans want to hear is my old hits from the 1980s.

So I have decided to become a Lego mini fig of myself.

And using a stop-motion app I have on my phone, remake all my old videos from the 1980s using Lego.

I think it is what all pop stars from the 80s should do.

Fans will love it.

And it keeps you busy.

And you never grow old.

If Prince were alive today, it is what he should be doing.

It is either that or the gardening.

I’ve got my own YouTube channel and everything.

The End



This was the end of our communication.

I read these plays twice, and then a third time, always with a certain glee. What Bill Drummond is getting at here, I think, is just how thankless a task it can be for the pop star – whether an unusually gifted one or a rather run-of-the-mill example – who dares try to endure beyond their Warholian fifteen minutes. By rights, they are supposed to be a flash in the pan, a pin-up who disappears before we have the chance to get bored of them, thus leaving in their wake slippery moments of throwaway bliss. Do we really want our favourite acts today to endure for a thousand tomorrows, to go on long after their commercial peak and release more albums still – personal albums, experimental ones, perhaps even concept albums – compelling us to bear witness as they continue to stretch themselves long after their creativity has waned? Don’t those who do hang around have the good sense to simply stick to What People Really Want: a regurgitation of the old hits and nothing but, until the end of (their) time?

The fact that so many of them do not possess this notional good sense is why Bill Drummond, for one, wants to guillotine them – to stop, say, Rod Stewart from endlessly covering the Great American Songbook, to prevent Oasis making their cocaine record, and to block Paul McCartney from recording with frog choruses. Pop music is supposed to be fleeting; likewise, its players. It’s good while it lasts, yes, but it’s also yesterday’s newspapers, to be replaced by today’s edition. There is a certain thrill held for the band that lives fast and dies young, a thrill even to the one-hit wonder, to the act that manages to create something perfect, which goes out into the world and resonates wildly, and which is not then diminished and sullied when that same act later announces to the watching world: ‘And now for my operatic concept album on the ravages of global warming, played mostly on the mandolin – please bear with me.’

Bill Drummond feels this way because this is precisely what Drummond did with the KLF. He pulled the plug while everybody was still wanting more. But then, this is deeply anomalous behaviour: we cannot reasonably expect the artists behind our favourite songs – clever, artistic people, with much to offer – to suddenly and politely disappear just in case we grow tired of them over time.

Can we?

In 1993, Billy Joel released his last album, River of Dreams, and aside from one further album of classical piano pieces, has felt no compulsion to write anything else. He still enjoys playing the hits catalogue live, he’s sold hundreds of millions of records, and he’s proved his worth. What else is there to say?

‘I know some artists struggle with the idea of being relevant, [but] I stopped buying that a long time ago,’ Joel told Billboard magazine in 2019.

This hints at someone entirely at peace with their identity, and as such marks Joel out as unusual. Most artists view things a little differently. They may have had their time in the sun, their three ironclad years, and they may have been forcefully shuffled to the margins by tastemakers wielding figurative brooms, but they don’t really go away; they don’t disappear and stop doing what they’ve always done. Of course they don’t – they’re artists, that breed of humans who were never cut out for the traditional nine-to-five, for the daily commute, for cookie-cutter conventionality. So even after they’ve reluctantly parted ways with the zeitgeist, the songs keep coming, they keep plugging away. This might actually be when their true mettle is revealed, when they can – and often do – come to seem genuinely inspirational. They’ve survived the sonic boom of youth and its attendant creative spurt, but they’ve ever since refocused and realigned their ambition and expectation. Still, they stride on.

And we, the fans, keep listening. In the age of streaming, it’s never been cheaper, or easier, to do so. Bands and artists that have long since fallen off the radar continue to attract hundreds of thousands, often millions, of streams a month. Global pandemics permitting, they play live regularly. And they continue to make new music all the bloody time: the break-up album, the going-back-to-my-roots album. And if, occasionally, new music does run dry, no matter, because for heritage acts, the well is bottomless: there is always a new greatest hits selection to curate; a back catalogue to reimagine acoustically, or with orchestral accompaniment, or perhaps with added dance beats. The tenth anniversary of a number-one hit single; the twentieth anniversary of that seminal album, celebrations for which will see them comfortably back on the arena circuit again, fortunes revived.

Ostensibly, pop music exists within an industry obsessed with the idea of novelty. There is little more viscerally asphyxiating, or marketable, than an act that emerges seemingly out of nowhere as an instantaneous approximation of perfection. This prompts record companies to try and replicate that ungraspable magic with another singer, another band, whom they hope will follow in the trailblazer’s wake, just as another singer, and another band, waits impatiently in the wings behind them, and so on and so on, like aeroplanes looming into Heathrow, one after the other, an endless line of blinking lights on the horizon. First there was Elvis Presley, who did things with his hips and lips and hair – at the same time – and who seemed to have about him more heat than dynamite, and who could, as Bob Dylan had it, ‘take songs to other planets’; there was U2, who, if they didn’t quite invent stadium rock, nevertheless made it their own, and without whom the stadium-rock industry of the twenty-first century wouldn’t look the way it now does; and there was Adele, who could so capably articulate the bruises our hearts take in love that the power ballad is now the lingua franca of all truly effective pop.

And behind them: so many wannabe Elvises, so many half-powered U2s, so many anaemic Adeles. Thank you, next.

The best thing the Beatles ever did, in a career filled with best things, was to split in 1970. This way, they never tainted their canon, nor diluted it, but rather allowed time to ripen its individual notes like fine wine. (ABBA did likewise a decade or so later, before, a full 40 years later, they would inconveniently disprove this theory by releasing new music that sounded just like their old music, and seduced everyone all over again. There is only one ABBA.)

Janis Joplin, too much of a firework to be contained by the 1972 folk scene, died at the age of twenty-seven. So did Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Kurt Cobain, Amy Winehouse. Each gone before their time, with so much potential still to realise. But because they never got to scale their peaks, they never had to descend, either. They bailed out on top.

As for all the others, they survived. They’re still here.

To be reckless enough to try and carve out an enduring career in pop, then, is not for the faint-hearted. By their very definition, pop stars tend to be exceptional people, not just gifted and talented, but preternaturally driven to be heard, to matter, to enthral. They are indulged and cosseted, cocooned from normality and inflated in ego. They lose their sense of perspective, and wear sunglasses indoors. Some of them are not nice people, not nice at all, but we remain mostly in thrall to them. Their experiences mark them out, and they are defined by them, sometimes ruinously.

In the many written accounts of what happened to the thirteen men who have walked on the surface of the moon, the same two questions are repeated over and over, ad infinitum:


1) What was it like?

and

2) What did he do next?



Many of the thirteen were reported to have later succumbed to depression, others to alcoholism. Each were branded in some way by their achievement, by having blazed so brightly and left such a lingering, if steadily evaporating, trail; a group of people whose peak moment in life was already consigned to the past.

Achieving pop glory is, of course, in no way comparable to setting foot on the moon. It was always far easier, in decades past, for a bunch of hopefuls masquerading under some fanciful name to appear on Top of the Pops than it was to walk in zero gravity. But pop stardom and astronaut have always featured highly on people’s dream ambition lists, and those who manage it remain, literally, extraordinary.

And so relegation to civvy street isn’t always easy, and the journey a former punk icon, say, is forced to take, from having terrified the nation’s youth to endorsing a particular brand of butter, is long and winding and full of pathos. Or consider the tall bassist from one of the nineties’ most strident bands who found himself driving a van for a living not six months after their final farewell tour. (When the offer of a reunion came a few years later, the tall bassist didn’t have to consider his answer for long.) Life is a complicated business for all of us, and perhaps more so for those who still believe they are not entirely suited for the humdrum. It’s not everyone who has the ability to walk out on a stage in front of thousands, possessed of the conviction that they command it. Those who do are never going to exit that stage entirely willingly – and nor do we tend to let them, either.

So they carry on, fighting – in the minds of their followers, at least – the good fight. They get older, and heavier, and more careful about their diet and the drugs they take. Their hair thins out; they become veterans of AA and NA. Some grow disillusioned and cynical; others feel nothing but gratitude that they still get to do the thing they love most, and still have an audience, irrespective of size, that appreciates their efforts. Correspondingly, their music becomes more demonstrably expressive, and more truthful, more capable of touching the heart.

Why do we remain so inexorably drawn to them, still fascinated by those whose posters we once so lovingly hung on our bedroom walls? What makes us so enduringly compelled by those who choose to sing songs for a living? And why do so many artists continue to do it, keep on putting down words that rhyme, and writing appropriately catchy melodies, over and over again? What’s it like to still be at it at forty-five, at sixty, and how does it compare to the sensations it conjured two decades previously? Is it easy to redefine your goals, to come back down the mountain? And, ultimately, why is it so hard to walk away from it all?
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