M N Over' or "“Must | Paint You
a Picture,”" Bragg suffers
the torments of romance.
Apart from anything else,
he's becoming aware of
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ixing pop and politics, he asks me what
the use is," Billy Bragg sings in “"Waiting
for the Great Leap Forwards." And? “| offer
him embarrassment and my usual excuses.”

This self-effacing stance seems uncharacter-
istic of Bragg, & man who's sung his way
across Hungary and the Soviet Union, dis-
played solidarity with the Sandinistas in Nicara-
gua, and campaigned to unseat Margaret
Thatcher's Conservative government. Every-
thing about Bragg is big—his voice, his boots,
his body, his political commitment, even his
nose, But now that he's 30, is he becoming
more circumspect?

" 'Great Leap Forwards' tries (o express my
doubts about having all the answers,'" explains
Bragg, "and also the ridiculousness of being
expected to have all the answers. ['ve always
been against that 'Corne and solve our prob-
lemns for us' approach. If you want to change
the world, then it's up to you to do it. | just do
as much as | can as an individual to express my
political feelings."

We're talking over tea and biscuits at the
lavish new home of Bragg's LLK. record com-
pany, Go! Discs. But while the scale of Bragg's
achievements would hardly amount to a foot-
note on Michael Jackson's balance sheet, he is

undoubtedly successful. Despite Bragg's un-
paid appearances for striking coal miners or for
the pro-Labour Party Red Wedge organization,
he insists, | make plenty of money. But every
now and then you have to put your money
where your mouth is.”

Go! Discs's gleaming new building in West
London is called Son of Go! Mansions, which is
typical of the company's tongue-in-cheek ap-
proach to the music business. But Bragg disap-
proves of the gold discs on the walls, symbols
of commercial acceptance earned by himself
and label-mates, the Housemartins, Good mu-
sic speaks for itself and doesn't need glittery
trappings, in his opinian.

Bragg also knows his new album, Workers
Playtime, is likely fo earn more plaudits and to

“If you want to change the world," says the bard
of BarkInF. “It's up to you. | do as much as | can
as an Individual to express my political feelings."
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enjoy buoyant sales. The title is taken from a
British radio show that ran uninterruptedly
from the dark Hitler days of 1941 to the early
Sixties. But does this not reinforce an image of
Brage as a socialist relic, a8 throwback to a less
complicated era when everybody knew which
side he was on?

“It's using all those images—postwar cuddly
old England, 1945, the welfare state, and all
that. But it’s only an album title; you shouldn't
warry about it too much.” Bragg unleashes his
habitual chuckle, and calls for more tea.

The aloum {produced by Joe Boyd, who has
also been at the controls for R.EM., 10,000
Maniacs, British folk rockers Fairport Conven-
tion, and even Pink Floyd on its 1967 debut
single “Arnold Layne'”) presents a more round-
ed Bragg. There's less of the raging guitar and
bawling voice that made songs like “There |3
Power ina Union" seem exactly what political
demaonstrators might pick up. The new songs
boast such luxurious adornments as a cello,
harns, and keyboards, as well as Bragg's regu-
lar onstage collaborator, Wiggy, who plays
"most of the difficult guitar bits." Working with
other musicians in the studio inspired Bragg to
develop the tunes more fully. “They'd say,
'Don't you think there should be a middle bit
there?' I'd say, 'Oh, yeah, I'll go and have a cup
of tea and write one.” "

There are still hard-hitting political songs,
like the exposé of overcrowded prisons in “'Rot-
ting on Remand,” but in “Valentineg’s Dﬂh’ Is

being typecast as a kind of rent-a-socialist for
protest-related occasions, a man for only one
season. And the recent dismal election perfor-
mances by the Labour Party have made it a
laughingstock even among its supporters.

“When the Labour Party lost the last elec-
tion, | took to me bed for a couple of days in
depression. But it made me think, well, there's
no point in writing an LP of Thatcher-is-horrible
50ngs now. You can't keep thumping the fub
for the Labour Party.

"| thought it was the apportunity to let the
mare personal side, the personal politics of
what | was doing, come through a bit more.
That's why the album is less overtly political.
But I'm not afraid of that, really."”

Indeed, Bragg's beginnings as a solo per
former in the pubs of East London's Bow and
Whitechapel districts some six years ago relied
on droll, perceptive songs about floundering
love affairs and the small print of an ordinary
life. Paolitics were confined to rueful observa-
tions about living on the dole. He knows his
mother would love to have grandchildren, but
he still finds relationships deeply problematic,
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