WHAT DOES IT MATTER what singers sing? Some of the
greatest rock songs are nothing but gibberish.
(Awopbopaloobop Alopbamboom!) Andyet... When
rhyme and sense and syllables come out right, the

~ results can be utterly wonderful. Join Phil Sutcliffe as he
talks to five of the folk we call:

BILLY BRAGG

“Rhyme candoit,or

undoit. I’'m a bugger

for the tension of an
internal rhyme.”




BILLY BRAGG

Finally overcoming the typecast image of austere leftist
cause-monger, Billy Bragg is steadily building a classic
catalogue. His songs are as apt to be personal as political
- and can, at times, be profoundly romantic.

riting is like when you want
to have a shit,” says Billy
Bragg, bendy Essex vowels
at maximum revs. “You
don’t know what it’s going to
be like, a long thin one or a
fat bobbly one, you don't
make any decision about that, but you know it's got
to come out, That’s how I am with songs. And I can
hear Q readers saying, That’s why they're all shit!”

It might be imagined that with a committed
“message” man like Bragg, all that alimentary
activity - not too dissimilar from delivering a baby,
as any midwife would tell you —is stimulated by the
need to unload a Big Idea, rather than prompted by
something as trivial as running across a catchy riff
or hookline. But no, he says with the ready vigour
of his constant battle against stereotyping, a song
can begin in any of the sound-and-rhythmic ways
that every writer mentions.

However, he does allow that words are a major
source, though often in random, unpredictable,
almost thought-free eruptions, He carries a note-
book everywhere for the verbal scraps which he
senses might be developed into something more
substantial or simply crop up in more wild-card
fashion. For instance, on last autumn's album
Don’t Try This At Home, the way in to Tank Park
Salute - by his own reckoning the most personal

]

song he’s ever written — was the resonance, rather
than the meaning, of a couple of lines from anoth-
er, promptly aborted, lyric.

“I was playing shapes up the neck,” he says. “I
had a tune and a couplet which went, ‘I closed my
eyes and when I looked/I saw it was on the statute
book’. I don't know why, but I crossed the second
line out and wrote, *Your name was in the memori-
al book’, and all of a sudden that opened the flood-

Billy Bragg: he finds that songwriting “is like when you want
ashit. And | can hear Q readers saying, That's why they're
all shit!"

gates for me to write a song about the death of my
father, something which after all those years — it
happened when I was 18 - [ hadn't even been able
to speak to people about. The rest of it all came
bang, bang, bang, in about an hour. And it's been a
real emotional watershed for me.

“It's very difficult to write about something
intensely personal and make it accessible to other
people, make a song that’s not just me, me, poor
pitiful me. So what I did, the device I used, was I
wrote as openly as I could about me and my father
by using one-shot images instead of going into
detail about our experiences — which are actually
straightforward and average anyway. In the first
verse, | went on that feeling of security which
fathers give.”

He's in bed, his father comes to kiss him good-
night and lull him with talk about the stars. But
what’s on the boy’s mind is something more awk-
ward, “Daddy, is it true that we all have to die?”
When he's alone and before he falls asleep, the boy
feels “smothered” by his fearful awareness of the
darkness at the top of the stairs. “‘At the top of the
stairs is darkness’ is a quote, or maybe a misquote,
from a Motown song,” says Billy. “And 1 do
remember asking my dad whether everybody dies,
which leads on to the second verse, images from the
funeral.”

The 10 or 15-year time lag between stanzas,
between the child in the dark and the teenager at
the funeral, is bridged neatly by what he's pleased
and proud to acknowledge as a craftsmanly coup -
redeploying the original couplet ‘T closed my eyes
and when I looked/Your name was in the memori-
al book’ for an effortless filmic fade-out/fade-in. “‘I
accepted the commiserations/Of all your friends
and your relations,’ I'm sure anyone who's been to
a funeral could relate to that,” he says. “Lots of
people were there who knew my father and loved
him but didn’t come into the close world between
the two of us. Then the third verse is more abstract,
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