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            Foreword By David Watkinson

          

        

      

    

    
      Being a Yes fan in the 1970s was just a joy. But heading into the 1980s, I am not sure I was ready for what that decade gave us all. It certainly provided a surprise or two, and some of those shocks came as a shock to the system for sure.

      I followed Yes diligently during the 80s when I was in my 20s. Even though Yes weren’t on the front pages of the music papers, the fanzine world was flourishing, and this was the main way to get information in those pre-internet days.

      The beginning of the decade saw the Drama album arrive from a changed Yes, which was received with a mixture of shock and awe, leaving the classic Yes line-up to the past behind, yet providing a viable future for the band.

      Then the evolution of the new Yes music of 90125 sent more shockwaves across the fan world again, creating what has become a silly but engaging and ongoing love-hate relationship for the era amongst Yes fans. The 1970s Yes fans were labelled ‘Troopers’, after The Yes Album track ‘Starship Trooper’, and the fans of the 80s Yes style and newbies to the band called themselves ‘Generators’, from the Big Generator album. Add Yes West and Yes East to the future fandom chats and you can see why following Yes can be both entertaining and challenging in equal measure.

      Gradually I learned to embrace Drama, yet straight away, I really loved the new Yes of 90125. I was disappointed with Yes for not touring the UK with the Big Generator and yet I was delighted with ABWH for their uplifting album and tour in 1989.

      The Yes live band in the 80s still gave their fans a wonderful show with spectacular staging. We had Roger Dean stage designs and artwork in 1980 and for the 90125 tour a moving lighting rig, back projections, an elevated stage and Bugs Bunny as an opening act! The shoulder-padded 80s gave us bold hairstyles and costumes that were eye-watering - in particular Chris Squire’s. We also had face paint and make up to contend with for the band’s videos.

      We welcomed Tony Kaye back into the fold, but for the most part, Trevor Rabin was the main creative force during the decade for which I am extremely grateful; Rabin was the catalyst for a change in Yes music and it was an exciting period. The USA saw much more of Yes in that decade than we did in the UK, but the joyful compensation for that was the chance to see Jon Anderson, Rick Wakeman and Asia live shows, and who would have believed the massive success that both Yes and Asia had? It was a delight to see. And from being a fan that enjoyed the elitism of following a prog band in the 1970s, suddenly everyone knew the hit singles: is there anyone who doesn’t know ‘Owner of a Lonely Heart’ or ‘Heat of the Moment’?

      A downside for the Yes collector through this period was the aesthetics used in the band’s cover designs. Without Roger Dean’s artwork, the visuals were not as engaging. Drama and the ABWH albums are strongly integrated with Dean’s bold artwork and were joy, whereas, with 90125 and Big Generator, there is a lack of connection between the fan, the artwork, and the albums themselves, although an exception to this is the ‘Oui’ 90125 sweatshirt which I think is still very cool.

      1980s Yes - how did it become such a fabulous, frantic decade for them? With more shocking line-up changes, crazy album artwork, huge tours, complex pop songs, a new sense of style and an emphasis on promo videos, Yes managed to storm through the 80s with a fresh spring in their step. They had new members, a clearer vision, played with plenty of energy and joy, and of course, enjoyed massive success. They are Yes, after all, and so we had to expect perpetual change, and looking back, it was all needed to get to the band and fans where we are now.

      Welcome to the fabulous 1980s incarnation of Yes, then. A theme that continued on from the decade before is that it’s always really been about great music such as ‘Into the Lens’, ‘Hearts’, ‘Changes’, ‘Shoot High, Aim Low’, ‘Rhythm of Love’, and ‘Brother of Mine’. Maybe after reading this book, it will encourage you to take another look at and listen to the 80s Yes, and perhaps, if you don’t already, you will learn to appreciate this colourful, complex, and varied decade of Yes music.

      Oh, you don’t have an 80s haircut to do it!

      

      David Watkinson, September 2021
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      A vast amount has been written about the Yes of the 1970s, particularly the period 1971 to 1978 when what many people,including your author, believe the band were at their adventurous peak. But what happened next, and for the next ten years, is the subject of this book. It’s a fascinating period, both musically but also politically. A band that – despite a few lineup changes along the way – remained relatively stable in the 1970s suffered several severe shocks in the challenging decade that followed.

      While Yes – the band - released just three albums during those years, there was some astonishing music from its members as part of other projects, not to mention a fair few that fall into the ‘it seemed like a good idea at the time’ category, as they attempted to find paths for themselves in a decade in which they often felt forgotten.

      With the band on the rocks at the start of 1980, nobody could have predicted what would take place over the next decade. Taking as its basis the fortunes of the five members of the band as it was – officially at least – on January 1 1980, we’ll track the albums that Yes made during the decade, as well as the genesis of a fourth full band ‘almost-Yes’ album at the end of those years. We’ll also follow the other fortunes of those five musicians across the ten years, particularly as they were all to reconvene in 1990 as an eight-piece supergroup, and we will welcome four other musicians in and out of the fold during that time: Trevor Horn, Geoff Downes, Trevor Rabin and a returning Tony Kaye. Other musicians that played a part in that era – like Eddie Jobson, Billy Sherwood, Tony Levin, Casey Young and another returning bandmate in Bill Bruford – will also get a well-deserved look in.

      For some of these nine musicians – particularly Jon Anderson and Steve Howe – the decade was as busy outside Yes as it was for them within the band. Anderson enjoyed a stop-start solo career and a couple of big chart hits with Greek keyboard player Vangelis, while Steve Howe had success with both Asia and GTR. For Rick Wakeman, the 1980s were more difficult, but he emerged from it a stronger man and a more successful musician. Horn and Downes – although fleeting members of the band itself – remained associated with it one way or another for the better part of the decade. However, other members – particularly Chris Squire, Alan White, Trevor Rabin and Tony Kaye – have careers within this ten-year period built rather more specifically around the fortunes of the band itself.

      Most significantly, of the five musicians that began 1980 as members of the band, four were able to repurpose their playing for a more straightforward, but massively more lucrative age. Only Wakeman really struggled. After all, he was a virtuoso musician in an era that fundamentally distrusted such virtuosity. Where was he without that Wakeman ‘style’? Howe and Squire were able to play in a more simple fashion and still make it work, but simplicity just didn’t suit the beleaguered ivory tinkler.

      A fair amount has been written about the decade by the members themselves. Rick Wakeman and Steve Howe have covered the period in their autobiographies, as has Bill Bruford, while Yes chroniclers Chris Welch, David Watkinson and Alan Farley have also discussed the decade in a bit of detail. The two Trevors – Rabin and Horn – have also spoken extensively about their involvement in the band during this time. Alan White discusses the period from time to time, although his testimony is variable and usually highly diplomatic. Jon Anderson has an autobiography in the works, although if the first chapter that appeared in 2019 is anything to go by, it may gloss over gory detail. Sadly, the death of Chris Squire in 2015 means that we only have his public utterances, which were usually couched in a certain amount of diplomacy, to go on.

      Piecing together the ‘facts’ of this period is not as easy as it might seem. While I have no doubt that there’s any intention to stretch the truth from any particular protagonist, viewpoints do differ, even on some points of fact. As can occur in life generally, we tend to see situations from our own perspectives, filtered through our own biases, which can lead to slight exaggerations or an emphasis on viewpoints that favour our own agendas. This is as true of members of the band as it is with the testimony of some of the key support players during the decade, like Atlantic executive Phil Carson and the band’s manager Brian Lane. Differing perspectives are rife throughout the Yes story, particularly in the complex and political 1980s. However, with some creative reading between the lines, some sort of approximation is possible.

      The purpose of this book, therefore, is to tie all the various threads together to provide a musical biography of the band and its members across the decade. It is quite a complex tale with many solo releases to mention (and a fair few to pass over fleetingly), but we will take as the core of the book the twists and the turns, the triumphs and the tragedies, that befell the band itself during this turbulent decade. In parallel, we’ll track the musical journeys of all those individual musicians that played a part in this often almost unbelievable story.

      Although the five musicians that comprised the band at the start of 1980 will provide the backbone of the book, three other figures, in particular, influenced the fortunes of the band throughout the decade. We must not forget the influence of the two Trevors, of course – Messrs. Horn and Rabin. Horn features prominently in the stories of all three ‘official’ Yes albums during the 1980s, firstly as vocalist (and de facto producer) of Drama, then as the producer of 90125 and finally the first producer of Big Generator. Rabin – that great, benign control freak – is, without doubt, the most important figure in the creation of those latter two albums.

      However, another name crops up from time to time during the course of this story. This figure is a shadowy one, but his influence cannot be underestimated. Brian Lane was Yes’ Manager during the Drama era and remained involved in the fortunes of Squire, White and Howe as they tried to find their ways in new bands after the 1981 split. He was intimately involved (you might even say ‘to blame’) in the formations of Asia, GTR and ABWH. It’s also notable that he was NOT involved in Cinema and the construction of the 1983 version of Yes. Lane’s role in this (for want of a better word) ‘drama’ is somewhat veiled but cannot be underestimated. A former record plugger before moving into band management, he did the deals and exercised his powers of persuasion on the creatives, for better or for worse. Lane does not appear as a talking head in either of the Yes video documentaries, but he has been interviewed about this period, so we’ll tap into his voice from time to time.

      Finally, while Lane plays an important part in our story, another – somewhat less shadowy – ‘suit’ also has a major part to play. Phil Carson at Atlantic records had been involved in the fortunes of the band throughout the 1970s, and, as we shall see, it was he that introduced Chris Squire to Trevor Rabin; it was he that suggested Tony Kaye join the new band, and it was he that manoeuvred Jon Anderson back into the band in 1983. It’s clear that from a very early stage – probably as soon as Cinema formed – Carson envisaged a new version of Yes. Whatever his motives – commercial and sentimental, one suspects – he’s an important figure.

      

      The Lead Singer Problem

      If this book has a theme, it is the importance to any ambitious and successful band to have the best lead singer possible – both in the eyes of the group itself and the ‘suits’ that might be putting up the money that allows the band to exist. Throughout the 1970s, Yes did not have a problem in this regard. Whether you love or hate his voice (and if you’re reading this book, there’s a strong chance that you love it), there is no doubt that Jon Anderson is a great lead vocalist. When he left the band at the start of 1980, the band were – in a sense at least – lucky, in that a decent – if inexperienced - singer fell into their laps, in Trevor Horn. The problem arose when he was required to demonstrate his talents in front of thousands of people.

      When the band splintered further at the start of 1981, this problem remained. Steve Howe’s new project Asia chose John Wetton – a fine but unconventional lead singer – against the initial wishes of the band’s label Geffen and their management team, headed by Brian Lane. The band stood fast, and made the arrangement work. For a while, at least.

      Meanwhile, Chris Squire and Alan White had formed Cinema with whizz kid Trevor Rabin. Slightly uncomfortably, this new band had two potential lead vocalists in Squire and Rabin. Although Squire has taken the odd short lead vocal throughout his career – he was the original vocalist when the band played the ‘Dissolution’ section of ‘Starship Trooper’ as part of another song ‘For Everyone’ as early as 1969 – he had usually done so reluctantly, with good reason. He’s an excellent harmony vocalist, but there’s a timbre to his voice that doesn’t please everyone. So too Rabin, whose voice is pleasing but boyish, with a tendency to strain on higher notes. Record companies, understandably, felt uneasy about either musician fronting a band with this level of commercial ambition. The management/record company pressure to bring back Jon Anderson – even if both Squire and Rabin (arguably) felt uneasy about this – was understandable.

      When Howe moved on from Asia and formed GTR with Steve Hackett, there was no question of either guitarist singing, so former Nightwish vocalist Max Bacon was brought in. Bacon is very much a lead vocalist with a record company-pleasing, clean, high register voice that could handle AOR-style material but (if we’re brutally honest) he lacks a huge amount of the character needed to make him a great, as opposed to a good, singer.

      As our story ends, with Anderson once again out of the band, the remaining members (or Yes West as they have often been called) had the same old problem. They were a band looking to find a vocalist ‘like’ Anderson, without having Anderson himself.

      Indeed, there are many ‘what ifs’ as Yes wound their unsteady way through the 1980s, and most of these revolve around the presence – or lack thereof – of Anderson in the band. What is certain is that even when he was absent, the band never quite shook off his influence. In 1982 and 1983, Squire and Rabin could have bitten the bullet and brought in another singer at any time. But they didn’t – they returned to their mercurial vocalist.

      

      1979 and all that…

      It had all started so well.

      When Rick Wakeman officially rejoined Yes at the end of 1976, it had felt like a new beginning. The band – using Wakeman as a session player – had recorded Going For The One at Mountain Studios in Montreux, Switzerland. To all of the musicians involved, the band seemed rejuvenated and happy to be recording together again after a break of two years. The album was a big success, as was the four-month world tour to promote it. Yet cracks began to show when the band reconvened to record Tormato at the rather more familiar Advison Studios in London. This was, for many fans, a patchy and confused affair. With Wakeman now recording as a full-time member and requiring an equal place in the mix to Steve Howe – and no producer to mediate between everyone – the end result was somewhat mixed, although much beloved of a significant subgroup of Yes supporters to this day. Ironically, it could be argued that what the band probably needed at that point was an ‘ideas’ producer – one who could lend a hand with arrangements, such as Bob Ezrin or – as he was yet to become – Trevor Horn. Nonetheless, the resulting tour, which took the band well into 1979 over two legs, was another huge success. However, auspices were not good when the band finally convened to record the next album in Paris in 1979. There were several problems.

      Firstly, the band seemed to be splitting into two camps that were pulling in different directions. Steve Howe, Chris Squire and Alan White were in one camp while Jon Anderson and Rick Wakeman comprised the other. Attempts to record each other’s material produced little enthusiasm, as is shown by the pieces that have appeared from those sessions both through official and unofficial channels. It seems that neither the hotels the band were staying in near the studios nor the producer somewhat imposed on the band – the prestigious but eccentric Roy Thomas Baker – passed much muster. Furthermore, years of inter-band financial issues were coming home to roost, with sales of Tormato, in particular, showing a distinct slump. An agreement was reached within the band regarding a ‘levelling up’ of the group’s finances. But it was an uneasy truce, hardly conducive to the recording of top-quality music.

      Rick Wakeman, in his 1995 autobiography Say Yes, suggests that the split that occurred that Winter was pretty cut and dried. He reports that he and Jon Anderson made the decision to quit while drinking Calvados in a café opposite the studio in Paris. However, it seems that the decision to leave was not quite so final, and in reality, another truce was agreed. However, when Alan White broke his ankle roller skating with Richard Branson (if White ever writes an autobiography, there’s the title, right there) and was unable to play his drums as a result, this may well have been a blessing in disguise, and recording halted. The band agreed to reconvene in the new year in London.
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            1980 – A Year of Drama

          

        

      

    

    
      On January 1 1980, the official lineup of Yes was Jon Anderson, Chris Squire, Steve Howe, Alan White and Rick Wakeman, as it had been since the end of 1976. This wasn’t just a band in name only. After the lack of respect and creativity that had blighted the Paris sessions had been tempered by White’s broken ankle, the whole band – at the behest of worried manager Brian Lane – had returned to their respective homes to cool off over Christmas and reconvene in London. A small rehearsal space had been hired at Redan Recorders in Queensway, London (which closed in 1991 and is now offices). While the rift between the two factions of the band – Anderson and Wakeman on one side, Squire, Howe and White on the other – had not been healed, there was hope that a solution might be reached, and an album salvaged.

      In his autobiography All My Yesterdays, Steve Howe reports that Jon did finally make an appearance at the rehearsal studio to play the three musicians that were there (Wakeman never showed at all) some of the songs that he had been working on while he had been away in Paris. Howe doesn’t report any animosity between them but does suggest that the musical divisions that had been apparent in Paris the previous autumn had not been rectified. Jon’s songs were sweet, simple and folky, with sing-along choruses and major key progressions. Meanwhile, the three musicians who had turned up to rehearse were working as a guitar-based power trio, playing with fire and complexity. Anderson, says Howe, left that day and they didn’t see him again. The three-piece played on…

      

      Out with the old, in with the new

      It’s not quite clear precisely how and why Jon and Rick finally came to leave the band, despite a fair amount of column inches devoted to it in books about Yes, and the various comments and reports detailed above. We know that the two camps were unhappy with each other in Paris, and that there were also ongoing arguments about the way that money that the band had earned had been divided up. Chris Welch suggests that the fundamental schism over finances was probably between Jon Anderson and Steve Howe, though it’s probable that Chris Squire, whose lifestyle was never less than hedonistic and possibly even Alan White, had some part to play, one way or the other. Indeed, the rot had been setting in for some years, with no album since Close To The Edge had been designated platinum in the key markets of Britain and the USA, although Tormato, of all albums, finally achieved that status in the USA – possibly due to the mammoth tour which promoted it.

      In the Yes Classic Artists DVD, Jon gives a couple of reasons, one of which has an air of inevitability about it:

      

      I think everyone fell out with each other. I think everyone was tired of each other. It happens every ten years. It’s only natural. You spend so much time with each other. I knew the band better than I knew my children. That’s tough. After a while, you realise you’re not balancing things very well.

      

      Yet at the same time, he also suggests that there were musical issues that may have come from within the band but also from Atlantic, saying: ‘I’d just had enough of being told we weren’t selling enough records, [that] we weren’t doing the right music.’

      There’s no doubt that the financial aspects of the band were a major point for Steve, although he’s understandably a bit vague about who was to blame and precisely how they were resolved. He dissects the psychology behind this in his autobiography, in a series of paragraphs that, while vague, sum up some of the politics that exist in any band, and the crutch that ‘management’ can often provide on a band where internal communication is breaking down:

      

      About half the breakups were musical. But others had much more complex causes – a mixture of personality clashes, financial disagreements and leadership challenges. There were those who may have believed they ran, controlled or directed Yes. But if they did, they were only fooling themselves. There have always been loud voices and quieter voices in Yes, confrontational or non-confrontational members. Officially the band was/is a democracy where each vote counts and the majority wins.

      The politics of rock bands are loathed by all, yet they determined many an outcome. Someone might so vehemently disagree with the planned idea that we had to respect their individual feelings and hold back. We could each then refuse to accept a particular plan, assuming it wasn’t just one person disagreeing with what was being offered. Management would have to vote, too (how anything was ever agreed is a mystery). There are many individual calls to management discussing the strengths of one argument over another.

      This could have been a filter for opinions but became divisive when another member’s views were portrayed wrongly. ‘He’s happy to do that’ would be the report, but later from the horse’s mouth you would hear, ‘I don’t want to do that’. Inconsistencies would repeatedly upset us, causing certain people’s reputations to become tarnished. Who could we trust? We were learning different things from each other but left much to advisers. Our newfound success put us in our own firing line.

      

      The band continued to rehearse as a three-piece at Redan Recorders. It seemed that there was still hope that Jon and Rick would join in, but after Anderson’s fleeting appearance these became less and likely, and by the end of March a formal split appears to have taken place. Howe notes, on the Yes Classic Artists documentary, that for a while, this was by no means cut and dried, with both musicians giving excuses as to why they didn’t appear at the London rehearsals. This also affected the music the threesome were making:

      

      This was when Chris, Alan and I started to write ‘Tempus Fugit’ and stuff. It was kind of aggressive. And full of angst. We were getting frustrated.

      

      Indeed, the music the three-piece were working on appears to largely comprise fast, aggressive material; ‘Tempus Fugit’, as Howe has said, was first written at these sessions, as was the untypical, almost punky blues-rock piece ‘Go Through This’, of which more a little later. As well as a fledgling version of that track, the Rhino remaster of Drama also includes ‘Track 4 (Satellite)’, a rather more waffly affair that might have been distilled into something more interesting had it been given more attention.

      But problems were brewing. In anticipation of an album from the Paris sessions, a US tour had been booked for the summer – and it was (supposedly) sold out. Actually, it wasn’t, but the key dates, such as Madison Square Gardens, were. These were three musicians in search of a direction and some more material – and time was running out. Meanwhile, in a land far, far away – well, Brick Lane in East London, which is just across London, if we’re honest – a keyboard player and a singer were waiting in the wings.

      Up until 1979, Trevor Horn and Geoff Downes had both enjoyed the sorts of careers as jobbing musicians that many did during the era. Indeed, neither musician had done much to distinguish themselves from hundreds of others finding their feet in the music industry of the 1970s. Horn had played sessions as a bassist, including on the sort of cheaply produced compilation albums (often part of the Top Of The Pops series) that had also given musicians like Elton John experience in a recording studio. He also did some production work and recorded radio and TV jingles. Later in the decade, he acted as a musical director and as a songwriter for hire without ever becoming really successful. Downes, on the other hand, had played in a variety of bands, including one called She’s French and he was also in fusion guitarist Gary Boyles’ band. He and Horn met when they both auditioned to be in British singer Tina Charles’ touring group. They also went on to form a short-lived British disco outfit called Chromium (or Chrome in the USA) which also featured composer Anne Dudley, with Horn as producer.

      In 1977 the duo began writing songs alongside guitarist Bruce Woolley. The music that the as-yet-unnamed band were playing was sparkier, more in keeping with the late 1970s new wave-influenced zeitgeist. In 1979 the band signed to Island Records and at this point Woolley departed, to form his own band, The Camera Club, although he co-wrote ‘Video Killed The Radio Star’. The name ‘The Buggles’ was a parody of ‘The Beatles’, and was intended to be absurd, as the band was never intended to be more than a studio project. The Buggles were always intended to be partially satirical – their music a concept album based around the effects of technology on society, but unashamedly ‘pop’ in character, and with a strong nostalgic aspect. Was it really ‘new wave’? Not really, but it’s understandable why that label was felt appropriate at the time, in an era when ‘labels’ were all-important.

      

      The Buggles: The Age Of Plastic

      Personnel:

      Geoff Downes: production, keyboards, synthesizers, drums and percussion programming, vocoder

      Trevor Horn: production, vocals, bass guitar, guitar, synthesizers, programming

      Dave Birch: guitars

      Richard James Burgess: drums

      Tina Charles: background vocals

      Debi Doss and Linda Jardim: background vocals on ‘Video Killed the Radio Star’

      Paul Robinson: drums

      Bruce Woolley: guitar

      Gary Langan: mixer, vocal recording

      Bob Ludwig: Mastering

      Hugh Padgham: engineer, instrumental recording

      Recorded at Virgin’s Town House, West London, Sarm East Studios, Brick Lane, London

      Highest chart places: UK: 27, USA: Did not chart

      All tracks are written by The Buggles, except ‘Video Killed the Radio Star’ and ‘Clean, Clean’, which are by Horn/Downes/Woolley

      Track list: 1. Living in the Plastic Age 2. Video Killed the Radio Star 3. Kid Dynamo 4. I Love You (Miss Robot) 5. Clean, Clean 6. Elstree 7. Astroboy (And the Proles on Parade) 8. Johnny on the Monorail

      

      Although it was released three months before the duo joined Yes, it’s worth an in-depth look at The Age Of Plastic, since, although very much following the stylistic ethic of the new wave as we’ve discussed, it does give some clues as to what they brought to this brief incarnation of Yes. Indeed, the four videos that Horn and Downes recorded for the album – especially the two biggest-selling singles ‘Video Killed The Radio Star’ and ‘Living In The Plastic Age’ – also give plenty of clues as to the ‘leanings’ of the duo.

      Although it doesn’t appear first on the album – it’s sequenced second – ‘Video’ is the only track from the record to have seeped into the public consciousness worldwide. It was a number one hit in the UK (for just one week in late October 1979) and in various other territories across Europe. Its ubiquity in the USA was to come, as it was used as the opening track on the launch of MTV on 1 August 1981. There’s no doubt that despite the ironic nature of the lyrics, it was the subject of the song – the triumph of video over sound as a way of digesting music – rather than its quality in itself, that gave it that unexpected boost on MTV.

      It does have ‘hit’ written all over it, full as it is with sonic tricks, from Horn’s treated vocals (used throughout the song, rather than for part of it) and its sing-song, nursery rhyme-style refrain. The song – and the video that accompanied it – is a piece of stylized kitsch, very much ‘of its time’. If you heard this song in isolation – and millions did – you might consider the band to be a bubblegum pop outfit. The track is so extreme, in a sense, that it almost tips into ‘novelty song’ territory, a genre particularly well-loved in the UK. This was the truth behind the horrified reaction of many fans when the duo joined Yes. It wasn’t just that these were purveyors of vacuous pop; worse, this was a novelty band. Sacrilege.

      We were wrong, of course. Even in those first view videos, there was something about that keyboard player (particularly) that promised something different. Downes’ rig appeared to be very ‘prog’. This was not one guy playing a Prophet 5 in the back of the shot – this guy had a whole rig and he was actually playing them, sometimes two different instruments on either sides of him. ‘He looks a bit like Rick Wakeman’, we thought, ‘and he plays a bit like him too!’ This was promising, surely? At the end of the video was a short instrumental break, and – look, the singer has strapped on a bass and it looks like he can actually play it!

      The opening track and second single, ‘Living In The Plastic Age’ starts unpromisingly – its verse has Horn singing in a mockney accent, while bass and keyboards ape the disco style so popular at the time. Indeed, if this is reminiscent of anyone with its synth trills, it’s later-period Abba. However, the operatic vocals provide interest and when the song moves to its chorus, it comes to life, with Horn singing in a more ‘natural’ voice and his songwriting moving beyond the new wave influence towards something a little more timeless. There’s a proggy lead synth and an atmospheric twelve-string guitar that could come straight out of ‘Machine Messiah’.

      Opening with bubbly bass and Fender Rhodes as if it were the intro to a Level 42 song, ‘Kid Dynamo’ morphs into something of a rocker, albeit not quite so successfully. The ‘Kid Dynamo’ refrain soon becomes a bit tedious, as do Horn’s heavily treated vocals. However, the closer to side one, ‘I Love You (Miss Robot)’, works rather better, driven by Horn’s expertly played slap bass and Downes’ Vocoder refrain. Despite the effects, the quality of the song shines through, and underneath, it’s an excellent slice of soul pop.

      Side two opens with the other two – less successful – singles from the album. Again, ‘Clean Clean’ is a decent song rather buried in novelty, particularly Horn’s cod-American accent. Aside from another somewhat insistent chorus, it has some nods towards art pop, and an arrangement strongly influenced by 10CC. ‘Elstree’, however, is one of the best songs on the album. Had it not been the fourth single, with the law of diminishing returns kicking in, one suspects that it might have performed rather better. It’s splendidly catchy, but in a good way, and while Horn’s treated vocals remain, he sings ‘naturally’ on the chorus and the arrangement is shorn of too many contemporary ticks, giving the song a timeless quality missing from much of the album. Downes’ contributions here are largely his staccato piano – a feature of the whole album – plus strings and some neo-classical synth. It’s both a good, catchy song and something that that has many hints of the band’s prog leanings.

      Such leanings also come across on the next track, ‘Astroboy’, another song that is allowed to breathe despite some kitsch touches. Horn’s vocals sound most like they do on Drama, here and his bass playing is the closest to Chris Squire on the album. There are genuine melodic suggestions of ‘Machine Messiah’ at times, and while the smooth refrain, with its finely integrated female vocals, is very ‘pop’, elsewhere there are hints of what was to come. ‘Johnny On the Monorail’ – which closes the album – acts as a sort of a summary of what has gone before it, throwing female voices, some proggy keys and an up-tempo arrangement into an impressive final track. There’s even a somewhat progressive mid-section, featuring acoustic guitar and piano, before the song itself chugs back in for an expended coda, featuring some lead synth and almost heavy metal guitar.
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