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      Porcupine Tree began almost as a joke in 1987, when Steven Wilson and his friend, Malcolm Stocks, decided to start a fictitious band. Inspiration came from one of Steven’s favourite groups, XTC, who in 1984 formed an imaginary psychedelic band called The Dukes of Stratosphear. The band was made up of members of XTC given fictitious names, like Sir John Johns and Lord Cornelius Plum. They played music inspired by the late 1960s and were initially marketed as a mysterious new act.

      Following XTC’s example, Steven invented fictitious members for his own band, Porcupine Tree: Sir Tarquin Underspoon, Timothy Tadpole-Jones, Sebastian Tweetle-Blampton III, and a drummer called The Expanding Flan. Although the band consisted only of Steven Wilson recording in his bedroom at his parents’ house, he took it seriously enough that he decided to record several hours’ worth of material.

      Steven released a series of recordings on cassette, under the Porcupine Tree name: Tarquin’s Seaweed Farm (Words from a Hessian Sack) (1989), The Nostalgia Factory (and other tips for amateur golfers) (1990) and The Love, Death & Mussolini EP (1990). To preserve the joke, Steven also invented an extensive discography and a long history for the Porcupine Tree.

      Simultaneously, Steven formed an art rock band, No-Man, with singer Tim Bowness and violinist Ben Coleman. The band signed to the indie record label now known as One Little Independent Records, whose roster included Björk. But despite early promise and high praise from the press, the group achieved only modest success. Wilson and Bowness continued as a duo, releasing several studio albums.

      In early 1989, Steven started sending out copies of Tarquin’s Seaweed Farm to various people he thought might be interested. The cassette caught the attention of Richard Allen and Ivor Trueman, who produced an underground magazine called Freakbeat. They were in the process of starting a new record label called Delerium. They agreed to put one of Steven’s songs on their first release: a compilation of music by psychedelic groups. Delerium also reissued the first two Porcupine Tree cassettes.

      Steven was invited to sign to the Delerium label, and he compiled some of the material he’d already released, into a double album called On the Sunday of Life. Although it was under the band name, Porcupine Tree, it was still a solo project. The record was released in early 1992 in a limited edition of 1,000 copies, which sold out very quickly. The album was reissued, and by the end of the decade, had sold 20,000 copies.

      In late 1992, Steven released the single ‘Voyage 34’, which was originally to be part of another double album. The eventual release – Up the Downstair (1993) – did not include ‘Voyage 34’ and was a single album rather than a double. Although Porcupine Tree was still a solo project, the record did include guest contributions from future band members Richard Barbieri and Colin Edwin. In December 1994, further songs from the Up the Downstair sessions were released, as the Staircase Infinities EP – a limited edition of 2,000 – later released on CD.

      In 1993, Steven decided he wanted to play Porcupine Tree music live, and he got together a band consisting of himself on guitar and vocals, Barbieri on keyboards, Edwin on bass, and Chris Maitland on drums. They made their debut on 4 December 1993 at the Nag’s Head pub in High Wycombe, England, in front of a crowd of about 200 people.

      The next album – The Sky Moves Sideways (1995) – marked a crucial transition in the band’s history. Steven had already recorded part of the album when he invited the others to join the band. Rather than being a solo project with the occasional guest, Porcupine Tree now had permanent members. The album was also the band’s first release in America.

      The first Porcupine Tree album to feature all four band members on the entire record was Signify in 1996. The band embarked on a highly successful European tour, and in March 1997, played in front of 5,000 fans over three nights in Rome.

      With the band’s increasing success, Delerium Records felt they didn’t have the resources to support the band’s increasing profile. Porcupine Tree parted amicably from the label, and Richard Allen continued to help managing them.

      1998 was spent recording the next album. It took a little while to find a new label, but eventually, a deal was signed with the independent, Snapper. The first release was Stupid Dream in 1999. The band toured extensively throughout Europe to support the album, and also toured America for the first time.

      In early 2000, Lightbulb Sun was released, and further extensive touring of Europe and America continued into the next year. Porcupine Tree played at European festivals and also supported American progressive metal band Dream Theater, on a major tour.

      In February 2002, drummer Chris Maitland left to be replaced by Gavin Harrison. Around that time, the band signed a new deal with Lava Records: part of the major label, Atlantic Records. For the first time, Porcupine Tree had substantial financial backing and travelled to New York to record the next album: In Absentia. It was released in America in September 2002 and in Europe in January 2003. On various tours promoting the album, guitarist/ vocalist John Wesley, augmented the band. In Absentia was the band’s most successful release at that stage, selling over 100,000 copies in the first year.

      The next album – Deadwing – released in 2005 proved to be the band’s last record on Lava, as Atlantic decided to close the label down. Porcupine Tree then signed with Roadrunner Records, and the band began the most commercially successful period of their career. In early 2007, Fear of a Blank Planet was released. It was Grammy-nominated (Best Surround Sound Album), and readers of Classic Rock magazine voted it Album Of The Year. It reached number 31 in the UK charts and 59 in the US. That September, the band released the mini-album, Nil Recurring, consisting of additional tracks recorded during the Fear of a Blank Planet sessions.

      Porcupine Tree’s tenth album – The Incident – was released in September 2009. It was also nominated for the Best Surround Sound Grammy. It reached number 23 in the UK and number 25 in America. They played live at London’s Royal Albert Hall on 14 October 2010. That was their last public appearance, on record or live, for 12 years. In the meantime, Steven pursued a successful solo career, which began in 2008 with the release of Insurgentes. For a long time, he said the band would probably never return, even though there had never been an official split.

      In June 2022, the band’s eleventh studio album, Closure/Continuation, was released. Steven revealed that he and Gavin Harrison had been working together occasionally on new material for the last ten years, and that Richard Barbieri had been collaborating with him as well. The album reached number two in the UK, the band’s highest-ever chart position to date. They toured North America and Europe between September and November 2022, ending up in London 12 years after they had previously played there. A live album and DVD, Closure/Continuation.Live., recorded at the Ziggo Dome in Amsterdam on 7 November 2022, was released in December 2023. In summer 2023, the band played several festivals in Europe. At the time of writing (January 2025), the band haven’t revealed any future plans.

      

      Cast of Characters Steven Wilson (born 1967)

      Singer, guitarist, keyboard player, founder member and main songwriter for Porcupine Tree. As a child, Wilson was forced to learn the guitar and piano, but gave up, as he was not enjoying it. At the age of eleven, he found an acoustic guitar in his parents’ attic and began experimenting with multitrack recording. His father, an electronics engineer, built Wilson a four-track recorder, and also a primitive sequencer that divided bars up into units of three and nine, rather than the usual four and eight; perhaps instilling in Wilson a love of prog rock’s unusual time signatures.

      In bands at school, Wilson started his mid-teens with Karma and Altamont, the latter later morphing into the Bass Communion ambient project. He’s also released psychedelic material under the name I.E.M. (Incredible Expanding Mindfuck). He has collaborated with Tim Bowness (No-Man), Aviv Geffen (Blackfield) and Mikael Åkerfeldt (Storm Corrosion). Wilson has worked extensively as a producer for both Porcupine Tree and Opeth, and has remixed several classic albums, often in surround sound.

      Wilson’s solo career began in 2008 while he was still a Porcupine Tree member, and he’s since written and produced eight studio albums. His most recent – To the Bone (2017), The Future Bites (2021) and The Harmony Codex (2023) – all reached the UK top five. His eighth solo studio album, The Overview, is due to be released in March 2025.

      

      Richard Barbieri (born 1957)

      Keyboard player for Porcupine Tree, Barbieri was a founder member of the art-rock band Japan, and also performed with their later incarnation, Rain Tree Crow. He first worked with Wilson on the tour to promote No-Man’s debut mini-album. He does not regard himself as a technically gifted player but is highly skilled at programming synths to produce very evocative sounds and textures. He has released a number of albums under his own name.

      

      Chris Maitland (born 1964)

      Porcupine Tree’s drummer until February 2002. Before Maitland joined the band, he worked with Wilson as the drummer for No-Man on their autumn 1993 tour. After he left Porcupine Tree, he played drums on the first Blackfield album in 2003. A skilful musician, he brought huge power and excitement to the band.

      

      Gavin Harrison (born 1963)

      Harrison became Porcupine Tree’s drummer in February 2002. He is a highly- skilled, technical and physically powerful drummer, who has written books on drum technique. He is very highly regarded and has been voted Drummer of the Year several times by readers of Prog magazine. He’s toured extensively with King Crimson and is a member of The Pineapple Thief. He’s released albums under his own name and with bass player Antoine Fafard.

      

      Colin Edwin (born 1970)

      Bass player, Colin Edwin, was born in Melbourne, Australia, but has lived just north of London for most of his life. An accomplished player, he comes from a musical family. His father played jazz guitar, his sisters studied music formally, and his brother studied classical guitar at university. He has an extensive discography outside Porcupine Tree, having released several solo albums. Edwin has also worked with Tim Bowness, and more recently with O.R.K and Eternal Return, among many others. He didn’t play on the most recent Porcupine Tree album, Closure/Continuation (2022), or on recent tours, on which the American bass player Nate Navaro replaced him.

      

      John Wesley (born 1962)

      Guitar player and singer John Wesley became a ‘fifth member’ of Porcupine Tree later in their career. Wilson first met Wesley when producing an album for Marillion singer Fish, and he was hired as guitar player on the subsequent tour. He joined Porcupine Tree as an additional vocalist and guitarist for a short American tour in July 2002, prior to the release of In Absentia. His guitar and backing vocals enabled the live band to reproduce the complex, layered parts from the studio albums. On recent tours to promote Closure/Continuation, he was replaced by guitarist and singer Randy McStine.

      

      Lasse Hoile (born 1973)

      The other person with a claim to being Porcupine Tree’s ‘fifth member’ is Danish artist, photographer and filmmaker, Lasse Hoile. He started working with the band as a photographer for the In Absentia album cover, quickly developing the ability to translate Wilson’s thoughts into striking and often disturbing visual imagery. He provided photographs for the albums and made films used as projections in the band’s shows, giving the band a strong visual identity.
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            On the Sunday of Life (1992)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Steven Wilson: vocals and all instruments, except:

      John Marshall: drums on ‘Third Eye Surfer’

      Solomon St. Jermain (Malcolm Stocks): additional guitar and voice on ‘Queen Quotes Crowley’

      Master Timothy Masters: oboe

      Recorded at: No Man’s Land, Hemel Hempstead, Hertfordshire, England, 1988- 1991

      Producer: Steven Wilson

      Release date: July 199

      Chart placings: Did not chart

      Running Time: 75:47

      Record label: Delerium

      Current edition: Transmission

      

      On the Sunday of Life is the first Porcupine Tree studio album. As described in the Introduction, the band was originally fictitious: a cover for Steven Wilson’s solo studio projects. He didn’t plan to release any of the early cassette albums on vinyl or CD: it appears the cassettes were released largely for his own amusement. But then his music came to the attention of Richard Allen: editor of Freakbeat magazine. With Ivor Trueman, Richard set up Delerium records, to release psychedelic music. Ivor had previously founded the Pink Floyd fanzine, The Amazing Pudding. Richard also became Porcupine Tree’s manager for many years, finally parting company with them in 2004.

      Porcupine Tree’s first release on Delerium Records, was the track ‘Linton Samuel Dawson’ (from The Nostalgia Factory), on a 1991 compilation called A Psychedelic Psauna (In Four Parts). Most of the bands on the double LP are long forgotten, but Ozric Tentacles can be found on side four; and, as Richard Allen told Stephen Humphries in the notes for the thirteen-CD box set, Porcupine Tree: The Delerium Years 1991-1997 released in 2020, Delerium had turned Porcupine Tree into a real band: ‘I think, in the minds of people who bought it, Porcupine Tree were a bunch of way-out hippies, living in a farm somewhere and making this amazing music … we managed to make (Steven’s) joke into a reality.’

      Delerium Records began when Allen and Trueman needed to produce seven-inch flexi discs to go with Freakbeat magazine. But the label soon became a separate entity, re-issuing Tarquin’s Seaweed Farm and The Nostalgia Factory as cassette tapes, which were then deleted from the catalogue after selling around 300 copies each. Delerium’s original plan was to re-issue the two albums as separate double LPs, but Steven decided it would be better to issue the strongest tracks as one album. This compilation became Porcupine Tree’s first official studio release, On the Sunday of Life, initially on double vinyl only. The original pressing was only 1,000 copies, which took many years to sell, but according to Prog magazine in 2016, the album went on to sell around 30,000 copies. The remaining tracks from Tarquin’s Seaweed Farm and The Nostalgia Factory were released on the Yellow Hedgerow Dreamscape compilation CD in 1994, in a limited edition of 2500 on the Magic Gnome label (later re-released on the Headphone Dust label).

      Steven recorded the album on what he described in the notes for the 2015 CD remaster as one of ‘my earliest recording setups’. He used a four-track cassette machine designed and built by his father, and later an eight-track reel-to-reel. The final stage was mixing the songs down to a reel-to-reel:

      

      …a very old Revox two-track machine that had been given to me by a friend of my dad. In those days, I would quite often fill up a tape with experiments and songs, mix them down, and then rewind the tape and start again, erasing what was there before, essentially making the stereo mix done at the time – for better or worse – definitive.

      

      The album title is taken from the 1965 French film Le Dimanche de la Vie – directed by Jean Herman – and was chosen from a long list of nonsense titles compiled by Richard Allen of Delerium.

      Although they are all Steven Wilson songs, it’s hard to pin down his songwriting voice. In November 2016 he told Dave Ling of Prog magazine that the album ‘could have spawned nine or ten bands in as many different styles.’ Perhaps what unites the songs at this stage is a high musical intelligence, an enquiring mind, a strong sense of melody and a sense of fun. Steven told Pete Clemons of Coventry Music Articles Music blogspot in 1994:

      

      I love the idea of making a sprawling mess of an album, and this is my favourite aspect of On the Sunday of Life. It covers a very wide range of moods and ideas. It is not always successful musically, or a constant listen, but it will always be one of my favourites. In making that album, I discovered the direction I wanted to take, at least for a few years.

      

      Rather than learn his craft in the way that most bands do – playing cover versions – Steven instead learned to write by copying his predecessors’ styles. As he told Steven Rosen of Ultimate-Guitar.com in 2011: ‘The influences were more obviously referenced almost in a kind of pastiche way, which was a deliberate thing.’ The source material on which he drew, was the music he’d listened to as a teenager in the 1980s:

      

      I went back and discovered a lot of music from ... the late ‘60s and early ‘70s ... the golden era for album-orientated music; the kind of explosion and creativity that came out of the late ’60s when rock music was really raised to the level of an art form for the first time; or pop music as it was called then ... popular music became, for the first time, something that people actually would consider an intellectual pursuit. Almost anything from that era I kind of have a soft spot for.

      

      Most of the album’s lyrics were written by Alan Duffy: a school friend of Steven’s with whom he’d lost touch a few years before the album was released. Steven later described him on his website as an ‘English psychedelic scenester.’ When Steven was fifteen, he and a childhood friend – Simon Vockings – formed a band called Altamont. They recorded only one album, on cassette: Prayer for the Soul, featuring lyrics by Duffy. Steven told Pete Clemons, that Duffy’s lyrics were written between 1983 and 1985 for a project that ‘never came to much’ (when he was about sixteen). A few years later – still lacking confidence in his own lyrics – he recycled Duffy’s old lyrics, and wrote new music for Porcupine Tree, except in the case of tracks such as ‘Jupiter Island’ and ‘Nine Cats’, where he also recycled the music. In 1985, Duffy founded Imaginary Records, who released albums by The Chameleons, The Mock Turtles and Bill Nelson, among others. Steven contacted Duffy briefly to sort out the publishing rights for the lyrics, but there seems to have never been any suggestion that he would release Steven’s music on his label.

      The original sleeve design for On the Sunday of Life was by Mike Bennion: a director of TV commercials whom Steven collaborated with much later on the script for the Deadwing movie. The film itself has not yet been made – though pre-production work began in 2020 – but the script formed the basis of the 2005 Porcupine Tree album of the same name (see the chapter on Deadwing for more details).

      The cover image is a homage to the work of Hipgnosis, who designed many of the Pink Floyd album covers. Steven told Crohinga Well magazine in 1992 that he liked the contrast of the joyful title of Pink Floyd’s 1975 album Wish You Were Here: a jolly message on a postcard to friends at home, against the album cover’s ‘very peculiar, very alien atmosphere’. He also liked the use of two contrasting images, such as the pig flying above Battersea Power Station on the cover of Pink Floyd’s Animals (1977). The On the Sunday of Life cover shows a woman diving into a rural landscape at sunset: a surreal juxtaposition made up of two photographs. It also implies something more serious lies behind the album title: which describes a period of life when the relaxation that Sunday usually brings, can be enjoyed.

      All words and music by Steven Wilson, except where marked.

      

      ‘Music for the Head’ (2:42)

      This is a fascinating choice for the opening song: an instrumental, with a low drone and a flute-like synth sound above, sounding like early Tangerine Dream. The choice probably makes more sense in the context of Steven’s description of Tangerine Dream’s 1972 album Zeit – an early example of ambient music – as his favourite album of all time. That album’s opening track – ‘Birth of Liquid Plejades’ – also features a drone (created with four cellos) and high synth parts. In August 2017, Steven told Jess Thompson of Discogs, that Zeit is, ‘the original and greatest ambient record, years before the notion of ambient music existed. It’s music without melody, rhythm or structure, but listening to it is like filling the room with the most beautiful and mysterious perfume.’

      The obvious difference between the two tracks is their length – the Porcupine Tree track is under three minutes, whereas ‘Birth of Liquid Plejades’ is a true prog epic, at nearly twenty minutes. Steven adds subtle organ to the flute and electronic drone, and a synthesized plucked string instrument that sounds as if it’s from India. He told Steven Rosen that the use of the drone and Indian mysticism, ‘with flutes and woodwinds and psychedelic textures’, was probably also unconsciously influenced by bands like Gong and Quintessence.

      It’s an atmospheric opener, very different from other parts of the album, creating a deep sense of mystery, intensified by the spoken words that lie so low in the mix that they’re impossible to interpret properly. It’s a glimpse into the direction Porcupine Tree could’ve taken: perhaps an ambient band, as apparently Steven’s first band, Altamont, were. Steven’s yearning for the ambient was eventually satisfied through the formation of one his many side- projects: Bass Communion; and his love for Tangerine Dream was celebrated in his involvement in the sixteen-CD box set of Tangerine Dream recordings – In Search of Hades: The Virgin Recordings 1973 – 1979 (2019) – which included new stereo and surround-sound mixes of their classic 1975 albums, Phaedra and Ricochet.

      

      ‘Jupiter Island’ (Alan Duffy, Steven Wilson) (6:12)

      Steven wrote this song when he was sixteen: one of the few surviving from that period. Although it sounds like a place in outer space, Jupiter Island is, a real island off the coast of Florida, with several rich and famous inhabitants, including golfers and tennis players. But Alan Duffy’s lyrics create a magical place, a paradise on earth, or perhaps a psychedelic paradise only reached with the aid of hallucinogenic drugs (such as LSD, which makes an appearance later in the album). The imagery in the lyrics is lurid and day-glo, perhaps suggesting the latter type of paradise, with lines like ‘Magenta forests on a crimson sea/The electric clouds are as vivid as can be’.

      Considering its six-minute length, the song is far more straightforward than many of the later Porcupine Tree tracks in which a prog epic could be compressed into a few minutes. It is a slightly extended pop song with a bouncy, infectious feel, showing that the sixteen-year-old Wilson could enjoy himself. Instrumentally, there are very few embellishments, so it feels like a pop single, despite its length. Steven told Crohinga Well magazine that it was ‘pure psychedelic pop ... a psychedelic poem set to music’. He also admitted that the song was heavily influenced by ‘Bike Ride to the Moon’ by The Dukes of Stratosphear (another fictitious band). The songs share a ‘kind of Syd Barrett nursery rhyme quality’, contrasting with the ‘incredibly politically aware ... very dark imagery’ of many of Pink Floyd’s lyrics.

      Steven’s vocals are pitch-shifted to make them sound a little higher, prompting one online forum commenter to say that at first, they thought there was a guest vocalist because the singer on this track sounds like a girl. Prince used a similar technique on his unreleased album, Camille, on which he created the female alter-ego Camille by speeding up the vocals. If Prince’s sped-up vocals are androgynous and sexy, Steven’s are simply fun.

      

      ‘Third Eye Surfer’ (Steven Wilson, John Marshall) (2:48)

      This instrumental track gives a writing credit to John Marshall: drummer of the jazz rock band Nucleus and the rock band Soft Machine. In fact, Steven Wilson used a sample of a Marshall drum solo from Soft Machine’s album, Six (1973). He later told Stephen Humphries that he didn’t anticipate that using a sample would be a problem: ‘Later on, when I became better known, I had to clear all that with John … I was just sampling from records, to give my records a broader musical palette and a wider vocabulary of sound. It was only later that I had to go back and replace all that stuff’.

      The song title refers to the third eye: the gateway to higher states of consciousness in some religions, including Hinduism. It relates to the Indian mysticism of ‘Music for the Head’, and more generally to the album’s psychedelic themes.

      The track mainly features John Marshall’s jazz drumming, with keyboards from Steven, and oboe parts presumably played by Master Timothy Masters. It is an improvised piece, where texture and virtuosity are more important than melody.

      ‘On the Sunday of Life...’ (2:11)

      ‘Third Eye Surfer’ segues into this track, which is surprisingly short for an album title track. Delicate oboe flourishes lead into a brief moment of contemplation with gorgeous synth washes, followed by what is effectively a powerful drum solo, although some instrumental textures remain, floating around the drums.

      

      ‘The Nostalgia Factory’ (Alan Duffy, Steven Wilson) (7:25)

      This is the title track of the second Porcupine Tree cassette. In the booklet for the two-CD compilation Stars Die: The Delerium Years 1991–1997, the song title is explained as a satire on the ‘tribute band mentality on the psychedelic scene’, and also the short memories of music reviewers: Steven is quoted as saying, ‘If you try to talk to the British music press about the history of music, their knowledge often doesn’t go back beyond The Stone Roses or Happy Mondays’. As if to prove his point, Melody Maker compared ‘The Nostalgia Factory’ to Ride’s 1992 single, ‘Leave Them All Behind’, whereas the true influence was The Who’s 1971 single, ‘Won’t Get Fooled Again’. All three tracks use a very distinctive synth pattern. On the Who track, Pete Townshend used an ARP 2500 synthesizer to control chords played on a Lowry electronic organ.

      Before the main synthesizer/guitar theme, the song begins with Indian- sounding instruments, giving a sense of psychedelic mysticism similar to the opener, ‘Music for the Head.’ This mysticism is increased by the fact that two long verses seem to be missing from the song so that all we clearly hear is the confused caterpillar story that bookends the track. The caterpillar asks the protagonist what goes on ‘inside your swollen head’, and is so shocked by his insight, that at the end of the song, he decides to turn into a butterfly (the butterfly returns later in ‘Nine Cats’). The protagonist’s trip is evidently drug- induced and so deeply buried in the mix that it’s impossible to decipher the lyrics or even to be sure if they are there at all. This increases the impression that the trip is taking place in the protagonist’s head, obscured from the caterpillar’s (and the listener’s) ears. The missing words – sixteen lines in total – are available online and in the CD booklet.

      

      ‘Space Transmission’ (2:59)

      This is not really a song; more a message from outer space. It is a genuinely creepy monologue, uttered by a creature that’s been trapped on another planet ‘for many aeons’ by ‘You know who’, in complete darkness since going blind or ‘since the sun exploded fourteen centuries ago’. It could’ve come from a Doctor Who episode – it’s not difficult to imagine the song’s monsters causing children to hide behind the sofa. We know nothing about ‘He who keeps me here’, but he regards himself as a competitor to God, so is apparently a supreme being. The protagonist seems to be a creature with ‘scales’, whose threats of revenge upon return to earth are as dark as the black liquid that seeps uncontrollably from its mouth.

      The accompanying music is there to provide atmosphere only. If Steven had chosen to write science fiction plays for radio or TV, he could’ve had a completely different and equally successful career. But he abandoned the darkness of outer space, instead using songs to travel deep into the darkness of the human psyche.

      ‘Message From a Self-Destructing Turnip’ (0:27)

      Like the self-destructing recorded messages in the TV show Mission: Impossible, the turnip counts down the five seconds to its own destruction.

      

      ‘Radioactive Toy’ (10:00)

      Mark Radcliffe played this song on Radio One. As Steven told Stephen Humphries: ‘I remember the first time my mum heard my music on BBC radio, she was really excited. Much more than I was, in fact! I think she was beginning to understand that maybe I did have something that I could develop into a career.’

      According to the Stars Die CD booklet, this song about nuclear war was inspired by the 1984 TV movie, Threads, written by Barry Hines: also known for his novel, A Kestrel for a Knave (1968), which he helped adapt for Ken Loach’s film version: Kes (1969). The Threads tag line is ‘The closest you’ll ever want to come to nuclear war.’ The BBC commissioned it after the Director-General, Alasdair Milne, saw the 1965 BBC docu-drama, The War Game, which the BBC withdrew because it was deemed ‘too horrifying for the medium of broadcasting’; though it was shown in some cinemas. It’s perhaps difficult now to appreciate how serious the nuclear war threat was, even as late as the mid-1980s, and Steven was very concerned about that threat. Threads was shown again on BBC TV in 2024 to commemorate the film’s 40th anniversary.

      The idea of a ‘radioactive toy’ providing the ‘freedom to destroy’ suggests the words of Robert Oppenheimer – the ‘father of the atomic bomb’ and the protagonist in Christopher Nolan’s 2023 film Oppenheimer – who quoted from the Hindu scripture, The Bhagavad Gita: ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds,’ when he witnessed the first nuclear weapon detonation on 16 July 1945. The following month, atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. This track is closely related to ‘A Smart Kid’ – from Porcupine Tree’s fifth album, Stupid Dream – which describes the effects of nuclear war.

      Lyrically, ‘Radioactive Toy’ is sophisticated, particularly for such an early Wilson lyric attempt. Avoiding Duffy’s admittedly amusing, effective and whimsical lyrics, Steven shows an early ability to elegantly encapsulate a mood or idea with great economy – as in the bleak line describing disposal of a body after a nuclear war: ‘Pour me into a hole/Inform my next of kin.’

      The same level of sophistication can be found in the song’s structure and feel; only the first few minutes feature vocals, after which it becomes a long instrumental. The long-form song has been a feature of Steven’s writing throughout his career, both with Porcupine Tree and his later solo projects. Originally – as he told Crohinga Well magazine – when ‘Radioactive Toy’ appeared on the Tarquin’s Seaweed Farm cassette, the track was about half this length, and ‘we completely re-recorded and reconstructed the music.’ The song had also been part of a suite titled ‘Precious Memories in Freefall’, but the suite had been abandoned a long time before.

      The song’s bass line is reminiscent of Pink Floyd’s ‘Another Brick In The Wall Pt. 2’ (The Wall 1979): it’s in the same key, although it is slower, bringing a more ominous feel. The guitar parts are in a style similar style to David Gilmour, and lyrically, the dark theme is very Floydian; which led some early Porcupine Tree fans to hope the band was the next Pink Floyd. Steven later said he was aware of the comparison, but preferred songs in which he felt he’d developed his own unique songwriting voice. This book will make the Floyd comparison at various points, so it’s worth addressing it in detail now. In an article titled Don’t Hate Me: A Floyd Fan’s Introduction to Porcupine Tree, from Spare Bricks magazine quoted in full on the Ministry of Information website, Patrick Keller makes an eloquent case for the comparison, which is worth quoting:

      

      Wilson reacted poorly to the Floyd comparisons and has worked ever since to shake it off however he could. Have no fear though – Porcupine Tree’s music remains strongly grounded in the fundamentals that made Pink Floyd such an enduring group: strong songwriting, multifaceted lyrics, solid musicianship, willingness to experiment, a keen sense of melody, and a focus on the darker aspects of the human condition. Many bands emulate the Floyd but miss the essence that made the group so powerful. Wilson gets it, more so than any other band going – I would venture. No matter how far he may veer from the style of Pink Floyd, he is never far from their spirit.

      

      Whether or not the comparison is valid, this is the album’s most satisfying track – a real highlight – giving a fascinating insight into Porcupine Tree’s future direction. The band’s manager – Richard Allen – said it was the song that convinced him they could be successful. In the Stars Die notes, he is quoted as saying the song was ‘the seed of a truly great band ... the overall effect was unlike anything else around at the time, and harked back to an era when rock music was much more adventurous and elastic.’ Steven’s choice to include the song in the setlist for the band’s first-ever live gig (December 1993), shows it was a personal favourite of his. He was still playing it twenty years later: on the 2013 tour supporting his solo album, The Raven That Refused To Sing.

      

      ‘Nine Cats’ (Alan Duffy, Steven Wilson) (3:55)

      This song marks the return of the butterfly from ‘The Nostalgia Factory’, and also the return of Duffy’s psychedelic lyrics: described in the Stars Die booklet as a cross between Lewis Carroll and Syd Barrett. The song is delivered with a wide-eyed, whimsical nursery rhyme quality, so characteristic of many of Barrett’s Pink Floyd songs. Some of the lines could’ve come directly from a nursery rhyme, such as: ‘A minstrel bought a crooked spoon/ He gave it to a blue baboon.’

      Steven wrote the song at age sixteen. It begins simply enough with gentle vocals, acoustic guitar and an attractive electric guitar pattern. But it soon builds, through the addition of drums made more atmospheric through a short echo effect and Floydian guitars. It’s a fascinating prototype of the mature Porcupine Tree style, in which several musical and stylistic elements blend into a new musical whole.

      

      ‘Hymn’ (1:14)

      Another instrumental, but again with spoken words, sped up and slowed down so as to be unintelligible. The track consists largely of soundscaping but ends with bleak, desolate guitar notes crying out woefully, only once coming together to form a chord.

      

      ‘Footprints’ (Alan Duffy, Steven Wilson) (5:59)

      Surreal imagery describes what could be a poetic experience or a drug trip. It’s more likely to be the latter due to the opening description of the protagonist venturing further into his mind, hoping to find ‘tangerine trees and marmalade skies and plasticine porters with looking-glass ties’. These images are taken directly from The Beatles’ song, ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’, from their 1967 album, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Some questioned whether the song title was a reference to the drug LSD: the title’s initial letters; though John Lennon made it clear his son Julian came home from school with a picture he had made with that title. Lennon also said the surreal lyric was inspired by Lewis Carroll’s novel, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

      

      ‘Linton Samuel Dawson’ (Alan Duffy, Steven Wilson) (3:05)

      Steven told Dave Ling of Prog magazine in November 2016 that ‘Linton Samuel Dawson’ was about LSD. Duffy’s lyric was ‘very immersed in acid culture and psychedelia; it was a ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’-type thing. A lot of what we were doing were shameless pastiches.’

      Steven seemed to share Duffy’s fascination with LSD’s effect on consciousness; it was a major theme in Porcupine Tree’s early work. The next album – Up the Downstair – was originally going to include the track, ‘Voyage 34’ (later released as a separate EP), which describes a bad LSD trip.

      Steven made it clear to Dave Ling that the idea of taking drugs, fascinated him, but as an outsider, ‘People say that a lot of great artists made their best work by using them. I don’t believe that; drugs allowed them to tap into the power of dreams. But I can do that without chemicals to facilitate the process.’

      The song is explicit about the effects of Linton Samuel Dawson (or LSD): he ‘yields his knowledge in a phial’ and ‘Visits many open minds/He aids escape to tranquillity/From the boredom of mankind.’
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