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      Renaissance, the much-beloved but highly underrated English progressive rock band, began life in 1969 as an offshoot of the Yardbirds. Keith Relf and Jim McCarty, who had recently left that iconic blues-rock group, decided to put together a new band that would differ from its predecessor by being more influenced by classical and folk music. Toward that end, they released two albums, in 1969 and 1971. The band then quickly underwent a 100 per cent turnover in personnel, resulting in an entirely new Renaissance – and it is this second incarnation that has achieved the greater impact and recognition. Distinguished by the astonishingly beautiful voice of its lead singer, Annie Haslam, its lengthy, multi-movement, classically inspired compositions, and its unusual-for-rock instrumentation (lots of piano, frequent use of strings, and gently strummed acoustic, rather than electric, guitars), Renaissance released six classic studio albums, and one live double album, between 1972 and 1978. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the band attempted, with limited success, to move in the direction of the prevailing trends in popular music. However, in the 21st century, amid several changes in personnel, but with Haslam continuing as the band’s distinctive voice, Renaissance has returned to its orchestral/symphonic rock roots with two studio albums of new material and multiple live releases featuring contemporary treatments of its 1970s classics. As of today, the band continues to tour, bringing its unique music to new audiences.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Renaissance (1969)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Louis Cennamo: bass

      John Hawken: piano, harpsichord

      Jim McCarty: drums, percussion, vocals

      Jane Relf: vocals, percussion

      Keith Relf: vocals, guitar, harmonica

      Producer: Paul Samwell-Smith

      Release date: late 1969

      Highest chart position: 60 (UK) Running time of original LP: 39:21

      Note: This album has been released on CD many times, sometimes with bonus tracks. In one case it was released under the title Innocence.

      

      Keith Relf had been the lead singer and harmonica player for The Yardbirds, the legendary English blues and psychedelic rock band that would be inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1992. He was also an accomplished songwriter, having co-written several of the band’s songs, including such top- ten singles as ‘Shapes of Things’ and ‘Over Under Sideways Down’. However, toward the end of his time with the band, his songwriting began to move in a new direction, more in the style of contemporary acoustic folk music. The Yardbirds drummer, Jim McCarty, shared Relf ’s interest in exploring that style, so in early 1968, following the break-up of the band, they joined forces in forming Together, an acoustic-based duo. But after recording and releasing a single under that name, they quickly realised that in order to take their new act on the road they would need additional players. Thus the idea for a new band, which would come to be called ‘Renaissance’, was born.

      Relf and McCarty agreed that they wanted their new band to take a quieter, more restrained, approach than had been the case with the Yardbirds. They would try to create new folk-inflected music that reflected their admiration for the work of thoughtful contemporary singer-songwriters, like Tim Hardin or Joni Mitchell, but to be presented in a band context, somewhat in the manner of such groups as Fairport Convention and The Incredible String Band.

      On the advice of another ex-Yardbird, Chris Dreja, Relf and McCarty invited pianist John Hawken, formerly of the Nashville Teens (a British group, best known for their 1964 top-ten single, ‘Tobacco Road’), to audition for a slot in their new band. His playing was impressive, as was that of another player they invited to audition, Louis Cennamo, former bassist for the Herd (a group primarily known for having been fronted by a young Peter Frampton). Hawken’s aggressive playing brought another element prominently into the new band’s mix – a classical music influence. Indeed, his enthusiasm for classical music was such that he frequently inserted brief quotations from classical pieces into his solos. To the surprise of Relf and McCarty, they found

      that this worked, and that, as a result, their fledgeling band seemed to be on a path toward creating something new – a melding of rock, folk, and classical – that was unlike anything the world had previously heard.

      Only one element was missing. Relf and McCarty had once played a gig in the US in which they shared the bill with the Stone Poneys, a band that featured a young Linda Ronstadt on lead vocals. Inspired by her singing, they thought that a female singer would fit in well with the style they were trying to develop. They decided to give Jane Relf, Keith’s sister, a chance, even though she had never sung professionally before. She was eager for the opportunity, and had a pretty, albeit untrained, voice.

      Once the line-up was finalised, and they had a few rehearsals under their belt, the band hit the road and played several live gigs before entering the studio to record their first album. Produced by another former Yardbird, bassist Paul Samwell-Smith, this first effort received many negative reviews upon its release but is much more highly regarded today. While the album is certainly open to legitimate, fair-minded, well-informed criticism, some of the criticism it took upon release was undoubtedly based simply on a failure to comprehend what the band was doing – for this hybridisation of genres, developed in songs of unusual length, represented something radically new in the British rock scene. And what is genuinely new tends, at first, to be seen as a failed attempt to do something already established.

      But now that we have had ample time in which to familiarise ourselves with what has come to be called ‘progressive rock’, it is possible to appreciate this first Renaissance album as a pioneering representative of that genre. Indeed, Mike Barnes, in his book, A New Day Yesterday: UK Progressive Rock and the 1970s, includes it in his list of just fourteen albums that have a claim on the title of being the first progressive rock album. While he ends up awarding the crown to King Crimson’s In the Court of the Crimson King, released in October 1969, it is noteworthy that the first Renaissance album was released at about the same time.

      

      ‘Kings And Queens’ 10:55 (Keith Relf/McCarty)

      The album opener impresses on many levels. There is nothing tentative about it – no sense that the band is feeling its way toward a new style. Instead, the classical, rock, and jazz elements are brought together to form a coherent and satisfying synthesis. The several distinct sections that comprise this lengthy piece also flow together well.

      The most distinctive part of the song begins at about two minutes in. McCarty lays down a rhythm pattern, in which the first two beats of each measure are accented, while the last two are unaccented. Hawken then reinforces this pattern on piano, playing loud piano chords on the first two beats. After establishing this pattern, he starts to embellish it with a higher, right-hand piano part, as he continues the ‘BANG BANG soft soft’ pattern with his left. A steady, remarkably propulsive, rhythm generated by drums and piano serves as the foundation for Keith Relf ’s vocals, which now enter at about 2:32, and continue to support him as he delivers the song’s lyrics (in a verse/chorus/ verse/chorus pattern).

      The other sections of the piece all serve to frame the one just described. Hawken begins the song with a florid, aggressive, classically-inflected piano solo, with Cennamo doubling him on bass. After a brief fast passage, Hawken slows down, and at 0:34 the band comes to a complete stop mid-cadence.

      Hawken then crashes back in with a loud piano chord. Adding to the startling effect of this chord is that it is not the Bb minor that our ear has been led to expect, but instead a Gb major. This surprise chord also pivots our ear toward the key of the verses.

      Shortly after the entrance of Hawken’s chord, McCarty’s drums come in, to be quickly followed by the other players. The entire band then plays a rather anarchic, jazzy improvisation for a little over a minute. Their busy and fast playing eventually slows down, reduces to just Hawken’s piano, and then, like other segments of this piece, almost fades to a stop. This very free, unstructured section thus serves to emphasise, by contrast, the tightly composed rhythmic pattern that supports the singing of the song’s verses and chorus.

      Following the second verse, Cennamo takes over, playing a slow, descending, arpeggiated bass solo, in a new time signature (3/4). After establishing its melody, he is joined by Hawken and McCarty, who repeat the theme several times, but in increasingly elaborate variations, while also playing increasingly louder and faster. Early in the solo, we also hear Jane Relf quietly vocalising wordlessly in the background. Her tempo increases and her part becomes more prominent, as the solo proceeds. After a short interval all of the players but Cennamo drop out, and we hear him softly and slowly repeating the part he had played at the beginning of the solo.

      He then transitions to a new section, in which he quietly, and very slowly, plays a simple, two-note back-and-forth pattern. This has an ominous feel, which is accentuated by the soft, rumbling drum accompaniment. (The notes he plays are separated by three whole tones, and this interval, a tritone, was for centuries called ‘the devil’s interval’. Listening to it here, one can understand why!) The tension builds as Hawken joins in, doubling Cennamo’s bass part on his piano; and it builds further as the volume increases and McCarty adds cymbal crashes to the mix.

      After a few iterations of this, the rest of the band drops out, and Hawken, continuing to play loudly, begins a solo. At first, he plays a well-defined, presumably composed, melody, but gradually shifts to a free, improvisatory sound, during which he is joined by bass and drums, which are also freely played. Then, led by Hawken’s ‘call’ and Cennamo’s response, the band tightens up again and launches into a new riff, this one in 7/8 time. After a brief episode in which the players explore several variations on this new theme, they once again slow down, and then abandon Hawken, who plays arrhythmically for a few seconds (just long enough to allow the listener to leave the band’s excursion into septuple meter behind), before coming almost to a complete stop. And that is McCarty’s cue to bring back the ‘BANG BANG soft soft’ rhythm pattern, marking the imminent return of the first verse, to be followed by another iteration of the chorus.

      After the final statement of the chorus, Keith Relf performs a fairly quiet guitar solo on top of the same rhythmic foundation that had supported the verses and choruses. He is shortly accompanied by wordless vocals, both male and female. After a brief interval, the entire band, except for Hawken, abruptly drops out, and the pianist plays a repeating part with a distinctive 3 + 3 + 2 pattern of accents. As this pattern repeats, one by one the other band members enter, Hawken layers another piano part on top, and background vocals also join the mix. McCarty begins to drum more aggressively and wildly as the volume increases, adding to the musical tension. But then the section moves in the opposite direction, as McCarty calms down, the background singers drop out, and the tension gradually diminishes until the band rallies to bring the song to a close with one final dramatic flourish.

      This beautifully composed and arranged piece is enhanced by outstanding ensemble playing. The performances of Hawken, McCarty, and Cennamo are especially noteworthy. The lyrics, ostensibly about the doings of royalty, also offer something of interest, as lines like ‘Jesters’ jokes aren’t even funny, poking fun at sorrow/ Lords and Ladies hoard their riches fearful for tomorrow’ can be read as a witty commentary on the politics of wealth inequality.

      

      ‘Innocence’ 7:05 (Keith Relf/McCarty)

      Another genre-blending, multi-part composition, this one lacks the coherence of its predecessor, as its different sections don’t connect with one another quite as convincingly, and the psychedelic 1960s rock sound that pervades most of it clashes with the classical style of Hawken’s piano solo in the middle. The main ingredient contributing to that psychedelic feel is the persistent use of a wah-wah pedal, used to modify the output, not of Keith Relf ’s guitar, as one might expect, but rather Hawken’s piano. This makes his sudden switch to a classical piano sound all the more incongruous, although the solo itself, ably accompanied by Cennamo on bass, is the highlight of the track.

      While Keith Relf handles the lead vocals, another highlight of the song is his sister’s brief supporting vocal in the ‘If I could show you’ chorus, where she comes in at the end of each line, singing a very high part, quite low in the mix.

      Although this track does not sound much like ‘Kings and Queens’, one can detect some continuity in the movement from the first song to the second, as the two pieces do share some features in common. For example, the ‘3 + 3 +2’ rhythmic pattern employed near the end of ‘Kings and Queens’ is reprised right at the beginning of ‘Innocence’, and is brought back again at about five and a half minutes in. The same is true of the unusual harmonic pattern (the tonic chord followed by the chord a half-step higher) that was used for the verses of ‘Kings and Queens’. It, too, is reprised here, in the same two places just mentioned.

      The message of the lyrics seems to be that adults make trouble for themselves by asking too many questions, in contrast to ‘a little child’ who ‘smiles sweetly/ Cause he hasn’t had the time/ To learn to ask the question why’. This puzzles me because, in my experience, small children are generally full of curiosity and wonder, and tend to ask ‘why’ questions far more frequently than do older people.

      

      ‘Island’ 5:57 (Keith Relf/McCarty)

      The first track on the album to spotlight Jane Relf on lead vocals, this one features a relatively simple, straightforward arrangement, without abandoning the practice of melding rock with classical music. It begins with a very brief, gently rippling, piano solo, which quickly gives way to a simple pattern of rhythmic guitar strums, alternating between two chords. Drums and bass then join in support of the guitar pattern (a repeating 3 + 3 + 2 rhythm, identical to that used in portions of the album’s first two songs), and this serves as the background against which Jane Relf delivers her vocals, in the form of three verses, with a chorus introduced after the first verse and repeated after each succeeding verse. Beginning with the first statement of the chorus, and continuing through the other verses and iterations of the chorus, two changes occur: she is joined in singing by her brother (who sings exactly the same melody, but an octave lower), and Hawken’s piano enters and quickly replaces the guitar as the dominant instrument in support of the vocals. The melody and the singing are both pleasant enough (though Jane Relf’s intonation is at times approximate, rather than precisely accurate), as are the rather innocuous lyrics, which simply express a desire to live on an ideal island.

      But then the song transitions, rather abruptly and seemingly arbitrarily, to a classical piano solo, supported by bass and cymbals. The piece they play here is not original, however, but rather an uncredited quotation from Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 8 in C minor, Op. 13 (commonly known as Sonata Pathétique). Hawken plays Beethoven well, and Cennamo’s and McCarty’s parts, both excellently executed, do add something to what is normally heard as a solo piano piece. The only problem with this section, aside from ethical issues concerning plagiarism, is that its juxtaposition with the musically unrelated first part of the song makes for a rather disjointed track.

      Toward the end of the piece Jane Relf adds some lovely wordless vocals, after which, at 5:25, Hawken and Cennamo close it out with a brief, rapidly paced, classical flourish – another quotation from Beethoven’s Sonata Pathétique, in this case, the opening part of the last movement, ‘Rondo’. Throughout this track, and elsewhere, Cennamo shows himself to be quite at home playing classical music, and also adept at playing lightning-fast bass runs cleanly.

      ‘Island’ is noteworthy for having been the song Annie Haslam would go on to sing at her successful late 1970 audition for the (then vacant) female vocalist slot. It also has the distinction of being the only pre-Haslam era song to be included on a Haslam era Renaissance album, 2018’s A Symphonic Journey.

      

      ‘Wanderer’ 4:00 (Hawken/McCarty)

      This is the shortest track on the album and the only one for which Hawken receives a writing credit. Structurally, it is the mirror image of ‘Island’. Rather than beginning with a section featuring Jane Relf’s vocals and then segueing into a keyboard-based instrumental finale, here those elements are presented in reverse order.

      This time Hawken’s keyboard of choice is the harpsichord, rather than piano, and it both carries the melody in the opening, instrumental, section, and provides the most substantial accompaniment to the vocals in the song’s latter half. At first, Hawken plays it in a baroque style more reminiscent of Bach or Vivaldi than Beethoven. But during the vocal section, his style changes and he confines himself mostly to arpeggiated chords as if he were a fingerpicking guitarist accompanying a folk singer. A folk flavour is also imparted by the absence of drums during the vocal parts, with percussion being limited to tambourine. The minor key vocal melody of this song, while rather simple, is affecting, despite receiving little help in this regard from the rather vague lyrics. And the song improves on its two immediate predecessors in that its two main sections sound as though they both belong together in the same piece.

      

      ‘Bullet’ 11:24 (Keith Relf/McCarty)

      This is the longest, loosest, jazziest, and most psychedelic track on the album. The overall structure is sufficiently free as to allow any of its individual sections to be developed further, without limit, through improvisation – which can come in handy when there is a need to fill up one’s time slot during a live gig.

      The piece opens with a simple, rhythmic, rumbling drum part, which starts quietly, and then slowly and steadily becomes louder. Hawken shortly joins in with a minor-key melody on piano, which is eventually punctuated with cymbal crashes. A brief bass and piano duet then closes out this opening instrumental section and serves as a transition to the song’s only vocal section with lyrics.

      Here the entire band (bass, drums, piano, and guitar) quietly lays down a steady 4/4 rock groove, on top of which multiple voices then begin to sing, also somewhat quietly, something like ‘Hey Lady Sodom Ramanah’, over and over again in unison. Shortly thereafter Keith Relf begins to sing a rather tuneless lead vocal, with the ‘Hey Lady Sodom Ramanah’ chant continuing in the background. As this happens the volume and intensity of the instrumental backing, especially McCarty’s drumming, gradually increases, as does the distortion applied to Relf ’s voice, so that, by the third verse, he sounds deranged – an effect that the bizarre lyrics only serve to enhance. (Consider the first verse: ‘Black mamba bamboo business/ on a red sun night/ All over cry forgiveness/ for the last gunfight’. Confused? Maybe the next verse will clear it up for you: ‘So cool in your compensation/ that you keep next to your skin/ Cold sudden shock reminder/ that you can’t come in’.)

      This section is brought to an abrupt end by Hawken’s insertion of a dissonant piano chord, which he then repeats several times, accompanied by McCarty’s free, energetic drumming. (Though in a different key, this is

      otherwise the same chord that is featured near the end of Gustav Holst’s ‘Mars, the Bringer of War’, from his famous orchestral suite, The Planets.) When this dies out Hawken establishes a new, steady, rhythmic background pattern, over which Keith Relf begins a highly distorted harmonica solo. As he proceeds the rest of the band joins in, and as their playing quickly intensifies, they create a very effective, highly energised, rock groove, in spite of the fact that their riffing takes place within the context of a single, unchanging, chord (E major).

      At the conclusion of Relf ’s solo the band, while maintaining its groove, shifts to a new chord, then to another, then to a reiteration of that two-chord sequence. Hawken then abruptly changes the mood, as he reintroduces the dissonant Holst chord, striking it eight times while McCarty drums furiously in the background. The tempo and volume both slacken during the last two or three iterations of this chord. After coming almost to a complete stop, the drums come back in before Hawken re-enters to play the chord again, repeatedly, but this time in a distinctive 5/4 rhythm pattern that makes it clear that he is directly quoting (though, once again, without attribution) from Holst’s masterpiece.

      The ‘Mars’ quotation is followed by some loose, unstructured noodling on bass, drums, and piano, after which the band comes to a dead stop. After two seconds of silence, Cennamo takes over with a bass cadenza. He plays unaccompanied for well over two minutes, ending, perhaps in a call back to ‘Kings and Queens’, on a tritone.

      He is then joined by wordless, choir-like vocals. Cennamo’s bass fades out rather quickly as these voices gain volume. As they have been skilfully recorded, perhaps in an environment well suited to bringing out their synchronous resonance, the effect is otherworldly and bears a close resemblance to the sound Stanley Kubrick used in the famous ‘monolith’ scenes in his classic 1968 film 2001: A Space Odyssey. As the voices persist, they continuously undergo subtle modulations. Since the singing is quite high in spots, the principal vocalist is presumably Jane Relf. We next begin to hear some gently played bells or chimes, as well as wind effects. The wind sounds gradually increase in volume as the other sounds progressively decrease before the track begins its fade to silence.

      This epic track, which closes out the original LP, is by far the most controversial one on the album. Some exalt its eclectic variety, its experimental feel, its trippiness, and the virtuosity of Cennamo’s unaccompanied bass solo and of Samwell-Smith’s production in the final spacey vocal section. Others find it undisciplined, disjointed, unmelodic, lyrically incoherent, and overly long. It would not be the last Renaissance piece to provoke such divergent reactions.

      Related Tracks

      ‘Shining Where The Sun Has Been’ 2:52 (McCarty/Keith Relf) Following the demise of the Yardbirds, McCarty and Keith Relf initially formed a short-lived acoustic duo, called ‘Together’, before moving on to found Renaissance. This duo recording, however, was made in the summer of 1968, before the Yardbirds had disbanded. It is a simple tune, about a simple subject (being in love while delighting in the joys of summer), set to a simple arrangement, just two voices and two acoustic guitars. The sound quality is very rough – a further indication that this is probably a demo, not intended for release, rather than a polished, professionally produced recording.

      It is available as a bonus track on the Mooncrest label CD release of the debut album, here misleadingly titled Innocence, as well as on Innocents & Illusions, a double CD set containing both Renaissance and Illusion (Renaissance’s second album), in addition to bonus tracks.

      ‘The Sea’ 3:05 (Keith Relf/McCarty)

      This B-side to a January 1970 single release, featuring a Jane Relf lead vocal, is included as a bonus track on multiple CD versions of the album. Lyrically this short song resembles ‘Island’, in that it, too, is about a desire to live in an exotic, faraway location. It is noteworthy that this piece includes an extended passage in which Relf sings a portion of the melody wordlessly, in a manner that will become increasingly associated with Renaissance’s style following Annie Haslam’s ascension to the lead vocalist position.

      The A-side to this single, a shortened version of ‘Island’, in which the track fades out prior to the start of Hawken’s piano solo, is also included on CDs that contain ‘The Sea’.

      

      ‘No Name Raga’ 14:23 (Keith Relf/McCarty)

      Recorded live at the Fillmore West in San Francisco on 6 March 1970, this is a piece that has never been released (and probably never recorded) in a studio version.

      Ragas are central to the classical music traditions of India. To my ears, this freewheeling psychedelic jam does not sound Indian, though several of its sections do convey a vaguely eastern feel. This performance features freaky vocals by both Relf siblings, a fair amount of wah-wah piano from Hawken, and far more electric guitar soloing from Keith Relf than would ever make its way onto a Renaissance studio recording.

      The sound quality is far from ideal, but not bad for a 1970 live performance that was probably not professionally recorded. In any case, it is certainly listenable.

      It is available on the CD Live Fillmore West 1970 (also known as Live + Direct), as well as the CD Past Orbits of Dust, which, with the exception of one studio outtake, is a collection of live recordings from several different venues. (The recording of ‘No Name Raga’ is the same Fillmore West version as appears on the other album.)
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            Illusion (1971)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Louis Cennamo: bass

      John Hawken: piano, keyboards

      Jim McCarty: drums, vocals

      Jane Relf: vocals, percussion

      Keith Relf: guitar, vocals

      Terry Crowe: lead vocals on ‘Mr. Pine’

      Michael Dunford: guitar on ‘Mr. Pine’

      Neil Korner: bass on ‘Mr. Pine’

      Terry Slade: drums on ‘Mr. Pine’

      Don Shinn: electric piano on ‘Past Orbits of Dust’

      Producer: Keith Relf

      Release date: early 1971

      Highest chart position: Did not chart

      Running time of original LP: 42:31

      

      The original incarnation of Renaissance fell apart during the recording of Illusion, the band’s second album. Prominent among the reasons for this dissolution was the band members’ dissatisfaction with their experiences on the road. Following the release of its first album, Renaissance had toured America, mostly as a support act, since it was a new, relatively unknown, group, and therefore had not established enough fan interest to be able to sell many tickets as a headliner. This caused multiple problems: To begin with, American audiences can be very rude to warm-up acts, and, at best, tend not to give them an attentive and sympathetic hearing. But to the extent that some concertgoers were curious to hear the new band, it was generally because they knew that two members of the legendary Yardbirds were in it. Thus, they wanted to hear Yardbirds hits, and perhaps other tunes that would at least be in a similar style. Playing against such expectations, it was almost inevitable that the new band would disappoint. To illustrate this point, recall that the single thing for which the Yardbirds were most known was the guitar heroics of Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, and Jimmy Page, the three legendary figures who had taken turns serving as that band’s lead guitarist. Renaissance, in quite radical contrast, was specifically intended not to be a guitar-based band, and its relatively unspectacular and undemanding guitar parts were handled by Keith Relf, who had mostly stuck to singing and playing the harmonica in the Yardbirds. It is thus not surprising to read in McCarty’s autobiography, Nobody Told Me!, of an incident in which McCarty tried to take a glance at Relf while he was playing a guitar solo, only to spot him ‘hiding behind the grand piano, out of sight of the entire audience’.

      Additionally, McCarty and Relf, who were already somewhat tired of the rigours of touring as a headliner, found that touring as a support act was vastly worse, ‘because everything from accommodation and transport, to the state of the dressing room and the way promoters treat you is designed to make the headliners feel good…or, at least, less wretched than the support act’.

      Things came to a head during the recording of Illusion. Studio dates were booked before the band was ready – they had prepared only two songs. Also, while they had used an independent producer, ex-Yardbird Paul Samwell- Smith, for their first album, this time a band member, Keith Relf, decided that he should produce, and this, at least in McCarty’s telling, also caused problems. According to McCarty, when John Hawken stumbled a bit on the band’s first run-through of ‘Past Orbits of Dust’, a long, jazzy number, Relf did not do the expected thing, which would have been to offer a few words of encouragement before simply letting him try again. Instead, he immediately took the more radical step of bringing in an outside player, Don Schinn, who had more experience playing jazz. McCarty comments: ‘We all know the kind of resentments that can bring. Tempers were fraying; petty rows were breaking out … Situations escalated for no reason, imagined slights became international incidents … With the second album still incomplete, I announced I was leaving and was stunned when first Keith, then Louis, said that they’d had enough, too’.

      In addition to the bad feelings generated by these interpersonal squabbles, it seems that the two ex-Yardbirds had by this point simply grown weary of the endless touring/recording/touring again/recording again treadmill attendant to being a member of a working rock band. Both of them wanted (and in the case of Keith Relf, this was partly because of health issues) to take a break from performing, and to concentrate, instead, on writing. McCarty’s plan, initially, was not to break with the band completely, but rather to continue his involvement behind the scenes, primarily through his songwriting. And indeed, the Haslam era Renaissance would go on to record four of his compositions.

      But the abrupt resignation of McCarty, Cennamo, and Keith Relf as performing band members left Hawken and Jane Relf with a serious problem, as the album was at that point unfinished. While several tracks had been completed, these alone would have resulted in an unacceptably short album. At least one more track would be needed. So Hawken brought in drummer Terry Slade, as well as the remainder of his former Nashville Teens bandmates – guitarist Michael Dunford, bassist Neil Korner, and singer Terry Crowe – and they played on a Dunford composition, ‘Mr. Pine’, to complete the album.

      Given the troubled circumstances of its production, and the fact that most of its principal players had now left the band, it is unsurprising that no record company was willing to invest in promoting this album, and few were interested in releasing it. Thus, its initial release, in 1971, was limited to Germany. It began to be released elsewhere in 1973, as by then the growing popularity of the Haslam-fronted band had sparked interest in the band’s back catalogue. It would not be released in the UK until 1977.

      Of historical significance is the fact that the two songwriters who would eventually team up to write almost all of the most famous and highly regarded songs in the Renaissance catalogue, composer Michael Dunford and lyricist Betty Thatcher, both received their first Renaissance writing credits on this album, though here they were writing separately, rather than collaborating.

      Thatcher, a poet, was a friend of Jane Relf, who put her in touch with McCarty, with the idea that he might be able to set her lyrics to music. They collaborated by mail, resulting, on this album, in two songs.

      

      ‘Love Goes On’ 2:51 (Keith Relf)

      The shortest, poppiest, and most repetitive Renaissance track to this point, ‘Love Goes On’ sounds like a failed attempt at a hit single. Very little of the musical complexity of the first album is in evidence here, and there are no extended instrumental passages. The lyrical content is almost unbearably slight, consisting, aside from one short verse in the middle, of 23 explicit statements of the fact that ‘love goes on’.

      But the track is not without its merits. In the middle there is a brief break from the relentless ‘love goes on’ part, during which Jane Relf sings the song’s one verse, and one immediately notices that she sounds much better than she did on the first album, bringing a sweeter tone, along with greater power and conviction than was apparent in any of her earlier vocal performances.

      As the melody of this verse is also quite agreeable, the piece might have been improved by repeating it a couple of times by adding verses, while cutting a few of the reminders that ‘love goes on’.

      Moreover, the monotony of the repetition in the ‘love goes on’ sections is somewhat relieved by the moderate complexity of their three-part vocal arrangement. The first part starts just one second into the song. As it continues, a second part enters, followed shortly by Jane Relf’s high harmony, at which point the interweaving of the three vocal lines creates a pleasing effect.

      Finally, to note a significant change from the first album, the very first sound we hear in this track is Keith Relf ’s acoustic guitar, and his gentle, folk-inflected strumming is featured prominently throughout most of the song (the exception being the Jane Relf solo verse in the middle). On the first album, by contrast, guitar was used sparingly (as Hawken’s piano dominated), and, when it was used, it tended to be an electric guitar – surprisingly so, given that McCarty and Keith Relf were writing the band’s songs on acoustic guitars, and had announced that they intended to take the band in a quiet, folkish direction.

      

      ‘Golden Thread’ 8:15 (McCarty/Keith Relf)

      When the band’s pre-booked studio time arrived, they had only two songs that were fully worked out and ready to record. This was one of them, and it shows. Featuring a lengthy, well-constructed, multi-section form, this track revives some of the classical music feel that had been so prevalent on the first album. By far the most impressive aspect of the song is its many passages of multi- voice, choir-like, wordless vocalising, both in support of McCarty’s lead vocal and, more frequently, on their own, as the main conveyor of melody.

      Hawken’s piano leads the way in the piece’s opening, instrumental, passage, as he plays, frequently accompanied by Cennamo’s bass and Keith Relf ’s electric guitar, in a classical music style. When McCarty’s drums come in, the band shifts to a steady, rhythmic, rock-style 4/4 beat. At the two-minute mark, Jane Relf enters, singing a lovely wordless melody. The band then changes suddenly, yet smoothly, to a 3/4 time signature, as male voices join in, the melody changes and the wordless vocalising gradually increases in volume. Shortly thereafter there is another smooth transition, this time back to 4/4 time, and to a new, even prettier, melody (henceforth to be called ‘melody 2’), carried, once again, by wordless vocals, over a D minor/A minor/C minor/G chord progression. This is a case of a successful melding of genres, as the choir-like singing gives a classical music feel to a chord progression that might otherwise be played as an accompaniment to a folk song.

      An expressive aspect of this lovely melody derives from the suspensions – the held melody note from the previous chord – on the A minor and G chords. The suspensions sound perfectly consonant on one chord but give a little frisson of dissonance on the next chord before quickly resolving.

      At just after three minutes, the voices stop, and the band begins to create another steady, rhythmic, rock groove in 4/4, that is nonetheless quite different from the one we had heard initially. Moreover, the playing is rooted in a D major chord, indicating a shift from the tonality of the preceding passage.

      This lasts for all of thirteen seconds before the band quietens down to make room for the return of the wordless vocals. They are used to help re-establish the D minor/A minor/C minor/G chord progression, though the singers do not this time sing a melody on top of it, as they had done previously. Instead, they provide the foundation for the first appearance of sung lyrics, as McCarty takes the lead vocal. While his voice is thin, he has no trouble conveying the melody, and his lack of power suggests fragility and vulnerability, which is fitting, given the song’s lyrical content. At one point McCarty takes a break from singing lyrics and takes up, instead, a reiteration of melody 2. When he returns to lyrics in singing the song’s final verse, he does so in counterpoint with that melody, which continues on its own for a bit after he has finished.

      We then get a quick reprise of the D major instrumental section, which, in turn, gives way to a piano-and-bass baroque-style interlude, at a slower tempo. After 25 seconds the players start slowing down even further, before switching to a new melody in D minor, but built on a different chord progression.

      Hawken and Cennamo are quickly joined by percussion, and, once again, choir-like wordless vocals, but this time in support of a piano melody, rather than a lead vocal. However, as the vocals gradually gain volume, they eventually start to be heard as sharing the melody with Hawken, and then as carrying the melody. After a bit the singers and the percussionist drop out, leaving Hawken and Cennamo to play a short variation on the melody, only to slow down, before nearly coming to a complete stop.

      A second or two later, the band comes back in, clearly led by the vocalists, as melody 2 is re-stated, this time hummed, rather than sung on the full- throated ‘aah’ syllable as before. From a quiet beginning, the passage quickly gets louder and louder, before, just as quickly, starting its fade to the silence that ends the piece.

      Aside from the pretty minor-key melodies that pervade the song, and the beautiful sound of its wordless vocals, the most impressive aspect of this track is that its many rapid transitions from one section to another always sound smooth and natural. Nothing sounds jarring or disjointed. So what we have here is a lengthy, experimental, multi-section piece that successfully blends baroque, classical, folk, and rock styles – in short, a fine specimen of progressive rock.

      

      ‘Love Is All’ 3:40 (McCarty/Thatcher)
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