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      When I was growing up, I was exposed to an interesting range of music from many different family members that all had an impact on my development as a composer. My passion for music was ignited by the mingling of songs I heard coming from various parts of my childhood home. Most of my family were traditional hard rock and heavy metal enthusiasts, and this was the first type of music I remember hearing. I would often see my long-haired relatives with torn and tatty Iron Maiden tops going out to gigs and hearing about the crazy antics of artists such as Alice Cooper and Ozzy Osbourne.

      Occasionally, I would hear more melodic music from bands such as The Shadows and Michael Schenker playing in my dad’s car, which tuned my ears to the expressive nature of the guitar. In stark contrast, my mum used to listen to a lot of sixties music from bands such as The Hollies and Manfred Mann and I remember hearing the rich vocal harmonies combined with simple song

      structures on a Sunday afternoon while she cooked us all a roast dinner. Happy memories indeed!

      My sister was drawn towards pop music at the time and often listened to the likes of T’Pau, Cindi Lauper and The Bangles. This musical potpourri had a massive impact on me.

      While I enjoyed all of this music, it became clear to me that I hadn’t yet found my own musical niche and was just absorbing what others were playing around me at the time. I was very fortunate to have an uncle with more eclectic tastes, who would send me cassette tapes with new and exciting music. The most important discovery for me was the keyboard, both within a band and also as a solo instrument. I was struck by the range of sounds and moods that could be achieved and my focus was suddenly weighted far more towards this dynamic instrument.

      Some of my strongest musical memories were of listening to the Live Tapes

      and Berlin Concert by Barclay James Harvest. I loved listening to this exotic music with its extended song structures and the equality between guitar and keyboard. Bands such as this were the first to tune my ears towards the role of the keyboard player and how the instrument could be used to build atmosphere.

      I was so excited to receive a new cassette and rushed to play it on my single speaker tape player. There was something magical about the hiss and crackle as I waited to hear brand new music for the first time. In an age where there were very few accessible reviews and no internet, it was so exciting to have something new to listen to for the first time, and I have never felt that way since.

      As an impressionable youngster approaching my teenage years, my first exposure to the Images album by Jean-Michel Jarre, and later the Zoolook album, were profound moments for me and helped spark my desire to compose. I consumed as much as I could and as rapidly as possible with an increased appetite for these otherworldly sounds and compositions. I couldn’t
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      believe what I was hearing, this musical world flung open its doors to me, and I never looked back. I can still vividly remember my sister and I acting out dramatic scenes to the sounds of the Rendezvous album, like some kind of modern conceptual dance routine.

      The music kept coming until I stumbled across an album called Tubular Bells by Mike Oldfield. I later discovered that the album was, in fact, the sequel and it took me many years to get around to finally hear the original.

      What fascinated me most about the music was the construction and development of themes and how they would return or be presented in different ways on a range of instruments. This opened up a whole new world to me as an aspiring composer and keyboard player, and it soon led me further and further down the path towards keyboard-led progressive rock. I still loved the music of Jean-Michel Jarre, but it didn’t tickle my compositional taste

      buds in the same way. With Oldfield’s music, I felt as though I could hear the whole process clearly and that he wasn’t trying to hide anything. It was clever music but never pompous; intellectually stimulating without being cold and alienating.

      I soon found myself naturally drawn to composition, to the point where my mother was willing to buy me a lot of expensive equipment that would help me produce my own music. I later went to university to further my skills as a composer. While we studied hardcore contemporary music that often left me cold, I made sure to continue discovering new music from progressive rock groups of the golden age. I remember fondly discovering ‘Awaken’ by Yes for the first time or turning to Amarok when I needed a safe place to take myself away.

      As a composer, I became infatuated by more complex groups such as Gentle Giant, King Crimson and Magma. I even presented an analysis session on Gentle Giant to my peers at a time where most would have stuck with the more established contemporary composers. At heart, I have always held close the hard rock and heavy metal from my roots and, through my classical training, it was inevitable that the world of progressive rock would inspire me the most as a composer. It cannot be underestimated just how important the music of my childhood was on carving out the path I would eventually take as a musician.

      I have a particularly fond relationship with the music of Oldfield as a listener, but also as a musician, and it is through my transcriptions of his music that I have taken my appreciation further. While I favour his early albums over the newer material, I still listen with an openness and a willingness to enjoy his evolution as an artist.

      The opportunity to write this book was too good to pass up, and it has allowed me to revisit all of Mike’s albums. It is fair to say that Oldfield the person is a complex and misunderstood character who has gone through a great deal of emotional distress throughout his life, and whose music is very much a by-product of this. In a way, I can relate to this, and having suffered from depression and anxiety since the age of eighteen, I certainly feel a close affinity to the more intense musical moments of his music.

      And so this brings me to the present day, and hopefully gives the reader a little glimpse as to how I got here. The purpose of this book is to present my thoughts on the music of Oldfield sequentially through each album, track by track. His discography is a large one and there is much to cover, especially with the newly released deluxe editions, and where possible I have tried to cover as much of the additional material as I feel is relevant to the discussion.

      This book is not designed as a biography or historical overview of his career as there are many good resources available should you wish to find out more. Instead, this is a concise musical analysis of every track from every album, detailing what the music sounds like, whether it’s a highlight or one of the less inspired moments. For each album, I will give my top track or moment and a brief explanation as to why I have chosen it. My hope is that those familiar with Oldfield’s music will find something of interest and perhaps even opportunities to return to his albums with a fresh outlook and new insight.

      For new listeners, this will hopefully serve as a thorough guide on what to expect. It can be surprisingly reassuring to have someone guide you through these things in the early stages of discovering a new artist’s catalogue, and by exploring track by track, new listeners can experience a deeper and hopefully richer experience.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            How to use this book

          

        

      

    

    
      My intention is for this book to be a companion as you listen to the albums, and as such could be read alongside them. Hopefully, I will provide enough reference points to help you gain a little more insight and highlight things you may have missed before. Much like following a score in classical music, as you listen to each album, this book will hopefully help and guide you through it. Some musical terminology has been used throughout, and a layman’s glossary is provided at the end of this book to cover these words. I have tried to keep music theory to a minimum but hope that there is enough depth here for both musician and non-musician.

      As a bonus, I have included small fragments of musical notation at the start of each album outlining a key theme from it to give a little more depth to the listening experience.

      So, grab yourself a drink of your choice and get yourself comfortable as we move steadily through each album, track by track. I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I have enjoyed writing it, and most importantly, that you gain a greater appreciation for the wonderful musical world of Mike Oldfield.
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            Mike Oldfield

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike Oldfield was born on 15 May 1953 in Reading, Berkshire, the third of the four children of Maureen and Raymond. His siblings Sally and Terry would both go on to have successful musical careers, but Mike would achieve the

      most fame. Sadly, the youngest sibling, David, was born with Down’s syndrome and didn’t live in the family home. David only lived for a year, and during this time, the emotional stress had a profound impact on Maureen. Having been prescribed strong antidepressants, it became clear that time in an institution was needed, and her absence from the family only enhanced Oldfield’s emotional difficulties. As a way to isolate and secure himself from family issues, Oldfield would lock himself away and listen to music. This would, in turn, lead him to pick up his father’s guitar and begin teaching himself the fundamentals of the instrument.

      At school, Oldfield was a somewhat rebellious but likeable student who frequently got into trouble and was often reprimanded for various misdemeanours. Oldfield became good friends with Andy Lawson and Chris Braclik during this time, the trio travelling around the local folk clubs performing traditional songs. This, no doubt, helped the young Oldfield to find his feet as a performer.

      It was a little, later after leaving school at fifteen, that Mike and Sally recorded their first album together, which was picked up by the Transatlantic label. This was a momentous achievement for both siblings and their first taste of success. Oldfield would move on shortly afterwards, to move away from these rather sentimental songs in favour of instrumental music.

      Musical ideas for Tubular Bells had been gestating throughout this period, and increased isolation allowed Oldfield the opportunity to hone his craft and explore ever more complex musical ideas and structures. It was fortuitous that Richard Branson had recently launched his new Virgin label, and the stars aligned as both forward-thinking visionaries combined forces to launch this brand new album.

      Much has been written about the success of Tubular Bells, which led to a long and successful career for Oldfield. It was never an easy path and he had to overcome a lot of emotional insecurities to meet the demands of this new career. Oldfield initially found that interviews and tours were simply too much to contemplate, but he finally managed to find his feet after a course of therapy.

      After a series of rocky years that, ironically, produced some of his most dazzling albums, Oldfield began touring and opened up more about his musical process. Albums and live tours became a regular part of his musical routine and during the eighties there were successful singles such as ‘Moonlight Shadow’, which also marked Oldfield out as a stellar songwriter.

      As the years passed by, Oldfield embraced the new technology and musical trends to make sure that he remained commercially relevant. This led to both mixed success and a varied critical reception with loyal fans, who complained that too much emphasis was placed on commercial songs rather than the compositionally rich instrumental works. Towards the end of the nineties, Oldfield produced a wide and diverse range of albums, performed and toured frequently. He had become a household name with, in particular, an excellent reputation as a virtuoso guitarist.

      Listening to the evolution of his music album by album is fascinating and it is not difficult to work out his intentions on each record. During the eighties, there was a reliance on synthesiser technology. In the nineties, there was more focus on standard rock songs. In the early part of the new Millennium, we saw Oldfield embrace the modern electronic dance music (EDM) culture. The journey he travelled is a logical, if mixed, one.

      The gaps between the most recent albums became longer, and once Oldfield moved to the Bahamas, it became clear that this was his semi-retirement. While new music was released, such as Man on the Rocks and Return to Ommadawn, Oldfield was no longer in the public eye and was seemingly content in his island paradise, working at a relaxed speed. With many artists embracing social media to keep in contact with their fans and to provide an open dialogue with the public, Oldfield seemed reticent to follow suit.

      While there is currently an active official group on Facebook with occasional posts by Oldfield, the infrequency and unusual topics that pop up have led some fans to question who is running the page and how authentic it is. Indeed, the lack of clear news or discussion directly from Oldfield has left some fans feeling frustrated. Hints that Tubular Bells IV was in the pipeline excited fans and certainly made many feel that it could be the start of great things. Alas, news became more sporadic and for many, the momentum initially generated was lost.

      At the time of writing, it is unclear what the future holds for Oldfield. We have been very lucky with the music we have been given over the years and if that is the end, then it has been a wonderful journey. For many fans, myself included, there is still the dream that perhaps one day we will hear more new music and that the journey will continue. Ultimately, if Oldfield is happy living his own life in the Bahamas, then who can blame him? He has, after all, had an incredibly busy musical career and rightly deserves to enjoy the rewards from his labour.
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            Tubular Bells (1973)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Mike Oldfield: Grand Piano, Glockenspiel, Farfisa Organ, Bass Guitar, Electric & Acoustic Guitars, Taped Motor Drive Amplifier Organ Chord, Assorted Percussion, Flageolet, Honky Tonk Piano, Lowrey Organ, Tubular Bells, Concert Timpani, Hammond Organ, Spanish Guitar, Vocals

      Steve Broughton: Drums

      Lindsay Cooper: Strings

      Sally Oldfield: Backing Vocals

      Mundy Ellis: Backing Vocals

      Jon Field: Flute

      Vivian Stanshall: Master of Ceremonies

      Trevor Kay: Artwork

      Tom Newman: Producer and Engineer

      Simon Heyworth: Producer and Engineer

      Recording Studio: The Manor

      Release Date: 25 May 1973

      Chart Placings: UK: 1, US: 3

      All compositions by Mike Oldfield

      

      Tubular Bells has one of the most recognisable piano motifs in contemporary popular music and will have been heard at some stage in most people’s

      lives, whether via the turntable, in a film or TV advert. It has been both a blessing and a curse in some respects, allowing Oldfield’s name to be heard and recognised by many, but also by following him around for his entire life, becoming something of a millstone. Such fame and recognition come with their own set of challenges and Tubular Bells has also become synonymous with horror films, due to its inclusion in the film The Exorcist. This led to many hearing the opening piano theme and associating it with the horror genre, and a trail of inferior copies soon began cropping up in similar films. It meant that a large portion of the album was never heard due to the ubiquity of the opening few minutes, and this must have been frustrating for the young Oldfield. Thankfully, for those who did not go to see The Exorcist, Radio 1 DJ John Peel was so impressed with the new record that he insisted that the entire album should be played on his radio show. One cannot deny the importance of Peel’s enthusiasm in helping Oldfield along the path to success. Many people will associate this music with The Exorcist, and that makes perfect sense seeing as it was one of the best-known films in modern cinema history, but I can’t help but question the use of Tubular Bells to create a spooky atmosphere. Ifanything, the music is hypnotic and relaxing and certainly doesn’t conjure up the dark themes that the film addressed. But this, of course, is just my opinion. Music is, after all, a subjective art form. Oldfield was blissfully unaware that his music was being used in the film and he didn’t learn of its inclusion until it was a done deal. If something like that happened in the present day, you can guarantee that lawsuits would be flying and lawyers would be getting very rich. It was most likely Oldfield’s naivety and Virgin’s keen eye to make some good money that such a bold move took place in the first place. As it turned out, Oldfield thought that the film was well made and he enjoyed it, so it seems not to have caused too much undue stress or upset.

      The album was a positive rite of passage for Oldfield as he worked alongside others who helped him achieve his artistic vision. From a compositional point of view, Oldfield learnt much from the composer David Bedford who taught the younger man how to extend and develop his themes. Oldfield goes on to say:

      

      The main problem was linking up the various bits and pieces I had worked out. It was David Bedford who showed me how to do that.

      

      Oldfield also worked alongside producer and musician Tom Newman and engineer Simon Heyworth and soon learnt the process of mixing and mastering his music. At that stage, computerised mixing desks were yet to be developed, so it could often take weeks to mix a record fully. In fact, it took four attempts to get the mix that Oldfield was happy with as his perfectionist approach to music-making translating seamlessly to the mixing process.

      While the album was largely a solitary affair, with Oldfield playing any instrument he could get his hands on, he did have a little help from some other musicians. Vivian Stanshall acted as a master of ceremonies during the closing section of ‘Part One’. Vivian was already known as a quirky eccentric from The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band. Oldfield’s sister Sally and Richard Branson’s ex- girlfriend Mundy Ellis also added vocals in the female chorus at the end of ‘Part One’.

      It is the antics of Oldfield, Stanshall and Newman that led to mischief during the recording sessions, and reports suggest that a great deal of Virgin’s Jameson whisky stocks made its way into the studio from the cellar. One can only imagine the atmosphere of these three creative minds let loose in a studio and a special version of the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ was recorded with Stanshall adding a drunken commentary which was enhanced by the sounds of tipsy footsteps around the microphones, but it was deemed too outrageous to include on a new album by an unknown artist. This rarity does exist if you can get your hands on it, and it makes for entertaining listening.

      At its core, Tubular Bells is a musical diary written by a young man struggling to make sense of the world in which he lives. His challenging childhood and natural introversion made it very hard for him to feel comfortable around others, making this album his way of retreating into the safety of his musical world. Oldfield explains this further:

      

      I was creating a musical environment where I knew all the things there and I felt secure. That music was an escape. I created a reality for myself, a different world, a world of sound. It was more comfortable there than in real life.

      Tubular Bells reflected my complete rejection of reality.

      

      Listening to the album with this in mind can make us feel, as listeners, as though we are intruding on his personal thoughts. Much like reading somebody’s diary, we are allowed access to a very personal and intimate world. I still feel like that during certain passages where the music is stripped away to its very basic elements, allowing us to look directly into the soul of its creator.

      What makes this album so successful, lies in its ability to convey easily digestible musical themes in a long-form composition where singing is almost entirely absent. Instrumental music was around during this time, but rather more based around the use of new technology and synthesisers rather than the neoclassical style of development found on this album.

      Another reason for the album’s success is how well it integrated musical styles that were largely familiar, such as rock, classical, jazz and world, into a cohesive fusion that included listeners rather than excluding them. Musical themes were developed in a way that could be understood and appreciated by both those with a musical background and non-musicians. It was the perfect record to be played for both background entertainment or for intense listening sessions, offering much in terms of repeated plays.

      ‘Tubular Bells, Part One’

      ‘Part One’ begins with a rapid, undulating piano pattern which is then doubled by glockenspiel and organ. The piano is harmonised and a bass guitar enters to add depth in the mix. Accented organ stabs interject, like the shock of

      ice dripping onto the listener’s skin, before a beautiful descending chord progression on the piano emerges. The use of dissonance, where notes clash and then resolve, hints at the minor tonality and reminds us that there is always a sense of sadness underneath the surface on the album.

      The main piano pattern continues and provides a hypnotic pulse over the chords, while a double speed electric guitar weaves a magical melody. There are some lovely guitar moments during this section before the music suddenly shifts to a bright, major tonality. The piano line has now been transformed into something much more serene and dances over a beautiful melody. Gentle, classical guitar plays a sweet lament where each note can be felt emotionally, while the glockenspiel and piano continue the main motif. The guitar playing is where the emotional quality of the music is felt the most, and it is possible to hear every little noise in the performance, which adds a real sense of intimacy.

      A more relaxed tempo follows with dotted rhythms before a sudden explosion of sound, featuring discordant organ stabs and cascades of piano scales. Hard-edged, distorted guitar plays a blues-style melody while bass chugs along, and despite there being no conventional drums used here, you can

      still feel a sense of energy and drive in the music. Sinister bass organ drones play a simple melodic line, similar to the Dies Irae, a Latin chant literally meaning ‘Day of Wrath’. This particular theme inspired many composers such as Rachmaninoff, who often littered his music with such references. In a sense, the bass line here by Oldfield hints at something ominous and, like Rachmaninoff, becomes something of a leitmotif.

      The music lifts a little in mood with some rather nice chords in the guitar and weaving melodic lines while the leitmotif theme on organ returns, albeit out of place and disjointed. It is quite a jarring moment musically, and I am not entirely sure it works, but one must remember the age and experience of Oldfield at the time.

      A wonderful modulation back to the brighter major tonality is a touch of genius and adds a nice sense of relief before an impassioned guitar solo pulls on the heartstrings. There are some incredibly touching moments in this section and the blending of instrumental colours is superlative. The opening piano motif is modified and contracted to fit into a 6/8 pattern, this transition is superb as it feels both familiar and new at the same time.

      Close harmony guitars play a sinuous blues melody, while a synth keeps the main motif going in the background and the music intensifies as layers of instruments are added before it soon begins to rock out confidently and with

      flair. The guitar tone is biting here, punctuating the texture while vocal chants add an additional layer. Heavily syncopated chords rock out and provide the odd misstep which is musically very satisfying and clever. This section always sounded great in live performance and one wonders how it was played so effortlessly when one considers the rhythmic difficulty of this passage.

      The music alternates between relaxed musical ideas and dark, aggressive moments, suddenly being cut short and allowed to dissolve with the sounds of distant chimes before a truly heartfelt acoustic guitar solo. Once again, it is during the moments where the music is at its most intimate that we feel Oldfield’s pain and despair. It is chilling at times and feels almost too personal.

      Dissonant rapid guitar strumming leads into a rather grooving rhythm before the start of the finale featuring an addictive bassline, which serves as both a rhythmic and melodic ostinato and allows the extended conventional melody to be played over the top by a variety of instruments, outlined by Stanshall’s quirky narration. Such a clever and novel idea must have come as a real surprise when it was first heard and can be seen as a successor to Benjamin Britten’s Young Persons Guide to the Orchestra. In Britten’s piece, he designed the music as an educational tool to guide young listeners to different sections of the orchestra. Alongside this, he showcased the individual instruments in solo passages.

      Britten’s is a fantastic piece of music that is both enjoyable and educational, and there are certainly similarities to the approach Oldfield used on this album.

      Despite the repetitive nature of the music, which is essentially the same thing played over and over, it never grows old. This is largely due to the incredibly well-crafted melody line. Writing a good tune has plagued composers since the dawn of time and Oldfield has crafted a melody here that is structurally satisfying while also being memorable. As each instrument is added, the musical texture becomes thicker, the sound washing over the listener. Perhaps the most satisfying moment arrives when Stanshall announces the final instrument to be played, which of course can be none other than tubular bells. Hearing the chimes of these magical instruments certainly does feel like a cathartic moment and as the music subsides, female voices dissolve into the background.

      As I have mentioned several times already, the ending features Oldfield and his guitar reflecting on the introductory piano motif. This time the motif is played in the major key, which gives it a much brighter and optimistic tone. The guitar finishes with a secure final chord, sounded several times as if reluctant to finish, and we are left in awe and silence.

      ‘Tubular Bells, Part Two’

      The opening to ‘Part Two’ features a simple melodic cell that owes a lot to the minimalist composers of the time. It could easily have been written by Steve Reich, and the way that additional melodic cells are added to create a tapestry of sound is beautifully written. Oldfield has stated many times that he enjoys the music of Terry Riley and Phillip Glass and would no doubt have been aware of the growing popularity of minimalism during this time. Some of the best pieces in this style were composed around the same time that Tubular Bells was released, so it is no coincidence that we hear similarities in style.

      The length of the cells are all different but manage to synchronise together perfectly, and this keeps the music interesting and vibrant. It is also very enjoyable to listen to as each cell is played on different instruments, making it is easy to pick out the ideas. A quick modulation sees a new theme begin to emerge from the texture and despite a few interesting quirks in the playing, it still manages to touch the listener. The initial cell still maintains its position as a background accompaniment while the more conventional melody sings over the top. The inclusion of dissonant piano notes adds a distinctive touch to the music and avoids becoming too predictable. These notes straddle the line between quirky and out of place and catch our ear on each statement.

      This lengthy section slowly transitions to a lovely guitar and organ theme, and the music has a chamber music feel, showing that less is sometimes more. The chords shift around allowing the melody to expand and develop without the confines of a repeated chord sequence and this helps the music to feel constantly fresh. Double speed guitar and voices are added to the mix evoking a wonderful dream where all is well, and one can imagine that this is a world that Oldfield has created to keep himself safe and secure.

      A change of tone with heavy timpani and distorted guitars hints at the possibility of drama ahead. It doesn’t take long for the dreamy atmosphere to become a distant memory as we enter a dark and foreboding musical landscape. This section is commonly referred to as ‘The Piltdown Man’ and the character here is depicted as a confused, enraged and disorientated figure. The ‘Piltdown Man’ legend owes its origins to Charles Dawson who in 1912 had found part of a human-like skull in Pleistocene gravel beds near Piltdown village in Sussex, England. The theory was that the missing link between ape and early man had been found, but this was discovered to be a hoax many years later.

      It is perfectly apt and fitting when viewed against what we know about Oldfield at the time, and never has the emotional health of an artist been so clearly displayed. Despite the comical and often zany nature of this next section, it is clear that there is a lot of anger and frustration being released and the wordless growls possibly reflect Oldfield’s inability to express in words how he was truly feeling. Much like expressionistic painting where raw and visceral strokes are used to alienate and distance the viewer, the music here is at times quite hostile.

      Organ countermelodies offer some light release before the guttural roars return and the bold piano chords offer harmonic stability. Intense guitar riffs drive forward with energy and the music has a strong heroic quality at times that seems at odds with the anger and darkness, as if in conflict. Again, it must have been quite a shock to the system when this section was heard for the first time, but during this period experimentation of this sort was less controversial than in the present day.

      After the madness and chaos of the ‘Piltdown Man’ section, the music dissolves into another dreamy soundscape featuring rich organ lines and guitar parts that mix to form a haunting dialogue. The music here feels very reflective as if trying to process the previous section. There is an improvisatory quality

      to the guitar part here, although a few references to the piano motif from ‘Part One’ can be heard. There are also some fantastic rapid flamenco-style guitar parts that are mesmerising and virtuosic. A rich major chord sequence in the organs signals the end of this thrilling journey, and one wishes that the album finished here – but that would be too obvious!

      As is common for Oldfield, he adds a short musical ditty or coda at the end in the form of the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’, and this is probably to remind us all not to take things too seriously. I do tend to skip this section when I generally play the album, as I feel it takes away from the emotional impact of the experience, but of course, everybody has their preference.

      Either way, the album as a whole represents a monumental achievement that has rightly stood the test of time. Tubular Bells has everything you could want from a piece of music, such as intricate and well-played arrangements coupled with memorable melodies with a touch of experimentation. Alongside this, the listener feels completely engrossed in the performance, and listening to it with a good pair of headphones can easily transport you to the studio with Oldfield a mere few feet away from you. It is hard to think of another album that feels so personal and intimate as Tubular Bells making it an essential listen, especially if you are only familiar with the opening few minutes.

      Album Highlight:

      The closing acoustic guitar section at the end of ‘Part One’ that emerges as the choir fades out is simply spine-tingling and says everything it needs to with sensitivity and clarity.

      Related tracks:

      ‘Mike Oldfield’s Single’

      Released 1974. Chart placings UK: 31 USA: 7

      A radio edit of the main theme. A different edit was a hit in the USA after it was used on the soundtrack to The Exorcist.

      

      ‘Froggy Went-a-Courting’ (Traditional: Arranged by Oldfield) This quirky little number has been covered by many different artists over the years and this version featured as a B-side to Oldfield’s first single release from Tubular Bells. The song is light and jolly and sounds somewhat out of place when viewed next to the album. The track features a young Oldfield singing alongside Richard Branson’s sister, Vanessa.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Hergest Ridge (1974)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Mike Oldfield: Electric Guitars, Glockenspiel, Sleigh Bells, Mandolin, Nutcracker, Timpani, Gong, Acoustic Guitar, Spanish Guitar, Farfisa, Lowrey & Gemini Organs, Producer

      Ted Hobart: Trumpet

      Terry Oldfield: Woodwind

      William Murray: Cymbal

      London Sinfonietta: Strings

      Chili Charles: Snare Drum

      Clodagh Simmonds & Sally Oldfield: Voices

      David Bedford: Conductor

      Tom Newman: Producer

      Recording Studio: The Manor (UK) Release Date: 28 August 1974

      Chart Placings: UK: 1, USA: 87

      All compositions by Mike Oldfield

      

      After the whirlwind success of Tubular Bells, it was only natural that Oldfield would want to retreat to take stock and focus on his next move. Sadly, this would not be the case and it was clear that Virgin were looking for a lucrative sequel in the same style. Oldfield, no doubt, would have liked to do the same, but his anxieties coupled with creative burnout was taking its toll and made composition a challenging prospect.

      The pressure was huge for Oldfield at this time, and its clash with his natural preference for peace and solitude did not make for a good combination.

      Virgin continued to put on pressure by frequently calling him and demanding that he start taking part in interviews and tours. All of this must have been overwhelming and only further exasperated his difficulty in writing new music. Oldfield comments in his autobiography that:

      

      I was still struggling with the panic attacks. All the guilt, the emotional anger, the loss that I’d experienced in the past, it was all inside me, like a ball of emotional energy.

      

      Mike did find time to buy a new place during this time, the Beacon in Kington, Herefordshire which overlooked the now-famous Hergest Ridge, where many fans now flock as part of a pilgrimage. Oldfield comments that:

      

      …being out in the middle of the countryside kept the wolf from the door in terms of my panic.

      

      Another hobby that Oldfield became fond of when visiting Hergest Ridge was making and flying model planes. The meticulous detail required to do this was a therapeutic way to spend time and this, coupled with the fresh, clean country air, was an important technique to help quieten his mind.

      It is amazing that Oldfield was able to compose at all. Richard Branson bought him a Farfisa organ as a gift, but this seemingly thoughtful gesture was nothing more than a way to encourage creative action, which most probably just added to the pressure to create new music. However, once Oldfield did start working on the album, progress was rapid and he soon began to enjoy the process again. Oldfield discusses this further:

      

      …it was like piling twigs on a fire. It took on a life of its own, with its own momentum, and it became self-sustaining.

      

      Tom Newman was enlisted to produce once again as Oldfield had been happy with his work on Tubular Bells, but The Manor was frequently booked, so recording and mixing began in other studios which Oldfield disliked. As a result, he spent a lot of his studio time flying model planes with Newman and the album may well have sounded very different if it had been recorded in a studio that made Oldfield upset or stressed. Indeed, despite the finely crafted nature of the music, there were significant difficulties with the final mix and different versions exist, including a quad version from the Boxed album and, much later, the deluxe edition of Hergest Ridge in 2010.

      The original version does suffer in the mixing, partly due to the many subtle textures and layers present in the music and the limitations of the technology at that time. Hergest Ridge is a very delicate album with many swells and a wide dynamic range that is more commonly associated with classical music that can, at times, become constricted in the mix. While new mixes do shed some light on areas of the recording that were almost entirely absent previously, one cannot escape the fact that sonically this album is lacking overall.

      It is still a fantastic album and, although it was savagely reviewed by many music magazines at the time, it still jostled with Tubular Bells for the top placement on the UK charts. The main issue was perhaps the lofty expectations of a sequel that would please everybody. Oldfield, after all, was now a household name and expected to deliver the goods, but of course, in his own mind, he was still the same insecure young man battling with his demons.

      Hergest Ridge certainly has less immediacy and unfolds slowly and gradually in a purposeful way. Musical themes are longer and more complex, and these are developed with a little more subtlety that makes it less easy to digest immediately. Given the time and the effort, the album is a rewarding listen with many highlights and some beautiful melodic moments. The instrumentation is well arranged and always evolving to provide an exciting and fascinating journey at a time in Oldfield’s life when composing was not as easy or as natural as it had been a short time before.
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