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What people are saying about

Famous for Fifteen People

Everything goes in cycles: during the 2010s I contributed regularly to Chris O’Leary’s Bowiesongs blog, and expressed a vague wish that one day somebody might make a similar study of Momus. Well, that’s what John Robinson is doing, with an extraordinary vigour and thoroughness, in his blog Fifteen People. So far he’s only halfway through the prolific Momus discography, but I’m amazed at the quality of his work: it’s teaching me things even I didn’t know, or had forgotten! It’s also surprisingly funny. 2020 is a bit of a milestone year for Momus: my record about COVID-19, Vivid, is released in July, on the same day as Farrar, Straus and Giroux publish Niche: A Memoir in Pastiche, my autobiography. All this is kindling interest in my work as it’s developed through 4 decades. It would be great to think there was something following, a solid, comprehensive and entertaining account of my songs by someone other than me. Called – oh, I don’t know – Famous for Fifteen People: The Songs of Momus, by John Robinson.

Nicholas Currie (Momus) is a singer/songwriter with over 30 studio albums, and author of numerous novels and cultural writings, including his recent memoir Niche (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020)

Momus is a unique and important artist. Fifteen People puts his body of work into context in time and related to the surrounding culture. It is insightful, provokes re-listening and conversation about the work.

Duglas T. Stewart, Singer, songwriter, producer, scriptwriter and leader of the band BMX Bandits

I have spent basically my entire life listening to Momus records and thought I knew everything, but reading John Robinson’s Fifteen People has made me realise just how much more there is to know and how fascinating and delightful it is to learn it. This is a deep dive into a seemingly never-ending series of brilliant works, written about through astonishing research and heartfelt panache. Not only for Momus fans.

Jacob Wren creates exhibitions, literature and performances as co-artistic director of Montreal-based interdisciplinary group PME-ART. His books include Polyamorous Love Song (Book*hug, 2014)

Fifteen People is a mandatory guide to the ludic world of Momus. Here be an encyclopaedia of entertaining explications, decodings of manic referentiality, the hard evidence of the Scottish artist’s continued pertinence after more than 40 years of creation…

Dr John Quin, author of Dr Quin, Medicine Man (Biteback, 2020). Writing about art, books and music for more than 20 years for publications including ArtReview, frieze, The Quietus, Tagesspiegel, The Wire)

Fifteen People puts a microscope to a titanic talent.

Anthony Reynolds, Musician, journalist and writer, leader of the bands Jack and Jacques
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As soon as we renounce fiction and illusion, we lose reality itself; the moment we subtract fictions from reality, reality itself loses its discursive-logical consistency.

Slavoj Zizek

Right or wrong, it’s very pleasant to break something from time to time.

Fyodor Dostoevsky
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Introduction

Around 1990 I started listening to Radio 1: specifically, Annie Nightingale and John Peel, and one Sunday night in 1991 on Annie’s show she played a couple of songs back to back which stood out to me. They were covers of the Jacques Brel song Jacky, one by Marc Almond, which was in the charts at that point, and the other by what Annie called a “friend of the show”: Momus – whose real name is Nicholas Currie. His cover version, Nicky, was arresting. Listening to the bizarre, funny lyrics, representing the singer as a louche womaniser who at the same time regretted and celebrated his lot while looking forward to the nostalgia he would one day have for the times he was singing about, I realised I needed to hear more by him. It was a combination of the humour of the lyrics and the wit inherent in the musical organisation, but more than that there was a clear ambition there, an ambition to hit the charts in some way, that was also, clearly and totally, doomed to failure in the form it took.

I did not own a copy of the song for some time, in fact it was a couple of years before I happened on a vinyl copy of a Momus compilation called Monsters of Love which began my real journey into his world and an interest in the artist that has sustained to the present day. In 2019 I started a blog called Fifteen People, named after a quotation of Momus updating Warhol’s statement regarding fame: “In the future, everyone will be famous for fifteen people.” In the blog I am listening to every album he recorded as Momus and writing reactions to them, with the resulting book versions spread out over a number of volumes.

The album reviews themselves are not hagiographic, the story to be told has certain ups and downs and these are acknowledged. The personal story of Nicholas Currie, the man behind Momus, runs through these reviews, and is fascinating in itself. Controversy and setback have followed and dogged his career, but always informed the work of Momus accordingly. I hoped that the blog might allow me to proselytise about Momus to others as the reviews should be comprehensible to new listeners. Momus’ work is highly literate, full of complex allusions and philosophical concepts, and I explain these along with the lyrics, the cultural history of the time, musicological issues and his life story.

Once Momus himself became aware of the blog and his fanbase became engaged, he and others were keen that the work should be published as a book. In this volume I cover his career up to the end of his time with Creation, and his first post-Creation album, ending with the revisionist album Slender Sherbet. It is concerned with the context and content of those albums and songs, and is not intended as a biography as such, with Momus’ own Niche: A Memoir in Pastiche published in 2020 providing detail up to the year I begin, 1982.

I think the story of Momus is fascinating and on a par with artistic tales such as those of Georges Bataille, De Sade, Dali, Captain Beefheart, Mishima or David Bowie himself. The tension between what we are allowed to reveal and forced to conceal, or the reverse, is the thread that runs through his work, the battle against self- and imposed censorship and sometimes against the musical establishment.

As you read about each recording, it may be helpful to listen along, and to find images of the covers, as I discuss these as well.




We Set To Wondering…#1 Puritans

1981: Nicholas John Currie was born in Paisley in February 1960, the eldest of three siblings: Nicholas, Mark and Emma. His first 20 years were spent in Paisley, Athens and Montreal where his father worked for the British Council, and he attended Edinburgh Academy as a boarder, which the British Council flew him to and from. Nicholas did not enjoy his time at the school, describing its effect as scarring for life. Although respected there to some extent as a writer and intellectual, he said of the school in an interview for Quietus magazine:


The other boys were like extras from Lord of The Flies. It’s put me off Britain, bourgeois people, males, conservatives, anybody in authority, Western culture in general.



Having started university studies in Edinburgh and Aberdeen, Nicholas Currie dropped out having been persuaded to join a band. Not just any band: formed by the ex-guitarist of post-punk band Josef K, Malcolm Ross, it also featured bassist Dave Weddell, as well as Paul Mason. The Happy Family signed to 4AD after sending an EP to co-founder Ivo Watts-Russell and released this EP in 1982. The band has a jerky, angular sound you would associate with the period and it is fair to say that the presence of half of Josef K is probably what drew 4AD to sign them. The three songs included were the world’s first introduction to Currie’s lyrical ventures.

Puritans seems to be about a relationship that is falling apart, with the two lovers looking at others for the “secret they possess that’s barred from you and me”. It is wistful and yearning and has the bass driven post-punk sound you would expect of a band following Josef K. Innermost Thoughts is portentous, its title taken from the journals of Cesare Pavese, seeming to describe a one-sided affair in which the male narrator’s lover is determined to run away to Australia, possibly to avoid the endless “talking like entries in diaries”, a telling line given the genesis of the title. Finally, we have The Mistake, a young person’s lament about being shorn of money and prospects, which nevertheless ends with something approaching optimism: “Together we can build a home from hope.”

The lyrics here are naive, clearly those of someone yet to find a voice, yet to have a clear purpose in music and in thrall to recent artists in post-punk such as Josef K and The Birthday Party. It is a world full of earnest young men who write copious journals and read philosophy on the train to impress the ladies. Nothing wrong with that, but not enough to gather any cultural momentum at the time. The band would continue to work on demos for an album, which appeared later that year.




Now’s Our Chance…#2 The Man on Your Street

Following line-up changes, adding drummer Ronnie Torrance from Josef K and keyboard player Neill Martin, The Happy Family album The Man on Your Street was released in 1982, with evidence of a deliberate move away from both the sound and the lyrical style of the initial EP. Rather than gloomy and wistful, the album showed more spite towards the modern world and proposed blowing it up to some extent. Instrumentation on the album included saxophone and a clavinet apparently once owned by Midge Ure, and keyboards were a departure from the original Josef K sound. Furthermore, a blog indicates that 1981 was the year Nicholas’ parents divorced, with his mother running away with “an unrepentant thatcherite”, in his words. Now, I am no psychiatrist, but this event may have some bearing on both this album and many songs to follow.

The first thing to note is the cover, which is awful. My understanding is that the band discounted ideas from the label’s regular designer and worked alone instead. There are several different fonts and colours, none of which allow the lettering to stand out against an image of the Earth seen from space, the same world the album rails against. Listing the tracks at the bottom is presumably an attempt to make the album appear like a classic from the 60s or 70s, but in that case why then have the bizarre emaciated shadow figures which we see dancing on the left-hand side? There is something tribal about that image, which is a concept well used at the time, but it hardly matches the album cover or concept which seems to be a pastiche of 60s design, with the concept indicated by the top strip: Songs from the Career of Dictator Hall. (In Stereo). The story is broadly as follows. An unnamed salesman (we’ll call him Mr S), struggling to make ends meet for his wife, Maria, and their son, Samuel, receives a letter from a man named Hall who has won the lottery and gone into right-wing politics. Hall invites the family to his house in Lake Geneva. He must have previously seduced Maria because she promptly abandons Mr S and runs away. (Yes, this is the point where a psychiatrist would nod and make notes). This event sends Mr S into decline but before he dies, he entreats his Samuel to avenge him.

Meanwhile Hall has become president, married Maria and when their relationship goes a bit awry, rapes her and fathers a daughter with her. Eighteen years later, Samuel has joined the Red Brigade and meets Hall’s daughter – who has also been sexually abused by Hall. The two of them start an affair (the psychiatrist would be considering a conference and book deal by this point) and then set out to Turin to assassinate Hall.


The Salesman

A nursery song style riff and whistling, no less, introduces a description of the working life of the Salesman. We get the chiming guitars we would expect from this era but listen to the plinky plonk keyboards…this slice of life is almost reminiscent of the Kinks, a definite sixties throwback. Apparently, a salesman must be bad to succeed, could this be a sideways comment on the record industry? The vocals are rather strained, and a very middle-class attempt to enter the milieu of the working class. It is a kind of music-hall sound and a very irritating chorus.




Letter from Hall

The opening has a parping sound that has me singing Madness’ Driving in My Car over the next bit. Slow verse, faster chorus describing the man called Hall who apparently met and groomed this couple before he sent the letter. Again, the chorus has a circus vibe to it. This is all very expository in terms of lyrics, we learn that Hall is bored on his yacht, and has been bad-mouthed in the press. There is a cool bridge after the second chorus and a sweeping synth sound which enlivens the third verse. The chorus is again very irritating, though. Mr S begs his wife to stop so they can “work on the family they planned”, but they already have a son, don’t they?




The Luckiest Citizen

This is much better, a great melody and bouncy bass line in the verse. A genuinely pretty pop song. Which is appropriate, of course, given he is tempting her in. A switch to minor tones from time to time indicates his rotten interior. There is a very interesting middle eight where Hall describes a need for “revolution, not domestic bliss”, or more disturbingly, he wants Maria to fight back. The second half has the lyrics descend into misogyny, which fits the character fully, as he describes his need for a “Mata Hari meritocracy”: a society where treachery is a virtue.




Revenge!

This one kind of drifts over me. It is stylistically very similar to Letter from Hall and you get the point very quickly: Mr S wants Samuel to take revenge. Mr S also speaks very poetically for someone we were told was a working-class salesman. There is saxophone on this that fits in surprisingly well. And handclaps! I can imagine Samuel sitting there holding Mr S’ hand and privately wishing he’d just hurry up and die, though.




The Courier

This has a great chorus sung by the dead, apparently, regretting their mistakes in life and needing a courier to carry their messages and do dirty deeds. It is not clear who is employing Samuel – is it literally the forces of Hell?




The Man on Your Street

Musically we are back to the style of Letter from Hall, and this song is also from his perspective. There is a melancholy to Hall’s musings here that almost makes you sympathise with him, as he tries to justify his way of life and his achievements. That will not last, though.

The opening line, “Now at last I’ve mastered this business of living”, has always stuck with me, I was disappointed to learn that “this business of living” was not an original phrase but came from the writings of Cesare Pavese.

One of the great strengths of this track is the variety of sections it has, there is a progressive feel to it, and each style genuinely fits the mood of the lyrics. This is also the track that most reminds me of the Associates – the quintessential post-punk Scottish band – just listen to the bass after “then again I’ve bred respect for virtue…”

This track also includes what would become a Momus staple, the calmly spoken monologue, often detailing some horrific sexual incident. Here Hall describes how he assaults his own daughter:


I arrange for my ivy green limousine to break down amongst holly trees

And seize a command performance from my beautiful daughter

And as I commit this unnatural act by the shores of Lake Geneva

I contemplate the fact that blood is much sexier than water.



Which is where any sympathy ebbs away. The song ends with him calling the Citizen’s Advice Bureau. Frankly, I think he is long past professional help.




A Night Underground

A bouncy, ridiculously cheerful pop song with a squelchy synth line plays while we hear how Samuel has joined the Red Brigade. This is my favourite song on the album. I am a sucker for a squelchy synth line. Samuel meets Hall’s daughter here, and she really is not happy. The cheerfulness of the song juxtaposed with the squelch – I mean squick – of relations between the two just about allows you to accept it in narrative terms. Currie namechecks Hegel here: Samuel is reading philosophy and tons of books “as safe as a sprig of deadly nightshade”, which is a nice line. Momus throwing in the names of, and references to, philosophers and books you may not always be totally familiar with is a recurring theme: there is an assumption that the listener is part of the same intellectual cadre as the writer. Why, for instance, does the lyricist assume we know who Hegel is and who the Red Brigade were but does not trust us to know that nightshade is deadly?




Two of a Kind

The lovers go on a romantic excursion (albeit with murderous intent) through the Simplon Tunnel. The music is rather similar to Haircut 100 at this point. The naive, perhaps deliberately simplistic, nature of the lyric writing is demonstrated in this couplet:


We’re still in Switzerland

We’re climbing fast

I whisper, “Simplon”

You shout, “At last!”



They joke about being terrorists to the border guard – which would get you shot now – and go off through the tunnel. The last minute-and-a-half of the song consists of the following:


Da da da da da Da da da da Da da da da da Da da da da Da da da da da Da da da da Da da da da da Da da da da Da da da da da

Da da da da Da da da da da

Two of a kind

Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do do

Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do do

Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do do

Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do do

Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do Do do do do do do do do do do



Which is written in full on the CD lyric sheet. Never let anyone accuse Mr Currie of pretentiousness.




March in Turin

A slower song, the guitar accompaniment on the acoustic is very similar to work that will emerge in early Momus tracks. The vocal delivery is more like what would follow as well. The lovers wait in Turin to meet and shoot their target. We never find out what happens, but we know they are about to execute their plan as the album ends. Running out into the bright sunlit courtyard all Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. The end has a descending run of church bells and we can only assume absolute carnage follows.

The album’s story, of a financially successful man invading a political space and unleashing chaos, is topical today, but at the time this album was largely disregarded. An unsuccessful audition for a BBC show combined with a lack of any definable audience spelled the end of the group.

And that was it for The Happy Family. A set of demos for the EP and album was released later in the decade as This Business of Living by James Nice’s label, Les Temps Modernes, on cassette but no further new material followed. Currie had decided by now that bands had to operate as democracies, and ironically given the subject matter of this album, he wanted to be a dictator. He split the band up, returned to university to gain a first and moved to London to start again.






Next Thing You Know…#3 The Beast with 3 Backs

One of the songs recorded as a demo for The Happy Family was called The Poison Boyfriend, which represented a departure into new territory. The songs Currie started writing after The Happy Family moved into new areas of psycho-sexual dynamics and explored concepts of promiscuity and perversion. He wanted to explore love, romance and relationships in a more explicit way than pop music would allow. This new approach called for a new persona and having considered several possible names, including Chanticleer, Nicky January and Sam Hall, he settled on Momus; the classical god of mockery and satire, a character from Kafka and an appropriate mask for one who would unflatteringly depict our grossest desire and mistakes. Momus the god wanted to install a window in the chest of each human in order to see their desires; Momus the musician wanted to illuminate in a similar way. Nicholas’ friendship with Mike Alway, the founder of él Records, led to the promise of a deal, and a possible future move to WEA. Mike sent Momus to Belgium, where the first Momus EP was recorded in a jazz studio on Rue aux Fleurs, where Jacques Brel also started.

So 1985 and the first true Momus release: The Beast with 3 Backs. The EP consisted of three songs each detailing a love triangle. The music here is based around the acoustic guitar with calm but clear singing and plaintive melodies, a synthesiser providing sonic effects, and the use of prepared piano and recorder. Momus aimed to find the chord that would melt hearts and make people cry with a sound and image very much that of the classic folk singer/songwriter and was much influenced by Brel. Which is not to say that the music did not still contain elements of post-punk, as we shall see. The EP cover was designed by Mike Alway and depicted the 3 of the title as a green snake, an emblem of voyeurism and jealousy, with a photograph of the German painter Ernst Kirchner watching peasants dance, another emblem for Momus of his own isolation as an artist and human.


Ballad of the Barrel Organist

The title itself has strong and immediate connotations of Brel, of cabaret and music hall. The harshly strummed guitar is alternately pretty and sinister, the lyrics outline the tale of a couple running in from the rain to an assignation which seems to involve a voyeur, or possibly a partner not present. It is important to note how clear and precise the detail of the encounter is, there is no overt pretension or poetry to these lyrics now. The lovers look at the stains and marks on the bed that record their time together, and nervously hear the sounds of their relationship straining to break apart:


Don’t stop the night, we peel back the sheets

And glimpse the life history lying underneath in stark relief

Stop the night, of the creak in the boards

The creak that forebodes the voyeur and the Christmas thief



They wish the night they first made love could come again, but:


Stop the night of this pain in my neck

That wrecks any chance of a semi-acceptable sexual technique.



Their love making days fall away as the voyeur, or some other third party, becomes not an intrusion into their relationship, but rather some kind of spark to return to:


For this uninvited, unrequited, undelighted, uninspired

Missionary, visionary, mercenary, “stick it up or I fire!”

Little boy lost down memory lane – ex-lover



There is an old lady who owns a spare key, presumably the landlady, who they hope will arrive and end the embarrassment of this unsuccessful coupling. Or join in. Who knows. We get – again – a nursery rhyme being used, here it is the old lady who swallowed a fly, as a metaphor for the problems which are building up and the memories they share.


We swallow our pride and catch our breath

We swallow our breath and catch a sigh

We swallow a spy to watch our death

Out of the corner of your eye

Little boy lost down memory lane

Your coppertone, scatterbrain, crack shot crank

Exasperated, lacerated, copy-cat clerk from Barclay’s Bank

Little boy lost down memory lane



There is an exasperated rant at a “copy-cat clerk” from Barclay’s Bank. Maybe they were refused a mortgage. At any rate, in the end “perhaps we’ll die” is the sinister refrain as they lie in desperation considering the end of their lives: as orgasm is “le petit mort” so the end of their love is actual death, in a semiotic sense, living their lives as symbols of their feelings.




Third Party, Fire and Theft

No acoustic this time, we get a prepared piano and some evidence of the remaining post-punk influence in a staccato guitar backing and snare drum. This is the tale of (what may be) an insurance salesman who cannot perform for his wife, who is mocking him for it, and his fears of an adulterer coming to take his place. This seems to be confirmed by finding cigarette ash in the bed. Good job he has insurance.

His impotence is described in this witty pair of lines regarding his wife, Virginia:


Lately Ginny can’t raise me ready

For the country roads inside her dressing gown



The cigarette ash is from Black Cat cigarettes, and he relates this in a filthy verse to the adulterer not only leaving ash in the bed, but “sweeping the ash from his sack”: a part of his anatomy, in pleasuring Virginia. This also suggests that he is renewing the bed’s use, removing the ash that has built up from lack of use.


Any day now the adulterer will arrive in my suburb

Knock at the door with a pretext to enter my Habitat house

There are black cats in the sheets, I’ve been anticipating trouble

Next thing you know he’ll be sweeping the ash from the sack

Next thing you know he’ll be giving her

A piece of his mind on her back

Sweeping the ash from the sack

Isn’t it good to know

You’ve got third party, fire and theft?



There is guitar feedback – a rarity with Momus – in the middle and it really works to represent the possible violence when the two men meet. Which does not come to much as the narrator “can’t afford to sprain his wrist”, which of course a guitar player cannot risk. Instead he acquiesces to the adulterer, and even welcomes his “services”:


So limp and pale from the wear and tear

Of high-powered, hard-nosed lives

Me and my ilk write him fat blank cheques

On our naked, waiting wives



The last verse throws in references to Laura Ashley, Durex and Marlboro. This shows a desire to ground the story in the real world but as Momus would find later, it also proves to be a risky strategy to use real brand names in such a twisted narrative. All of this is related to the concept of insurance, of protection from Third Party, Fire and Theft, each of these concepts being then symbolically identified with some aspect of sexuality and adultery.




Hotel Marquis de Sade

The story of two middle-class English boys and a middle-class English girl having a threesome in a Mediterranean hotel. Calling it the Hotel Marquis de Sade is a little obvious but makes the point as well as anything. The dangerous, potentially violent psychological games that are being played is evidenced in the lyric:


The thrill of the bullring

Was our thrill as well

There was blood on the bell-pull

In the hot hotel

Mediterranean



Given that Nicholas Currie lived in Greece for a while, it is easy to muse if this is autobiographical. In Niche, his memoirs, passages suggest it relates to a threesome which did take place, but from which he was excluded, and with two girls and one boy instead. It is played on an acoustic guitar with some form of woodwind and backing vocals, as well as atmospheric effects, and very pretty, although the actual chorus of “beast with three backs” and associated “ba’s” is rather grating. There is simple physical innuendo in the description of each activity they indulge in:


And after siesta

The table is set

With a leg and a breast and a drumstick

And we eat and forget



As he describes the slightly tawdry encounter, including watching the stains on the ceiling, the claustrophobia which is apparent from the arrangement and melodic lines takes hold. The highlight is the last minute where Momus whispers lines from T.S. Eliot’s The Wasteland, which is about imagining a third person being present: in the poem this is Jesus, of course. It is spooky and by far the most memorable part of the EP for me, and describes the eeriness of the threesome in better clarity than any other lyric could:


Who is the third who walks always beside you?

When I count, there are only you and I together

But when I look ahead up the white road

There is always another one walking beside you

Gliding wrapt in a brown mantle, hooded

I don’t know whether a man or a woman

But who is that on the other side of you?



To a discordant and eerie woodwind sound, this ends abruptly and is disturbing in the way that its relationship to the three characters is rather difficult to pin down. This song ends the EP. The EP included the tag line: “First in a series of Immoral Tales and Imaginary Lives. Next: Momus sings the Old Testament to the new instruments.” The first full Momus album, Circus Maximus, was released 3 months later, along similar lines musically and was indeed a concept album based on the Old Testament.






Preferring the Ache…#4 Circus Maximus

Again on Cherry Red imprint él, the first full album by Momus appeared in early 1986. As promised, it was a concept album based around the Old Testament. The musical style was retained from the previous EP, mainly based around acoustic guitar, synth and piano, and still very much in the mode of Brel and cabaret. The biblical stories concerned are, of course, about perversion and generally awful things happening. Where the album strays from the biblical theme, i.e. the second half, problems of pacing and style emerge but there is a lot of interest here. The CD album and newer releases include an EP of Brel covers released shortly after, which will be discussed in the next chapter.


Lucky Like St Sebastian

That is Sebastian there, on the cover, only it is Momus of course, in the role of the Christian martyr. Sebastian was tied to a tree and shot with arrows on the orders of the Roman emperor Diocletian but survived this according to legend. He was eventually beaten to death, again on the orders of the emperor. As a saint he was believed to offer protection from plague, and therefore from the time of the Black Death he was represented as the epitome of the opposite of this, a beautiful youth. Artwork has generally shown his attempted execution with arrows, a moment shown in sadistic detail and normally showing him in a somewhat sadomasochistic light. The story of St Sebastian gave artists from medieval times onwards the opportunity to openly paint images of a nude young man, giving the images a queer subtext that persisted into the twentieth century. The 1976 film Sebastian, directed by Derek Jarman, controversially put this into stark relief. In his second novel, Confessions of a Mask, Yukio Mishima, the celebrated Japanese writer, wrote in a thinly disguised autobiography about a young man’s isolation, slow acceptance of his sexuality and obsession with sadomasochistic aspects of sex and death. His first sexual experience involves masturbating over an image of St Sebastian. The image is used here as Momus is singing about that sadomasochistic element, the desire to be a martyr, the religious ecstasy that would come from a death freely given.

This is a key track, the first on the first album, and it lays out the iconoclasm which will characterise this phase. The song is about Paul (actually from the New Testament). Paul feels guilty about the Christians he has killed as Saul, so requests a martyr’s death like St Sebastian:


And he wrote important chapters in the Bible

But the blood on his writing hand reeked to high heaven

And Paul resolved to die



But despite having a friend who is a Roman Senator, he is told:


Should you be so lucky like St Sebastian

Preferring the ache to the aspirin

Swooning as they shoot the arrows

Through your narrow chest

Stripping naked in the Circus Maximus

With a martyr-eating lioness

Bartering with flesh for a little pain

Scenes like this give sadomasochism a bad name



Momus is talking here about the strange sexuality in images of the Christian martyrs, and the belief that such deaths were a blessing to the victims. Momus then talks instead about his own sufferings in love, comparing his rejection by a girl as a similar martyrdom and to the sufferings of Dante’s Inferno: but acknowledging that this suffering is hyperbole, because, unfortunately, no-one is really suffering:


But Alighieri if you’ll listen there’s a difference

Between your Beatrice and my Paula

She’s anonymous and now a waitress

It’s comic but not divine

The tragedy is no-one’s dying!



Beatrice Portinari is a guide to heaven in the Divine Comedy and a real woman who Dante was obsessed by, despite only meeting her on two occasions. Like Paul, Momus wants to suffer in an appropriate way:


Should I be so lucky like St Sebastian

Going out with a bang, just hear me

Whimpering with joy as Mr Death receives his blue-eyed boy



The line about “whimpering with joy as Mr Death receives his blue-eyed-boy” confirms the masochism and is a reference to the poem Buffalo Bill’s by e e cummings, a line Momus will return to in later songs. This second half of the song has Momus comparing himself to a Christian martyr because a waitress he likes will not go out with him. His tortures in this regard are like being in Dante’s Inferno, and the tragedy in this case is that “no-one’s dying”. It is utterly ridiculous, pompous and hugely over-reaches with its literary and religious allusions but is quite a charming song. Frankly, we’ve all been this version of Momus at some point when young, feeling that our romantic disasters are on a par with the tortures of Hell, and many have written pretentious poetry to that effect, while in some strange way enjoying the feelings of desperation that accompany it. The song ends with a line which similarly invokes martyrdom, and links the idea of performance to actual suffering:


There’s just one thing the martyr wants to say:

He says “Tell me, Mrs Lincoln, did you enjoy the play?”






The Lesson of Sodom (according to Lot)

The Old Testament story of what happened after the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. Lot having been spared with his daughters (but not his wife, if you remember she was turned to a pillar of salt having looked back), they live in a cave. For some reason believing there are no other men remaining, the daughters “lay” with their father to repopulate the world. In the Bible they do this without his full consent having made him drunk, whereas the song describes him as drunk but fully knowing what he is doing:


Is it my drunkenness or my first-born’s kiss

That makes my second-born’s hips sway like there is no tomorrow?



And the next verse confirms that he is quite aware, and using drunkenness as an alibi:


With these alibis, a pair of closed eyes & a bottle of wine

There’s no need to die for your pleasure

I’m getting the best of both worlds in incest

The daughters of Salt – they insist



There is a lot of word play here involving the “salt in your wounds” and how you spoil the child if you spare them the “rod”…


The lesson of Sodom according to God:

You spoil the child if you spare the rod

But we had a problem, me & my girls

I was the only man in the world



By the end of the song Lot is no longer sure what the lesson of Sodom is, his head filled instead with inanities, and the whole thing points out the ridiculous nature of some of these old Bible stories. It is sung and played gently with synth washes and percussion – including cowbell.


The lesson of Sodom according to Lot:

If a bottle of wine is all you’ve got

Between the salt in your wounds & Lot, girls

The lesson of Sodom is…

I forgot



The disjunction between the morality preached by the Bible and the morality exercised by many of its major characters – with God’s blessing – and by many Christians – is the target of this attack, and of much of the album.




John the Baptist Jones

With similar instrumentation, this tells the – again – New Testament story of the man who baptised Jesus, then enraged Herod’s wife and ended up beheaded and presented on a dinner platter. “I was ahead,” it starts, and that is by no means the last beheading-based pun here.

John the Baptist is presented almost as if he is a conman “neck and neck with the kings of crime”, who comes to grief when he meets Salome. When she dances the dance of the seven veils, we get the wonderful line, “Salome, there was only the crockery below me”.

In history, Herodias was the wife of Herod, and she had previously been married to his half-brother. John the Baptist criticised this marriage as immoral, and Herodias wanted him dead. Herod enjoyed John’s preaching and did not want to enrage his followers, so imprisoned but did not kill him. Herodias’ daughter danced for Herod – the dance of the Seven Veils – and pleased him to the extent that he promised to do whatever she wanted. Under the influence of her mother, and annoyed by John’s rejection of her, she asked for John’s head on a platter, and Herod had to keep his promise.

This song uses comic sounding woodwind to tell the tale, highlighting the black humour of the puns. The ending moves into a more eerie melody, where he begs for a reprieve. This ending is so serious you wonder if the rest of it is supposed to be funny or not.


My sweet Salome, can you reprieve me? For just one night, dear

You put yourself below me

Heavens above Salome, put yourself below me

…For just one night



John begs Salome to put herself below him, sexually potentially, but also in status, in order to save himself. This did not end well for him.




King Solomon’s Song and Mine

The story of slaves working in King Solomon’s Mine. The narrator complains about the poverty he and his girlfriend, Alison, are living in while in the mine, which is understandable. Alison is Ali Smith in reality; a girl Momus was smitten with at university and who went on to become an important novelist.

Musically, it is influenced by the band The Passage, founded by members of the Manchester musician’s collective in 1979, including Tony Friel (of The Fall) and Dick Witts.

After being press-ganged into working for Solomon: the verse plays with the idea of working for a “song”: which means to work for very little or no pay, while contributing to an artistic endeavour: a “song”, literally an anthem which King Solomon uses to reassert control.


Solomon wants a palace and a temple for his god Yahweh

But you and me sweet Alison we get sweet FA

And now, King Solomon, I’m working for a song in your mine



This song could easily be a discussion of low pay and working conditions in general, aimed at greedy modern business and the way in which the social contract is ripped up for those considered – in this case literally – beneath us:


You trade our daylight for Turkish Delight

You trade our fear for euphoria

But we trade the real for your underground rail

And your foreman’s rules

O my love, let’s start a trade union for fools



Solomon and his queen take cocaine and have wild parties while his slaves argue unsuccessfully with the foreman. The narrator describes how his children, while going to school with the foreman’s sons, will also end up working down the mine. This makes the song a distant, distant, distant cousin of the Manic Street Preacher’s If you tolerate this.


Now we’re living happily, Alison and I

We can’t stop singing Solomon’s song, we were singing it on the night

We conceived our healthy children, who thanks to the union line

Are at school with the sons of the foreman

With a future down the mine And soon, King Solomon, they’ll be working for your song and mine



The song concludes with a warning: the narrator and his girlfriend have traded everything for a song they are singing: a song to the union and a song to the king. We are being told not to place faith in kings, nor in unions who demand we sing for them as well. The perhaps simplistic message is spelled out: “the rich get richer and the poor get…”: Sweet FA, seems to be the conclusion.




Little Lord Obedience

One of my favourite of all Momus’ songs, this plaintive song seems to talk about our ultimate obedience to the rules of existence, we must all procreate, grow old and die. At the start of life there are “fingernails and hair to spare”, but this changes as time goes on:


Faceless when he docks, faceless when he’s lost at sea

The ocean is green, admission is free

Only here, here at the source

There are fingernails and hair to spare

But when the order comes to go and the sirens blow

And the hair goes grey,

He obeys, He obeys



It mingles this with the story of Jesus, who also obeyed God’s commands to sacrifice himself. There is a sailor – who represents all men – who must obey when the gangplank lowers and the order comes to go, i.e. to die. He also obeys when in the “port in every girl” where he must procreate. It’s all a bit gloomy and fatalistic really, the inevitability of life and death, but whereas “Christ found the source of the Bible” and “Livingstone the source of the Nile”, so the sailor and his partner find “the source of the child”, crediting humanity with a greater creativity than God in the ability to make new life: “No one comes without leaving someone else”.


Away in a manger, no crib for a bed

Little Lord Obedience

Lays down his sweet, entirely sexless head

Christ found the source of the Bible

And Livingstone the source of the Nile

But the sailor and his amazon

Find the source of the child

In the dock of the baby

The resort where strangers liaise

The port in every girl where the sailor obeys



Naked when we are born, naked when we have sex, the vulnerability of our state at birth, procreation and death is not only noted but celebrated for our humanity: but at the end, we must obey and leave the place we came to, the woman we came to, the world we came to:


Naked
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