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FOREWORD

HEY, WHERE’S MY BACKSTAGE PASS...?

“I think that’s one of the positive things a rock band can do, generate that feeling of being together ... We do have a lot of power. We just hope we can divert it in the right direction. I know it looks like a Nüremberg Rally, but our fans are sensible people, they’re creating the situation as much as we are, it’s not that we’re leading them like sheep ... It’s very simple really, you just play music which excites people, which interests them. It’s rock ‘n’ roll, there’s no philosophical reason why we should be there.” – Brian May, Melody Maker, 1980

In the 1970s, once the hippie dream of Woodstock was shattered by the nightmare of Altamont within the short span of four months, the rock world took a drastic turn, splitting in several directions, all under the broad and bloated term of “rock music”. Heavy and loud was the order of the day, with bands like Free, Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple driving their point home with all of the subtlety of a jackhammer, while others skated that trend entirely by putting more stock into image, creation and presentation – and so music suddenly became art. Quirky names became the new standard: Roxy Music, T. Rex and the New York Dolls; and the boys looked like girls and the girls looked like boys and the general public who had grown up on “clean” music were outraged because they couldn’t tell the difference. This wasn’t music meant to shock and awe, but to make the audience reflect and visualize.

In the middle of all this, Pete Townshend of The Who wrote and then abandoned a concept album that would have had band and audience joining together to become one. Even with the failure of this concept a new philosophy was born: involve the audience in every aspect of the live show. This feeling of togetherness was to make the fans feel special and connected with their idols, and through this, the live show would take on a new energy.

To say that one man perfected this sounds hyperbolical, but one man did indeed pioneer this tactic, and became a legend in the process.

The word “legend” is hyperbole itself, and is a status that is both limiting and scary all at once. But ask a million people who is the best vocalist in the history of rock music, and the answer will almost overwhelmingly be Freddie Mercury; his status as a legend has transcended his eccentricities and human frailties, and he is held only with the highest regard nowadays. Unfortunately, it took his untimely death for the world to finally see him for who he actually was: a paradox of warmth and standoffishness, of power and shyness, of strength and romance. He was a tragic figure from the outset, destined for greatness but wanting only normality, acceptance and love.

In the early days of Queen’s heyday, Freddie rarely connected with the audience. He remained a public enigma, offering fickle quotes in the press, such as “I’m as gay as a daffodil!”, and littering these mercurial statements with “dears” and “darlings”. Live, he exuded darkness, storming on stage dramatically and growling, “The nasty Queenies are back! What do you think of that?” Resplendent in black velvet and makeup, he insisted on enjoying the luxuries of a star but with the budget of a vagabond.

Then, a seismic shift took place in the mid-1970s; glam rock came to an end and, while Roxy Music and David Bowie consistently reinvented themselves to fit the trends, Queen combined their love of the grandiose with the style du jour: News Of The World, for example, was royal punk, nitty, gritty and dignified all at once. And an amazing thing happened: Freddie Mercury finally found his confidence, and added a fourth quality to his hat-trick of singer, songwriter and pianist: he became an entertainer, determined to involve the audience and ensure maximum enjoyment. Concerts weren’t simply events to listen to music; they were now presentations, visual experiences that were designed to wow. In the middle of an overactive dry ice machine and flash bombs, Freddie stood tall and proud, ensconced not in velvet but leather, affectionately addressing the audience as “tarts” and “fuckers” and using his own powerful voice as a catalyst for the spectators to join in the singing. Some audiences needed encouragement, but most were thrilled to be a part of the show and entered in with gusto.

That’s not to say that Queen was Freddie’s backing band; each member was a cog in the well-oiled machine. Witness Brian May, with his homemade guitar, lovingly crafted by father and son in 1963 over the course of 18 months, that has become one of the most recognizable instruments in the rock world. But what good is a guitar without an amp? A little homemade device, fondly known as the Deakey Amp and named after its creator (more in a moment), that gives off a warm, orchestral sound, as if a quartet of violins was rocking away instead of a guitar. The shy guitarist found his voice after awhile, and even though he couldn’t quite believe all of the hype that surrounded his band and fellow bandmates, he still bounced out on stage every night, determined to give his all. While Freddie entertained, Brian was the consummate perfectionist, refusing to hide his displeasure if he played a bum note – even if the audience was blissfully unaware that anything was amiss. His own high standards helped keep Queen on track, even when they lost their direction as success overshadowed creative invention.

On the opposite end of the spectrum is Roger Taylor, the archetypal drummer in search of fast cars, loose women and good times. But to label him as a drummer would be superficial; the man is outspoken, lovably gruff and one talented musician, handling all of the instruments with remarkable adeptness and redefining the meaning of the word “solo” on his first two albums. While he may look on stage as if he is simply trying to get through the show for the inevitable afterparty debauchery, he’s among the top drummers in the world: rock-steady and flashy at once, combining the lunacy of Keith Moon with the inventiveness of John Bonham. He suits the needs of the song without being heavy-handed or showing off too much. These days, his contentious views on politics, religion and c-lebrities have gained notoriety among the fan base, but he’s as good for press fodder as Freddie was, throwing in a good-natured jab at his best friend Brian’s obsession with perfection or his band’s occasional lapses in judgment.

Then there’s John Deacon, the underrated and understated bassist who, in keeping with the tradition of bass guitarists, rarely spoke. Only when he took the microphone at the Freddie Mercury tribute concert in April 1992 did fans actually realize he had a voice. But behind his silence (and self-professed inability to sing) lay the secret weapon to Queen’s success: while Freddie went off on several stylistic jaunts, and Brian and Roger were the eternal hard rockers, John’s loyalties were in the pop world. His second-ever song was a wise choice as the follow-up to Queen’s massive worldwide hit, and when he introduced funk to Queen’s rock sensibilities, he was once again rewarded with the biggest-selling single in their American record company’s history. Yet one look at this unassuming bassist and the feeling can’t be hidden that he was a million miles away from it all; barely cracking a smile on stage, he played with inventive precision. Unlike his idols John Entwistle and Chris Squire, he wasn’t a show-off, and, like his partner in rhythm, his playing suited the song instead of acting as a showcase for his abilities. However, under all of the trappings of success was a man who yearned for normalcy, and being the father of a half dozen kids was all the more reason to walk away from the spotlight. Not a peep has been heard from him since 1997, though Brian and Roger maintain that he’s happier now than ever before.

Freddie’s vision of audience participation started in the mid-1970s, but it came to fruition in 1985, at the legendary Live Aid concert. Amid a sea of 72,000 spectators, Freddie secured his position as the world’s best showman by getting them all to sing along in a spontaneous moment of elation. The set was tightly structured so that Queen could get all of their hits in without running over their time allotment, but he still stopped the show briefly to engage in a bit of vocal banter. The audience – some Queen fans, most not – played along, singing back every word and phrase he threw at them. With a defiant grin and an enthusiastic shout of “All right!” (shouted back at him, of course), he helped Queen attain the position as the highlight among highlights.

And to think how they transformed from a wannabe, second-rate Led Zeppelin rock band into a barnstorming act that defied classification. Their albums were all over the stylistic map, shifting gears carefully without throwing the listener too violently into change. Each band member adapted to the others’ needs while providing to each song a remarkably unique trademark; only through disagreements and tension did they discover their own limitations, but as a unit, they were an unstoppable force, a distinction that Brian and Roger had to face following Freddie’s death and John’s retirement. Though they were replaced, Brian and Roger discovered just how irreplaceable the other two were. The fans still ate it up, enjoying every morsel no matter who the singer or bassist was – just as long as the guitarist and drummer were there – but the magic of Queen was Freddie Mercury, Brian May, Roger Taylor and John Deacon. It was a once-in-a-lifetime joining of forces, never to be repeated, and while each quarter was a giant in his own way, it was the combination that turned Queen into a legendary phenomenon.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Part Three lists songs by Queen, and individual solo songs, in alphabetical rather than chronological order. This is advantageous since it discards the necessity for an index and also allows one entry for songs recorded in different versions, creating a more cohesive and understandable format.

Part Three uses the abbreviations listed below. Also included are single release dates (month/year) followed, where applicable, by the highest UK chart placing in [square brackets]. Instead of presenting both US and UK singles, only the UK singles are given since Queen statistically were always in the upper reaches of their home country’s charts. An in-depth (but certainly not comprehensive) singles discography in Part Eight explores both UK and US releases. ‘Compilation’ listings are only given if this was the first official release of the track, or if the version in question was appearing for the first time and differs drastically from the standard version. Likewise, soundtrack albums are only cited in Part Two if they contain exclusive material (as in the case of Brian’s Furia soundtrack) or if it was the first release of the song (as in Freddie’s ‘Love Kills’ single). Note that Queen’s Flash Gordon album is considered a band album and not a soundtrack. ‘Bonus’ listings refer to the extra tracks included on Hollywood Records’ 1991 US CD reissue campaign, and, more currently, the 2011 Universal Records worldwide CD reissue campaign.

SAMPLE ENTRY

TOO MUCH LOVE WILL KILL YOU

(May/Musker/Lamers)

• A-side (Brian): 8/92 [5] • Album (Brian): BTTL

• B-side (Brian): 6/93 [23] • Live (Brian): Brixton

• Album (Queen): Heaven • A-side (Queen): 2/96 [15]

This indicates that ‘Too Much Love Will Kill You’ was released, in chronological order, as (i) a Brian May solo single in August 1992, reaching No. 5 in the chart; (ii) an album track on Brian’s Back To The Light; (iii) the B-side of Brian’s solo June 1993 single, reaching No. 23 in the UK chart; (iv) a live version on Brian’s Live At The Brixton Academy; (v) an album track on Queen’s Made In Heaven; (vi) a Queen UK single in February 1996, reaching No. 15 in the chart.

ABBREVIATIONS USED IN PART THREE

Studio Albums

 



	Queen
	  
	Queen



	Queen2
	  
	Queen II



	SHA
	  
	Sheer Heart Attack



	Opera
	  
	A Night At The Opera



	Races
	  
	A Day At The Races



	World
	  
	News Of The World



	Jazz
	  
	Jazz



	Game
	  
	The Game



	Flash
	  
	Flash Gordon



	Space
	  
	Hot Space



	Works
	  
	The Works



	AKOM
	  
	A Kind Of Magic



	Miracle
	  
	The Miracle



	Innuendo
	  
	Innuendo



	Heaven
	  
	Made In Heaven



	Cosmos
	  
	The Cosmos Rocks




Compilation and Live Albums

 



	Killers
	  
	Live Killers



	Hits1
	  
	Greatest Hits



	Magic
	  
	Live Magic



	BBC
	  
	Queen At The Beeb / Queen At The BBC



	Hits2
	  
	Greatest Hits II



	Wembley
	  
	Live At Wembley ’86 / Live At Wembley Stadium



	Classic
	  
	Classic Queen



	HitsUS
	  
	Greatest Hits (1992 edition)



	Hits3
	  
	Greatest Hits III



	WWRYHits
	  
	We Will Rock You: Greatest Hits (2004 edition)



	On Fire
	  
	Queen On Fire: Live At The Bowl



	Return
	  
	Return Of The Champions



	Montreal
	  
	Queen Rock Montreal



	Ukraine
	  
	Live In Ukraine




Solo Albums – Roger Taylor

 



	Fun
	  
	Fun In Space



	Frontier
	  
	Strange Frontier



	Happiness?
	  
	Happiness?



	Electric
	  
	Electric Fire




Solo Albums – Roger Taylor (with The Cross)

 



	Shove
	  
	Shove It



	MBADTK
	  
	Mad, Bad, And Dangerous To Know



	Blue
	  
	Blue Rock




Solo Albums – Freddie Mercury

 



	BadGuy
	  
	Mr Bad Guy



	Barcelona
	  
	Barcelona



	Pretender
	  
	The Great Pretender



	FM Album
	  
	The Freddie Mercury Album



	Box Set
	  
	The Freddie Mercury Box Set




Solo Albums – Brian May

 



	Starfleet
	  
	Star Fleet Project



	BTTL
	  
	Back To The Light



	Brixton
	  
	Live At The Brixton Academy



	Another
	  
	Another World



	Furia
	  
	Furia




A NOTE ON THE TEXT

Where spelling and stylings of song and album titles vary over the years, I have favoured the earliest official release: while ‘Dreamer’s Ball’ and ‘The Prophet’s Song’ may be grammatically correct, they are printed as ‘Dreamers Ball’ and ‘The Prophets Song’, sans apostrophes, on Jazz and A Night At The Opera respectively. In the case of ‘rock and roll’ and its many variants, the same situation applies to the correct spellings of the Rock ‘n’ Roll Medley, ‘Born To Rock ‘n’ Roll’ and ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’.

Album variations are more of an exception than the rule. I have applied the title Queen At The BBC as the ‘official’ title of their 1989/1995 release since it is more universal than Queen At The Beeb, which only British readers might understand, while Live At Wembley Stadium takes precedence over Live At Wembley ’86.

WHAT’S NEW IN THIS EDITION

Since the original publication of this book in 2007, I was convinced that I was to be an author for the first and last time. Almost immediately, fans contacted me and very politely offered corrections and additional information, and I was disappointed that I wouldn’t be able to implement these changes for a second edition. The more I read through the book, the more errors I noticed (not necessarily factual), and while these might not have been noticeable to the average person, I found that almost every entry either had overly verbose prose or too many suppositions. (And who honestly cares what songs should have been singles?!) This book was meant to be a mix of fact and opinion, not a mix of hypotheses and guesses.

After publishing the book and figuring that was a good experience all around, I started talking with Pieter and Erin Cargill, webmasters of Queen Archives (www.queenarchives.com) and all around wonderful people, and we lamented the lack of an all-encompassing Queen website, with lyrics, quotes, song information, discographies, concertography, sessionography, and so forth. That site became Queenpedia (www.queenpedia.com), which is still going strong to this day.

And yet, there’s something about the written, printed word that people love. You could try to curl up with a laptop and read a book, but it’s just not the same. Oh sure, e-Books are all well and good, but you don’t get the feel or the smell of a printed book; you can write in the margins of the book, correcting the author and adding your own notes and thoughts; you can pass it back and forth between friends, whereas with an electronic device, it would be like lending out $200 and hoping nothing goes wrong – if it’s dropped even once, well, forget about it.

So. With this edition, I asked permission to go through the manuscript and correct any errors that I had noted in the margins of my own copy, while consulting a “brain trust” of fans with whom I developed a reputation since the first edition was published. In the absence of any official word from the band, who remains tight-lipped on what’s in the archives, this “brain trust” was the next best thing – better, in fact, because they were able to add discussions to the mix. Queen fans are loyal and intelligent, and in the virtual presence of these top collectors, I felt like I had finally become one of them. Concerned with the possibility of being viewed as a turncoat – I was invited to this Mensa of Queen fans, and then suddenly am publishing a second edition with all the information I collected – I asked them what I should do: do I include all of the information we’ve been discussing, or do I include only what’s “common knowledge”?

Their collective response couldn’t have been more overwhelmingly positive, with the consensus being, “You must get the most accurate information out there!” While Queen Productions continues to sanction publication after publication of their history, the contents of their studio archives remains a scarcity. Imagine, if you will, a book much like Mark Lewisohn’s The Beatles Recording Sessions or The Beatles Chronicle. Fans don’t have access to that information, and yet they thirst for it constantly, much like they thirst for Greatest Video Hits 3 or the fabled anthologies, first announced back in the late 1990s and still being pushed back.

Queen: Complete Works was my attempt at something similar, a printed collection of everything that’s known, and everything that isn’t common knowledge. At the time, it was complete, but the problem with having a book printed is that it’s almost immediately obsolete. In the intervening four years, so much new information has come to light (for instance, the ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ retake wasn’t actually from the 1972 debut album sessions, but from July 1975; not to mention The Cosmos Rocks and Queen’s fortieth anniversary) that tackling the edits to this book became a massive undertaking. Happily, after spending four years perusing other interests, my interest in Queen rekindled with the announcement that they were signing with Universal Records and that deluxe remasters of their entire studio discography were on the way.

So what can you find here that’s different from the first edition? Well, with the new information and a lot of rewritten entries, this is practically a new book entirely. If you’re feeling adventurous, you’re more than welcome to hold up the two editions for a side-by-side comparison, but I urge you to instead put on your favourite Queen album and read up on it and the related songs.

Oh, and have a pencil ready – just in case you need to make some notes and send them my way.



PART ONE

PRE-QUEEN

This section addresses known live (and occasional studio) performances by the multitude of bands featuring John Deacon, Brian May, Freddie Mercury and Roger Taylor before they came together as Queen, together with a postscript describing the formation of the band and their progress towards towards making the first Queen album.

In some cases, information is scarce: in lieu of set lists, only known songs performed at any given concert are provided. The itineraries, if they can be called such, are sadly incomplete, and it’s unlikely that a full schedule of live performances will ever materialize.

1957–1963: EARLY PERFORMANCES

Roger Meddows-Taylor was involved in a band at the tender age of eight. The Bubblingover Boys, with mutual friends from the Bosvigo Primary School, performed just one concert at a school dance during the summer of 1957; instead of appearing on drums, Roger strummed a ukulele. Unsurprisingly, The Bubblingover Boys folded shortly after the dance, leaving Roger without a band until 1963, when he formed Beat Unlimited with Mike Dudley on guitar and David Dowding on bass. This time, Roger initially switched to guitar, though he would finally take the drummer’s seat once the band changed their name to The Cousin Jacks. (They also went under the name of The Falcons.) Roger’s new band would occasionally play at a local Liberal club, with one of their favourite songs being ‘Wipe Out’, giving Roger a chance to show off his skills. The Cousin Jacks disbanded in 1965, by which time Roger had decided that a career in music was for him.

Meanwhile, in Panchagni, India, Farookh Bulsara was attending St Peter’s Boarding School and had befriended four other young musicians: Derrick Branche (who later appeared in the 1970s sitcom Only When I Laugh), Farang Irani, Bruce Murray and Victory Rana. In complete contrast to the persona he would later adopt as Freddie Mercury, Farookh was reserved and was happy to bang away on a piano while Bruce took the role of front man and vocalist. The Hectics, as the band was called, formed in the spring of 1959 and would practise in a spare dormitory at St Peter’s, later becoming the unofficial school band and appearing at school dances and functions. Humble beginnings, yes, but it gave Farookh his first taste of being on stage; little did anyone know, least of all his band members, what was in store just a decade later.

1984

Autumn 1964–Winter 1968

Musicians: Dave Dilloway (guitar), John ‘Jag’ Garnham (rhythm guitar, vocals), Brian May (guitar, vocals), John Sanger (piano, vocals), Tim Staffell (vocals, harmonica), Richard Thompson (drums)

Repertoire included: ‘Go Now’, ‘Yesterday’, ‘I’m A Loser’, ‘Help!’, ‘Jack Of Diamonds’, ‘I Wish You Would’, ‘I Feel Fine’, ‘Little Egypt’, ‘Lucille’, ‘Too Much Monkey Business’, ‘I Got My Mojo Working’, ‘Walking The Dog’, ‘Heart Full Of Soul’, ‘Bright Lights, Big City’, ‘Chains’, ‘Little Rendezvous’, ‘I’m A Man’, ‘Bye Bye Bird’, ‘Dancing In The Street’, ‘Eight Days A Week’, ‘I’m Taking Her Home’, ‘My Generation’, ‘Cool Jerk’, ‘R-E-S-P-E-C-T’, ‘My Girl’, ‘Shake’, ‘(I’m Not Your) Stepping Stone’, ‘You Keep Me Hangin’ On’, ‘Whatcha Gonna Do ‘Bout It?’, ‘Substitute’, ‘How Can It Be’, ‘Dream’, ‘Sha La La La Lee’, ‘So Sad (To Watch Good Love Go Bad)’, ‘Stone Free’, ‘She’s Gone’, ‘Knock On Wood’

Known itinerary:

October 28, 1964: St Mary’s Church Hall, Twickenham

November 4, 1964: Girl’s School, Richmond

January 1965: Imperial College, London

January 15, 1966: Thames Rowing Club, Putney

January 29, 1966: Thames Rowing Club, Putney

February 5, 1966: Rowing Club, Shepperton

Spring 1966: Imperial College, London

Summer 1966: Boat Club, Molesey

Summer 1966: R&B Club, Putney

July 1/2, 1966: Boat Club, Henley-On-Thames

July 9, 1966: All Saints Church Hall, London

Autumn 1966: White Hart, Southall

May 13, 1967: Imperial College, London

September 1967: School Of Medicine, London

September 1967: Top Rank Club, Croydon

December 23, 1967: Olympia Theatre, London

Brian Harold May had been inspired to start playing music after hearing the likes of Lonnie Donegan and Buddy Holly, and by the late 1950s had befriended Dave Dilloway from Hampton Grammar School, who also had aspirations to be a guitarist. Brian had wanted a Fender or a Gibson, then all the rage, but was unable to afford such a luxurious instrument. Instead, Brian and his father Harold spent 18 months, starting in the autumn of 1963, constructing a guitar that would become Brian’s trademark for all his professional career.

The Red Special, as his axe was later dubbed, was a piecemeal construction formed from Brian’s own design. The neck and body were carved from an aged mahogany fireplace, the tension of the strings was balanced by motorcycle valve springs, the tremolo arm was a discarded knitting needle, the fretboard markers were mother-of-pearl buttons borrowed from his mother’s sewing box. Apart from three Burns pick-ups (which were modified by an epoxy resin), the guitar was entirely homemade and clearly a labour of love. Now all Brian needed was a band in which he could show off his accomplishment.

1984 was formed by Dave and Brian, with Bill Richards on vocals and guitar and John Sanger on piano. Bill left shortly after the band was formed because of his inferior guitar; Brian was chosen to diplomatically offer the ultimatum and Bill chose to leave since he couldn’t afford a new instrument. Malcolm Childs replaced him for nearly a week before being canned due to his unreliable nature. Finally, John ‘Jag’ Garnham joined on rhythm guitar and vocals, and 1984 (named after George Orwell’s novel and replacing earlier suggestions like Bod Chappie And The Beetles and The Mind Boggles) started the search for a drummer. An advertisement was placed in a music store window and answered by Richard Thompson; the only missing ingredient now was a vocalist. Dave and Brian had found Tim Staffell in the audience of a dance at Murray Park Hall, jamming along on mouth organ, and asked him up front if he would be interested in singing with them.

The band intended to write a futuristic mini-rock opera based loosely around Orwell’s novel, but instead focused on honing their chops through favourite rock and R&B tunes. On 28 October 1964, the band made their live debut at St Mary’s Church Hall in Twickenham, with the organiser, Chris Whittome-Knights, offering them a substantial (at the time) £10. From there, 1984 started building up their popularity by word of mouth and, soon enough, the band would be playing a gig a week. Sets usually included songs by The Yardbirds, The Rolling Stones, The Spencer Davis Group and The Beatles, among many others. Tim was the designated lead singer, but Brian would take over the mike on ‘Yesterday’ (which drove the girls wild) and assist on harmonies on ‘Help!’ and ‘I’m A Loser’.

During the spring of 1966 at Imperial College London, where Brian had been a student since the previous October, the band were filmed on 8mm colour film, albeit lacking sound. The film, lasting around four minutes, focused mainly on the party at which 1984 were performing, but Brian and his guitar can be clearly seen in the background. On 31 March 1967, the band appeared at Broom Lane Studios by courtesy of some friends of Dave’s, performing twelve songs – ‘Hold On, I’m Coming!’, ‘Knock On Wood’, ‘N.S.U.’, ‘How Can It Be’, ‘Step On Me’, ‘Purple Haze’, ‘Our Love Is Driftin”, ‘Remember’, ‘Sweet Wine’, ‘Get Out Of My Life, Woman’, ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ and ‘My Girl’ – with one of them, ‘Step On Me’, an original written by Brian and Tim that was subsequently recorded by Smile.

After Bill Richards left 1984, he formed The Left Handed Marriage, and in the spring of 1967 Bill asked Brian if he would contribute guitar to a few recording sessions as he wanted a fuller sound. The band, with Bill, Jenny Hill, Henry Deval and Terry Goulds, had recorded the album On The Right Side Of The Left Handed Marriage, released in January 1967. Dave was also asked to contribute to the sessions at Brian’s request, and three sessions were recorded.

The first took place at Manor Road Studios in Twickenham on 4 April 1967, with four songs – ‘Give Me Time’, ‘She Was Once My Friend’, ‘Yours Sincerely’ and ‘Sugar Lump Girl’ – recorded. The second was at Abbey Road Studios in St John’s Wood on 28 June, though, sadly, Brian would not run into any of The Beatles, who had completed their latest single, ‘All You Need Is Love’, two days beforehand; at this session, ‘I Need Time’ (a retitled ‘Give Me Time’) and ‘She Was Once My Friend’ were re-recorded. The third and final session was held on 31 July at Regent Sound Studios, with ‘I Need Time’ and ‘She Was Once My Friend’ again re-recorded, along with a new song, ‘Appointment’. The three songs from the final session were due to be issued on the band’s sophomore album but it remained unreleased; they were, however, included as bonus tracks on the 1993 CD reissue of On The Right Side Of The Left Handed Marriage.

The last two (known) performances of 1984 during 1967 were the highest profile: in September, the band was entered into the Battle Of The Bands competition (later reported by Melody Maker, giving 1984 their first press coverage) and ended up winning with a twenty-minute set that included ‘Ain’t That Peculiar’ and ‘Crying In The Rain’. As a result, the band were invited to participate in the Christmas On Earth charity showcase on 23 December, which was an all-star affair involving most of the London ‘underground’, including Jimi Hendrix, Traffic, Pink Floyd, Herd and Tyrannosaurus Rex (later to become T. Rex). Many years later, Brian recalled that Hendrix walked up to the band and asked, “Which way to the stage, man?”

Unfortunately, this would mark the end of Brian’s interest in 1984, though he would fulfil his commitments with the band into the New Year. Finally, in February 1968 Brian announced he was leaving; the band continued with Tim taking over on lead guitar for eight months (though he too would soon jump ship and meet back up with Brian), continuing for a few more years with little success. 1984 remained a cover band through its final years, with a non-performing reunion in 1990 via the Queen International Fan Club when Brian, Dave, John and Richard met at Dave’s home for a chat and photo opportunity.

THE OPPOSITION / THE NEW OPPOSITION / THE ART

Spring 1965–Summer 1969

Musicians, The Opposition (spring 1965–spring 1966): Nigel Bullen (drums), Clive Castledine (bass guitar), John Deacon (guitar), Richard Young (vocals, guitar)

Musicians, The New Opposition (spring 1966–winter 1967): Pete ‘Pedro’ Bartholomew (vocals), Nigel Bullen (drums), Ronald Chester (guitar), John Deacon (bass guitar), David Williams (guitar, vocals), Richard Young (vocals, guitar, keyboards)

Musicians, The Opposition (winter 1967–spring 1968) / The Art (spring 1968–summer 1969): Nigel Bullen (drums), Ronald Chester (guitar), John Deacon (bass guitar), David Williams (vocals, guitar), Richard Young (keyboards)

Repertoire included: ‘You Don’t Know’, ‘Going To A Go-Go’, ‘Meeting Over Yonder’, ‘In The Midnight Hour’, ‘Heatwave’, ‘Knock On Wood’, ‘Hold On, I’m Coming’, ‘Something You Got’, ‘Something About You’, ‘I’ll Be Doggone’, ‘Can’t Help Myself’, ‘Dancing In The Street’, ‘Headline News’, ‘Ride Your Pony’, ‘Land Of 1,000 Dances’

Known itinerary, The Opposition:

September 25, 1965: Clive Castledine’s house, Leicester

October 1965: Gartree School, Oadby

December 4, 1965: Co-operative Hall, Enderby

December 17, 1965: Gartree School, Leicester

December 31, 1965: Market Harborough Youth Club, Leicester

January 15, 1966: Co-operative Hall, Enderby

February 5, 1966: Village Institute, Countersthorpe

February 11, 1966: Youth Club, Narborough

March 5, 1966: Constitutional Hall, Wigston

March 11, 1966: Village Hall, Evington

April 30, 1966: Co-operative Hall, Enderby

January 1967: USAF Base, Molesworth

February 12, 1967: Boys Club, New Parks

February 25, 1967: Antiquity Club, Churchgate

March 10, 1967: Roundhills Youth Centre, Thurmaston, Leicester

March 18, 1967: Boys Club, New Parks

March 31, 1967: Kirby Lane Community Centre, Melton Mowbray

April 23, 1967: Beaumont Keys

April 30, 1967: Boys Club, New Parks

July 1, 1967: Royal Oak, Wigston

November 4, 1967: Club, Evington

November 10, 1967: Boys Club, Witterworth

November 11, 1967: Zodiac 67 Club, Leicester

December 21, 1967: Raven Youth Club, Thurby Lodge

January 6, 1968: Dog & Gun, Thurlaston

January 12, 1968: Casino Ballroom, Leicester

January 27, 1968: Country Arms, Blaby

February 9, 1968: Royal Oak, Wigston

February 16, 1968: Youth Club, Lutterworth

February 17, 1968: Dog & Gun, Thurlaston

February 23, 1968: Roundhills Youth Center, Thumaston

February 24, 1968: Youth Club Hall, Kibworth

March 1, 1968: Royal Oak, Wigston

March 2, 1968: Country Arms, Blaby

Known itinerary, The New Opposition:

June 14, 1966: Co-operative Hall, Enderby

August 1966: Co-operative Hall, Enderby

October 1966: Casino Ballroom, Leicester

November 6, 1966: Monsell Youth Club, Eyres

November 11, 1966: Monsell Youth Club, Eyres

December 31, 1966: Market Harborough Youth Club, Leicester

January 13, 1967: Tennis Club, Leicester

Known itinerary, The Art:

Spring 1968: venue unknown, St Neots

Spring 1968: venue unknown, Kettering

March 16, 1968: Gartree School, Oadby

March 29, 1968: Youth Club, Lutterworth

April 28, 1968: Village Hall, Billesden

May 11, 1968: Village Hall, Kibworth

Summer 1968: Kirby Lane Community Centre, Melton Mowbray

December 17, 1968: Gartree School, Oadby

January 11, 1969: West End Ballroom, Coalville

January 18, 1969: Rugby Club, Hinckley

January 25, 1969: Community Centre, Kirby Muxloe

February 1, 1969: Village Hall, Kibworth

February 8, 1969: Village Hall, Bedford

February 15, 1969: Rugby Club, Tyers

August 1969: Youth Clunob, Great Glen

John Richard Deacon and a handful of his classmates from Beauchamp Grammar School in Leicester had formed The Opposition in the spring of 1965, inspired by such acts as Herman’s Hermits, Peter & Gordon, The Hollies, The Rockin’ Berries, and, of course, The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. John wasn’t even 14 by the time The Opposition became a semi-serious venture. Initially, John played guitar (having not even picked up a bass yet) alongside his best friend, drummer Nigel Bullen, and their friends Richard Young and Clive Castledine.

John had been playing guitar since the age of twelve and was already quite proficient when he joined The Opposition. Their first gig was at a party at Clive’s house, followed by a dance at Gartree School, though their first authentic, paying show was at the Enderby Co-operative Hall, soon becoming regulars at youth clubs around Oadby.

Clive was dismissed in the spring of 1966, and John took over on bass and local singer Peter ‘Pedro’ Bartholomew joined on vocals. The former bassist’s firing was instigated by Peter, who had agreed to sing with them on condition they get a better bass guitarist. David Williams joined on guitar and Richard moved to keyboards. With the personnel change, the band also switched their name to The New Opposition and would remain under that moniker until the beginning of 1967. Their set was comprised mostly of The Yardbirds, The Animals and various Tamla Motown singles, though their repertoire had expanded to include The Zombies and The Spencer Davis Group in the summer of 1966.

Ronald Chester joined later in 1966 and David Williams became the band’s full-time vocalist after the dismissal of Peter Bartholomew, and they reverted to their original name only to change it again in the spring of 1968, this time to The Art. (The logic behind this decision? “David Williams was arty.”) John left in August 1969 to concentrate on his electronics degree; the band had been solely a local group and had no aspirations to go any further. With constant pressure from his mother to focus on his education and not waste his time on music, John hung up his bass guitar for the better part of a year and worked diligently at Leicester University, though the desire to perform would soon prove too strong.

JOHNNY QUALE AND THE REACTION

Spring 1965–Autumn 1965

Musicians: Jim Craven (bass guitar), Mike Dudley (keyboards, guitar), Johnny Quale (vocals), Graham Hankins (guitar), John ‘Acker’ Snell (saxophone), Roger ‘Splodge’ Taylor (drums)

Repertoire included: ‘Game Of Love’, ‘Hey Mama (Keep Your Big Mouth Shut)’, ‘Whatcha Gonna Do ‘Bout It?’, ‘Slow Down’, ‘R-E-S-P-E-C-T’, ‘I Got You (I Feel Good)’, ‘It’s Gonna Work Out Fine’, ‘Land Of 1,000 Dances’

Known itinerary:

March 15, 1965: City Hall, Truro

April 15, 1965: City Hall, Truro

Summer 1965: Blue Lagoon, Newquay

Summer 1965: Village Hall, St Just

Summer 1965: The Garden, Penzance

Summer 1965: Princess Pavilion, Falmouth

While he was in The Cousin Jacks, word had spread about young Roger Taylor’s expertise on the drums and, early in 1965, Johnny Quale And The Reaction sent an invitation to him to join the band. (Mike Dudley, Roger’s musical ally, came along too.) Johnny Quale, whose real name was John Grose, was known around Cornwall as an Elvis Presley impersonator – sideburns and all – and preferred straight-up rock as opposed to the more adventurous music other garage bands were engrossed in at the time. After a few rehearsals, the band made their live debut on 15 March 1965 at the Rock and Rhythm Championship at Truro’s City Hall. Among the fifteen groups that entered, Johnny Quale And The Reaction placed fourth, a position that pleasantly surprised the band. Spurred on by this, the band played a series of shows throughout the spring and summer of 1965, but the musical split between Johnny and the others was starting to show. The lead vocalist was still insisting the band play Elvis covers, while the band wanted to expand their musical direction.

The solution was to perform two sets, the first simply as The Reaction (allowing them to play the music they wanted with various band members taking turns on lead vocals), the second featuring Johnny Quale putting on his showman routine. In October 1965, the band were presented the opportunity to record an EP, representing Johnny’s musical preferences on one side and those of the others on the flip. At Sound Studios in Wadebridge, the band recorded ‘Bona Serra’, ‘Just A Little Bit’, ‘What’s On Your Mind’ and ‘I’ll Go Crazy’ as Johnny Quale And The Reaction, and ‘In The Midnight Hour’ and ‘I Got You (I Feel Good)’ as The Reaction, with Roger providing lead vocals.

However, the end was nigh for Johnny. Saturday nights were normally kept clear of bookings, but when the band agreed to perform a gig at short notice on the night that an Elvis Presley film was to be screened at the Plaza in Truro, Johnny had to make a decision. He ultimately performed the gig, but tendered his resignation afterwards. Now minus their eccentric frontman, the band became simply...

THE REACTION

Autumn 1965–Autumn 1968

Musicians, autumn 1965–1967: Roger ‘Sandy’ Brokenshaw (vocals), Jim Craven (bass guitar), Geoff Daniel (guitar), Mike Dudley (keyboards, guitar), Mike Grose (guitar), John ‘Acker’ Snell (saxophone), Roger ‘Splodge’ Taylor (vocals, drums)

Musicians, 1967–summer 1968: Mike Dudley (keyboards, guitar), Mike Grose (guitar), Richard Penrose (bass guitar), Roger Taylor (vocals, drums)

Musicians, summer–autumn 1968: Jim Craven (bass guitar), Mike Dudley (keyboards, guitar), Mike Grose (guitar), Roger Taylor (vocals, drums)

Known itinerary:

November 17, 1965: Methodist Hall, St Agnes

December 1965: Truro School, Truro

December 27, 1965: Schools Christmas Dance, Truro

January 8, 1966: Princess Pavilion, Falmouth

March 7, 1966: City Hall, Truro

March 12, 1966: Princess Pavilion, Falmouth

March 17, 1966: Flamingo Ballroom, Redruth

July 17, 1966: City Hall, Truro

August 15, 1966: Dartmouth, Devon

August 16, 1966: Town Hall, Torquay

January 7, 1967: Flamingo Ballroom, Redruth

January 24, 1967: Penmare Hotel, Hayle

January 28, 1967: Guildhall, St Ives

March 3, 1967: Flamingo Ballroom, Redruth

March 4, 1967: Princess Pavilion, Falmouth

March 10, 1967: Penmare Hotel, Hayle

March 11, 1967: Blue Lagoon, Newquay

March 31, 1967: Penmare Hotel, Hayle

April 21, 1967: County Grammar School, Truro

April 29, 1967: Penmare Hotel, Hayle

May 4, 1967: Skating Rink, Camborne

May 6, 1967: Blue Lagoon, Newquay

May 27, 1967: Skating Rink, Camborne

July 29, 1967: Beach, Perranporth

July 31, 1967: Village Hall, St Just

August 4, 1967: Rugby Club, Hayle

November 10, 1967: Pennance Hotel, Hayle

December 21, 1967: Raven Youth Club, Thurnby Lodge

July 4, 1968: Beach, Perranporth

July 13, 1968: Princess Pavilion, Falmouth

It was an easy transition for The Reaction: they were used to performing sets without their erstwhile lead singer, but they still needed a vocalist. After a series of auditions, they hired Roger ‘Sandy’ Brokenshaw, who was later fired due to his penchant for upbeat soul and mainstream ballads. The band wanted to progress into heavier musical territories, but were without a lead singer again. It eventually dawned upon the band that Roger Taylor would be the best vocal substitute, but he still wanted to establish himself as a proficient drummer, a difficult task when coupled with singing. He was up to the challenge anyway, and The Reaction morphed into the power trio they had always wanted to be.

The band also landed a pair of roadies, Neil Battersby and Peter Gill-Carey. Roger, meanwhile, gradually evolved into the leader of the group, an inevitability, considering his status as the lead vocalist. When the band contacted a booking agency (BCD Entertainments) about performing some dates, Roger successfully argued that the band might as well find their own bookings and save the ten per cent fee the agency required. Roger also explored his creative side, already establishing himself as an eccentric, theatrical drummer: in a move that even Keith Moon never attempted, Roger doused his cymbals with gasoline and set them alight. After acquiring his family’s piano, he removed the outer frame, painted the now-exposed interior and, during shows, would leave his drums to pound out random chords. When the set came to an end with ‘Land Of 1,000 Dances’, he would attack the piano with as much ferocity as he had his drums. Other times, the band would conclude their shows by spraying each other with foam.

In February 1967, a horrific road accident almost brought an end to The Reaction. Roger had just been granted his driver’s licence and offered to relieve Neil Battersby of his duties for a night. As the van and its occupants – including Roger, Michael Dudley, his girlfriend Marian Little, Richard Penrose, his girlfriend Valerie Burrows, Neil Battersby and Peter Gill-Carey – were travelling along the A30, they encountered some serious fog. Without warning, the van somersaulted and landed on its roof, sliding along the road for several feet before coming to a halt. Roger was thrown clear and was unhurt, but his passengers weren’t so lucky: Michael received a broken hand and nose, Marian suffered a cut chest and Valerie had internal stomach injuries. Richard and Neil were covered in cuts and glass, but the worst injured was Peter, who was lying unconscious in the middle of the road and bleeding profusely. The accident was so severe that Peter was left with a paralysed right arm and was unable to finish his medical degree. Unbeknown to Roger, he had slammed into an abandoned fish van; seven years were spent in legally exonerating him.

The accident affected Roger considerably and, while The Reaction continued throughout 1967, he was grateful when university started up in October. Studying for his dentistry degree, he moved to Shepherd’s Bush to study at the Royal London Hospital. Roger returned throughout the year to perform with The Reaction, which had turned into a psychedelic, Hendrix-inspired group in Roger’s absence, and while the band continued to perform sparsely throughout 1968, they drifted apart for good in the autumn. Roger’s next musical path was to involve two former musicians from a band in Middlesex, who were determined to start their own power trio and had placed an ad at Imperial College seeking a Ginger Baker/Mitch Mitchell-type drummer.

SMILE

Summer 1968–Winter 1970

Musicians: Brian May (guitar, vocals), Tim Staffell (vocals, bass guitar), Roger Taylor (drums, vocals), Chris Smith (keyboards), Mike Grose (bass guitar, vocals – April 17 & 18, 1970 only)

Repertoire included: ‘Toccata and Fugue in D Minor’, ‘Can’t Be So Sad’, ‘If I Were A Carpenter’, ‘Earth’, ‘Mony Mony’, ‘See What A Fool I’ve Been’, ‘Rollin’ Over’

Known itinerary:

Summer 1968: PJ’s Club, Truro

Summer 1968: Flamingo Ballroom, Redruth

Summer 1968: Imperial College, London

October 26, 1968: Imperial College, London

October 31, 1968: Imperial College, London

February 27, 1969: Royal Albert Hall, London

February 28, 1969: Athletic Club, Richmond

March 15, 1969: Imperial College, London

March 28, 1969: PJ’s Club, Truro

March 29, 1969: PJ’s Club, Truro

April 18, 1969: PJ’s Club, Truro

April 19, 1969: Revolution Club, London

July 19, 1969: PJ’s Club, Truro

September 13, 1969: PJ’s Club, Truro

September 14, 1969: PJ’s Club, Truro

December 13, 1969: Marquee Club, London

January 31, 1970: Imperial College, London

April 17, 1970: PJ’s Club, Truro

April 18, 1970: PJ’s Club, Truro

April 1970, unknown venue

May 1970, unknown venue

Taking their cue from the myriad power trios and supergroups being formed in the late 1960s, Brian and Tim Staffell called their new band Smile and had a completely different philosophy from 1984: instead of relying mostly on straight-up covers, the band would write their own songs. In the absence of enough original material, however, Smile also deconstructed more contemporary songs from bands like The Small Faces, The Beatles and so forth. In an age when progressive rock was still booming, Smile was bringing its own approach to the genre.

Tim and Brian journeyed to Shepherd’s Bush to hold an audition for Roger, who had answered an advert placed in the local paper for a drummer. They turned up with acoustic guitars and, since Roger’s drum set was back in Truro, their new drummer tapped at a pair of bongos. Realizing his immense talent (even on bongos), Tim and Brian immediately formed a friendship with Roger and Smile was born. The band played three gigs during the summer of 1968 that served chiefly as a means of integrating Roger into Tim and Brian’s collective vision, landing their first proper gig supporting Pink Floyd at Imperial College London on 26 October. Not surprisingly, given their penchant for jamming on one song for up to twenty minutes, Smile fitted in nicely with Pink Floyd’s audience. The Floyd, who were now minus founding member Syd Barrett, were shedding the hippie acid rock that had characterized their early hits and were redesigning themselves as the forefathers of progressive stoner rock.

Given Brian’s relationship with the faculty at Imperial College, Smile became the house band there and were given free rein to rehearse on campus and perform supporting slots for more established bands like Pink Floyd, Yes, Tyrannosaurus Rex (later T. Rex) and Family. The band was augmented by roadie Pete Edmunds and sound mixer John Harris (who also occasionally deputized on keyboards), though a constant presence at rehearsals was Freddie Bulsara, who would later rechristen himself Freddie Mercury. He had met Tim at Ealing College of Art and the two became friends; it was inevitable that Freddie’s path would cross with Brian and Roger’s, which ultimately led to the formation of Queen.

Keyboardist Chris Smith was briefly introduced into the fold and played a few shows with the band, but was told that his services were no longer required in February 1969; the band felt that they had a full enough sound without him. A charity show was organized at the Royal Albert Hall on 27 February 1969, where Smile shared the bill with Joe Cocker, Spooky Tooth, The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band and Free, whose lead singer was Paul Rodgers. Smile were the headliners and were introduced, like the other bands, by legendary DJ John Peel, but their set started inauspiciously. When Tim walked out on stage, his bass guitar lead was too short and popped out of the amplifier by the time he reached the microphone at the front of the stage. He had also neglected to wear shoes or socks and discovered all too quickly that the stage was littered with splinters. Their set was filmed, albeit without sound, and included ‘If I Were A Carpenter’, an original by Tim called ‘Earth’, ‘Mony Mony’ and ‘See What A Fool I’ve Been’, which was derived from a Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee song called ‘That’s How I Feel’.

After a gig in April 1969 at the Revolution Club, Smile were approached by an impressed Lou Reizner, a talent scout for Mercury Records, and offered a recording contract; it was accepted almost immediately. After two sessions in the summer of 1969, which saw six compositions recorded, a single – ‘Earth’, backed with ‘Step On Me’ – was released, though only in North America, where Smile had no fan base. The tactic had worked with Deep Purple’s debut single, ‘Hush’, but the Smile single failed to chart and their contract wasn’t renewed.

But Mercury hadn’t completely given up on Smile yet: in December, they organized a showcase concert at the Marquee Club and had the band play as the main support to Kippington Lodge (featuring a young Nick Lowe). While Smile’s set was tight, the audience wasn’t as receptive as they would have hoped and the end was nigh for Smile. Brian was still a committed scholar and started to research zodiacal light; at the beginning of 1970, he studied in Tenerife (where the necessary equipment had been moved from Switzerland) and had two papers published in the Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society. Brian’s absence from Smile was a portent for Tim: he was unsure if Brian would still be dedicated to the band on his return, deciding therefore to leave Smile and form another band. With a handful of prior commitments still to fulfil, Brian and Roger turned to the drummer’s bassist friend Mike Grose to help them out for two dates – coincidentally, at a PJ’s Club, which Mike co-owned at the time – in April 1970, before coaxing Tim back for two more gigs later in April and May. But enough was enough for Tim, and his departure after that formally ended Smile; Tim went on to play in the bands No Joke! (also with Mike), Humpy Bong and Morgan. With their future in the music industry still unsure, Brian and Roger turned to Freddie Bulsara, the unofficial fourth member of Smile, for assistance.

IBEX

Spring–Autumn 1969

Musicians: Mike Bersin (guitar, vocals), Freddie Bulsara (vocals), Geoff Higgins (bass guitar), Mick ‘Miffer’ Smith (drums), John ‘Tupp’ Taylor (bass guitar, flute, vocals), Richard Thompson (drums, 23 August)

Repertoire included: ‘Jailhouse Rock’, ‘I’m So Glad’, ‘Communication Breakdown’, ‘Rain’, ‘We’re Going Wrong’, ‘Rock Me Baby’, ‘Stone Free’, ‘Crossroads’, ‘Vagabond Outcast’, ‘We’re Going Home’

Known itinerary:

May 23, 1969: Honiton Hall, Penketh

Summer 1969: Wade Deacon Grammar School for Girls, Widnes

August 1969: Technical College, St Helens

August 23, 1969: The Bolton’s Octagon Theatre, Bolton

August 24, 1969: Open Air Festival, Queen’s Park, Bolton

September 9, 1969: The Sink, Liverpool

September 19, 1969: College of Technology, St Helens

Freddie Bulsara and Tim Staffell had befriended each other while at Ealing College of Art and, though Freddie was a vocal supporter of Smile, he never considered imposing himself upon the others by asking to be their vocalist; instead, he focused mostly on his studies at Ealing. Graduating in the spring of 1969, he instantly thought of joining a band. Ibex were a power trio comprised of Mike Bersin on guitar, John ‘Tupp’ Taylor on bass, flute and vocals, and Mick ‘Miffer’ Smith on drums; occasionally, when John was preoccupied with his flute duties, Geoff Higgins would step in on bass. The band had sent a tape to Apple Records (owned by The Beatles) but had received no response. Freddie met up with them at a birthday party of a mutual friend of Brian and Roger’s and discussed music at length.

Much as he had with Smile, Freddie tagged along with Ibex and gave them ideas on how to work on their stage presentation and song arrangements. Inevitably, the band members simply asked Freddie if he wanted to sing with them, and, after a brief audition, he was in. Ibex rehearsed at Imperial College throughout the spring of 1969, with their set running the gamut from The Beatles to Yes to Rod Stewart. The band played a handful of gigs throughout the spring and summer of 1969, and it was obvious that Freddie was a born showman. His bandmates would later comment that while they were initially hesitant about his flamboyant stage antics, they paid off in the end, winning them some much-needed word-of-mouth support and a growing fan base.

However, Ibex were always considered a temporary band in London and therefore relocated to Liverpool, where a legendary September 1969 performance at The Sink featured Brian and Roger joining the band on stage for an unknown selection of songs. (One number from that night – a cover of The Beatles’ ‘Rain’ – was released on The Solo Collection in 2000.) After this, ‘Miffer’ Smith was the first member to depart, for reasons of job security; the others, not wanting to give up music completely, recruited Mike Bersin’s friend (and former 1984 drummer) Richard Thompson. Thus, Ibex became Wreckage.

WRECKAGE

Autumn 1969

Musicians: Mike Bersin (guitar, vocals), Freddie Bulsara (vocals), John ‘Tupp’ Taylor (bass guitar, vocals), Richard Thompson (drums)

Repertoire included: ‘Green’, ‘Without You’, ‘Blag-A-Blues’, ‘Cancer On My Mind’, ‘Vagabond Outcast’, ‘F.E.W.A.’, ‘One More Train’, ‘Lover’, ‘Jailhouse Rock’, ‘Crossroads’, ‘1983 (A Merman I Should Turn To Be)’, ‘Rain’, ‘We’re Going Wrong’, ‘Communication Breakdown’, ‘Boogie’, ‘Universal Theme’, ‘Rock Me Baby’, ‘Let Me Love You’

Known itinerary:

October 26, 1969: Ealing College of Art, London

October 31, 1969: Ealing College of Art, London

November 1969: College of St Martin & St John, London

November 1969: Ealing College of Art, London

November 1969: Fulham Hall, Fulham

November 5, 1969: Imperial College, London

November 12, 1969: Rugby Club, Richmond

November 14, 1969: venue unknown, Liverpool

November 24, 1969: Wade Deacon Grammar School for Girls, Widnes

November 26, 1969: Rugby Club, Twickenham

Freddie had never been a fan of the name Ibex, and called up Mike, Richard and John to tell each of them that the others wanted to change it and that Wreckage was the name agreed upon. A cunning plan, though it later transpired that nobody else in the band really cared what they were called. Nevertheless, the band was markedly different from Ibex, despite featuring three quarters of the same personnel. Freddie felt that Wreckage should be more about presentation, so a considerable amount of their nightly wages was spent on lights, which surprised the others, who considered themselves a small-time pub band.

At this time, Freddie had started to work on a series of songs that, according to Mike Bersin, would later evolve into early Queen songs like ‘Liar’ (indeed, this song was originally titled ‘Lover’ and written by Freddie and Mike), ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’, ‘Jesus’ and ‘Stone Cold Crazy’. Original compositions, all written or co-written by Freddie, like ‘Green’, ‘Without You’, ‘Blag-A-Blues’, ‘Cancer On My Mind’, ‘Vagabond Outcast’, ‘F.E.W.A.’ (short for ‘Feelings Ended, Worn Away’, much as Cream’s ‘Swlabr’ stood for ‘She Walks Like A Bearded Rainbow’), ‘One More Train’, ‘Lover’ and ‘Universal Theme’ would be introduced into a set primarily comprised of Led Zeppelin and Jimi Hendrix covers.

But, apart from a handful of shows in the latter part of 1969, the band was fast disintegrating, and Freddie, who had relocated from posh Ealing to blue-collar Liverpool, was disappointed that success was still out of reach. One of Wreckage’s final shows, at Wade Deacon Grammar School for Girls in November, saw the birth of one of Freddie’s trademarks. In a fit of frustration at the venue’s poor sound and faulty equipment, the vocalist swung his microphone stand around but didn’t realize the weight of its base; the stand broke free from its heavy bottom, and Freddie was able to move more freely.

After a gig two days later at Twickenham Rugby Club, Wreckage broke up and went their separate ways. Freddie returned to London and applied for graphic design jobs, desiring the limelight even more.

SOUR MILK SEA

Winter–Spring 1970

Musicians: Freddie Bulsara (vocals), Chris Dummett (vocals, guitar), Jeremy ‘Rubber’ Gallop (rhythm guitar), Paul Milne (bass guitar), Robert Tyrell (drums)

Known itinerary:

March 20, 1970: Highfield Parish Hall, Oxford

Spring 1970: Temple at Lower Wardour Street, London

Spring 1970: Randolph Hotel, Oxford

In late 1969, Freddie, not satisfied with his brief tenure in bands, answered as many ads for singers as he could. His audition for Sour Milk Sea was curious: despite being a bundle of nerves, he strode in with confidence, with Roger Taylor and Smile’s roadie John Harris along for moral support. Roger held the van door open for Freddie as the vocalist swept out resplendent in his finest clothes, while John carried Freddie’s microphone in a wooden box. The band were practically intimidated into hiring him as their vocalist.

Chris Dummett, Jeremy ‘Rubber’ Gallop, Paul Milne and Boris Williams had formed Tomato City (which was also the name of one of their songs) in 1968 but changed their name to that of a recent Jackie Lomax hit, ‘Sour Milk Sea’, written by George Harrison. Boris left shortly before Freddie joined and was replaced by Robert Tyrell. The group were influenced by British blues bands like John Mayall And The Bluesbreakers (which featured a young Eric Clapton, whom Chris Dummett had met many years before), Chicken Shack and Fleetwood Mac, and had supported Deep Purple and P P Arnold at such prestigious venues as the Civic Hall in Guildford.

Freddie hadn’t been the first vocalist to audition, but he was the one who made an impression: when asked if he wanted the lyrics to their songs, the vocalist declined and said that he had brought along his own. Sour Milk Sea’s live debut with Freddie came on 20 March 1970, and an instant rapport between Freddie and Chris developed, the duo writing songs together throughout the spring.

However, the band were living on borrowed time: their musical direction was starting to change, which alienated Jeremy, Paul and Robert, who felt that they should have stayed a heavy blues band. Sour Milk Sea split in the spring of 1970 and the planned group that Freddie and Chris were to form was scrapped: the band’s equipment belonged to Jeremy, and he had asked for it to be returned when Sour Milk Sea was no more. Chris had no money to invest in a new guitar, and was disappointed that the new band did not come to fruition. Freddie had other plans: Smile was disintegrating, and the vocalist felt that it was time to move in and offer to start a band with Brian and Roger.

DEACON

Autumn 1970

Musicians: Don Carter (drums), John Deacon (bass guitar), Peter Stoddard (guitar), Albert [surname unknown] (guitar)

Itinerary:

November 21, 1970: Chelsea College, London

Music was still in John Deacon’s bones: despite wanting to focus on academia, he asked his mother to deliver his bass guitar and amplifier to him so that he could at least play live with his classmates. He started practising again in the autumn of 1970 and jammed with his flatmates – Don Carter on drums and guitarists Peter Stoddard and Albert, whose surname is unrecorded. They landed a gig at Chelsea College, opening for two other bands, and performed primarily blues covers and contemporary hits. That they named themselves Deacon, not because John was the leader of the group but because time had run out and it was the only name they could think of, only confirms how seriously the band took their future. After their sole gig in November 1970, Deacon disbanded and John started answering ads in local newspapers before running into Brian May and Roger Taylor, who asked him to join their band Queen.

And finally ... QUEEN

The story of Queen’s progress towards recording their debut album is a long and intricate one, but is worth retelling. In 1970, after Smile dissolved, Brian and Roger were approached by Freddie, suggesting that they should combine forces in an endearingly forthright manner: “Why are you wasting your time doing this? You should do more original material. You should be more demonstrative in the way that you put the music across. If I was your singer,” he coyly added, “that’s what I’d be doing!”

Brian and Roger considered their options and, seeing no better alternatives, decided that Freddie was an obvious choice. The three discussed their musical direction and, of more immediate importance, ideas for the band’s name. Roger proposed The Rich Kids, while Brian offered Grand Dance as a candidate. Freddie listened with faux enthusiasm before announcing his own idea: Queen. Brian and Roger balked at the suggestion, dismayed by the camp overtones.

Freddie said of the name later, “I thought [it] up ... It’s just a name, but it’s very regal, obviously, and it sounds splendid. It’s a strong name, very universal and immediate. It had a lot of visual potential and was open to all sorts of interpretations. I was certainly aware of the gay connotations, but that was just one facet of it.”

“The idea of Queen was conceived by me whilst I was studying in college,” Freddie told Melody Maker in 1973. “Brian, who was also at college, liked the idea and we joined forces. The very earliest traces of the band go back to a group called Smile, who made a single which was released in the States. The group was plagued by bad luck and eventually split up. Queen has been going for about three years now, but until recently we’ve not had a suitable outlet for our music.”

The next task at hand was to recruit a bassist. Tim Staffell was never considered, having parted ways amicably in order to pursue his own musical endeavours with bands like Humpy Bong and Morgan, before settling down in the late 1970s to start a family. Roger remembered his friend Mike Grose from his days with The Reaction and asked him to join. As was the case with a few bassists at the time (most notoriously Bill Wyman from The Rolling Stones), Mike was asked to join not only because he was talented but also because he owned a huge Marshall amplifier stack and a Volkswagen van, both crucial pieces of equipment for any fledgling band. Mike agreed, leaving the band he was currently with – Bent Cement – and coming to London.

The quartet hit it off right away, and the next goal was to develop a sufficient quantity of material. Both Brian and Freddie had written songs within their previous bands, and so they started to rehearse. ‘Liar’, previously known as ‘Lover’ and written by Freddie and Mike Bersin, quickly became a mainstay of the rehearsals, along with other material such as ‘Stone Cold Crazy’ (written by Freddie during his tenure with Wreckage), ‘Son And Daughter’ (written by Brian) and ‘Hangman’, which grew out of a jam session and continued to evolve over the course of several years. Though the four were pleased with their prospects, they still kept side jobs – Freddie and Roger stayed at their Kensington clothes stall, while Brian continued to work on his astronomy thesis – in case the band didn’t make it.

Their big break came in the summer of 1970, when Roger’s mother, who had arranged a Red Cross charity event in their hometown of Truro, reminded her son that he had promised to appear with Smile at the concert. Unwilling to disappoint her, he told the others about the gig, and, appearing as Smile, the embryonic version of Queen made their live debut on 27 June 1970.

The band kept up a somewhat steady pace of live performances throughout the remainder of the year, but the first disappointment came in August 1970, when Mike Grose left. He had been playing bass for nearly seven years and had grown tired of being penniless, deciding instead to return to Cornwall and get a ‘proper job’. Enter Barry Mitchell, introduced to Roger by a mutual friend; although he was considered the new boy and he felt somewhat uneasy with the others since they had already developed a rapport, he was quickly recognized as a man of talent and humour, and soon became one of the band members. Unfortunately, in January 1971, he too decided to part ways with Queen.

Their next bassist was Doug Fogie, and a popular myth has been built up about his brief stint with the band: according to legend, he successfully upstaged the others by jumping around and showing off in an unbecoming manner, resulting in his prompt dismissal. John S. Stuart, a Queen collector and expert, refutes the tale: “Unfortunately, the mythological story that he stole the limelight from the rest of the band is just not true. The real story is that he filled in for a few gigs (not just the one-off slot that some biographies would have us believe), and the genuine reason for his departure is that he had to sit university exams. Remember, ‘rock ‘n’ roll’ was a part-time lifestyle, and Queen were no more than a pub band. Investing in his future, [Doug] decided to take his studies seriously and sit his finals. This caused a huge rift in the band: either he put the band first or his ‘career’. He chose the latter.

“Dougie lives and works as a film/TV producer in the Lothian area, and with hindsight regrets his decision to leave the band, but as he explained, ‘One must do what one believes to be the right thing at the time, and if with hindsight it was not the right thing to do, then you have to live the rest of your life with that decision. But you cannot live in the past, and you have to move forward with your life.’”

Still determined to find the perfect bass player, the band auditioned a series of candidates until Roger, Brian and their road manager, John Harris, were introduced to a young bassist named John Deacon in a Chelsea disco. After he had met Roger and Brian, they asked him if he would like to audition for the band; John duly showed up a few days into February 1971 at Imperial College, Queen’s regular rehearsal locale and Brian’s alma mater, and the others felt an instant connection with their new bassist. Said Roger later, “We thought he was great. We were all so used to each other, and were so over the top, we thought that because he was quiet he would fit in with us without too much upheaval. He was a great bass player, too – and the fact that he was a wizard with electronics was definitely a deciding factor!” John had brought along an amp of his own making, later dubbed the Deakey amp, which he initially used for his own bass but later gave to Brian to create the unique, warm sound present on most of Queen’s recordings. “We just knew he was the right one, even though he was so quiet,” Brian would say of John. “He hardly spoke to us at all.”

Once John had been established as the fourth member of the group, the band began the task of trying to interest record companies in signing them to a label. Lack of funds prevented them from recording the few songs they had written in order to present them to prospective record companies, until in the winter of 1971 Brian met up with his friend Terry Yeadon, who was involved in setting up a new recording studio called De Lane Lea Music Centre, a new studio built for music recording – the actual De Lane Lea Studios was intended mostly for film dubbing. The management were looking for musicians to test out the equipment that had been installed, and Terry asked Brian if he was interested in helping. When the issue of cost arose, Brian was informed that De Lane Lea would record them for free as payment for being test musicians. It was an offer he quickly accepted.

In December 1971, Queen entered the recording studio for the first time to record five tracks: Brian’s ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ and ‘The Night Comes Down’, and Freddie’s ‘Great King Rat’, ‘Liar’ and ‘Jesus’; Louis Austin recorded the band, while Martin Birch, who would later earn recognition as producer of Rainbow and Deep Purple, was the engineer. The band knew exactly how they wanted the material to be presented and, according to Austin, “were very fussy. The songs were done one by one. They would carry on until they thought it was right. It sometimes took a very long time. But they put up with so much shit too during that time.”

Brian and John still worked diligently on their college courses while Roger and Freddie continued to maintain the Kensington clothes stall, though Roger had started to become restless there and tendered his resignation in the autumn of 1971. He, too, had college courses, though he wasn’t a serious student and had chosen to specialize in dentistry merely on a whim (he later switched his major to biology for the grant money it offered). So, dividing his time between his studies and the band, he felt like he was well on the way to becoming a rock star, and wanted to start living like one.

The band were still working on their demo tape towards the end of 1971 when John Anthony visited the studio. He had previously worked with Brian and Roger when Smile held a recording session at Trident Studios, and he was surprised at how meticulous the two had become. John had accompanied producer Roy Thomas Baker (who had previously worked on John Entwistle’s debut solo album, Smash Your Head Against The Wall) and both of them were given a copy of Queen’s demo tape. After a few listens, they both arrived at the same conclusion: Queen were an impressive band – it was only a matter of convincing the right people. Those people would be Norman and Barry Sheffield, managers of Trident, who were intrigued but cautious. “I found that first tape interesting,” Barry said later. “You could tell there was talent individually, and they could play, they were good musicians. But I was wary of of making a full commitment at such an early stage.”

Meanwhile, the band distributed the tape to other companies, but received few responses; those who did respond politely declined to sign them. It wasn’t until Terry Ellis, head of Chrysalis Records (home of Jethro Tull), showed an interest that they received their first offer. After much deliberation, however, the band turned it down, feeling that it fell short of their financial expectations. It was a fortunate decision: on 24 March 1972, Barry Sheffield was finally able to see the band perform live, and made the spontaneous decision to offer them a record deal. Queen were overjoyed, and when negotiations finally started in May 1972, they capitalized on the offer by insisting that three separate agreements be drafted: the publishing rights, recording deal and management contracts were to be negotiated separately. The band were taking a risk, but Trident proceeded with the deal, and three separate agreements were drawn up but not yet signed.

In terms of management, Norman Sheffield had sworn to Queen that he would personally take care of them, but now realized that such an undertaking would be too time-consuming; he didn’t feel confident enough to split his energy between two labour-intensive jobs: managing Queen and running Trident Studios. So he contacted Jack Nelson, who had been an advisor for the fledgling Trident Audio Productions. At that time, Jack had convinced Norman to set up a production company in the hope of turning it into a record company, and was therefore the first person Norman thought of when he needed managerial advice; Jack agreed to become involved with Trident based on the strength of Queen’s demo tape, which he began to shop around to managers in London. Finding little interest, Jack was advised by his friend, Dee Anthony, to instead manage the group himself.

In the summer of 1972, Jack set about the task of drumming up interest in Queen among the record labels, though he had a secondary motive too: in addition to getting Queen signed to a record deal, he had devised a package plan in which he would also sell the talents of Eugene Wallace and of Mark Ashton and Headstone. When he took the three bands’ demo tapes to EMI, the record company were interested only in Queen and not the other two. Jack argued that Trident would not compromise, that it was all or nothing, so EMI turned him down. As a consolation for Queen, who had been focusing separately on their studies during this period, Trident sent them to their recording studio to begin work on their debut album.



PART TWO

THE ALBUMS

A. QUEEN ALBUMS

The first part of this section concentrates on studio and live albums that Queen, as a band, have released. Catalogue numbers are given in the order of original UK and US albums, followed by CD releases over the years. Overseas and specialist reissues are ignored.

QUEEN

EMI EMC 3006, July 1973 [24]

Elektra EKS 75064, September 1973 [83]

EMI CDP 7 46204 2, December 1986

Hollywood HR-610464-2, June 1991

Parlophone CDPCSD 139, 1994

Island Remasters 276 387, March 2011 [94]

‘Keep Yourself Alive’ (3’47), ‘Doing All Right’ (4’09), ‘Great King Rat’ (5’43), ‘My Fairy King’ (4’08), ‘Liar’ (6’25), ‘The Night Comes Down’ (4’23), ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’ (1’48), ‘Son And Daughter’ (3’21), ‘Jesus’ (3’44), ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye...’ (1’15)

Bonus tracks on 1991 Hollywood Records reissue: ‘Mad The Swine’ (3’20), ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ (long lost retake) (4’03), ‘Liar’ (remix by John Luongo and Gary Hellman) (6’25)

Bonus tracks on 2011 Universal Records deluxe reissue: ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ (De Lane Lea demo, December 1971) (3’51), ‘The Night Comes Down’ (De Lane Lea demo, December 1971) (4’24), ‘Great King Rat’ (De Lane Lea demo, December 1971) (6’09), ‘Jesus’ (De Lane Lea demo, December 1971) (5’06), ‘Liar’ (De Lane Lea demo, December 1971) (7’54), ‘Mad The Swine’ (3’22)

Bonus videos, 2011 iTunes-only editions: ‘Son And Daughter’ (live version, Hammersmith Odeon, December 1975), ‘Liar’ (live version, Rainbow Theatre, November 1974), ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ (promotional video)

Musicians: John Deacon (bass guitar), Brian May (guitars, vocals, piano on ‘Doing All Right’), Freddie Mercury (vocals, piano, percussion, organ on ‘Liar’), Roger Taylor (drums, percussion, vocals, lead vocals on ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’), John Anthony (additional vocals on ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’)

Recorded: Trident Studios, London, January 1972– January 1973 (‘The Night Comes Down’ recorded at De Lane Lea Studios, London, September–December 1971)

Producers: Queen, Roy Thomas Baker, John Anthony (‘The Night Comes Down’ produced by Louis Austin)

Among the luminaries at Trident Studios in 1972 were Elton John, David Bowie and Paul McCartney and Wings, all of whom received precedence over Queen, who were forced to work during ‘down time’. When the aforementioned stars weren’t in the studio, Queen would be able to nip in and work, usually during the late night and early morning hours; fortunately for the band, Paul McCartney would often block-book studio time for his Red Rose Speedway album and not show up, giving Queen the opportunity to work then instead.

It wasn’t the preferred way to work, but the band took advantage of the opportunity. It was during one of these sessions that Freddie happened to run into producer Robin Geoffrey Cable, who was elsewhere in the complex working on a re-recording of The Beach Boys’ 1969 single ‘I Can Hear Music’ (for more information, see that song’s entry in Part Three). Also during this period, Roger contributed percussion to two tracks on Al Stewart’s Past, Present And Future album, though he wasn’t able to recall later which songs they were; ‘Roads To Moscow’ has recently been identified as one of them.

The band were enjoying the benefits of working in a creative environment, the results of which spilled over into their arrangements. While most debut albums are typically recorded in a short span of time, with the goal of recording a band’s live presentation on vinyl with as few takes or studio frills as possible, the band had a different plan. Since they had no record deal yet, there was no urgency to finish an album; so they took their time, utilizing the studio and availing themselves of Roy Thomas Baker and John Anthony’s talents as much as they could.

Even though rehearsals started in January 1972, the sessions proper didn’t begin until later in the summer. By that time, Brian and Freddie had written an impressive set of songs and had refined existing compositions, retained from previous bands, that they felt were strong enough to record. Most of the songs were not new: ‘Liar’ started life as ‘Lover’ in Wreckage, written by Freddie and Mike Bersin, but the band saw potential in the song and encouraged Freddie to transform it into something stronger. ‘Stone Cold Crazy’, another track by Freddie from his Wreckage days, was also practised during these sessions but would remain unreleased on a studio album until it was re-recorded in 1974 for Sheer Heart Attack.

Brian and Freddie were writing at such a frenetic pace that many of the songs would be attempted during the summer 1972 sessions but held back for the band’s second album; among these were ‘White Queen (As It Began)’, ‘Ogre Battle’, ‘See What A Fool I’ve Been’ and a vocal version of ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’. Three songs which have gone down in Queen history as being the most elusive unreleased studio tracks from the first album’s sessions – ‘Silver Salmon’, ‘Polar Bear’ (previously recorded by Smile) and ‘Hangman’ – were long rumoured to be unrecorded, though recent searches through the band’s archives revealed that these tracks certainly were. The existence of ‘Hangman’ has been officially denied, but a private collector has recently revealed that a 10” acetate studio recording of the song exists in his collection.

From the start, it’s surprising how articulate Freddie and Brian were, expressing so much more than the typical sex stories that bands of the day like The Rolling Stones prided themselves on. The lyric matter on Queen’s eponymous album ranges from mythical or religious stories (most by Freddie: ‘Great King Rat’, ‘My Fairy King’ and ‘Jesus’) to hopes for a rosy future (Brian’s ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ and ‘Doing All Right’) and pining for the idyllic days of an uncomplicated youth (‘The Night Comes Down’, also by Brian). In fact, the songs contain none of the pub-rock element that most debuts at the time favoured, with the exception of two tracks: Brian’s ‘Son And Daughter’ is the odd man out on the album and shows that, even at this early stage, blues was not Queen’s forte, while the preceding track, Roger’s manic ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’, is little more than a sound-bite, lasting just under two minutes and aping the Sturm und Drang of Led Zeppelin’s ‘Communication Breakdown’.

A song that somehow slipped under the radar, even to keen-eyed collectors, was Freddie’s ‘Mad The Swine’, yet another religious-themed song that was originally placed between ‘Great King Rat’ and ‘My Fairy King’ on the first side. It remained unreleased until its inclusion as a bonus track on the 1991 US CD reissue of Queen, starting the ongoing process of unearthing obscurities from the Queen vaults, a process which continues to this day. Had it appeared on the original release of Queen, ‘Mad The Swine’ would have pushed the debut album into the unintended realm of Christian rock. It seems that the lyric content hadn’t been of concern to the band; the production of the track was the major issue. Freddie and Roger found fault in the mixing of the song’s drums and percussion and voiced their opinion to producer Roy Thomas Baker. Insisting that the track should remain as it was, Baker refused to change anything and, with neither side budging, they diplomatically decided to drop the track altogether.

The production of Queen remained an issue throughout most of the recording sessions. Roger told Sounds in 1974, “There were lots of things on the first album I don’t like, for example, the drum sound,” but added, “There are parts of it which may sound contrived, but it is very varied and it has lots of energy.” The drums sound as if Roger were pounding on an assortment of rubber balls, especially the last roll of ‘Great King Rat’; there is a lack of clarity in the mixing, with each drum sounding similar to the next. Only on ‘The Night Comes Down’ do the drums actually sound like drums, which speaks volumes about the production quality of the session. It dated from Queen’s original 1971 demo tape when Louis Austin was manning the controls; a Trident version was recorded but the band were so displeased with the result that the original version was substituted instead.

Most of Queen sounds muddy and turbid, with the instruments mixed not to complement each other as they would on later albums, but instead to blend with each other, unfortunately obfuscating the results. This effect was certainly unintentional: as mentioned before, the band were recording during down-time, and the mixing table levels would often have to be reset after every recording, resulting in an uneven sound from song to song. In an anguished moment, it was discovered that ‘Liar’ had been overdubbed onto the wrong backing tape, necessitating a remix of the track. The band felt that the album would have benefited from additional mixing: the sessions initially concluded in November 1972 and Trident were pleased, but Roy and Brian were not and insisted that more time be allotted to bring the album up to standard. Between live gigs and further studies for university, the album was finally finished to the band’s satisfaction in January 1973; now it was Trident’s responsibility to get record and distribution deals for Queen.

Jack Nelson was despatched to sell the completed album to various companies, but met with little success. “It took me over a year to get Queen a deal,” he recalled to Jacky Smith in As It Began, “and everyone turned them down – I mean everyone. I won’t name names as some of those people turned out to be my best friends and I don’t want to tarnish their reputations, but they know who they are, every one of them.” While dealing with other matters that required his attention, Jack gave a copy of the tape to Ronnie Beck, a publisher and representative of Trident, who travelled to the MIDEM trade fair in Cannes in a last-ditch effort to secure a deal. He, in turn, passed the album along to Roy Featherstone, a top executive for the embryonic EMI label.

Featherstone recalled to Smith the moment he heard Queen’s songs for the first time: “I had been played hundreds of tapes that week, from people’s mothers to their howling dogs ... None of them grabbed me; I was bored. Then Ronnie Beck handed me this Queen tape, and I listened. I was knocked out. What stood out for me was the combination of Freddie’s voice and Brian’s guitar on a track called ‘Liar’. I have wondered since if that tape would have been so much like a breath of fresh air had the whole atmosphere at MIDEM not been so awful.”

Featherstone was interested in the band, and after reading the Trident-prepared biography, sent a telegram to Trident to hold off on any record deals until he came back. Jack was in the process of negotiating an agreement with CBS, who were also interested, but he ultimately turned them down when EMI offered a far more lucrative deal. However, Queen were still part of Jack Nelson’s three-band package, and EMI were still only interested in acquiring Queen. Trident were adamant, however, so EMI, realizing that Queen were too valuable an act to lose, finally relented. In March 1973, the band were officially signed with EMI Records, which covered the UK and Europe, with a pending North American distribution deal via Elektra Records still in negotiation. A showcase event was set up on 9 April 1973 at the Marquee Club, a location which worked to the band’s advantage since it was a familiar venue that provided a comfortable environment for both audience and musicians. Jack Holsten, Elektra’s managing director, had insisted that he see Queen live before he made his decision, and was flown to London from Tokyo. Bowled over by the performance, he agreed to sign the band.

With their future as a band improving, Queen started putting the finishing touches to their album and also began devising cover designs. While digging through scores of photographs that had been generated during the previous five years, Brian and Freddie (with assistance from Douglas Puddifoot, who had taken most of the pictures) assembled a collage of the band both at work and play. A selection of images from Queen’s first photo session at Freddie’s Kensington flat are prominently displayed, while photos of Brian and Freddie, both bearded, were buried among the more conventional live shots.

The most important visual, though, was the front cover, and the three spent many hours searching for just the right picture. Brian explained in the liner notes of the posthumous Freddie Mercury box set, “The artwork for our first album was coming on nicely – Freddie and I had been working on a collage of Doug’s pictures for the back cover. But the front cover was still a problem. One night I was flicking through the photos and I suddenly realized what a striking image Freddie in the spotlight made. I cut him out (cutting off his leg!), pasted him (slightly reduced) back on the spotlight image, and suddenly it jumped out as a cover. I remember thinking very consciously, ‘Freddie as a singer will be our figurehead: let’s use him as such!’”

Queen – almost known as Top Fax, Pix, and Info (suggested by Roger) and Deary Me (a favourite saying of Roy Thomas Baker’s) – was released in July 1973, a mere fortnight after the release of the single ‘Keep Yourself Alive’, and Brian breathed a sigh of relief: “The album took ages and ages, two years in total, in the preparation, making, and then trying to get the thing released.” Sales were slow, though reviews were positive for the most part. Time Out called it a “thrusting, dynamic, forceful, not to mention heavy” debut, while Melody Maker said, “Their first album is a series of amazingly different songs, from faster-than-fast rockers to soft ballads. Traces of Yes and Black Sabbath can also be found but structurally it seems to sound original,” continuing that “a single, ‘Keep Yourself Alive’, has been released in hopes of giving the band some early chart success. Like the album, it’s commercial in a progressive kind of way.”

“Singles are important to us and to have a hit now would help the band,” Freddie said. “We’ve more to offer than bands like The Sweet: we’re not just pop, because our music covers a wide area.” He continued, lamenting that “We’re worried that the name Queen will give people the wrong impression. We want to be a good British regal rock band and we’ll stick to that way of thinking. Our music should override the image, because we’ll concentrate on putting out a good product the whole time. Teenyboppers will probably like us and we might get a bit of a ‘pop’ tag, but it won’t last. At the moment we’re just interested in creating a reaction among those who come to see us.”

Meanwhile, Rolling Stone likened the result to a passing of the torch from Led Zeppelin to Queen: “There’s no doubt that this funky, energetic English quartet has all the tools they’ll need to lay claim to the Zep’s abdicated heavy-metal throne, and beyond that to become a truly influential force in the rock world. Their debut album is superb.” The reviewer also made special mention of the rhythm section of Roger and John, declaring it “explosive, a colossal sonic volcano whose eruption maketh the earth tremble.” The notice concluded with “There’s a song on the album (remarkably reminiscent of ‘Communication Breakdown’) called ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’, and that’s exactly what Queen’s music is. They’re the first of a whole new wave of English rockers, and you’d best learn to love ’em now ‘cause they’re here to stay. Regal bearings aside, Queen is a monster.” Such glowing opinions from Rolling Stone would not last too much longer.

Brian was always displeased with the original mixes, telling BBC Radio Two in 1998 that “There was a classic case where everything got messed up on the first album, ‘cause we did [it in] basically dark time.” In 1991, the album was remastered as part of Hollywood Records’ recent acquisitions, bringing the album up to aural standards of the early nineties. Additionally, three bonus tracks were included: a remix of ‘Mad The Swine’; a 1975 retake of ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ (though it was erroneously believed to be an alternate studio take from 1972); and a remix of ‘Liar’, heralding the first of many superfluous remixes that would grace Queen’s reissued albums that year. Happily, twenty years later, with the purchase of Queen’s catalogue by Universal Records, their discography was once again overhauled, with noted sound engineer Bob Ludwig remastering the original tapes yet again, for the ultimate experience in clarity. What drew the most criticism was the bonus discs from this run, each containing five or six tracks per disc; the fabled anthologies had been decided as “book-end” projects, to be released only when Brian and Roger had exhausted their need for the Queen name. But the “rarities” presented on these deluxe editions were hardly essential, and the liner notes were barely informative (though they replaced purely abysmal essays by noted comedian and Queen fan Rhys Thomas, later published on Queenonline.com and drawing well-deserved criticism). The first album fared the best, with the five demo tracks from De Lane Lea Studios remastered and released for the first time; though the inclusion of ‘The Night Comes Down’ is puzzling at first, considering it was released on the album proper, it’s obvious that the band sweetened up some of the vocals at Trident, thus justifying its appearance as a truly rough mix as part of the bonus disc.

“Queen sold really well over a longish period and coincided with our breaking ground, concert-wise,” Brian said in 1977. “So we really had matured as a group and had our audience before the press caught on to us. I think that actually gave us a better start because we were better prepared.” The album finally entered the UK charts on 30 March 1974, mere days before their second album was released, but would peak at only No. 32 during its initial five-week run. It re-entered in January 1975, shortly after the success of Sheer Heart Attack and ‘Killer Queen’, this time reaching No. 49, but its second re-entry the following January would bring it to its top position of No. 24, assisted by ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’.

In the US, the album had a much more turbulent run, landing in the charts at No. 195 before finally peaking at No. 83 in its fourteenth week; considering that the band wouldn’t tour America until April 1974, its chart placement was a surprise. The success of the album, though, was not the band’s primary concern. In addition to touring endlessly in the autumn of 1973, Queen also recorded their second album; the song ideas were flowing in quick succession.

“From the beginning the group has kept its original concept,” Brian explained to Melody Maker shortly after the release of Queen. “This album is a way of getting all our frustrations out of our system which we have built up over the years. We were into glam rock before groups like The Sweet and [David] Bowie and we’re worried now, because we might have come too late.” If they were concerned they couldn’t out-glam the original glam rockers, they didn’t let it show on their next release.

QUEEN II

EMI EMA 767, March 1974 [5]

Elektra EKS 75082, April 1974 [49]

EMI CDP 7 46205 2, December 1986

Hollywood HR-61232-2, November 1991

Parlophone CDPCSD 140, 1994

Island Remasters 276 425 0, March 2011 [92]

‘Procession’ (1’13), ‘Father To Son’ (6’14), ‘White Queen (As It Began)’ (4’35), ‘Some Day, One Day’ (4’22), ‘The Loser In The End’ (4’02), ‘Ogre Battle’ (4’07), ‘The Fairy Feller’s Master-Stroke’ (2’41), ‘Nevermore’ (1’18), ‘The March Of The Black Queen’ (6’33), ‘Funny How Love Is’ (2’50), ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’ (2’49)

Bonus tracks on 1991 Hollywood Records reissue: ‘See What A Fool I’ve Been’ (4’32), ‘Ogre Battle’ (remix by Nicholas Sansano) (3’29), ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’ (remix by Freddy Bastone) (6’32)

Bonus tracks on 2011 Universal Records deluxe reissue: ‘See What A Fool I’ve Been’ (BBC version, July 1973 – 2011 remix) (4’22), ‘White Queen (As It Began)’ (live version, Hammersmith Odeon, December 1975) (5’34), ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’ (instrumental mix) (3’10), ‘Nevermore’ (BBC version, April 1974) (1’29), ‘See What A Fool I’ve Been’ (4’31)

Bonus videos, 2011 iTunes-only editions: ‘White Queen (As It Began)’ (live version, Rainbow Theatre, November 1974), ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’ (live version, Wembley Stadium, July 1986), ‘Ogre Battle’ (live version, Hammersmith Odeon, December 1975)

Musicians: John Deacon (bass guitar, acoustic guitar on ‘Father To Son’), Brian May (guitars, piano on ‘Father To Son’, vocals, lead vocals on ‘Some Day, One Day’, tubular bells on ‘The March Of The Black Queen’), Freddie Mercury (vocals, piano, harpsichord on ‘The Fairy Feller’s Master-Stroke’), Roger Taylor (drums, percussion, vocals, lead vocals and marimba on ‘The Loser In The End’), Roy Thomas Baker (virtuoso castanets on ‘The March Of The Black Queen’)

Recorded: August 1973 at Trident Studios, London

Producers: Queen and Robin Geoffrey Cable (‘Nevermore’ and ‘Funny How Love Is’), Queen, Robin Geoffrey Cable, and Roy Thomas Baker (‘The March Of The Black Queen’), Queen and Roy Thomas Baker (all other tracks)

“Considering the abuse we’ve had lately, I’m surprised that the new LP has done so well. I suppose it’s basically because people like the band.” These words were spoken by Roger Taylor to Sounds mere weeks after Queen’s second album was released. Still considered something of a cult band – thanks in no small part to the virtual failure of their debut album and single – Queen had toured Britain relentlessly in the latter part of 1973, playing wherever they could and hoping to gain as much exposure as possible. They were even invited to perform on a few BBC radio specials: their September gig at the Golders Green Hippodrome was broadcast on In Concert, and in December they played again on John Peel’s Sounds Of The Seventies, their third appearance on that show in twelve months.

All this publicity should have been beneficial to Queen but they were still receiving negative press, lambasting them for being too excessive and self-indulgent. Listening to their first album, it’s difficult to agree with that criticism, but it certainly seems more justified after a run-through of their second release, unimaginatively titled Queen II. “To me, Queen II was the sort of emotional music we’d always wanted to be able to play,” Brian said, “although we couldn’t play most of it on stage because it was too complicated. We were trying to push studio techniques to a new limit for rock groups – it was fulfilling all our dreams because we didn’t have much opportunity for that on the first album. It went through our minds to call the album Over the Top.”

However, it is this album that has remained, along with A Day At The Races, a fan favourite to this day. It shows Queen at their finest, producing music that was deliberately not tailored for the hit parade. Queen II is a superior collection of complex music awash in guitar layers, vocal overdubs and ambiguous lyrics. Some have even argued that it’s the band’s own version of a concept album, like The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band of 1967, which every band since had attempted to imitate. Some were successful – Pink Floyd’s Dark Side Of The Moon, The Who’s Tommy, Genesis’ The Lamb Lies Down On Broadway and even Yes’ fascinating Relayer. But most were just extravagant, overproduced affairs straining towards a theme that was too muddled or so overwritten that the result seemed contrived and pompous. This was not the case with Queen II; not a concept album but a collection of songs with a loose theme running throughout. If A Night At The Opera was Queen’s Sgt. Pepper, then this album was their Revolver.

Sessions for the album took place almost as soon as sessions for the debut had wrapped up. In August 1973, the band went back to Trident Studios with Roy Thomas Baker and Mike Stone, and demanded of the Sheffields the necessary studio time to complete this album instead of recording during down-time. The result of that meeting enabled Queen to complete the album within the month; the band had several ideas they wanted to explore, and were able to flesh them out fully with the additional time granted. Interestingly, several songs that had already appeared in concert but not on the debut album were recorded: ‘Father To Son’, ‘Ogre Battle’, ‘White Queen (As It Began)’ and ‘Procession’ had all been premiered as early as 1972, with some of the songs dating back to at least 1969. A notable omission from the sessions was ‘Stone Cold Crazy’, which had been in the set list for years; that song would be revisited for their next album, though in a more accelerated form. Several outtakes from the August sessions indicate that portions of ‘The Prophets Song’ were also rehearsed; that song would finally appear on A Night At The Opera over two years later.

Clearly, the band were in a creative period: Brian and Freddie were both writing beautiful and innovative songs, emerging as a new kind of songwriting team. Although they wouldn’t collaborate, per se, until ‘Is This The World We Created...?’ nearly a decade later, they were instinctively adept at synergistic teamwork. It’s obvious that Freddie wrote ‘The March Of The Black Queen’ after hearing ‘White Queen (As It Began)’; Freddie’s new composition then inspired Brian to restructure ‘Father To Son’ as a powerful tour de force, leading Freddie to rethink his own ‘Ogre Battle’. ‘Nevermore’ and ‘Some Day, One Day’ sound like cousins, both articulating a similar theme of abandoned love.

It was because of this kind of creativity, and the distinctly loose yet interdependent lyrical theme running throughout the songs, that they decided to label the album sides ‘Side White’ (Brian’s songs) and ‘Side Black’ (Freddie’s songs). Notice the distinct light and shade in all the songs: Brian’s forceful ‘Father To Son’ blends together several dark passages before light dawns towards the end with a singalong acoustic segment, and segues effortlessly into the more elegant and textural ‘White Queen (As It Began)’. Freddie’s comic-relief number ‘The Fairy Feller’s Master-Stroke’ diminishes gradually into the mournful ‘Nevermore’, which in turn descends into the sinister ‘The March Of The Black Queen’, making the album a veritable panoply of sounds and sensations.

Roger, too, was adapting to the new songwriting approach. His first composition for Queen, ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’, wasn’t the most promising, and although most listeners regarded his second song, ‘The Loser In The End’, as far worse, it ties in beautifully with ‘Father To Son’, a song which inspired Roger to write his paean to mothers everywhere. Only John didn’t contribute any songs to the album; still regarding himself as “the new boy”, it would take extenuating circumstances (Brian’s hepatitis and ulcer the following year) for him to finally write his first song. Perhaps he just couldn’t relate to the darker themes of the album, and, since he would later be known for writing strictly pop songs, it’s impossible to imagine a lighthearted pop-rock ditty fitting anywhere within this seamless album.

Production duties were split between Roy Thomas Baker and the band, but John Anthony wasn’t back on board. There was animosity between Freddie and Anthony, a clash of egos in a creative environment with neither side willing to compromise; the more amicable Baker was preferred and put in charge of identifying each member’s creative forte and channelling it into something cohesive. Because of the range of musical experimentation in the album, Baker must have been overwhelmed by all the new and unfamiliar sounds, so it’s not surprising that a second producer was invited to assist him. Initially, David Bowie was approached to produce the album (he had accepted this type of invitation for Lou Reed’s Transformer in 1972); though flattered, Bowie declined because he was currently busy recording Pin Ups before commencing another new and ambitious project, eventually released as Diamond Dogs. So the band approached another familiar face and asked Robin Geoffrey Cable to help with some of the band’s loftier ambitions.

Queen had certainly changed within a year: each band member was becoming more outspoken with his ideas, none more so than Freddie. It must have been a marked contrast to Cable, who had first met the vocalist when he was a timid, reserved person, and was suddenly confronted with a song like ‘The March Of The Black Queen’. Since that song was co-produced by Cable, Baker and the band, he was asked to help with ‘Nevermore’ and ‘Funny How Love Is’, a song that he must have felt more at home with, as it resembled the ‘wall of sound’ technique made famous by Phil Spector in the 1960s. This was the technique used by Cable when recording ‘I Can Hear Music’ and ‘Goin’ Back’ with Freddie, tracks released in mid-1973 under the pseudonym Larry Lurex.

Elsewhere on the album, the band strayed close to overproduction, but considering the times and the songs that were being submitted for recording, arrangements that may have been labelled then as contrived and self-indulgent are now considered classic. The best-produced song is undoubtedly ‘The Fairy Feller’s Master-Stroke’, inspired by Hendrix with the panning of sounds from side to side; it takes repeated listens to experience all that is going on, and is best investigated using headphones. The drum sound had improved considerably, with Roger achieving a thunderous attack on his own composition, ‘The Loser In The End’. On other songs, the instruments aren’t very clear and can sometimes be difficult to differentiate, but it all adds to the mood and atmosphere of the album. While Queen would sound clearer and more accomplished on subsequent albums, they would never sound better.

“For some strange reason we seemed to get a rather different feel on the album,” Brian observed to BBC’s Radio One in 1983, “because of the way we were forced to record it, and even allowing for the problems we had none of us were really displeased with the result ... Led Zeppelin and The Who are probably in there somewhere because they were among our favourite groups, but what we are trying to do differently from either of those groups was this sort of layered sound. The Who had the open-chord guitar sound, and there’s a bit of that in ‘Father To Son’, but our sound is more based on the overdriven guitar sound, which is used for the main bulk of the song, but I also wanted to build up textures behind the main melody lines.”

The band all individually later admitted that they were like children let loose in the candy store, using the studio as an instrument and getting bogged down by production touches. John told the specialty magazine release Queen File in 1974, “Queen II, like the other albums, is good because of the time we spent on the production. On Queen II we did all the guitar overdubs, the acoustics, bells, lots of piano; in other words, everything! We go to all the mixes, we don’t just leave it to the producer. Even after the mixing we spent two weeks at Trident whilst the album was being cut.” Freddie told Sounds in 1976, “I did discipline myself ... Take vocals, because they’re my forte – especially harmonies and those kind of things. On Queen II [we went] berserk.” Brian told Sounds in 1984, “When Queen II came out it didn’t connect with everyone. A lot of people thought we’d forsaken rock music. They said, ‘Why don’t you play things like “Liar” and “Keep Yourself Alive”?’, which were on the first album. All we could say was, ‘Give it another listen, it’s there, but it’s all layered, it’s a new approach.’ Nowadays people say, ‘Why don’t you play like Queen II?’ A lot of our close fans think that, and I still like that album a lot. It’s not perfect, it has the imperfections of youth and the excesses of youth, but I think that was our biggest single step ever ... [It] did OK but we felt it had been misunderstood by a lot of people ... We were slated for that album by the critics; the critics unanimously hated it, wrote it off as worse than rubbish.”

The album cover became an instant icon in the glam rock circle, and also launched Queen’s foray into music videos the following year. “It was just one of those flashes of inspiration that happens sometimes,” explained photographer Mick Rock, who had shown Freddie a photograph of Marlene Dietrich. “There was a feeling that [echoing the Dietrich pose] might be pretentious. To Freddie, that word was meaningless – ‘but is it fabulous?’ was all that mattered. Those were the days of androgyny, and Freddie was prepared to push it quite a way.” Added Freddie, “It doesn’t have any special meaning, but we were fascinated with this type of thing, and the wardrobe we used at the time described it perfectly well.”

Freddie, at the six o’clock position, is flanked by John and Roger at either side while Brian, being the tallest, appears above Freddie. With hooded eyes and features white and waxen, the four unsmiling faces stare emotionlessly. Dressed in all black and set against a stark black backdrop, the only other colour comes from Freddie’s attenuated hands, crossed protectively over his chest. There wasn’t any hidden meaning in the photograph, and it contrasted beautifully with the inner, which is the exact opposite of the front cover: the band are dressed in all white, Freddie hiding all but the top half of his face with a white fur blanket as the others stare at the camera in an almost bemused manner, mirroring their respective positions on the front (only Roger and John are switched). Still, it’s moody and strangely dark, despite the overall use of white and light: both portraits are the visual equivalent of the aural light and shade present in the songs on the album.

The sessions concluded fairly quickly, with eleven complete songs ready plus ‘See What A Fool I’ve Been’, ultimately released as the B-side of ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’ but not on the album itself. (The non-album B-side was later released on the 1991 remaster, along with two remixes of ‘Ogre Battle’ and ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’, the latter receiving high praise from Freddie. Twenty years after its initial reissue, Universal Records once again remastered it and released a deluxe edition, with a bonus disc of largely arbitrary selections; all good separately, but as bonuses, they were minimal.) But the band already had another tour scheduled and decided it was too soon to release yet another album. Other circumstances, including minor errors in the mixes and artwork, resulted in further delays; John, quite reasonably, insisted he be credited correctly instead of as Deacon John. The album finally emerged in March 1974, a mere fortnight after the smash success of ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’. Reviews ranged from the good (Sounds: “this album captures them in their finest hour”, Disc: “standards are very high”) to the middling (Melody Maker: “there’s no depth of sound or feeling”) to the downright bad (Record Mirror: “the dregs of glam rock”). Surprisingly, Rolling Stone was relatively supportive (at least regarding the first side), gushing that it “is quite an improvement, containing many of the same muddled tendencies, but with the saving grace of timely and well-chosen power chords and some rather pretty tunes”, while describing the second side as “a lyrically muddled fairy-tale world with none of Genesis’ wit or sophistication. They’ve also appropriated the most irritating elements of Yes’ style: histrionic vocals, abrupt and pointless compositional complexity, and a dearth of melody,” ultimately concluding that it “remains a floundering and sadly unoriginal affair.”

In the immediate aftermath, Roger voiced an opinion to Sounds, which is shared by the majority of Queen fans: “We took so much trouble over [Queen II]; possibly too much, but when we finished we felt really proud. Immediately it got really bad reviews, so I took it home to listen to and thought, ‘Christ, are they right?’ But after hearing it a few weeks later I still like it. I think it’s great. We’ll stick by it.”

SHEER HEART ATTACK

EMI EMC 3061 0C 062 96025, November 1974 [2]

Elektra 7E-1026, November 1974 [12]

EMI CDP 7 46206 2, December 1986

Hollywood HR-61036-2, March 1991

Parlophone CDPCSD 129, 1994

Island Remasters 276 441 1, March 2011 [82]

‘Brighton Rock’ (5’10), ‘Killer Queen’ (3’01), ‘Tenement Funster’ (2’47), ‘Flick Of The Wrist’ (3’17), ‘Lily Of The Valley’ (1’44), ‘Now I’m Here’ (4’14), ‘In The Lap Of The Gods’ (3’22), ‘Stone Cold Crazy’ (2’16), ‘Dear Friends’ (1’08), ‘Misfire’ (1’50), ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’ (2’15), ‘She Makes Me (Stormtrooper In Stilettoes)’ (4’09), ‘In The Lap Of The Gods...Revisited’ (3’45)

Bonus tracks on 1991 Hollywood Records reissue: ‘Stone Cold Crazy’ (remix by Michael Wagener) (2’16)

Bonus tracks on 2011 Universal Records deluxe reissue: ‘Now I’m Here’ (live version, Hammersmith Odeon, December 1975) (4’27), ‘Flick Of The Wrist’ (BBC version, October 1974) (3’26), ‘Tenement Funster’ (BBC version, October 1974) (2’59), ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’ (a cappella mix) (2’18), ‘In The Lap Of The Gods...Revisited’ (live version, Wembley Stadium, July 1986) (2’35)

Bonus videos, 2011 iTunes-only editions: ‘Killer Queen’ (Top Of The Pops version 2, 1974), ‘Stone Cold Crazy’ (live version, Rainbow Theatre, November 1974), ‘Now I’m Here’ (live version, Montreal Forum, November 1981)

Musicians: John Deacon (bass guitar, upright bass on ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’, acoustic guitar, almost all guitars on ‘Misfire’), Brian May (guitars, vocals, lead vocals on ‘She Makes Me (Stormtrooper In Stilettoes)’, piano on ‘Now I’m Here’ and ‘Dear Friends’, banjolele on ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’, guitar orchestrations), Freddie Mercury (vocals, piano, jangle piano on ‘Killer Queen’ and ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’, organ on ‘Now I’m Here’, vocal extravaganzas), Roger Taylor (drums, vocals, lead vocals on ‘Tenement Funster’, percussion, screams)

Recorded: July–September 1974 at Trident and AIR Studios, London; Wessex Studios, Highbury; Rockfield, Monmouth

Producers: Queen and Roy Thomas Baker

In late January 1974, the band received vaccinations for their upcoming trip to Australia; unfortunately, Brian’s needle hadn’t been cleaned and he contracted an infection which developed into gangrene. (For a time, it was thought his arm would need to be amputated.) Unwisely, he continued working and the experience weakened his immune system. While on the road supporting Mott the Hoople in May, he contracted hepatitis, forcing Queen to cancel their remaining dates (they were replaced by Kansas) and fly home. Inoculations were hastily administered and Brian fell into a deep depression: the band had finally made their major breakthrough, and he was struck down with a serious illness that brought all activity to a standstill.

Well, not all activity. Freddie, Roger and John used Brian’s recovery time wisely: while their ailing guitarist lay in a hospital bed, the trio started working on new songs for an unplanned second album of the year. Brian, too, started working on songs, and even felt well enough after nearly two months of rest to join his bandmates in the studio to work with them. Fate was to strike yet again, however, and, unfortunately, Brian was on the receiving end once more. This time, he collapsed at the studios with a duodenal ulcer and was quickly re-admitted to hospital. There were times when he felt well enough to visit the studios and a bed was made up so that he could lie down if he felt ill. (Most of the time, he did.) Reports of sessions regularly being interrupted by the guitarist running off to the bathroom to vomit weren’t far from the truth.

It was the determination of the others that kept the band going during this rough patch. Despite having to cancel a planned tour in September, the band remained a household name, with ‘Seven Seas Of Rhye’ still keeping them fresh in the public’s minds. The band remained optimistic, even with their dismayed guitarist worrying that the others would try to replace him; the thought hadn’t even occurred to them. It was also during this time that the then-hot Island artists Sparks approached Brian, cockily stating that Queen were yesterday’s news and asking if he would join their band. Brian politely declined; despite his illness, he was still loyal to the group, convinced that they were bound for bigger and better things.

John had finally started to gain faith in the band, especially after the trashing they received on their first two releases. “I’ve got more confidence in the group now than ever before,” he said. “I was possibly the one person in the group who could look at it from the outside because I was the fourth person [to join] ... I knew there was something there but I wasn’t so convinced of it – until possibly this album.” He later told Record Mirror in 1975, “I reckon I’ll always be involved in music and recording from now on. Anyway, I like the world I’m in these days: the other day we met Paul McCartney and that was great. He even said hello to Roger and said he was doing fine. McCartney has been Brian’s hero since his teen days.”

The band immersed themselves in studio work in the early summer of 1974, recording as much material as possible. Initial sessions started at Rockfield Studios in Monmouthshire, with backing tracks for ‘Happy Little Fuck’, ‘You’re Young And You’re Crazy’, ‘Banana Blues’, ‘In The Lap Of The Gods Part 2’ (those four working titles of ‘Brighton Rock’, ‘Tenement Funster’, ‘Misfire’, and ‘In The Lap Of The Gods...Revisited’, respectively), ‘Flick Of The Wrist’ and ‘Stone Cold Crazy’ laid down on 28 July. Time was divided between the Coach and Quadrangle studios, and by the end of the month, backing tracks for ten of the thirteen songs had been recorded. The band then moved on to Wessex Studios in August for two weeks to overdub vocals and percussion, while Brian, on the rebound from his illness, booked time at Associated Independent Recording (AIR) Studios in Westminster, and recorded the basic tracks of ‘Dear Friends’ and ‘She Makes Me (Stormtrooper In Stilettoes)’. In September, with the sessions winding down, the band returned to Trident Studios to mix the tracks, and Brian submitted ‘Now I’m Here’, his final song for the sessions, which was recorded at this time; that track was later mixed at Sound and Recording Mobiles (SARM) Studios late in October, before the thirteen-track album was sent off to the Mastering Lab in Los Angeles.

It was a learning experience, not only for the band but also for Roy Thomas Baker, who became known as the Fifth Queenie. Seemingly by magic, he was able to piece together fragments of songs when only a basic rhythm track (generally consisting of piano, drums and bass, without guitar) had been recorded. Brian would then add his parts when he felt well enough to do so. Out of necessity there were substitutes for Brian when he was unable to record: John stepped into the role of rhythm guitarist in Brian’s absence, and while his parts were later wiped and recorded by Brian, John’s meticulous guitar work graced his first-ever composition, ‘Misfire’.

Sheer Heart Attack saw Queen experimenting with studio trickery and instrumentation, more so than on their first two albums: the musician credits are a veritable laundry list of instruments. The double bass made its first appearance on ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’, albeit for only a few short seconds (it would later be used to greater effect on ‘’39’), while the jangle piano, which sounds like a honky-tonk piano, was also used on ‘Leroy Brown’. The band switched and matched instruments throughout recording, perhaps with the notion that if it was all to end after this album, at least they were going to have a good time recording it.

However, not everyone was having a good time. Brian was still in misery as he lay in his hospital bed, pondering his future with the group and contributing only four songs. (John and Roger each wrote one and Freddie wrote six: although all four received credit for ‘Stone Cold Crazy’, it was originally written solely by the vocalist.) Each of Brian’s four contributions has a different underlying meaning, stemming from his then-fragile state of mind. ‘She Makes Me (Stormtrooper In Stilettoes)’ can be interpreted as Brian’s desire to return to the metaphoric womb of Queen, while ‘Now I’m Here’ is a desperate assertion that he will indeed soon return. The title alone of ‘Dear Friends’ may well address the other three in the band, while the song itself might broach the possibility of him leaving the group. Of course, this is all hypothetical, but Brian’s frail emotions soon turned to elation when he was well enough to return to the studios.

“I was able also to see the group from the outside, almost, and I was very excited by what I saw,” Brian told BBC’s Radio One in 1983. “We’d done a few things before I’d got ill, but when I came out they’d done a lot more things including a couple of backing tracks of songs that I hadn’t heard from Freddie and I was really excited; ‘Flick Of The Wrist’ was one. It gave me a lot of inspiration to get back in there and do what I wanted to do. I did sort of get them to change a few things which I didn’t feel were right and I also asked for a couple of things to be changed, which they said, ‘No, you’re wrong,’ and they were probably right. It was good I wasn’t negative at all; I just went back in there with a lot of energy and enthusiasm and did my bits and the whole thing got finished off quite quickly then. I also managed to do some writing, I think ‘Now I’m Here’ was done after that period which came out quite easily. I’d been wrestling with it before and never got anywhere but, after the illness, it just seemed to come out and it went down very easily in the studio ... We weren’t going for hits, because we always thought of ourselves as an album group, but we did think that perhaps we’d dished up a bit too much for people to swallow on Queen II.”

Sheer Heart Attack flows far better than the previous album: Roger’s dark and brooding ‘Tenement Funster’ segues into Freddie’s vicious ‘Flick Of The Wrist’, which in turn flows into the delicate ‘Lily Of The Valley’. These three songs form the central core, the nucleus, of the first side. The songwriting as a whole is stronger and more focused than previously, with Freddie tightening his lyrical subject matter and condensing his thoughts into more digestible frameworks. The longest songs on the album – ‘Brighton Rock’, ‘Now I’m Here’ and ‘She Makes Me (Stormtrooper In Stilettoes)’, all three by Brian – all run over four minutes, while the other ten songs average just over two and a half minutes in length, with all efforts to produce an epic à la ‘Liar’, ‘Father To Son’ or ‘The March Of The Black Queen’ having, apparently, been abandoned ... for the time being, at any rate.

The uncontested highlight is Freddie’s moving ‘In The Lap Of The Gods...Revisited’, which not only closes the album but also became the set closer in the live setting for three years. There were many potential singles on the album, yet only ‘Killer Queen’ was seriously considered; it was due to the success of that single that the band eventually relented and issued a second single, ‘Now I’m Here’, a surprising choice considering the other, more obviously chart-friendly songs. “Not a collection of singles, dear, although we might draw another one off later for a single,” Freddie told NME in November 1974. “I’m not absolutely sure about that, though. No, not all the numbers last for ages. There were just so many songs we wanted to do, and it’s a change to have shorter numbers. It’s so varied that we were able to go to extremes. I only had about two weeks to write my songs, so we’ve been working fucking hard.”

The musical diversity is well in evidence and there are no songs that sound similar to any other; the band were more interested in expanding their experience and indulging their tastes (which may have been why critics called it self-indulgent) than conforming to the Led Zeppelin-esque image they had acquired. Indeed, it would have been easy to have recorded an album of rockers and ballads, but it’s the quirky margins of the album that give Sheer Heart Attack its charm. Songs like ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’, ‘Misfire’, ‘In The Lap Of The Gods’ and even ‘She Makes Me (Stormtrooper In Stilettoes)’ cannot be considered rock ‘n’ roll; even ‘Killer Queen’ is difficult to categorize. It’s too light to be considered rock, and Queen were certainly not a bubblegum pop band (it was kept off the top spot, significantly, by David Essex’s ‘I’m Gonna Make You A Star’). So what is it? It’s a fun and disposable, yet complex and tuneful, slice of glam rock that only the likes of David Bowie and Marc Bolan had perfected.

At this point in their career, the band already had an eye firmly cast on what was considered popular in the singles chart, yet they weren’t willing to sacrifice their artistic integrity and experimental natures to produce an album of generic, soul-less rock. The ideas were coming in rapid succession, and Roy Thomas Baker was the only man considered ideal to mould those concepts into fully-fledged songs while making them palatable as well. Despite the lack of togetherness during the sessions, Baker still managed to produce a crystal-clear and cohesive sound; his production is powerful on all thirteen songs and the quality has improved significantly since the muddled sound on Queen II. However, as Baker was quick to note, people still found room to criticize: “People didn’t like it at the time because they thought it was a bit over the top, which it was. It had every conceivable production idea that was available to us.”

It comes as no surprise that there are no unreleased songs from the sessions. There exists an incomplete demo recording of the title track, written by Roger and originally intended for use on the album; instead, he worked on ‘Tenement Funster’ (originally titled ‘Young And Crazy’ and then ‘Teen Dreams’) and kept the other song for another album. It would be drastically reworked for the 1977 album News Of The World and achieve notoriety as Queen’s answer to punk. Had it been finished for this album, it wouldn’t have had quite the same effect, but it did provide the band with an appropriate album title.

The dearth of additional material was evident in 1991, when Hollywood Records reissued the album, and only a contemporary remix of ‘Stone Cold Crazy’ was released. (A far more exciting remix of that same song by Trent Reznor remained unreleased, apart from escaping on a promo disc called Freakshow.) The 2011 deluxe edition contained three useless additions (BBC run-throughs of ‘Tenement Funster’ and ‘Flick Of The Wrist’, and the July 1986 Wembley Stadium rendition of ‘In The Lap Of The Gods...Revisited’) and two gems (a live recording of ‘Now I’m Here’ from the 1975 Christmas Eve Hammersmith Odeon concert, and an a cappella mix of ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’).

“God, the agony we went through to have those pictures taken,” Freddie exclaimed to NME in 1974 of the photo sessions for the album cover. “Can you imagine trying to convince the others to cover themselves in Vaseline and then have a hose of water turned on them? The end result is four members of the band looking decidedly unregal, tanned and healthy, and as drenched as if they’ve been sweating for a week ... Everyone was expecting some sort of cover. A Queen III cover, really, but this is completely new. It’s not that we’re changing altogether – it’s just a phase we are going through. We’re still as poncy as ever. We’re still the dandies we started out to be. We’re just showing people we’re not merely a load of poofs, that we are capable of other things.”

Mick Rock’s cover – certainly not as iconic as Queen II – shows the four band members lounging in close proximity to one another. Freddie is gazing off into the distance, seemingly transfixed by what lies ahead; Brian looks bemused, as if unable to take it all in; John rolls his eyes and smirks; Roger just looks stoned. Perhaps in an effort to share some of the spotlight with Freddie, Roger expressed displeasure with the way his hair looked and asked that hair extensions be provided. This is evident on outtakes of the cover shot, several of which also feature the band unable to keep straight faces. The final album cover, although decidedly rock ‘n’ roll, gives no real indication of the music within: the band have (temporarily) stepped out of their prog-rock exterior to deliver a photo that is very un-Queen-like and unpretentious. The back cover uses the same photograph, except that it’s smashed or cut into shards; the visual equivalent of a sheer heart attack.

The album was released in November 1974 after the runaway success of ‘Killer Queen’ the month before. The week before Sheer Heart Attack appeared in the UK, the band made their return to the British touring circuit, their first live shows since Brian’s health problems in May. The set list was restructured to accommodate the new album, prompting their audiences to rush out and buy it. The album rocketed to No. 2 in their home country, while the band made their first appearance in the US Top Twenty when the album peaked at No. 12, thanks, no doubt, to an extensive countrywide campaign in January 1975.

Reviews for the album were fairly complimentary, though there were the occasional ones in which jaded critics started to show their disdain for the band. In Rolling Stone, it was asserted that “Queen – on the record and on the jacket, too – makes no concessions to moderation ... If there’s no meaning (there isn’t), if nothing follows (it doesn’t), if you can’t dance to it (it would seem that you can’t), Sheer Heart Attack is still, like its two predecessors, a handsomely glossy construction.” ‘Killer Queen’ and ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’ were singled out as “surprisingly light showcases for Queen’s wit and vocal dexterity, calculated – like everything this band has ever done – to turn heads in surprise and wonder.” The review concluded with, “If it’s hard to love, it’s hard not to admire: this band is skilled, after all, and it dares.”

NME proclaimed, “A feast. No duffers, and four songs that will just run and run: ‘Killer Queen’, ‘Flick Of The Wrist’, ‘Now I’m Here’ and ‘In The Lap Of The Gods...Revisited’. Even the track I don’t like, ‘Brighton Rock’, includes May’s Echoplex solo, still a vibrant, thrilling experience whether you hear it live or on record.” A review that ran in the Associated Press in America declared, “This is a testament not only to Queen’s immense talent, but to their versatility as well. Queen will be playing Madison Square Garden as headliners by the time their fourth album comes along.” Not quite: the band wouldn’t appear at that landmark venue until 5 February 1977, well after the release of A Day At The Races.

For Queen fans, the album marked the first in a series of unparalleled releases that were true to the band’s experimental nature while providing chart-friendly singles, a streak that would end with News Of The World three albums later. While most fans prefer Queen II or A Day At The Races, citing those albums as Queen’s finest, others consider Sheer Heart Attack to be the first time the band produced a completely flawless yet charming album from start to finish. It was a track record that would follow through to their next release as the band perfected the balance of pomp, circumstance and rock. And maybe a little opera for good measure...

A NIGHT AT THE OPERA

EMI EMTC 103, November 1975 [1]

Elektra 7E-1053, December 1975 [4]

EMI CDP 7 46207 2, December 1986

Hollywood HR 61065 2, September 1991

Parlophone CDPCSD 130, 1994

Hollywood 6 9286-01091-9, April 2002

Parlophone 7 24353 98309 3, August 2002

Parlophone 0 0946 3 38457 2 5, November 2005

Island Remasters 276 442 4, March 2011 [96]

‘Death On Two Legs (Dedicated to ......’ (3’43), ‘Lazing On A Sunday Afternoon’ (1’07), ‘I’m In Love With My Car’ (3’04), ‘You’re My Best Friend’ (2’51), ‘’39’ (3’30), ‘Sweet Lady’ (4’02), ‘Seaside Rendezvous’ (2’16), ‘The Prophets Song’ (8’19), ‘Love Of My Life’ (3’38), ‘Good Company’ (3’23), ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (5’53), ‘God Save The Queen’ (1’13)

Bonus tracks on 1991 Hollywood Records reissue: ‘I’m In Love With My Car’ (remix by Mike Shipley) (3’26), ‘You’re My Best Friend’ (remix by Matt Wallace) (2’50)

Bonus tracks on 2011 Universal Records deluxe reissue: ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ (long-lost retake, July 1975) (4’05), ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (operatic section a cappella mix) (1’04), ‘You’re My Best Friend’ (isolated backing track mix) (2’58), ‘I’m In Love With My Car’ (guitar and vocal mix) (3’20), ‘’39’ (live version, Earl’s Court, June 1977) (3’47), ‘Love Of My Life’ (live single edit, 1979) (3’43)

Bonus videos, 2011 iTunes-only editions: ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (“no flames” promotional video), ‘Seaside Rendezvous’ (thirtieth anniversary collage), ‘Love Of My Life’ (live version, Milton Keynes Bowl, June 1982)

Musicians: John Deacon (bass guitar, electric piano on ‘You’re My Best Friend’, upright bass on ‘’39’), Brian May (guitars, orchestral backdrops, vocals, lead vocals on ‘’39’ and ‘Good Company’, toy koto on ‘The Prophets Song’, orchestral harp on ‘Love Of My Life’, genuine ‘aloha’ ukulele (made in Japan) and guitar jazz band on ‘Good Company’, operatic vocals on ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’), Freddie Mercury (vocals, vocals, Bechstein Debauchery, and more vocals, vocal orchestration of woodwinds on ‘Seaside Rendezvous’, operatic vocals on ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’), Roger Taylor (drums, percussion, vocals, lead vocals on ‘I’m In Love With My Car’, bass drum and tambourine on ‘’39’, vocal orchestration of brass on ‘Seaside Rendezvous’, operatic vocals on ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, timpani on ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ and ‘God Save The Queen’)

Recorded: Sarm East Studios, Aldgate; Olympic Studios, Barnes; Rockfield Studios, Monmouth; Scorpio, Lansdowne and Roundhouse Studios, London, August– November 1975

Producers: Queen and Roy Thomas Baker

“I think we knew we had something special. We said, ‘This can be our Sgt. Pepper.’ Or whatever.” A characteristically understated description of A Night At The Opera courtesy of Brian, from a 1991 interview with Q, yet still applicable to the album eventually released in November 1975. The success of Sheer Heart Attack hadn’t been a fluke; Queen were content to stick to their guns and continue putting out the high calibre of material that comprised their first three albums.

“I do enjoy the studio, yes,” Freddie told Sounds in 1976. “It’s the most strenuous part of my career. It’s so exhausting, mentally and physically. It drains you dry. I sometimes ask myself why I do it. After Sheer Heart Attack we were insane and said never again. And then look what happens! I think that is the basis of Queen actually. We were very, very meticulous. That has now become an obsession in a funny way, for want of a better word. It’s subconscious now, but we feel that we have to better that past standard we’ve created. Otherwise they’ll say, ‘God, look at what they did on Sheer Heart Attack and look at what they’re churning out now.’ And you have to supersede it for your own satisfaction.”

The album was born out of difficult situations, as most classics are: the band were hard up, despite their successes (“people thought we were driving around in limos,” Brian lamented in the late 1970s), and at the mercy of their managers, Barry and Norman Sheffield. With the worldwide success of ‘Killer Queen’, the band felt they weren’t being paid enough. When they first signed with Trident in 1972, they had each been given £20 a week, even though the Sheffields had originally insisted on only £15. It had increased a bit to £60 weekly by the time Sheer Heart Attack was released, but the band still wanted more of what they felt was rightfully theirs. The matter reached a head when John demanded a cash advance of £4000 so that he and his heavily pregnant wife Veronica (whom he had married in January 1975) could put a down-payment on a house. When he was coldly refused, the band started legal proceedings to sever all ties with Sheffield and Trident.

The first step was to abandon all recording at Trident. (While tensions had been building throughout the summer, relations were still decent enough on 2 July, when they entered Trident to rerecord an ultimately unreleased version of ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ for the American market.) They also hired a lawyer, Jim Beach, in December 1974, who initiated negotiations with Trident in an attempt to void Queen’s contractual obligations. Finally, after nearly nine months of lengthy parleys and arguments, deals were signed to free them from Trident absolutely. The band gained control of their back catalogue and their former publishing company, Feldman, was taken over by EMI. They were now signed up directly with EMI and Elektra, effectively removing Trident from the position of liaison, and were given free rein to acquire new management.

The two drawbacks were that Queen had to pay £100,000 to buy out their contracts and give Trident one per cent of their royalties on the next six albums; unfortunately, these included A Night At The Opera through to The Game, certainly the band’s most successful run. Additionally, a tour of America originally scheduled for September 1975 had to be cancelled because it had been organized by Jack Nelson (their US tour manager who was associated with Trident), despite the already booked venues and previously sold tickets. This was a major blow, given Roger’s claim in Record Mirror some months before that “we spent an awful lot of money on the last American tour and now we’ve been offered a good deal to go back and tour for about a month in August. We really must do it to replenish our funds. We simply can’t afford not to, so the album won’t be completed until after we get back.”

With funds running low, the band immediately started looking for new management, and three names were shortlisted: Led Zeppelin’s manager Peter Grant, who was very interested in having Queen under his wing but wanted them to be signed to his own Swan Song record label, which the band weren’t keen on; Peter Rudge, who was on tour with The Rolling Stones and couldn’t be contacted in time; and John Reid, who was managing Elton John and initially didn’t want to take on another band, but reconsidered when he learned it was Queen.

Don Arden, manager of Electric Light Orchestra, had met with the band during their early 1975 tour of America and offered them a very lucrative deal. They reluctantly declined because they were still in the process of negotiating their way out of Trident, but Arden spoke directly to Norman Sheffield and presented his offer to him. Trident agreed to his suggestions and the negotiations sped up, but by the time the band returned from Japan in May, these deals were scrapped by mutual agreement. Queen instead hired Reid.

Luckily, they managed to hold on to Roy Thomas Baker, and initial recording sessions took place at Rockfield Studios in August 1975, with the backing tracks for most of the songs recorded then. Unlike previous albums, the band started from scratch this time and had little new material to work with; only portions of ‘The Prophets Song’, which had been started and subsequently abandoned during sessions for Queen II, had existed in some form prior to the sessions. However, it was difficult to deny that 1975 was a year of creativity for the band: inspired by their recent headlining tour to America (they were able to finish it this time) and Japan, they felt a sense of rejuvenation and excitement. They had passed the proverbial ‘third album’ litmus test, and were ready to prove to the world that they were going to be around for quite some time.

The ideas flowed abundantly as the band immersed themselves in the studios. Expanding on the previous two albums’ creed of experimentation, instruments were hired and attempted by all band members, and if there was a sound they couldn’t achieve without the aid of synthesizers or session musicians, Brian worked out ways to create it on his guitar. The song that was given the most attention was Freddie’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, which the others initially found to be both puzzling and amusing. Once they realized he was serious, they still had their reservations but, because Freddie was extremely confident about the song, they let him create whatever he wanted as they focused on their own songs. “We ran the tape through so many times it kept wearing out,” Brian said about the rough mix for ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, often believed to be a myth but, in reality, true. “We transferred it in a hurry. Strange business – holding on to this elusive sound signal which gradually disappeared as we created it. Every time Freddie decided to add a few more ‘galileos’ we lost something too.”

The main sessions alternated between Rockfield and Sarm East Studios, with most of the backing tracks occurring at the former. The band had started recording there during basic sessions for Sheer Heart Attack the year before, but they found Sarm East on a par with Rockfield’s capabilities. Vocal overdubs were held at Scorpio Studios, while further overdubs took place at Olympic Studios, where such luminaries as The Who, The Rolling Stones and Jimi Hendrix had recorded, and Lansdowne. (Trident, of course, was not used, though a recording from the studio did slip out: ‘God Save The Queen’ had been recorded there by Brian and Roger on 27 October 1974.) Incidentally, the day after the press premiere at Roundhouse Studios, during which Freddie angrily ordered the assembled journalists to stand during the playing of Brian’s arrangment of the national anthem, the band stayed on at the studios to record overdubs; the next day, they went out on tour in support of the album.

It was this meticulous attention to detail that caught the press’ collective eye, as well as the album’s highly expensive cost (reportedly £40,000). Freddie addressed this issue in Melody Maker even before the album was released: “It’s really taken the longest to do out of all the four albums. We didn’t really cater for it. We just set upon it and said that we were going to do so many things. It’s taken us about four months and now we’ve really gone over the deadline with the tour approaching. It’s more important to get the album the way we want it, especially after we’ve spent so long on it.”

“We don’t want to be outrageous,” he continued. “It’s in us. There are so many things we want to do which we can’t do all at the same time. It’s impossible. At the moment we’ve made an album which, let’s face it, is too much to take for most people. But it was what we wanted to do. We could have done a few things that are on A Night At The Opera on the first album but it would have been too much to take for certain people. Really. It just so happens that you can’t cram everything on one album. It’s a progression. After the third album, we thought, ‘Now we’ve established ourselves and we can do certain things.’ Like, vocally we can outdo any band. We just thought that we would go out, not restrict ourselves with any barriers, and just do exactly what we want to do. It just so happened that I had this operatic thing and I thought, ‘Why don’t we do it?’ We went a bit overboard on every album, actually. But that’s the way Queen is. In certain areas we always feel that we want to go overboard. It’s what keeps us going really. If we were to come up with an album that people would say, ‘It’s just like Sheer Heart Attack but there are a few bits on Sheer Heart Attack that are better,’ I’d give up. I really would. Wouldn’t you?”

“Apart from ‘Killer Queen’, which was obviously catchy, I don’t think of our singles as being immediately commercial,” Roger had claimed to Record Mirror before ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ was even conceived. “Quite honestly, I’ve no idea whether the next single will be a melodic thing like ‘Killer Queen’ or an out-and-out rocker, although I’ve got a feeling there will be plenty of rockers on the next album.”

For all the praise ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ received, there are certainly other tracks which garnered similar attention in the studios, most notably ‘The Prophets Song’. Freddie again noted their work ethic, and singled out the vocal overdubs on this song in particular: “There were a lot of things we needed to do on Queen II and Sheer Heart Attack but there wasn’t enough space. This time there is. Guitar-wise and on vocals we’ve done things we haven’t done before. To finish the album we will work till we are legless. I’ll sing until my throat is like a vulture’s crotch. We haven’t even reached the halfway stage yet but from the things I can hear we have surpassed everything we’ve done before musically.”

Obviously, the band were eager to extend the boundaries they had previously set for themselves. From the opening piano strains of ‘Death On Two Legs (Dedicated to ......’ to the closing timpani rolls of ‘God Save The Queen’, A Night At The Opera stands as Queen’s finest forty-three minutes on vinyl, exploring all sorts of musical styles, many of them experimented with on the previous record but expanded upon here. Staying true to Roger’s reference to the rockers, they are in abundance on A Night At The Opera: ‘Death On Two Legs (Dedicated to ......’, ‘I’m In Love With My Car’, ‘Sweet Lady’, ‘The Prophets Song’ and ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ all rock with the best of them, though certainly none are as raw or energetic as the earlier ‘Liar’, ‘Great King Rat’, ‘Son And Daughter’, ‘Ogre Battle’ or ‘Stone Cold Crazy’. The band were more interested in creating an array of styles, and some of the more self-indulgent moments (‘Lazing On A Sunday Afternoon’, ‘Seaside Rendezvous’, ‘Good Company’) are reminiscent of many of The Kinks’ mid- to late-1960s records, timeless and classic in their own right but for the most part critically ignored.

The musicianship here is tight and more focused than on the previous three albums. “It’s more extreme,” Brian told Jonh (sic) Ingham in Sounds. “It’s varied, but it goes further in its various directions. It has a couple of the heaviest things we’ve ever done and probably some of the lightest things as well. It’s probably closer to Sheer Heart Attack than the others in that it does dart around and create lots of different moods, but we worked on it in the same way we worked on Queen II. A lot of it is very intense and very layered ... On A Night At The Opera we got into the real big production; that was actually mapped out on the second album on which we did a couple of things that were more complex and operatic. A Night At The Opera and A Day At The Races were really the most-arranged period.” Freddie summed it up rather succinctly in Circus in 1977, stating, “A Night At The Opera featured every sound from a tuba to a comb. Nothing is out of bounds.”

As with Sheer Heart Attack, the band experimented with many new instruments that hadn’t been attempted before. The biggest change introduced a third keyboardist into the fold: John, who had started his songwriting career with ‘Misfire’ in 1974, brought to the sessions a new song titled ‘You’re My Best Friend’. Because he had finally started learning how to play the piano, he wanted to experiment with more creative sounds instead of simply playing a traditional piano. The instrumentation called for an electric piano with significant distortion, though Freddie didn’t care for the sound and insisted that John play it on the standard piano instead; ultimately, however, John got his way. Brian also joked during a session that John should play double bass on ‘’39’, an acoustic busker’s song; the next day, John amazed everyone by performing the part wonderfully. Admittedly, he had previously played the instrument on Freddie’s ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’, but that was merely a few seconds as opposed to three and a half minutes.

Roger’s role was restricted more to percussion, although he got a chance to perform vocalizations of the woodwinds on Freddie’s music hall number ‘Seaside Rendezvous’. Brian seemed the most interested in experimenting instrumentally: apart from arranging most of the complex guitar parts (as well as the guitar jazz band for ‘Good Company’), he also contributed the ukulele, harp and toy koto, an instrument he picked up in Japan.

In fact, the band’s recent touring schedule influenced their drive to return to the studios. “What really helped was the last tour,” Freddie told Melody Maker at the album’s press premiere. “We’ve done a really successful worldwide tour which we’ve never done before. It taught us a lot. It taught us how to behave on stage and come to grips with the music. We started off in Britain and by the time we took that same stage act across to America and then to Japan, we were a different band. All that experience was accumulating, and when we came to do this album there were certain things which we had done in the past which we can do much better now. Our playing ability was better. Backing tracks on this album are far superior ... I think Queen has really got its own identity now. I don’t care what the journalists say, we got that identity after Queen II ... Of course, if we do something that’s harmonized, we’ll be The Beach Boys, and if we do something that’s heavy, we’ll be Led Zeppelin, or whatever. But the thing is that we have an identity of our own because we combine all those things which mean Queen.”

The first signs of a new Queen product, their first since the re-release of ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ in the US in July 1975 (there hadn’t been a UK single since ‘Now I’m Here’ in January), came in October 1975 in the form of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. Freddie stated, quite casually, in Melody Maker that “We look upon our product as songs. We don’t worry about singles or albums. All we do is pick the cream of the crop, then we look upon it as a whole to make sure the whole album works.” The resulting collection is best listened to as a complete process, even though Queen were loath to record concept albums (the closest they got was with Queen II): each song complements its predecessor nicely, and most act as a kind of introduction or segue to the next song, as in the lengthy ‘Tenement Funster’, ‘Flick Of The Wrist’ and ‘Lily Of The Valley’ triptych on Sheer Heart Attack.

As Brian explained to BBC’s Radio Two in 1999, “For A Night At The Opera, we sort of returned to the Queen II philosophy. We had our confidence, because we’d had a hit. We had a kind of almost desperation about us too, because we were totally bankrupt at that point. You know, we had made hit records but we hadn’t had any of the money back and if A Night At The Opera hadn’t been the huge success it was I think we would have just disappeared under the ocean someplace. So we were making this album knowing that it’s live or die. A bit of a competitive edge as well, I think – we wanted it to be our Sgt. Pepper and we each individually wanted to realize our potential as writers and producers and everything.”

The very title of the album suggests a more polished and refined Queen, as if they had honed their skills to become a more regal and adventurous unit than the underground rock outfit they had established themselves as on their first three releases. By contrast to Sheer Heart Attack, the title of which indicates a more balls-to-the-wall kind of rock album than the stadium rock Queen would perfect over the next few years, the albums’ covers are almost night and day. Whereas on Sheer Heart Attack the band are represented as sweaty, exhausted rock stars, on A Night At The Opera the patriotic redesign of Queen’s official insignia adorns an otherwise plain white sleeve, with the band’s name and the album title regally splashed in a cursive font. The back sleeve reads almost like a programme or playbill, while the inside features full lyrics (for the first time on a Queen album) and four black and white photos of the band members.

“The title of the album came at the very end of recording,” Freddie told Melody Maker in 1975. “We thought, ‘Oh God, we’ve got all these songs, what are we going to call the album?’ It was going to be called all sorts of things, and then I said, ‘Look, it’s got this sort of operatic content. Let’s look upon it that way.’ Then Roger and I thought of the title. It fitted, not only because of the high singing. It seemed that Queen were putting their necks on the line; we’ve always done that. We go through so many traumas, and we’re so meticulous. There are literally tens and twenties of songs that have been rejected for this album – some of them nice ones. If people don’t like the songs we’re doing at the moment, we couldn’t give a fuck. We’re probably the fussiest band in the world, to be honest. We take so much care with what we do because we feel so much about what we put across. And if we do an amazing album we make sure that album is packaged right, because we’ve put so much loving into it.”

The critics were almost universal in their praise: Melody Maker wrote, “The overall impression is of musical range, power and consistently incisive lyrics. My hair is still standing on end – so if you like good music and don’t mind looking silly, play this album.” Sounds argued that “Queen have the ability to actualise and encompass the outer limits of their sense of self-importance,” while American magazine Grooves opined, “Sharp operatic interludes, abrupt rhythmic changes, A Night At The Opera defies convention and places Queen in that rarefied circle of genuine superstars.” “Don’t get the idea that A Night At The Opera constitutes Queen’s attempt at light opera,” the Winnipeg Free Press wrote. “There’s still plenty of the familiar firepower which fans have come to expect from the group, although the overall emphasis is on the quieter, more subdued side of the group’s diverse musical framework.” Tony Stewart in NME opined that “Already there’s been a suggestion that this, Queen’s fourth album, has cost more to make than any other recorded in British studios ... More than anything else, A Night At The Opera is a consolidation of the previous album’s success, skillfully balancing artistry and effectology. Throughout the album, they display their individual songwriting abilities and musicianship to devastating effect – though there is one track, ‘Sweet Lady’, which is probably the most awful rock number they’ve ever recorded; it mars an otherwise excellent set ... If it’s the most expensive album ever made in a British studio, it’s also arguably the best. God save ’em.”

In 1991, the album was reissued on CD, throwing in two bonus tracks – superfluous remixes of ‘I’m In Love With My Car’ and ‘You’re My Best Friend’ – but the real excitement came in 2002, when the album became Queen’s first DVD-Audio release. It was originally supposed to be released on 20 November 2001 but was withdrawn due to a poor remix that caused Brian to take a more hands-on approach in order to create the ultimate sonic scope so deserving of their masterpiece. When the thirtieth anniversary of the album came in November 2005, Brian teased the fans on his website by promising something very special, yet the end result was disappointing. A two-disc package appeared: the first disc was the expected album, remastered for CD (yet again), while the second disc was ... the album yet again, but this time presented in DVD-A (yet again).

On the DVD portion of the release, however – as a bonus – there were music videos for each song. While this may have been a good idea in theory, in practice it’s a huge letdown. Much like the Rare Live debacle years before, the videos on this package (except, of course, for ‘You’re My Best Friend’ and ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, which feature the standard music videos issued for the umpteenth time) are cut-and-paste jobs, culled from several different concerts across several different eras, resulting in a jarring effect. Some of the inclusions are worthwhile (indeed, ‘Sweet Lady’ is extracted from the 1976 Hyde Park performance), but the worst offenders are ‘Seaside Rendezvous’ and ‘Good Company’, for which no footage was available since neither was ever performed live. For the first song, therefore, a collage was put together of old-time movies featuring men and women in the late 1930s and early 1940s strolling along the beach, while the second did the same with footage of families enjoying quality time together.

For those dead-set against the Queen + Paul Rodgers tour, there was initial disappointment that ‘’39’ and ‘Love Of My Life’ were taken from the official Return Of The Champions DVD, but there was no sign of Rodgers anywhere; granted, it would be a little strange to see footage of Freddie synched to ‘’39’, which was sung by Brian, and as the guitarist had never sung a complete song live during Freddie’s lifetime, something had to give. It all begs the question: why? Was this shambolic release really necessary? The DVD-A featured the fully restored ‘God Save The Queen’, the master tapes of which had gone missing for the previous release, preventing a proper 5.1 remix from being made, and the DVD did feature band commentary on each song. But it was otherwise a wasted opportunity, certainly not an appropriate treatment of Queen’s most esteemed album of all time.

In 2011, this wrong was righted with the release of a deluxe edition by Universal Records, which not only improved the sound, but added a bonus disc of live tracks and alternate mixes. (Most intriguing was the inclusion of the ‘Keep Yourself Alive’ retake, confirming its recording date to 1975 and not 1972, as previously believed.) Amid the superfluous live single edit of ‘Love Of My Life’ from 1979 were a few gems, notably the guitar and vocal mix of ‘I’m In Love With My Car’, a brief a cappella snippet of the operatic section of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, and a live 1977 recording of ‘’39’. It wasn’t a flawless presentation, leaving the true rarities safely in the vault and going the safe, predictable route, but it did a decent enough job of adding some goodies to an already classic album.

A DAY AT THE RACES

EMI EMTC 104, December 1976 [1]

Elektra 6E-101, December 1976 [5]

EMI CDP 7 46208 2, December 1986

Hollywood HR 61035 2, March 1991

Parlophone CDPCSD 131, 1994

Island Remasters 276 441 6, March 2011 [104]

‘Tie Your Mother Down’ (4’49), ‘You Take My Breath Away’ (5’08), ‘Long Away’ (3’33), ‘The Millionaire Waltz’ (4’55), ‘You And I’ (3’26), ‘Somebody To Love’ (4’57), ‘White Man’ (5’00), ‘Good Old-Fashioned Lover Boy’ (2’54), ‘Drowse’ (3’45), ‘Teo Torriatte (Let Us Cling Together)’ (5’53)

Bonus tracks on 1991 Hollywood Records reissue: ‘Tie Your Mother Down’ (remix by Matt Wallace) (3’44), ‘Somebody To Love’ (remix by Randy Badazz) (5’00)

Bonus tracks on 2011 Universal Records deluxe reissue: ‘Tie Your Mother Down’ (backing track mix) (3’48), ‘Somebody To Love’ (live version, Milton Keynes Bowl, June 1982) (7’57), ‘You Take My Breath Away’ (live version, Hyde Park, September 1976) (3’07), ‘Good Old-Fashioned Lover Boy’ (Top Of The Pops version, July 1977) (2’52), ‘Teo Torriatte (Let Us Cling Together)’ (2005 HD remix) (4’47)

Bonus videos, 2011 iTunes-only editions: ‘You Take My Breath Away’ (live version, Earl’s Court, June 1977), ‘Tie Your Mother Down’ (live version, Milton Keynes Bowl, June 1982), ‘Somebody To Love’ (promotional video)

Musicians: John Deacon (Fender bass, acoustic guitar on ‘You And I’), Brian May (guitars, vocals, leader of the orchestra, harmonium, piano and Vox electric piano on ‘Teo Torriatte’, introduction on ‘Tie Your Mother Down’, slide guitar on ‘Tie Your Mother Down’ and ‘Drowse’, guitar orchestrations on ‘The Millionaire Waltz’, lead vocals on ‘Long Away’), Freddie Mercury (vocals, piano, choir meister, tantrums), Roger Taylor (drums, vocals, percussion, pandemonium, lead vocals, rhythm guitar and timpani on ‘Drowse’), Mike Stone (backing vocals on ‘Good Old-Fashioned Lover Boy’)

Recorded: July–November 1976 at The Manor, Oxfordshire; Wessex Studios, Highbury; and Sarm East Studios, Aldgate

Producers: Queen

“Each time we go into the studios, it gets that much more difficult,” Freddie explained to Circus in 1977, “because we’re trying to progress, to write songs that sound different from the past. The first album is easy, because you’ve always got a lot in your head that you’re anxious to put down. As the albums go by, you think, ‘They’ll say I’m repeating a formula.’ I’m very conscious of that.”

A Day At The Races takes all the knowledge and experience Queen had accumulated from six years of studio work and wraps it up nicely in a ten-track, forty-minute album. Progressing, if it was possible, from the studio trickery of A Night At The Opera, the album was superficially as blatant a follow-up as an album could be, featuring similar typesetting and a black cover, even sporting a title taken, again, from a classic Marx Brothers film. Still magnificently produced, the album featured all the trademarks of its predecessor: music hall (‘Good Old-Fashioned Lover Boy’), a gorgeous ballad (‘You Take My Breath Away’), pure, fun pop (‘You And I’) and heavy rock (‘Tie Your Mother Down’, ‘White Man’), though the band also managed to break into different musical territories, most successfully with gospel on ‘Somebody To Love’, experimenting also with foreign languages on ‘Teo Torriatte (Let Us Cling Together)’ and testing the limits of studio technology on ‘The Millionaire Waltz’.

However, it would be unfair to compare the two albums, as A Night At The Opera is more instantly recognizable, thanks to ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ and ‘You’re My Best Friend’. Sitting uncomfortably in the shadow of its predecessor, A Day At The Races has still managed to become a fan favourite over the years, and is widely regarded, along with Queen II, as the band’s crowning glory.

Roger said of the album in Circus, “The new songs are stronger, and the playing is quite possibly better (the writing’s better, too!),” explaining further that the album represents “a step ahead of our previous work. We tried to avoid over-complicating. We tried to get a more basic feel in.” Though none of the arrangements were as elaborate as those on ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ or ‘The Prophets Song’, the band were still ambitious in their own way. ‘The Millionaire Waltz’ and ‘Somebody To Love’ definitely rivalled the production values of the previous album, and the introduction (later reprised at the album’s conclusion) constituted some of Brian’s most challenging guitar work to date.

What’s obvious is that the band had matured and were just about to find their ‘voice’. As a result of their new eminence, it would also be the last album the band meticulously produced. Everything released after this would cater to a newer audience: the people who filled up the vast stadia they hadn’t attempted to fill before the success of ‘We Will Rock You’, ‘We Are The Champions’ and all their early to mid-1980s achievements. A Day At The Races is a transitional album for Queen, and cynics would say that the band were merely repeating a well-worn formula. While there might be some semblance of truth in that criticism, Roger was correct in saying that the songs were more basic-sounding. There’s a kind of roominess that washes over the ten songs, allowing the music to breathe more freely. Compare ‘Sweet Lady’ and ‘White Man’: whereas in the former the instruments are all very closely mic’d and pristinely recorded, there’s a degree of rawness and roughness around the edges in the latter title. ‘White Man’ would have introduced an unrefined note to A Night At The Opera, while ‘Sweet Lady’ would have been too polished for A Day At The Races.

It’s in that supposed drawback that A Day At The Races scores its greatest success. There isn’t a weak song on the album, and while Freddie was still able to indulge himself with songs like ‘Good Old-Fashioned Lover Boy’ and ‘The Millionaire Waltz’ – both comparable to the slighter ‘Lazing On A Sunday Afternoon’ and ‘Seaside Rendezvous’ – the songwriting as a whole is decidedly stronger and more meticulous. Roger and John especially shine as songwriters: John’s contribution, ‘You And I’, sounds like a follow-up to ‘You’re My Best Friend’, but he was able to advance his writing and arranging abilities and succeed in writing a song that surpassed his prior contribution in every way.

Roger, too, achieved unexpected prominence with ‘Drowse’, a song so superbly written and arranged that it’s impossible to believe it came from the man who wrote ‘Modern Times Rock ‘n’ Roll’ and ‘The Loser In The End’. While Brian had always been a strong songwriter, unfairly rated second to Freddie, he outdid himself this time by contributing four consistently strong songs. It would seem that Freddie was starting to let the others contribute equally, whereas previously he had dominated the albums with his songwriting. That’s not to imply that he was attempting to assert himself as the sole songwriter in the group, or that his songwriting had deteriorated on this album, but the other three were finally comfortable enough to take on the responsibility of writing more.

Recording sessions for the album were initially held at The Manor in Wessex in the summer of 1976, nearly three months after their last group activity on a tour of Australia. There wasn’t any great rush to get the album out, as there were, unusually, no tour dates until January 1977: normally, the band would tour for the first half of the year, record an album in the interim, then go back out on tour until the end of the year. However, they were now eager to put pleasure ahead of business. They had finally broken from their previous managers and had become more or less self-managed, meaning they could work at their leisure. On top of that, Brian finally married his fiancée, Chrissy Mullen, on 29 May; it was a perfect excuse to take some time off, which also allowed John to spend time with his own wife, Veronica, and their son Robert.

When sessions finally started, the band used ideas and songs that had been first attempted during the A Night At The Opera sessions the previous summer. Certainly, the riff for ‘Tie Your Mother Down’ had been written back in January 1975, while ideas for ‘Teo Torriatte (Let Us Cling Together)’ were started after Queen’s first trip to Japan in May 1975. At the end of July, basic tracks for six songs had been started: ‘Good Old-Fashioned Lover Boy’, ‘The Millionaire Waltz’, ‘You Take My Breath Away’, ‘Simple Man’ (a working title of ‘White Man’), ‘Drowse’ and ‘Somebody To Love’. Recording progressed slowly, partly due to the intentional absence of Roy Thomas Baker. “We finally got that organized,” Freddie explained to Circus in 1977. “We just felt that, for this one, we needed a bit of a change. We were quite confident in doing it ourselves. The other albums we really co-produced, although we always took a very keen interest.”

“It was all very amicable,” Roger told Circus. “Roy’s been in and out of the country. He’s heard some rough mixes. Who knows? Maybe he’ll be back producing the next one! It’s been tremendous pressure recording this album.” Freddie agreed somewhat, but was more optimistic. “I think it turned out for the better,” he told Circus. “Taking more responsibility has been good for us. Roy’s been great, but it’s a progression, really – another step in our career. We simply felt that it was now or never.”

Surprisingly, John was the most candid on the subject. “We had a chat with Roy [Thomas] Baker, who’s very well known now, who did our first three albums,” he said in a KLOS-FM radio interview in 1977. “And we needed him, ’cause he’s like a really good super engineer, he knew all the technical ins and outs of the studio. So he was able to tell us how we could do this, sort of record our vocals over fifty times, or do this ‘phasing’. The ideas that we wanted to do, just how he could actually, physically record them. But A Night At The Opera was the last album we did with him. We had done four albums with him, and we came to the position where we had taught ourselves what to do in the studio, and one didn’t really need the services of the producer, because within the group, within the four of us, we had plenty of ideas. All we really needed was a good engineer. So that’s what we did with the new album ... we more or less produced it ourselves with an engineer [Mike Stone].

“I mean, [on] A Night At The Opera and Sheer Heart Attack, we had co-production credits on it, so it was sort of a slow thing when you’re first in the studio: you’re new, you’re beginners, you have to learn. And then it depends how long it takes. You have to get that confidence in the studio to know what to do in time, and then you can sort of perhaps take it over yourself. Whereas it depends on different people; some artists just don’t know what goes on in the studio at all. But we’ve always been very interested in working in studios, how to get the best out of them. It’s just been a natural extension really, to just produce our own.”

Sessions were interrupted in August by preparations for what would become Queen’s first British dates since December 1975. As with any up-and-coming young band, they had fallen prey to the lure of different territories and sadly started to neglect their their mother country; the band wanted to thank their English fans for their continued support and arranged two shows in Edinburgh and one show in Cardiff, with an all-day free gig at Hyde Park as the climax of the proceedings. Only two new songs were premiered during this mini-tour: ‘Tie Your Mother Down’, which wasn’t performed at Hyde Park due to timing restraints, and ‘You Take My Breath Away’. This marked one of the rare occasions when new material was performed before its actual release.

After the four dates, the band went back into the studio to finish up work on the album. “There are definitely different sounds and a few surprises on the album, but we’ve still maintained the basic Queen sound,” Freddie told Circus. “A Day At The Races is definitely a follow-up to A Night At The Opera, hence the title.” Brian, however, wanted to avoid the inevitable follow-up claims, saying, “I wish, in some ways, that we had put A Night At The Opera and A Day At The Races out together, because the material for both of them was more or less written at the same time, and it corresponds to an almost exactly similar period in our development. So I regard the two albums as completely parallel, and the fact that one came out after another is a shame, because it was looked on as a follow-up, whereas really it was sort of an extension of the first one.”

John was keener on the technical side of things, and was pleased with the way the recording sessions went: “There’s a lot of stuff on our records, you know. Especially when you get the headphones on ... I suppose our thing is fairly modern in a way, because we do use the studio a lot. I suppose it sounds more modern in a way because of all the various multi-tracking we do. That wasn’t done five years ago because the facilities weren’t around. When we recorded our first album, sixteen-track machines were the thing. And we just used the facilities that they could do ... But now working in the studio is an art in itself, because you can come up with sounds that you could never reproduce on stage.”

In the normal round of publicity, and perhaps in lieu of any concert performances, the band appeared at Kempton Park (a specially designed horse-racing track) on 16 October in a special race called the Day At The Races Hurdle. Sponsored by EMI Records and suggested by John Reid, the four showed up initially uninterested in the spectacle, but eventually warmed to the event as it was a beautiful day and attendance was high. The press were there in order to ask questions and hear the completed product, while two bands – Marmalade and The Tremoloes – were commissioned to entertain between races. John, Brian, Freddie and Roger were each asked to place a bet on a horse, which they duly did; little did any of them suspect that they all coincidentally bet on the same horse (Lanzarote, ridden by John Francombe), which turned out to be the winning horse of the day.

The biggest event was supposed to take place on 1 December, when the band were slated to appear on ITV’s early evening magazine show Today With Bill Grundy but pulled out at the last minute. EMI provided a replacement in the form of The Sex Pistols; it was this appearance that shot them to overnight notoriety and spelled the end of Grundy’s primetime career. Instead, Freddie made a guest appearance on his friend Kenny Everett’s radio programme Be Bop Bonanza, in which the pair very nearly drowned in champagne while ‘reviewing’ the new album. At one point, Kenny threw his clipboard into Freddie’s lap and asked him to read the weather, which the vocalist reluctantly did – and still managed to get it wrong.

Because of all the publicity, A Day At The Races went on to become Queen’s second No. 1 album in the UK upon its release in December. Additionally, EMI received the highest advance orders for the album of any they had released up to that point. In the States, the album reached No. 5, one position beneath its predecessor, but still a respectable showing. Reviews were mixed, as usual: Dave Marsh offered a tepid review, more or less reviewing Queen’s stage presence rather than the album itself. “In addition, to cement their ‘seriousness’, they use instrumental effects which hint at opera in the same way that bad movie music palely evokes the symphony,” he wrote, also remarking that “A Day At The Races is probably meant to be the sequel to Queen’s 1976 [sic] smash, A Night At The Opera, but nothing much has changed.”

The Washington Post was cautious with its praise, calling out the obvious parallels between this album and its predecessor in a piece titled ‘Queen’s Déjà Vu “At The Races”’. “When A Night At The Opera, released at about this time last year, turned into one of 1976’s most popular albums, the four musicians in Queen ... had a tough decision to make. For their next effort they could either stick their necks out and try something new – or play it safe and deliver more of the same. It takes only a glance at the cover of A Day At The Races to determine the choice they made ... Once again, Queen ... has come up with a judicious blend of heavy metal rockers and classically influenced, almost operatic, torch songs. It’s the oddness of this combination that prevents Queen from being lumped together with all the other third-generation English heavy metal bands ... The only new departure here is ‘Teo Torriatte’, the album’s finale. The Beatles have sung in German and French, and Roxy Music in German, French, Italian and Latin, but never before has an English-speaking rock group attempted to sing a song in Japanese. Queen’s rendition of this May composition, which apparently translates as ‘Let Us Cling Together’, is a charming novelty – so don’t be surprised if it turns up again as the opening bars of next year’s Duck Soup.”

“It’s important in rock to know when to move to new musical ground and when to stick with what you’ve got,” Winnipeg’s Free Press opined in a bizarre praise of creative arrested development. “By staying close to the perimeters of last year’s hugely successful A Night At The Opera, Queen has another massive bestseller in A Day At The Races. David Bowie could benefit from Queen’s counsel: Low, Bowie’s latest change of direction, adds to the Englishman’s colorful, elusive persona, but the album’s icy disorienting Kraftwerk Meets Eno experimentalist rock leaves me wanting less persona and more music. Bowie’s popularity will push Low into the Top Ten alongside A Day At The Races, but its stay there should be brief ... While this reliance on familiar strains puts Races in the shadow of Opera, the band has approached the individual tracks with a care and skill that gives them their own personality and punch. More than simply a repeat of its last work, Races is a reconfirmation of Queen’s position as the best of the third wave of English rock groups.”

Circus damned the album the most with faint praise: “Let’s not fault Mercury’s fabrications for shrewd indulgence. Ostentation is the man’s strategy, and Queen albums beg to be judged by their pomp. Grandeur is the other side of pretension. And Freddie Mercury is abrasive – but oh so knowing. These Limey lads are effete, flaky and fey, but they’re not blase. With A Day At The Races, they’ve deserted art-rock entirely. They’re silly now. And wondrously shameless. Rule Britannia!” A review in Sounds hit a little too close to home: “It is too formulated, too smart ass, too reliant on trickery as a substitute for inspiration. Although I believe that Queen have produced some of the most impressive, majestic, sophisticated music of the decade over the last few years, there has to be a substance behind the frills. If I am wrong about this album, then apologies to anyone misled by premature opinion.”

This was a magnanimous gesture, and also a prescient one given the general opinion among Queen fans today (this author included) that A Day At The Races is arguably Queen’s finest moment ever.

NEWS OF THE WORLD

EMI EMA 784, October 1977 [4]

Elektra 6E-112, November 1977 [3]

EMI CDP 7 46209 2, December 1986

Hollywood HR-61037-2, March 1991

Parlophone CDPCSD 132, 1994

‘We Will Rock You’ (2’02), ‘We Are The Champions’ (3’02), ‘Sheer Heart Attack’ (3’27), ‘All Dead, All Dead’ (3’10), ‘Spread Your Wings’ (4’35), ‘Fight From The Inside’ (3’04), ‘Get Down, Make Love’ (3’51), ‘Sleeping On The Sidewalk’ (3’07), ‘Who Needs You’ (3’06), ‘It’s Late’ (6’26), ‘My Melancholy Blues’ (3’26)

Bonus track on 1991 reissue: ‘We Will Rock You’ (ruined by Rick Rubin remix) (5’01)

Bonus tracks on 2011 Universal Records deluxe reissue: ‘Feelings, Feelings’ (take 10, July 1977) (1’54), ‘Spread Your Wings’ (BBC version, October 1977) (5’25), ‘My Melancholy Blues’ (BBC version, October 1977) (3’12), ‘Sheer Heart Attack’ (live version, Paris, February 1979) (3’34), ‘We Will Rock You’ (fast live version, Tokyo, November 1982) (2’54)

Bonus videos, 2011 iTunes-only editions: ‘My Melancholy Blues’ (live version, The Summit, December 1977), ‘Sheer Heart Attack’ (live version, Hammersmith Odeon, December 1979), ‘We Will Rock You’ (Queen Rocks version)

Musicians: John Deacon (bass guitar, footstomps and handclaps on ‘We Will Rock You’, acoustic guitar on ‘Spread Your Wings’ and ‘Who Needs You’), Brian May (guitars, vocals, footstomps and handclaps on ‘We Will Rock You’, piano on ‘All Dead, All Dead’, lead vocals on ‘All Dead, All Dead’ and ‘Sleeping On The Sidewalk’, maracas on ‘Who Needs You’), Freddie Mercury (vocals, piano, footstomps and handclaps on ‘We Will Rock You’, cowbell on ‘Who Needs You’), Roger Taylor (drums, percussion, vocals, footstomps and handclaps on ‘We Will Rock You’, rhythm and bass guitars on ‘Sheer Heart Attack’ and ‘Fight From The Inside’, lead vocals on ‘Fight From The Inside’)

Recorded: July–September 1977 at Basing Street Studios, London, and Wessex Studios, Highbury, London

Producers: Queen, assisted by Mike Stone

By 1977, with the seemingly overnight onslaught of punk rock, ‘dinosaur’ bands, as they were labelled, were forced to either adapt to the stylistic changes or, if they chose to remain set in their ways, be considered obsolete. Queen fell somewhere in between these two approaches: on the one hand, they weren’t too concerned about their acceptance among punk fans, but on the other, they knew that something had to give. The regal pomp and circumstance that dominated Queen’s first five releases established their sound and legacy, but they didn’t want to be considered a one-trick pony, releasing album after album of decadence and grandeur while simultaneously trying to top ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’.

So they compromised. After a stately jaunt through America in the early part of 1977, before returning to Europe and, finally, London in the spring, the band took some time off to rethink their future. Roger, almost bursting at the seams in his desire to record some material outside the Queen canon, took the plunge and tried his hand at a solo recording (in the very strictest sense of the word by playing every instrument and singing every vocal himself). He recorded at least four songs at his home studio in the summer of 1977 – ‘Sheer Heart Attack’, which had been written during the sessions for that album in 1974 but remained uncompleted, ‘Fight From The Inside’, ‘Turn On The T.V.’ and a revamped version of Parliament’s ‘I Wanna Testify’ – and booked time to record them properly at Basing Street Studios whenever Queen weren’t working there.

With Mike Stone assisting on production and engineering duties, the two songs he chose as ideally representative of his unique style were early forerunners of the style the band would adopt on their next album. Stripped back and with more emphasis on rhythm than lush overdubs, ‘I Wanna Testify’, backed with Roger’s original ‘Turn On The T.V.’, was released in August 1977, making barely a blip on the radar. Nevertheless, it was the creative liberation he needed and, with that feeling temporarily assuaged, he was ready to resume his role in Queen.

The band alternated their studio time between Wessex, which had been first used on Sheer Heart Attack and later on A Day At The Races, and Basing Street, recording their own demos instead of bringing fragments to be fleshed out by the whole band at the studio. This latter approach, which gives the album its unique sound, was also a shortcoming: the band don’t sound as unified as they did on previous albums, and many of the songs come off as glorified demos (especially Roger’s two contributions). Only on ‘It’s Late’ and ‘We Are The Champions’ does the true Queen approach emerge and sound like all four band members were recording together in the same studio.

Conversely, it’s that same disjointed feeling that gives News Of The World its fresh feeling. The band deliberately allowed themselves only ten weeks to record instead of their usual four months, and even scheduled an American tour for November as a deadline to further tighten the schedule. This gives the album a sense of urgency absent on their previous (or future) albums, and only John’s ‘Spread Your Wings’ and Brian’s ‘It’s Late’ exceed the four-minute mark, making the album one of their shortest since Sheer Heart Attack.

The band regarded the album highly, and were mostly enthusiastic about the new stylistic shift. Brian explained to Circus in 1978, “It’s a spontaneous album. I think we’ve managed to cut through to the spontaneity lacking in our other albums. I have no apologies to make for any of our previous albums. We’re proud of them and wouldn’t have let them out if we weren’t. But I now feel some may have been over-produced, so we wanted to go with a more spontaneous, rock and roll based album. It was nice to do something that didn’t need such intensity. For example, with ‘Sleeping On The Sidewalk’, we did it in one take because it just seemed right the first time. We like to think of the album as a window on an unguarded moment, not a set-piece. Each cut seems to do that, from the participation songs [‘We Will Rock You’ and ‘We Are The Champions’] to Freddie’s mood pieces. Even his numbers on the album are different, from his heavy ‘Get Down, Make Love’ to ‘My Melancholy Blues’, which is just what it says.”

Roger agreed with Brian’s observation, saying in a Christmas Eve 1977 BBC Radio One interview, “It’s really a new departure; it’s a more spontaneous album,” while Brian added that “Our separate identities do come to the fore on this album, on which every cut is completely different from the one before it and there’s no concept at all. Apart from each having contributed two tracks to the album, Roger and John have been much more involved in the playing.”

The first part of Brian’s statement about no one song sounding like its predecessor is quite true: there are considerable stylistic changes apparent throughout the album, and in this respect it may well be Queen’s most adventurous and experimental album to date. In addition to the proto-punk of ‘Sheer Heart Attack’, the band also dabbled in new wave with ‘Fight From The Inside’ and even tackled funk (‘Get Down, Make Love’) and Latin music (‘Who Needs You’), genres that hadn’t previously been explored on any Queen album but which would eventually become commonplace in their work.

There were the occasional throwbacks to some of the band’s more extravagant works, especially with ‘We Are The Champions’, which revolutionized power ballads nearly a decade before such an approach became acceptable, while, surprisingly, the typical piano-oriented ballads (‘All Dead, All Dead’ and ‘Spread Your Wings’) were generated by Brian and John respectively. In fact, Freddie was eager to expand beyond the traditional rock approach; he had stated in a January 1977 interview with Circus that “I really feel that, on the next album, we’re going to get it orchestrated by an orchestra. I think we’ve really done as much as we can with guitars.” While it’s not quite as shocking as Dick Rowe’s assertion that “guitar groups are on the way out,” Freddie may have merely been having fun at the expense of his interviewer. However, apart from ‘We Are The Champions’, his two contributions were as far away from traditional rock music as possible, hinting at his eagerness to expand his ideas beyond the traditional power trio format.

Freddie continued with the assertion that “We always did it ourselves, and it was rewarding. But now we’ve done it, and it’s time to move on.” When asked if the next logical step was to introduce synthesizers, Freddie initially balked at the idea. “We’ve built up a terrible aversion to them, but you never know. To me, Brian always sounds better than a synthesizer.” Brian confirmed in a 1983 Guitar Player interview that the spacey sounds in the middle of ‘Get Down, Make Love’ were the product of a harmonizer, not a synthesizer in the strictest sense. “That’s a harmonizer thing, which I’ve really used as a noise more than a musical thing. It’s controllable because I had a special little pedal made for it, which means I can change the interval at which the harmonizer comes back, and it’s fed back on itself so it makes all swooping noises. It’s just an exercise in using that together with noises from Freddie; a sort of erotic interlude.” Additionally, creating dismay and criticism, the album was the band’s first not to feature the legend “no synthesizers” on the sleeve, something that had been traditional on the first five albums.

It’s in the experimentation, though, that Queen are most successful. ‘We Will Rock You’ is a powerful opener and still, after nearly thirty years of exposure, remains one of the band’s most famous songs. The lighter moments, especially John’s ‘Who Needs You’ and Brian’s throwaway, slaphappy blues number ‘Sleeping On The Sidewalk’, are refreshing bursts of breeziness which would have undoubtedly been dropped if the band were trying to create another A Night At The Opera. Roger had strengthened his songwriting, and was showing himself to be an adept and multi-talented instrumentalist: he handled both rhythm guitar and bass on ‘Sheer Heart Attack’ and ‘Fight From The Inside’, and the latter would have been a solo recording were it not for some rudimentary guitar riffs from Brian.

The only links to their past was on ‘We Are The Champions’, ‘Spread Your Wings’ and especially ‘It’s Late’, a song so raucous that it should have put the punks to shame. It was impossible to end the album in any other fashion than with the rollicking drum burst concluding that song, but the band chose to close with ‘My Melancholy Blues’, Freddie’s sublime piano-based composition featuring no guitar whatsoever.

One complaint about the album may be the lack of coherence among the songs. Only five feature all four band members collectively: ‘We Are The Champions’, ‘Spread Your Wings’, ‘Get Down, Make Love’, ‘Who Needs You’ and ‘It’s Late’. Even though Freddie does harmonize with Brian on ‘All Dead, All Dead’, it’s almost entirely the guitarist’s show since the vocalist makes no other significant contribution. ‘We Will Rock You’ features footstomps and handclaps, but the only true instrumentals come from Brian’s guitar, and ‘Sleeping On The Sidewalk’ is performed by a power trio comprising Brian, Roger and John. Indeed, the only band member who’s consistently on every recording is Roger, and it’s this jostling of instruments and personnel that gives News Of The World a disjointed feel, and because the band weren’t recording with a producer (only Mike Stone, who assisted the band with their recording) and were working against a tight deadline, the result is rushed, with many of the tracks sounding like aggrandized demos.

In hindsight, with an additional month and better production, this album could have been as polished as the previous five, but this was the opposite desired effect: the band were deliberately pushing themselves out of their comfort zone to redefine their sound. More importantly, it worked: upon its release in October 1977, the album, boosted by ‘We Are The Champions’, raced to No. 4 in the UK. If this was a disappointment after the chart-topping A Night At The Opera and A Day At The Races, there was consolation from the USA, where it hit No. 3, making it the band’s only studio album that did better in America than in Britain. No doubt the band’s two American tours in 1977 contributed to that status.

“In many ways this is the most intriguing Queen album since their finest, Sheer Heart Attack,” commented the Daily Mirror. “Whether all the obvious tension within the band will spur them on to greater things, or simply pull them apart, remains to be seen.” Record Mirror, however, was indifferent: “This is Queen stripped down to almost basics. The track ‘Sheer Heart Attack’ is a Queen attempt at new wave, a classy version of the Sex Pistols with some very heavy lyrics. It’s not a bad album by any means, but could have been better.” And Sounds nitpicked over the little things: “Aw, Queen, why did you do this to us? Why doesn’t this album say ‘no synthesizers’? Side one is foreboding, side two much better after a disillusioning beginning with ‘Get Down, Make Love’ ... but how nice of [them] to finish so exquisitely with ‘My Melancholy Blues’. Sweet fantasy.”

The Valley News opined that their first four albums were their strongest, and picked out high points of the new album, but wasn’t impressed overall: “Although News is a rockier disc than Races, it appears that Queen wants to focus on accessible styles that have wide appeal. As a result, the two latest albums are tamer, less exciting works than the band’s first four LPs. But Queen still pulls off top honors with its colorful vocals (Mercury reigns supreme here), rich harmonies, May’s guitar virtuosity and the band’s sharp production work.” Meanwhile, The Washington Post boiled the album’s sound down to pure pop: “Queen’s sixth album, News Of The World, reveals another facet of the group’s musical identity. This album represents a departure from the usual Queen flamboyance and dynamism of musical effects which sustained, for example, A Night At The Opera or Sheer Heart Attack. Less flamboyance, less implicit drama, less operatic overtones characterize this album; more understatement (with one monumental exception – ‘Get Down, Make Love’), more experimentation in the range between hard and soft rock, more intelligence and moderation of conception ... Because of Queen’s liberal absorption of musical styles and themes over the last ten years, it is difficult to pinpoint what individualizes their personal style. But if we can isolate their most distinguishing characteristic, it is a heavy metal bass line – heavy on guitar and drums – which both support and play against a multi-voiced melodic line. A case in point is the first cut of the album, ‘We Will Rock You’, which has a marvelously primitive, ritualistic, tribal quality to it ... ‘It’s Late’, a plaintive rock song in typical Queen style about a failed relationship, is less successful than ‘We Will Rock You’, though it is still likable. It is flawed by the instrumental break and high-powered instrumental ending, both of which go off on a drum and guitar bonanza, interrupting the otherwise neat structure and undercutting the melodic poignancy. And this seems to be a major problem with Queen: they don’t know when to end a song, they frequently succumb to excess in effects, and they tend to supply their songs with instrumental breaks that have little to do with anything. Still, ‘We Will Rock You’ is a song that both reflects and helps the criteria applicable to the best in rock music: energy, communal reveling, insistent percussion, celebrative rebelliousness against any norm. And, fortunately, there are additional rays of intelligence, talent and craft throughout the album.”

Rolling Stone offered a backhanded compliment, noting that the album “makes Queen the first major band to attempt a demonstration of superiority over punk rock by marching onto its stylistic turf. It works, too, because the power trio behind vocalist Freddie Mercury is truly primitive. Once you’ve seen Queen on stage, away from the cut and paste of the studio, it’s painfully clear that ‘Sheer Heart Attack’ is less a matter of slumming than of warfare among equals in incompetent musicianship.” The review continued, calling the material “chilling stuff, but the coldness seems to befit Queen ... Late sons of the Empire though they may be, Queen has nothing to fear, or to do. In their moneyed superiority, they are indeed champions.”

It’s difficult to argue with that assertion. From this point on, Queen were no longer innocent progressive rockers playing campy songs about call girls, faeries and ogres. They were now world-class champions with one eye focused on the charts and the other on world domination, and they couldn’t have been happier.

JAZZ

EMI EMA 788, November 1978 [2]

Elektra 6E-166, November 1978 [6]

EMI CDP 7 46210 2, December 1986

Hollywood HR-61062-2, June 1991

Parlophone CDPCSD 133, 1994

‘Mustapha’ (3’01), ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ (4’17), ‘Jealousy’ (3’13), ‘Bicycle Race’ (3’03), ‘If You Can’t Beat Them’ (4’15), ‘Let Me Entertain You’ (3’02), ‘Dead On Time’ (3’23), ‘In Only Seven Days’ (2’29), ‘Dreamers Ball’ (3’30), ‘Fun It’ (3’29), ‘Leaving Home Ain’t Easy’ (3’15), ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ (3’29), ‘More Of That Jazz’ (4’15)

Bonus tracks on 1991 Hollywood Records reissue: ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ (remix by Brian Malouf) (4’27), ‘Bicycle Race’ (remix by Junior Vasquez) (4’57)

Bonus tracks on 2011 Universal Records deluxe reissue: ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ (single version) (3’23), ‘Bicycle Race’ (instrumental mix) (3’09), ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ (long-lost guitar mix) (3’34), ‘Let Me Entertain You’ (live version, Montreal Forum, November 1981) (2’48), ‘Dreamers Ball’ (early acoustic take, August 1978) (3’40)

Bonus videos, 2011 iTunes-only editions: ‘Bicycle Race’ (promotional video), ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ (live version, Milton Keynes Bowl, June 1982), ‘Let Me Entertain You’ (live version, Japan, April 1979)

Musicians: John Deacon (bass guitar, acoustic guitar on ‘In Only Seven Days’), Brian May (guitars, vocals, lead vocals on ‘Leaving Home Ain’t Easy’), Freddie Mercury (vocals, piano, co-lead vocals on ‘Fun It’), Roger Taylor (drums, percussion, vocals, electronic drums on ‘Fun It’, lead vocals, rhythm and bass guitars on ‘Fun It’ and ‘More Of That Jazz’)

Recorded: July–October 1978 at Superbear Studios, Nice, and Mountain Studios, Montreux

Producers: Queen and Roy Thomas Baker

Queen were due for a mis-step; they already had six studio albums under their collective belts, and they had been working non-stop since 1970. Nobody expected them to falter so soon, but Jazz demonstrates just that: it was as if the endless concentric circles that make up the cover sleeve was a visual representative of the band, going round and round in circles, repeating endless style after endless style, and delivering a Queen-like album whenever it was expected of them. The only visual that would have been more telling would have been if the band took a plate of food, threw it at a wall, and took a picture of whatever stuck – but Yes beat them to that punch with their equally directionless and confused Tormato, released the same year.

It should have been the perfect formula for success: Roy Thomas Baker, after amicably parting ways with Queen in 1975, was asked to produce their follow-up to News Of The World. Instead of recording in England, though, the band became tax exiles and recorded their album inexpensively in France and Switzerland. The surroundings were enough to inspire new musical outlets: Freddie wrote ‘Bicycle Race’ after watching it in his Swiss hotel room, and Brian’s ‘Dreamers Ball’ was inspired by the legion of jazz musicians performing at the Montreux Jazz Festival.

So what went wrong? To begin with, there are thirteen tracks on the album, the most ever presented on a Queen album since Sheer Heart Attack. How songs like ‘Mustapha’, ‘Fun It’ and ‘More Of That Jazz’ ever made the cut invites an analysis of Queen’s creative health; a bit of prudent trimming, or perhaps a few rewrites, would have made the album more palatable. Even worse is the line-up of songs, imposing a disjointed feel on the album. ‘Bicycle Race’ and ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ should have been placed side-by-side, while ‘Let Me Entertain You’ should have opened the album instead of being placed at the close of the first side. The album bounces back and forth between different styles and, with little regard to a prescribed sequence, results in an uneven and awkward listen.

The production, too, is uncharacteristic. Gone are the natural drum sounds the band had so meticulously perfected; instead, Roger’s kit is tinny and devoid of depth. Fresh from production duties with new wave rockers The Cars, Baker introduced those new techniques into Queen’s sessions, while Queen were still rooted in their own methods. Even Brian, the eternal diplomat, wasn’t convinced, telling Guitar in 1991, “Jazz suffered from having too much level in too short a space ... Some of our backing tracks on the Jazz album had become quite perfect but had lost the initial enthusiasm – our method was to do it and do it until it was right, because we had been told you couldn’t drop in to a multi-track machine.”

The album isn’t entirely substandard, though, with such understated ballads as Freddie’s ‘Jealousy’ and John’s ‘In Only Seven Days’, easily one of the bassist’s most splendid ballads ever. Freddie, too, was writing quality material and, except for the unremarkable ‘Mustapha’, his songs were on the mark. Brian, too, was on a roll, with each of his four songs firmly entrenching Queen as both heavy rockers (‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ and ‘Dead On Time’) and poignant balladeers (‘Leaving Home Ain’t Easy’ and ‘Dreamers Ball’). Roger’s songs were the least successful: ‘Fun It’ is a disturbing slice of cool funk that should never have been written, and the chunky ‘More Of That Jazz’ is nothing more than filler, certainly not capable of ending the album on an upstroke (‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ should have claimed that honour). Roger agreed in a 2008 Mojo interview: “My songs were very patchy. Jazz never thrilled me. It was an ambitious album that didn’t live up to its ambition. The double A-side single was good, but I was never happy with the sound ... it never thrilled me.”

While the diametrically different writing styles had often contributed to what made up a solid Queen album, the band were repeating a formula here, hoping to make an album as diverse as Sheer Heart Attack or A Night At The Opera, but with most of the good ideas getting lost in the process. Brian hinted at the mental health of the band at that time in a 1989 interview with the Chicago Tribune: “Around the Jazz album we were all getting into our own things and nobody much liked what the other guys were doing. To be honest, there were times when we couldn’t tolerate each other off-stage.”

Sessions for the album started in Montreux in July 1978, after a significant amount of time had been allowed for the band’s recovery from the strenuous European tour. Mountain Studios was used first, after it was decided not to record in England; this new studio would start a healthy relationship with that city, one which lasted until the end of Queen’s career. Though the band eventually purchased Mountain Studios in 1979 (when resident engineer David Richards asked what they planned to do with the facility, Freddie infamously replied, “Why, dump it in the lake, dear!”), it would for seven years become their secondary studio after Musicland Studios since Freddie preferred the nightlife that Munich offered.

Brian, especially, found it difficult to be torn away from the comforts of home: on 15 June, he and wife Chrissy became proud parents to James, but Brian was soon quickly summoned to the sessions, leaving behind his new family. This left Brian an emotional mess, and he channelled his frustrations into song, penning the beautiful and mournful ‘Leaving Home Ain’t Easy’, a song so personal that Freddie was banned from singing it. John, too, had become a father once again, when Veronica gave birth to Michael on 3 February, and a distinct line was drawn between fathers (Brian and John) and fun-lovers (Roger and Freddie). Midway through the sessions, a birthday party was held for the twenty-nine-year-old drummer, and Freddie endeared himself to the partygoers by leaping onto a crystal chandelier. Elsewhere, in his private life, the singer became more interested in the gay world, cruising night clubs and developing lasting friendships with gay men, including Peter Straker, a theatre actor who made his album debut with This One’s On Me, a forgettable amalgam of glam rock and show tunes. Freddie was confident enough in Straker’s abilities that he invested £20,000 into the album, and asked Roy Thomas Baker to produce the sessions, and only confirmed that Freddie was starting to lose interest in the endless cycle of writing, recording and touring.

The album was completed by October, with the lead-off single, the double A-sided ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ / ‘Bicycle Race’, being released towards the end of the month, reaching only a modest No. 11 in the UK. The album, when issued in November, charted at No. 2 in their native country and a respectable No. 6 in America, significantly boosted by an extensive stage campaign throughout the last two months of 1978, a tour which would become their last in the US until June 1980. Audaciously, the band had included with the album a free poster bearing the naked beauties from the banned ‘Bicycle Race’ video. Unfortunately for their American fans, there was a tremendous public outcry and the poster was banned; those lucky enough to receive their parents’ or spouse’s approval could send away for it.

Reviews for the album were understandably censorious – not new for Queen, but until now, mostly unjustified. NME said of the album, “If you have deaf relatives, buy this low-class replica of Gilbert and Sullivan as a Christmas present,” while Sounds offered, “I’d love to care about Queen in the same way as I did in the beginning of the decade, but now, with an album like this, it seems impossible.” Creem absolutely destroyed it: “Queen used to make enjoyably ludicrous records like ‘Liar’ and ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, and Roy Thomas Baker gave their music an entertaining artrock veneer that he adapted so successfully for The Cars. But now, even their best jokes – ‘Let Me Entertain You’, a parody of their own worthlessness; ‘Dreamers Ball’, an extravagantly condescending jazz-blues – are pummelled by the approach to the material. All four of Queen’s writers seem to know what a song is (they’ve learned and stolen from the worst of The Beatles just as Cheap Trick have absorbed and adapted the best) and when to stop, qualities lacking in many of their progressive competitors, and stripped of their pretentious overlays, the tunes on Jazz turn out to be swipes from The Cowsills, ‘Holly Holy’, Magical Mystery Tour, Disraeli Gears, Mott The Who-ple. If only Queen could lock into the simplest formula without attaching dead weights, if Freddie Mercury weren’t such a screeching bore (even his cock-rock, like ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’, is flaccid), if their arrangements weren’t on the basic level of Mel Brooks’ ‘Prisoners Of Love’, then Jazz could be studied as a catalogue of pop-rock sources ... Maybe Queen thinks all this is funny, that their undisguised condescension (‘rock ‘n’ roll just pays the bills’) and operatic mannerisms atop a beat more Rockette than rock is entertainment, but it’s not my idea of a good time. For me, their snappiest one-liner is on the inner sleeve: ‘Written, arranged and performed exclusively by Queen.’ As if anyone else would want to step forward and take credit.”

Dave Marsh, as ever, lambasted the album in Rolling Stone. “It’s easy to ascribe too much ambition to Queen,” he wrote. “‘Fat Bottomed Girls’ isn’t sexist – it regards women not as sex objects but as objects, period (the way the band regards people in general). When Mercury chants, in ‘Let Me Entertain You’, about selling his body and his willingness to use any device to thrill an audience, he isn’t talking about a sacrifice for his art. He’s just confessing his shamelessness, mostly because he’s too much of a boor to feel stupid about it. Whatever its claims, Queen isn’t here just to entertain. This group has come to make it clear exactly who is superior and who is inferior. Its anthem, ‘We Will Rock You’, is a marching order: you will not rock us, we will rock you. Indeed, Queen may be the first truly fascist rock band. The whole thing makes me wonder why anyone would indulge these creeps and their polluting ideas.”

Even the band weren’t entirely pleased with the album. In 1984, John succinctly stated “This is an album that I dislike,” while in 1982 Brian told International Musician & Recording World, “Jazz was a European-flavoured thing. It was a strange mixture and didn’t click very well in America.” As the guitarist explained in a 1983 BBC Radio One interview, “We thought it would be nice to try again with a producer [Baker] on whom we could put some of the responsibility. We’d found a few of our own methods, and so had he, and on top of what we’d collectively learned before, we thought that coming back together would mean that there would be some new stuff going on, and it worked pretty well.”

The diversity of the tracks, even more so than on News Of The World the previous year, is engaging, notably the New Orleans sound on ‘Dreamers Ball’ and the Arabic undertones of ‘Mustapha’. And when Queen rock, they certainly rock: ‘Fat Bottomed Girls’, ‘If You Can’t Beat Them’, ‘Let Me Entertain You’, ‘Dead On Time’ and ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ are reminiscent of the Queen from past years, and all, except ‘Dead On Time’, would enjoy continual exposure in the live set list over the next few years.

As in previous years, the band went on tour after the album’s release. The autumn of 1978 included lengthy stays in America, Europe and Japan, but curiously, involved no UK dates, and finally concluded in May 1979. The band had reached a level of musical tightness and many regarded the tour as their finest. Despite the rigours of the tour, they still had energy enough to host a lavish party: the launch premiere for Jazz was held on Hallowe’en night 1978 in a worthy city – New Orleans. Following that night’s show, the band were chauffeured to the New Dreams Fairmount Hotel, where the festivities began. This night has gone down in Queen annals as being an evening of unprecedented decadence, perhaps the model for all Queen parties to follow.

The band personally paid for the entire evening (as opposed to sending the bill to the record companies) and they certainly spared no expense: 400 guests were invited, including executives from EMI and Elektra Records, and press reporters from England, South America and Japan as well as the US. At midnight, a local brass band marched into the hall to launch the party; from that point the diversions intensified. Naked female mud wrestlers, fire-eaters, jazz bands, steel bands, Zulu dancers, voodoo dancers, unicyclists, strippers and drag artists provided the main entertainment, while trays of cocaine were placed on the heads of dwarves and served to all who wished to partake. Record company executives were ushered into a back room, where groupies pleasured them individually throughout the evening.

The party was so eventful that the album was never even played. The next day, the band held a more restrained press conference at Brennan’s Restaurant, where the press finally took the opportunity to ask the questions they’d been meaning to ask the night before (and, one would assume, finally heard the album they had been invited to hear). The band were criticized for the excess, to which Freddie quipped, “I guess some people don’t like to look at nude ladies. It’s naughty, but not lewd.”

Thirty years later, Roger recalled the excess with amusement and pride. “I have to say that the stories from that night are not that exaggerated,” he told Mojo. “What memories would I be willing to share? How extraordinarily ill I felt the next day. Most of the stories you heard are true. The one about the dwarves and the bald heads and cocaine is not true. Or, if it was, I never saw it.” After a pause and a think, he relented: “Actually, it could have been true...” Brian, meanwhile, missed out on the festivities; despite becoming a father earlier that summer, he spent the night searching for the mystical Peaches, a girl he’d met and fallen for in New Orleans back in 1974. “I didn’t find her,” he recalled sadly, “but she found me later on.”

Jazz could be considered the final Queen album that displays a degree of diversity, although some coherence is surrendered as a result. From this point on, Queen’s albums would be more polished and planned, unfortunately resulting in songs that would sound similar to one another. There is no way the band could have recaptured the freshness of their first three albums, or the grandiose studio trickery on the ‘Marx Brothers’ albums, or even the hodgepodge assortment of songs on News Of The World. With that in mind, Jazz is the odd man out as it manifests a band trying to achieve new sounds and falling just short of success. It was time for a new and exciting approach, and after bidding a final farewell to Roy Thomas Baker, the band eagerly packed their bags for Munich.
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