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Atop the emotional tightrope... an expansive, career-spanning four-CD
set for Anglicana’s finest guitar warrior. ByRobYoung

% Whatisitabout
~ Richard

eritically respected, buthe’snever
placed on magazine covers (except
guilarists ones). He'san Englishman
comfortably expatriated in Los
Angeles, a Sufiwho tradesin Christian
biblicalimagery,adiffident wit wha's
arguably at hisfinest when plunged
intoahject despondency.

Butanybody looking for
autobiography in Thompson's music
hasusually been confounded by such
contradictions. Thompson basalways
insisted he’s primarily a storyteller,
and it'sthe storyteller's prerogative to
remain behind the veil of song.
Thompson has recently been touringa
show called 1000 Years Of Popular Song,
suggesting he's veryaware of existing
inacontinuum with a fardeeper
timespan thanrock industry fasthuck
aconomics would have you believe.
Thismilestone box, with authoritative
notes from biographer Patrick
Humphries, is easily the most
representative compendium of RT’s
musicto date.

The folk ballads adapted by his first
group, Fairport Convention, have
survived the centuries because while
the particulars date from their ime,
the situations, joysand tragedies are
emotionalconstants. And soitiswith
muchof Thompson’s portfolio: the
miseries, deprivations, injustices,
heartbreaksand, yes, occasional
ecstasies, will continuetoapply.

None of the traditional folk sengs
electrified by Falrportareincluded in
discone(1968-75)of this four-CD

careersummary. Instead we get four of

\ the great songs he wrote for the Sandy

Denny era of the group, “"Genesis Hall”,
abouta London hippy commune,

“Crazy Man Michael”, a vagrantinsane |

. withgrief, the Dead-ly guitar

juggernaut “Sloth”, and the Fairport

1 ofthe Victorian fairground and music

i hallasasymbeloftheworld'sgiddy

1 pleasures,andasa foil for his

: portrayals of society’sunfortunatesas

. sideshow freaks. The contrast is picked
| upinthetextureofthese records -
i leadweighted electric folk rock with

anthem, “MeetOn elfervescent
The Ledge”. “Rall T B  [1::5hes of
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in1971, remainsa ' lepfeseﬂf[atlve Thecollapseof
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critique of gentee! . i marriage - whic]
folkand zcallto hiswork to date [t
+ arms for a revolution ety 1982album Shoot
+ inBritish music. Out The Lightssuch

Therestofdisconeand much of dise
twoisajudicious Best Of Richard And
Linda Thompson, drawing heavily on
the excebient mid-"70s Island LPs [
Want To See The Bright Lights Tonight,
Hokey Pokey and Pour Down LikeSilper.
Around this time Thompson was fond

| agrippingedge of mania - hasbeenwell
3 documented. The third discof Welking

! OnAWirefinds Thompson pickingup

! the pieces. The upbeat Hand Of Kindness

. (1983)signalled a transatlanticinteriude
. during whichhe wasreunited with

| producer Joe Boydand sundry
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ex-Fairporters,aswellas Early
Musician Philip Pickettand folksters
Clive Gregson, Christine Collister, Aly
BainandJohn Kirkpatrick.
There'ssomething plastic aboul the
rock'mrolistylings of 1988's Amnesia
thathasn't steod the test of time so well.
The Mitchell Froom-produced Rusmor
AndSigh (1991, though, kicked offthe
period during which Thompson
acquiredareputationasa safe pairof
hands, each releasea steady rockfall
rather thana commercial landslide,
“Feel So Good” chugs witha Torm Petty-
like pulse. Givenitscold reception,
there'sanunexpectedly high track
count from Mirror Biue (1994), with its
dryand abrasive production, butin

: thiscompany itstands as the high spot

1 of Thompson's American years, all

obtuseangles and snagging drones.

Irsencouraging to findascattering of
rarelive tracks,inciudinga
stratosphericguitar solo on “Hard Cn
Me™ ataste of the Neil Young-ish
soundtrack from Werner Herzog's
Grizely Man; and three cuts from the
neglected 1997 wake for the death of
rural England, Industry, recorded with
former Pentangle bassist Danny
Thompson. Theenervated “Last Shift”
and “Lotteryland” - sbout factories
converted to heritage museums ~ make
forastringent yetlevel-headed social
critique updating the tradition of
‘industrial folk’. Mock Tudor (1999) can
he seen asa companion piece, notched
with nostalgia for the suburban
metroland inwhich Thompsenwas
raised, andinculcated with the
wartime memories that shaped farnily
tifein suchareas.

War continues to scarhis
songwriting - witnessthetitlesof
recentstudio LPs, The OldKit Bag
(2003} and Swee: Warrior (2007). “Dad’s
Gonna KillMe”, from the latter, is about
adying US soldierin the Middle East.
SungasitisbyaMuslimlivingin Los
Angeles,as anexampleof Thompson's
utterly individual modus operandi,it’s
prettymmich perfect.
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