A Conversation with Thomas Dolby
by Frank Goodman (7/2007, Puremusic.com)

| gotan email recently from a pulicist friend of minethat read something like: Would
you like to talk with producer Thomas Dolby aboutthereissue of Prefab Sprouts 1985
popclassic, Sieve McQueen? (What's your next question, | wondeed, would | be
interested in a date with Scarlett Johannsen?)

By thetime of Prefab Sprouts secondrelease, Steve McQueen, Paddy McAloonhad been
recognized by critics and seriousfansalike as one of the mog important songwriters of
the'80s Hislyrical lexicon and melodic invention bloomed in the synth popatmosphee
of The Smithsand The Cure, Scritti Polliti and ABC with amore machointelligence,
minusthe cotton candy or the condipated vocal stylings

Prefab Sprout had already made critical leapsand a reputation with the precedent CD
Swoon, butin a moment of brilliant serendipity engaged the zeitgei st geniusof Thomas
Dolby to bring their muscal muscle to the masses. Steve McQueen, once the McQueen
estate bridled at thetitle, was released in the US as Two Wheels Good. Thesingles and
albums charted more serioudy in the UK than in the States, butit did remarkably well
here, congdering how smart themusc was.

When you listen to thefour clipsontheListen page welll bet tha you recognize at least
two of thesongs even if you dont knowthe groupby ther name, or the name of thar
creator Paddy McAloon.

It was fascinating talking with Thomas Dolby about the group, the musc and thetime--
hésever shap, very eloquent, and avery witty character. We aso ddve into his new
musdc, histechnological windfalls, therelative shambles tha the musc indudry finds
itself in, and wha thefuture may hold.

Kudosto Columbia/Legecy for thetruly Deluxe edition of Steve McQueen. Alongwith
theexcellent liner nates by Paul Lester, disc Two is eight sterling acougic renditionsof
thetunes by Paddy McAloon.Jug listening to theclipson theListen pagewill bring back
memories of thebest thingstha hgppened in the'80s

Puremusic: Thank youfor being such an important part of this new Deluxe Edition of
Prefab Sprouts Steve McQueen.

Thomas Dolby: Well, it's been ddightful getting back into it after all these years.



PM: | mean, it's so amazing how high that beautiful little record climbed, critically
aroundtheworld, as oppo®d to its relatively modest commercial success, for how truly
great we know it was.

TD: | think so, yeah. | mean, | think often there's not tha close a correlation between
something tha's truly valuable with its commercial stats. And thisis agoodexample.

PM: Yes, absolutely. And theexcellent liner notes by Paul Lester told me so much tha |
didn'treally know, even asafan. Mog significantly, herecalled howimportant to the
origind recording youtruly were.

TD: Well, | can't take tha much credit for it. Theband was already in full swing before |
ever heard them. They'd released Swoon, which in its own way, had alot of critical
success. Butin away wha they needed perhgpswas somebodywith alittle bit more
experience, notfromthe engineering side, butfrom themusca sdeto hdp them fine-
tunethar soundto make it alittle bit more accessible, adightly easier listen. Because
Swoonisabrilliant album, butit's quite demanding.

PM: Right It'smore difficult.

TD: It'sdefinitely more difficult. And | think the reason for tha was tha you have to
start with Paddy, | think. He'salyricist, first and foremod. When | met him hewasin a
tiny bedroomwith a mattress stacked on top of piles of songlyrics tha hed written over
theyears.

PM: Unbdievable.

TD: And héed pull them outoneby one and hed squint at them and strum his way
throughthem. And hewould write notes for chords and melodies over thetop of the
lyrics. But primarily it was aboutthe poems. Wha hgppened when the band started to
arrangethos was tha there were lots of extrabeeats here and there, strangechord changes
or rhythm changes, or oddlengthsof phrases. Themuscianstried to sort of
accommodae those, butin fact wha needed to happen was afew of theroughedges
needed to betrimmed off.

But at thesame time, | didn'twant to throw out the baby with the bath water. | mean,
wha madethem so uniqueisthat they defied logic. So thetask, really, at hand, for me,
was how to elevate them to a more accessible level, commercially, withouthomogenizing
the essence of themusc.

PM: It'sacuriousalchemy tha really needsto take place to take that germ of genius tha
kernd of geniusand make it something to which theworld can say, "Ah, yes, | hear tha,
| seetha.”

TD: Andthere are different kindsof producers. There's your engineer producer, the Steve
Lillywhite type who can get a great soundfor theband, but maybeis not so qudified to



gorightback to scratch with the arrangaments themselves and adjug thingsat that level.
And obvioudy, you start with a great song, butthen when the arrangements and the
structure of the songsare right, there's very little for a producer to do other than jug
judgewha makes a goodpeformance and say, "Take three was theone let'sgowith it."

PM: And some produeers, as you know, are much more attuned to thelyrics than others.
TD: Yeah, yeah, | think tha's certainly true

PM: Andit soundslike youwere onthe same page with him lyrically, that essentially
tha'swho heis, that'swhat it was, and your task was to roundoutthe edges, and bring it
to theworld. It'sreally unusid tha such arevered songwriter like Paddy McAloon
would alegedly have called Seve McQueen "Thomas album™

TD: Wéll, | think hés bangtoonice. It was given tha | was a paformer in my own
right, and quite opinionaed. It would have been very easy for them to say, "Watch it, step
back, don'ttry and impose yourself onouralbum™ Andthey were very respectful of the
dightedgel had ove them in terms of experience and therangeof artists I'd worked with
at tha point, and the sort of spectrum of musca styles and soundstha | had unde my
bdt already. They were very hunble, and said, "We're jus abund of hicksfrom
Tyneside, and wha do we know?'

PM: Oh!

TD: "So we'll gowith your better judgnent.”

[laughter]

TD: Andtha was very nice of them, to give me that free hand. But in redlity, therespect
was very mutud, and | tried to bevery sengtive. Being an artist myself, | knew that

Paddy wouldn'twant to bediluted by what | added to thealbum So | tried to bevery
sengtive to thar wishes aswell.

PM: On theother hand, it'swritten tha you actudly picked the songs Istha so?
TD: Wéll, yeah.
PM: Tha's beautiful.

TD: | mean, as| say, Paddy pulled out a stack of lyrics and played me probably 40 or 50
songs And fromthem | picked my favorites. And| often visited him upin Tyneside, and
picked my favorites and asked if hewould make me demosof them. So | think over the
next couple of days with a cassette recorder he putthose songsdown and sent me a
cassette. Andthat'swhat | had to work with, in terms of the planning tha | did for the
abum



PM: Unbdievable. Jug guitar/vocal demoson cassette.

TD: Yeah. Andin fact, when we madethe decision to re-master thealbum SONY asked
him whether hewould be prepared to dig any of those demosup and indudethem onthe
album And hesaid no,which I thinkisalittle sad. But in reality, the qudity of them was
very basic. He didn'tparticularly try to catch great performances of them--they were jug
realy donethere as a notepad for me.

But | think tha was wha led him to make the decision to re-record the new versionsof
those songsacoudically. Andthenice thingisthat that gives usnew interpretations
different interpretationsof those songs Given thedistance tha he now has from that era,
it definitely throws some new light onthe songs

PM: Ontop of thefact tha thistime hereally took a much more high-handed,
perfectionist stab at the acoudic versonsthereof.

TD: Yeah, | think that'sright
PM: Andgot some great performances as a result.

TD: Yeah. And oneof thethingsabouttha eracompared to today istha you had one
shotat it. If youwere lucky enoughto get signed to amajor labd and given abudgé to
gointo thestudio, youreally had oneshotat it. It was al or nothing. Andif you were
lucky enoughto get therecord out, and it was successful, then you're stuck with tha
version, tha sngpshot of the songsfor years to come. Butin redlity, for asongwriter like
Paddy, musc isnotarigid thing, it'sfluid. So sometimesit's uncomfortable to be sort of
landed with this oneingant in time where you made your master of thesong. Wha's nice
these days| findistha beween downloadsand podcasts and iTunes, plusthe cheaper
econonics of recording and manufacturing CDs, there doesn't have to beoneddinitive
version of thesong.It's notthis all or nothing thing anymore.

PM: What aboutthe songsnottaken? Do you know much aboutthem, theunchosen from
tha 40 or 50, did they end up somewhere, are they jus unde the bed somewhere?

TD: They're probably back unde the bed, quite frankly.

PM: Right

TD: And every time |--every few years |I've goneto see Paddy, and hell play me some
other stuff that hehaslying around and very little of it ever seesthelight of day. He had

whole entire abum projects abandonel, basically, for onereason or another.

PM: On this new dduxe addition, do you know why the bonustracks of the origind were
notinduded, "Yearning Loins" and "Hell Have To Go"?

TD: | don'tknow why they weren'tinduded, no.



PM: Jug oneof those record company things

Paddy'slanguaye both themuscal andthelyrica languageis so unique But when it
comes to thingslike unusid voicingsof chordsand elements of harmony, isthat
gengdly theartist or theproducr's hand at work there?

TD: Oh, | think for every relationship between artists and producer there's a different
story every time. | mean, in this case, the choices that we made, 1'd say, were certainly
collaborative. And| feel tha | was handed theresponsbility by thelabd to sort of
supavise those choices, and there was very little involvement fromthelabd in terms of
comingin and saying, "Well, welike thisasasingle," or, "these choices for thealbum"
or, "Could you make this alittle bit more catchy,” or whaever. We were pretty much left
to our own devices. But alot of thesongs thingsjud fell into place, andin many ways
my job was very easy.

PM: So this editiontha you'vedigitally remastered, how extensve a project did that turn
outto be? Andwha did it take, gear-wise and sonically, to get it where you wanted it?

TD: It was notextensve like when George Martin goes back into the Sgt. Peppe multi-
tracks.

PM: Right

TD: | used the mixed masters, which were on andog, quater-inch tape We fed them
throughmoden equipment, and we jud let them breathe When you cut vinyl in theold
days you had to make alot of compromises to thedynamic level, jud to ge certain things
onvinyl was quite hard. When | think of a mastering engineer looking throughhis
microscopeat the grooves in the master, it seems like something out of H. G. Wells. But
tha was thetechnology tha existed at thetime. My task was not to sort of reinvent the
album because it was great to begin with.

TD: So youdidn'thave to mess with too much with EQ, and al that stuff?

TD: A little bit. We were able to dothat with afree hand withouthaving to make any of
those compromises that oneused to inthevinyl era. But | didn'ttry to changeit, realy, |
jug wanted it to breathe

PM: Can yourecall your very first meeting with Paddy McAloon, and would you share
tha story with us?

TD: Yeah. | mean, | can absolutely remember it. It came aboutbecause | had been
invited by the BBC Radio to bea guest reviewer of new singles. They had ashow called,
| think, RoundTable. And a couple of their DJs and a guest reviewer would listen to new
releases. And | sat therefor like an hour, and | hated everything. | was sort of the Simon
Cowell figure of that particular show.



PM: [laughg

TD: And this songcame onwhich | jug thoughtwas really special, from the opening
chordsit was jud really wondeful. Andthe other guys the DJs, didn'tget it at all. And |
said, "Thisisreally great. Who are these guys?' It was "Don't Sing." And it sort of
opened with this guitar chord and this harmonica, and it was jug magical to me. And so |
said very nice thingsaboutit, and | gotacall from Prefab Sprouts manager saying,"We
were tunal in listening to you, and we were holding our breath, because we thought'hes
going to massacre ours."

[laughter]

TD: Andthen | wastheonly onetha said nice thingsaboutthem. And they said, "It so
happenswe're actudly looking for aproducer rightnow. Are youinterested?' And| said,
"Abslutely, I'm interested.” And so they said, "Well, we don'thave many songson tape
to play you, butwe'd like to invite you up to Paddy'shous." | tookthetrain up, spent the
day there. And helived onthetop of ahill in an old Catholic rectory where his mom had
looked after thechurch. And there were crudfixesonthewalls. His Dad, who'dhad a
stroke wasill in bed updairs.

And Paddy took me to hisroom, and he pulled out this stack of songs And we sat there
for afew hourslistening to them. Tha was thefirst meeting with him. He'sa very
interesting guy, very, very well read, but hunble.

PM: And a soft-spoken fellow, or--

TD: Yeah, fairly soft-spoken. He's a'so got sort of an exhibitionist side, which comes out
every now and then when hés gotafew brown aesin him.

[laughter]

TD: He can be coaxed into letting rip every now and then. So oneof my favorite things
aboutthealbumistha you get these occasiond primal screams.

PM: Definitely.

TD: Theway hesings"Antiques,” the opening line. And then later onin "Johnny,
Johnny;" which isthis very sort of lush soft song,and in thechorushejud letsrip at the
end with this scream. And | aways liked tha hedid that ontha album In later years he
tendad to bethis sort of breathy croone, and you hear less of tha raw side

PM: Right How is Paddy doing these days?

TD: His hedlth isvery poor, and it's uncomfortable for him to work in the studio. Andit's
agreat shame, because | think heés sort of in amoad to do some more recording. I'm



goingto bein England alot over the next few years because my kidsare going to school
there. And we had hopel to do some more work together, and still may try. But tha
would require his health improving, or him sort of adjugding to this new way of life.

PM: When | talked to Andy Partridge[XTC] nottha longago, hewas having trouble in
the studio as well, trouble with his ears.

TD: | didn'tknow abouttha. Tha's very sad.

PM: Yeah, it wasreally driving him nuts.

TD: | haven'ttalked to Andyin alongtime. Andisit tinnitus?
PM: Yeah.

TD: So tha'skind of a curse to have great ears, because if something goeswrong,it'sjug
very, very aggravating, and throws everything off. And so | don'tknow wha Andy's
aflictionis, but-

PM: It was some kind of afreshman studio accident. Something hgppened in the studio
tha went terribly wrongin his cans [headphone]

TD: Oh, no, hegotlike ablast of--
PM: Exactly.
TD: Oh, dear.

PM: So hewastryingto treat it, butit jus realy wasn't tha promising. It seemed like
there wasn't tha much you could do. Wha aboutPaddy'seyes? Onereadstha hées got
some kind of acondition. Istha wha is called macular degeneration?

TD: I'mreally notable to talk aboutthe medical sideof it at all.

| knowthat it was very bad. But it didn't prevent him fromworking. But in thelast year
or so hes had thisissuewith his ears. This madeit very hard for him to bein the studio.
So | don'tknowwhere tha's al going.

PM: This songwriter buddyof minewho knows Paddy fairly well said tha hewould
write, as you referred to alittle while ago, whole albums on subjects like Michael
Jackson--

TD: He had two paticular albumstha | know ended up on thecuttingroomshdf. One
was aboutMichael Jackson, and other was...I'd haveto call it a Christian album But it
was sort of an examination of religiontha hisrecord company vetoed because they felt
like it would be perceived as a Christian album And it had some fantastic stuff onit,



which didn't-1 mean, I'm notremotely religious but it never occurred to me until | heard
it from therecord labd tha it would beviewed tha way.

PM: Oh, well, tha's interesting. And yeah, it's a shame tha when heturnshislightonthe
subject of religionthat it'sjus perceived as Christian ingead of something more general.
But tha's arecord company for you.

TD: Well, yeah, andI'd like to think in this day and agetha onecan sort of declare onés
indgpendence, and you don'thave to live onthose terms anymore. For me, | don'treally
imaginethat I'll ever be sitting in a meeting with some major labd agan discussing wha
| should or shouldn'tbedang.| think of the old days as being atime when you had this
whole obdacle course you had to navigae before you'dever actudly get your songsout
in frontof thepublic. And| think wha's great abouthow thingsare now s tha tha's
ove, for avery interesting set of reasons

| mean, it sort of starts with theecononics, we dorit need record companies anymore to
finance our time in the studio, because we can doit in our back rooms. Nor are there
these narrow windows of oppotunity to get stuff released and marketed, because it used
to bethelabd would sort of say, "Well, weeks three and fourin July, tha's when the
salesforce is going to befocused onyour record.” And basically tha was the window of
oppotunity you had. If it didn't catch fire during that time, it was basically back to the
drawing boad for ayear, year and a hdf. If the phonewasn't ringing off the hookduring
tha time you jug felt totally depressed. And you don't have tha anymore; first, because
there's such adiverse rangeof ways to ge your stuff outthere and distributed; and
second, because shdf life isnolonge something important. | putoutalive album in
December, and it's spiked several times since then. It has onweeks and off weeks, but |
do an NPR interview and suddenly there'sanew sales spike. And tha can goonfor
years.

PM: Abslutely.

TD: I'm building, now, adigital portfolio of masters and compostionstha | own and
control. Andtha portfolio waxes and wanes, butit doesn't lose sight of you. It used to be
S0 polarized in terms of hit or miss.

PM: Andit'salwaysavailable. Youhaveit onyour site. Yousay, "Well, hereitis. You
can auditionit, you can buy it, and you can dothewhole thing right here."

TD: It'saway beter state of affairs than I've ever seen before. It'skind of sad, butthe
press tend to focus on the woes of corporationsand so on, and noton thefact tha for
mudgc fansand for mugciansthisisjug heaven onearth.

PM: Absolutely. | don'tknowwha's going to hgppen to radio, buttha also may notbe
something tha everybody needsthe way they did onetime, either.



TD: Yeah, | think tha's probably the case. To me, therecord indudry missed an
oppotunity 15years ago to overhaul radio and itsrelationship to theindudry. It drove
me abolutely berserk, and still does, that if radio is my main source of finding new
musdc tha I'm going to like, then how come they don't back announe it? And how come
even if they do back announe it, and | hear the name of theartist, | have to somehow
remember next time I'm in Tower Recordsin theD section tha that's an albumthat |
want to buy. Andthen | have to spend 20 budks onit to get theonesong,and | have to
take 20 minutes unwrapping the cellophane It's just fundamentally areally bad produd,
it seemsto me.

PM: Every step of theway.

TD: Andlooking back, there's no excuse for it. | mean, the nice thing these days with the
internet isthat, yeah, you can hear some musc for free, butif you do get thewarm
fuzzies abouttha mudc, then thebuy buttonisright there, and now you own it for 99
cents. And so the point of sale isrightthere where people fall in love with mugc. And
tha to meisjug so much beter aprodud, even apart from thevagaries of physcal
distribution and manufacturing.

PM: | think onethingthat hasn't really been figured outis tha unlike atried and trueand
well-known artist like yourself, how does thenew artist get himself in front of an
audience so they can g& warm and fuzzy aboutthar mugc. | think that's not quite solid
yet.

TD: No, it'snotsolid. And| don'tknow f it will ever besolid. But persondly, I'd rather
have "ameristocracy" than a system of filtersin place where somebody gets to play God
and decide wha we do and don'tget to hear.

PM: Right

TD: And oneof theworries when theinterne came alongwas thefact tha peoplein the
indugry were saying, "There won't be hits anymore unless there is the machinery in
place." [laughg Andtha'sjud not thecase. | mean, there are still hits, butthey're
genuine hits because of populkrity, not because some nework executive decided tha
these were rightfor prime time.

PM: Y eah, hitswhere the people decide.

TD: Yeah. So youlookat YouTubeor myspace, or whaever, and stuff gets popukbr. And
very often tha coinddes with--I've gotthree kids it coinddes with them mentioning a
songor avideo, an artist or whatever, and seeing it there on myspace, YouTube | think
it'sgreat.

PM: Abslutely.



It's amazing tha ontheonehand you're avery pafectionist, highly consdered producer;
ontheothe hand, you're supplying audio to cell phones, which is maybethe mog
compromised soundthat you can get onadevice, butin this case, of course, your
company, Beatnik, isresponsgble for theaudio in half thecell phones of theworld; it's
unbdievable.

[laughter]

TD: Wéll, yeah, it isunbdievable. It was kind of an accident, frankly, because the
company started out with very lofty ideals creatively, andit ended up tha theonearea
where we could really make some impact, from abusness point of view, wasin cell
phones.

PM: Soistha, in geneaa terms, theamog ungeakable success tha it soundslike?
TD: It is pretty ungpeskable, Frank, yes. [laughg

PM: Bully for you.

TD: Somebody said to me the other day, "Didn't one of the Monkees invent liquid
pape?’

PM: [laughg Yeah, yeah, Michaal Nesmith'smother, | bdieve.

TD: | think his mother, yes. So in future editionsof Trivial Pursuit, perhgos!'ll bein the
same stack as Michael Nesmith.

PM: "Who was theunlikely inventor..."

You're cited by far flungartists as amgjor influence. Wha do you think abouthip-hopor
abouttechno, or eectronica? Anybodyout there turning you on muscally?

TD: | think maybe hip-hophas dlightly had itsday. | was really more interested in the
backing tracks, redlly, thanin thelyrics. In fact, I've quite often foundalot of ingpiration,
really, in hip-hopand then rap backing tracks. Theway that they used sampling
technology and drum machines and so on, | foundvery interesting. But culturally, |
mean, obvioudy, alot of thelyrical content jus didn't particularly floa my boa--

PM: Go figure, yeah.

TD: Yeah, | mean, gofigure. Regardless of genre, I've aways been into eclectic
songwriting with avoice, with alyrical voice. Andtha could be Paddy, it could beTom
Waits, it could be Van Morrison, it could be Joni Mitchdl, it could be Rogea Waters.

PM: Sure.
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TD: | can tolerate, | can enjoy, or | can deal with amodg any muscal styleif thereisa
persondity there tha speaksto me.

PM: | jug heard several cuts at CDBaby off your recently released Live in Chicago
DVD. Tha soundel great.

TD: Oh, good

PM: Tha iswha? Tha'saDVD of ashow ayear previous?

TD: Yeah, s0 I'vedonea oneman show over thelast year, year and a hdf, redly to jus
sort of get back into mudc and cut my teeth again. I've got new songs butfelt like after
15yearsaway | had norightto go straight back into the studio. | needed to sort of repay
my dues as a peformer.

PM: Go play.

TD: Yeah. Andto dotha, thereisamuscle grouprequired tha tendsto get out of
condition.

PM: That atrophies, sure.

TD: So | needed to get outand doit. And having donetha, and sort of worked through
tha, | nowfeel ready to go back in the studio and start making some new musc.

PM: Andyour voice soundsgreat. Did you have to do alot of singing to kind of feel like,
"Okay, | think I'min shgpefor this'?

TD: Yeah. | took acouple of lessons recorded them, andthen | carried cassettes or MP3s
of my own singing lessonswith me wherever | went, and whenever I'm drivingin car, I'll
warm up with them. It's quite hard to recondition my voice after tha muchtime. | have a
different rangenow, adifferent set of thingsl can and can't do.

PM: Yeah, it'salittle bit lower, jud like Paddy'sacoudic versionsof these songs

TD: Right

PM: Yousaid youwere nat even remotely religious Areyouat al indined toward wha
could be called metaphyscal or spiritud matters, as oppogd to, say, religiousones?

TD: Somewha, butit's notsomething that | indulge very much, and certainly | wouldn't
join aclub or achurch tha would have me as a membe.

[laughter]

PM: Areyou abig reader? Istha pat of your routine?
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TD: | wouldn'tsay so, paticularly, no. Probably more than average, but!'m nat a
voraciousreader at all. My kidsare actudly much bigge readersthan | am.

PM: Wha are they like? How old are your kids and wha are they upto?

TD: Two teenage girls and an eleven-year-old boy. Y eah, | mean, they're very individud
specia people. My oldest daughter, who's16, was jug in New Orleansgiving a speech
aboutHogwarts at a Harry Potter convention.

PM: Wow!

TD: Shés sort of adefacto world authority onthearchitecture of Hogwarts.

PM: Tha'sunbdievable! [laughg

TD: People read it at Cambridge whichis sort of interesting.

PM: Youmug bevery proudof her.

TD: | am, inded. We don'thave any idea how the same gene pool produces such
different people, butit does.

PM: Yeah. It'sawonde.
Y ou'vebeen very kind with your time today. It'sreally nice to meet you.

TD: Thanks Frank, likewise.
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