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WARRIORS

Why is Gary Numan's 7th album (I am counting the two 'Tubeway Army' albums but not the demo disc album, 'The Plan') called Warriors, with an appropriately dramatic record cover? His autobiography talks at some length about his new 'Mad Max' image but says nothing about what this might have to do with the content of the songs. The title track, 'Warriors' is about aging, as the then twenty-five year old Gary Numan sings:

'I'm old

so old

This infection of time

My skin - Age

shows no kindness to me.'

Is he singing about himself? He did already have a problem of a receding hairline and his autobiography describes in detail the horrendous process of getting a hair transplant he went through at this time. 'Warriors' is followed by 'I am Render', one of many songs about his condition as a commercially failing rock star and his relations with his fans:

'I'm up here

You're down there

Call me the baitman

I'm screaming for air ...

I don't crash

The sky moves

I'll shape you dreams

That a lifetime can't lose ...

Young reckless sleepers

still screaming for air'

The refrain of 'Warriors' - 'I fell for so long for you all' suggests a relationship with the audience, as 'I'm the ghost/of the white faced clown' suggests his relationship with his own former image (about to come back again in an extreme form with the next album, 'Berserker'). Numan, we know, achieved instant, superstar success and fortune at the beginning of his career with his first four albums (dubbed by Paul Sutton The Machine Quartet) then everything went downhill except that he retained a very loyal hardcore fan base. Whom he tried severely when he developed a quite different, yet still masterly, style - fretless bass, saxophone, girl singers - with his fifth album, Dance (1981) and everything following it until Machine and Soul (1992), (1) after which he becomes, in my view (which I hope some time to elaborate), a different person altogether - not without interest but altogether different.

(1) To quote Paul Sutton: 'A teetotal gangster with gold lipstick. Out went the machine precision and in came the fretless bass and saxophones and punch drunk vocals, female backing singers (that isn’t a harmonica is it, Gary?) and songs about loose women, world travel, and aeroplane accidents, subjects, instruments, and a style, as far from the hearts and lives and interests of ordinary working class adolescents as it was possible to be.' There is indeed a very prominent harmonica on the I Assassin song 'The 1930s rust'. But though I like to stress the realism as opposed to the fantasy of Numan's early songs, does the obsession with male prostitution and anonymous encounters in the park of 'the machine quartet' really reflect 'the hearts and lives and interests of ordinary working class adolescents'?
But 'Warriors' could be about a real old man, someone other than himself, perhaps the same old man referred to in the song 'War Songs' from I Assassin, the album between Dance and Warriors:

'Old men love war songs

Love Vera Lynn

Old men love war songs

Now I'm Vera Lynn'

Is Numan, as Numan, really playing the role of Vera Lynn for an old man? In his autobiography he says:

'"War Songs" was a fairly light hearted look at being famous for a change. I'd gone through the paranoid, bitter introspective period by now and I was beginning to get used to the job ... I was finally beginning that difficult transition from boy to man, a few years too late of course, but better late than never.'

As usual with Numan's comments on his own songs this isn't very helpful. Numan maintains that the wooden, android image of The Machine Quartet days and the great Living Ornaments concerts resulted from the fact that he was almost paralysed with stage fright. His movements in the later concerts are certainly much more relaxed and fluid (and correspondingly less interesting). According to Paul Sutton:

'On the eve of the ending of the Machine Music part of his career, Gary Numan released Living Ornaments, two albums of recordings of Hammersmith Odeon concerts from The Touring Principle of 1979 and the Teletour of 1980. They are important evidence of a British artist in his prime. Numan, exhibiting all the hallmarks of a sort of nervous breakdown, in that his judgment was so clouded by emotion that it was badly effecting his career, particularly in regard to his employers and the promoters, insisted that the recordings were deleted four weeks after they went on sale. When questioned about that strange decision on Studio 815 on BBC Radio 1, the day before the Wembley concerts [the utterly transcendental concerts Numan declared at the time were the last he would ever do - PB] Numan said: "I want this image done. I want it finished. And I want it ended now. I want these albums out for Wembley and I don't want it to drag on. As far as I'm concerned it's over.' (2)

(2) I, Assassin has as a bonus track a song called 'War Games'. It would be difficult to give a coherent account of it but with lines like 'I'll stay now/Nothing's forever/This time there's no goodbye ... I won't change again/One of these days/I'll love it all and sleep/You are slow poison young friend' it could be written in the voice of an old man headed towards death.
A TORN OLD QUEEN

But far from overcoming his 'paranoid, bitter introspective period' Numan's songs could be said to become progressively more paranoid, bitter and introspective as he goes on. Nothing he says about 'War Songs' explains the old man (his own fan base was very young) or Vera Lynn. But even in some of his earliest songs, Numan seems to be haunted by the presence of an old man, an old man who may also be a 'hero', presumably someone who has lived through the war, perhaps the 'torn old queen' of 'Praying to the Aliens':

'Grey overcoat

and he could be anyone

A random poll check

"Do you ever think of women"?

They broke him down

into a torn old queen

living somewhere

between dead and dying.'

Or the wrecked hero in 'You are in my vision':

'Delicate bodies

that decay beneath their clothing

play cards in an empty house in Paris

The wreckage of a hero

lies broken in a corner

and everyone pretends they like to live that way.'

He comes more clearly into focus in 'Only a downstat' (downstats, for those who take the sci fi side of things seriously being a variety of android):

'Only a downstat

Personality problem

He would say things like "I love you"

and cry real tears

'Met him in some place

like a home for old mothers

where the cure is always death

but no-one ever leaves

'He wore a number 7

badge on his collar

He would show it with pride

and say "it means I can feel"

'He'd bribe the warders

to send letters to someone

who didn't even know his name

but said she's read them anyway.'

Some android!

The theme continues with the next song on Replicas, 'We have a technical' ('technical' being another term in the sci fi version of the story, meaning something has gone wrong). Here the 'personality problem' of the downstat becomes a 'personality malfunction':

He's in a hotel room where they all go

saying "Boy, I've lost my memory"

It's so surprising

just how quickly things can end

like a hero on a platform of friends

this table is so crowded

with people that I don't know

and I never really turn

my thoughts on you

so the image breaks down again

'We have a technical

We have a technical'

Armed with all that taken from Replicas, we can go back to The Plan, the songs on the first demo discs Numan's friend and bass player Paul Gardiner gave Beggars Banquet, and 'Thoughts No 2' (a very teenage title!):

'Frown in my eyes showing nothing

But surprise about you

And what are you thinking

About my life and

her drinking to you too

A dying non-human writes

unkind words for unkind friends

And as for the tears, they'll never show

Asylum people calling on my door

From day to day the image must fall

I've had my time.'

This is Gary Numan in his 'punk' phase. Is there anything like that in any other punk song?

The phrase 'I've had my time' recurs in 'The Life Machine' (Tubeway Army. An earlier version without the line 'I've had my time' is on The Plan):

'Me I've just died

But some machine keeps on humming

I'm just an extra piece of dead meat to keep running

Why won't you let me die in peace?

Why won't you let me die with some kind of honour?

Why won't you let me die at all?

I know

You've got your principles'

'STEEL AND YOU' AND 'TRACKS'

Which evokes another of my disagreements with Paul Sutton, this time concerning the song 'Steel and You' - again on Tubeway Army with an earlier version on The Plan. I give Sutton's interpretation at some length because it's quite a nice piece of prose and as always he describes the actual music better than I could do:

'On paper this is a lovely song. It’s the most positive Gary Numan song of the era, in that it contains positive emotions, "I just love being here", but it does start with a breaking of the rules, "I shouldn’t be here" and it begins and ends with thoughts about death. Otherwise it’s a song about a happy friendship and a happy place, The twist that keeps it far away from The Jackson Five and Michael’s song about loving a rat is that it’s about a friendship between a young man and a robot. So far so Star Wars, though the line about, "I can see in your eyes you’re not so sure about me" could be read as being a one-sided love thing, particularly if the line that follows ("This machine is my voice") is an interior monologue. It certainly adds an element of mistrust to this happy tale, but, as I try to keep things happy, perhaps the line is not said to the robot but to an unidentified third person, the listener, us ...

'So, feeling all warm and happy after studying the lyrics, let’s listen to what Numan does to it when it sets it to music. A sweet strumming acoustic guitar perhaps? Maybe a banjo and a harmonica? The song starts with a screaming cyclical wail of metallic noise, and by metallic noise I don’t mean thrashing guitars, I mean a huge piece of metal being scraped. Something that sounds like the opening up of a UFO, or since Numan was moving into the programme music of the concept album of Replicas, the noise could represent the opening of the capsule out of a city, such as in THX 1138 and Logan’s Run. It’s played with the bottom key on a minimoog held down and growling because it likes to show off, onto which is layered a couple of sweeping beeping alarm-like noises doubtless from the same versatile machine. "This machine will last for my life" ...'
I've suggested before that Sutton attaches too much importance to the sci fi element but here I don't think there's a sci fi element at all. I see it as a companion piece to 'My Life Machine' (the version on The Plan is called 'This machine'). Where the man on the life machine wishes the thing could be turned off and he could die in peace however, this man is at ease with his machine. He is quite content to have become in effect half a machine. In later songs Numan, well known for his interest in flying, has a similar relationship with his 'plane ('My Centurion ') or his car ('My car slides') - though in both these examples the machine has stopped working. Typical of Numan that the man who is ill at ease with his machine sounds quite jolly while the song about the man happy with his machine is as Sutton describes it (though Sutton seems to have missed that the machine sounds are based on breathing, evoking perhaps an artificial lung).

I have a similar disagreement with Sutton over the song 'Tracks' on The Pleasure Principle, a much better known (and better) song than 'Steel and You' or 'My Life Machine':

'Where are the tracks?

Where are the lines?

Where are the tracks, dear?

Where is the time?

'You were so cold

You were so slow

You were so old

And we were unsure

'And I want your lines

And I want your time

And I want your face, dear

And you can have mine'

Here Sutton acknowledges that his own interpretation may be going over the top. He starts by taking the 'tracks' to refer to musical tracks and goes on to interpret it in the light of Numan's battle with Beggars Banquet over his discovery of the synthesiser ('We were unsure ...'). He gives a similar twist to 'Steel and You' suggesting that it concerns Numan's own relationship with his new found love, the Minimoog. This musical interpretation comes to a climax with a suggestion that it might be all about David Bowie - an interpretation that I think actually works rather well. Then he offers an alternative, reverting to the field of, if not sci fi exactly, at least fantasy. Again this is worth quoting for his description of the music:

'Are there clues to the song’s meanings in the way that Numan performs it? It starts with a very sweetly simple piano solo intro and, in contrast to the obliqueness of the lyrics, the first verse is sung by Numan without any studio effects on his voice, and without that characteristic doubling and tripling up of his voice. It’s Numan vocally naked and that is something very rare. It’s an approach that conveys sincerity and youthful innocence. Then, what is possibly the greatest of all drum-driven Moog-singing orchestras sweeps in and carries both songs and us away on interlocking waves of gorgeous sounds blissfully free of the chug-chug and whine of electric guitars. For the final two verses of 'Tracks', the Numan with the naked voice is replaced by the familiar Numan with-the-high-strong-sneering-attack-dog-light-tenor. This duality of voice, the soft naked one and the hard almost aggressive one, is right for a song about swopping faces and lines. It’s interesting to note that it is the aggressor who demands to do the swooping. He wants the face and the lines and the time (i.e. youth) of the sweet and vulnerable Numan who opened the song. Looked at that way, it becomes a sort-of Exorcist-themed song about a Devil feeding on youth and innocence.'

'Well' - to quote the much later song (Metal Rhythm) 'Devious' - 'maybe.' But it seems strange that the lines in the second verse.

'You were so cold

You were so slow

You were so old

And we were unsure'

should be sung by the 'aggressor.' I take the whole song to be sung by 'the sweet and vulnerable Numan' (he was 20 or 21 years old when the Pleasure Principle was issued) addressing an old man and expressing regret that a sexual relationship didn't develop between them as it might have done ('You were so slow ... we were unsure'). And on this reading the offer of an exchange of faces with the man (who may now be dead having, like the man on the life machine and the man in 'Thoughts No 2', had his time) is a powerful extension of the tenderness of the first verse - the speeding up of the song representing an intensification of the feeling.

EXHIBITION

Which could bring us on to another of his most remarkable songs (there are so many remarkable songs that the phrase is a little meaningless) - 'Exhibition'. It was originally the B-side to the 12" version of 'She's got claws' and it appears as a bonus track on Dance. Again it concerns an old man, but this only becomes obvious at the very end. Then we can see the bizarre disjointed earlier verses as evidence of dementia. The music has a relaxed, tottering quality to it, accompanied by a slightly deranged attempt to whistle it. Again the old man is obsessed with 'clean young flesh', though in this case the flesh may be female (as Numan's songs progress the homosexual element diminishes, without disappearing completely - until perhaps he found lasting love with his wife, Gemma O'Neill):

'Someone took pictures

Just look at her go

Her presence exhausted me

Like spectators we are'

Hints of a line from 'War Songs':

'I like old heroes

I like old film stars

Dirty pictures - snap, snap

I like intrusion

When she's dressed in white.'

And again a hint of identification with Numan himself:

'Simulate phone call

Face to face

Newspaper loose talk

You wreck my dreams'

Well, maybe this is me getting carried away but 'Newspaper loose talk' evokes the various songs in which Numan refers to his 'kiss and tell' lover Debbie Doran who 'told the papers everything' ('Devious'). 'Face to face' evokes the song of that name which Numan recorded with Dramatis (the backing musicians on Pleasure Principle and Telekon who formed their own group when Numan, with Dance, changed his style, though most of them, happily, joined him again later on). 'Face to face' includes the line 'Pictures of my face disappear with time'.

But 'Exhibition' reveals itself at the end:

'Exhibit 'A' dog

So few of them left

Exhibit 'B' god

The problem of death'

Then, sung by a small chorus, perhaps Numan's voice multitracked):

'Old sex, unclean

Do you still need the moon?

Recall no names

Don't ask me 'how are you?'

Then back to the solo voice:

'Where's my attendant

And where is my wife

Wait in the doorway

While I say goodnight'

So the old man, like the old man in 'Only a Downstat' and 'We have a technical' is living in some sort of institution. 'Do you still need the moon?' evokes the idea of romantic love as, powerfully, in 'This prison moon' on Warriors:

'Keep your love songs

We've all heard

Keep your pictures

We've all seen

Keep your kind words

And keep your tears

[Shades of 'Don't ask me "How are you?"' - PB]

'I'm only here

For a thousand years

Here on this prison moon.

'Have you been here?

Have you ever been here?

If only the sun would shine tonight

If only the sun would shine.'

But we haven't finished with 'Exhibition'. It ends with the most astonishing line, repeated over and over again (remember the exchange of faces in 'Tracks'?):

'He looks like me.'
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