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CHAPTER 12 – 1988

With Your Feet in the Air and Your Head 
on the Ground

(CAD801–CAD810)

Vaughan Oliver’s newly liberated freelance status was temporarily 
expanded thanks to the short joint European tour of Throwing Muses 
and The Wolfgang Press where he projected slides behind the bands 
on stage. 4AD’s newest recruit Simon Harper came along, driving 
them in Ivo’s old BMW.

4AD’s European trip briefl y extended to the east for the second 
licensed volume of Le Mystère Des Voix Bulgares. ‘It wasn’t quite as 
beautiful as the fi rst,’ Ivo contends. ‘I turned down volume three 
because it was the scraps, but it got licensed [to Warners] and the 
name still lives on.’

However, in 1988 4AD was less about the ecstatic aura of old rural 
Bulgaria and more about the ecstatic buzz of modern urban America. 
The double whammy of having Throwing Muses and Pixies on the 
label was a thrilling way to kickstart a closer relationship with the 
States, and a side effect was that it encouraged more demos to be sent 
from across the Atlantic. To celebrate the union, Throwing Muses’ 
second album, House Tornado, and Pixies’ debut album, Surfer Rosa, 
were released on the same day: 21 March.

In their continuing search for an honest refl ection of their sound, 
the Muses had turned to Doghouse Cassette and Purple Tapes producer 
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Gary Smith: ‘We should have worked with him all along,’ reckons 
Kristin Hersh. David Narcizo remembers how Smith raised their 
comfort and confi dence levels: ‘Gary made us feel part of the process. 
We still felt we didn’t truly capture our ideas until later, but the songs 
survived.’

‘With tracks like “Colder” and “River” … House Tornado was a great 
album,’ says Ivo. The title was Hersh’s acknowledgement of the contra-
dictions of domesticity, a rare feminist statement for the label even if 
the lyrics weren’t recognisably political. Sonically, the album was more 
indicative of the band’s energy than The Fat Skier, denser and more 
insular than Throwing Muses but equally electrifying. The band also 
made peace with their artwork. Sire’s under-designed choice of cover 
featured a black-and-white band photo with album and band name in 
red type. Vaughan Oliver was still determined to portray some repre-
sentation of the music that wasn’t like the abstract paint splotches (by 
Hersh’s dad Dude) reconstructed as a child-like scribble on The Fat 
Skier cover. ‘Finally,’ says Narcizo, ‘Vaughan said he’d found us the 
perfect person, who was Shinro Ohtake.’ The young Japanese artist’s 
multi-coloured scrapbooks of drawings and found images fused the 
surreal with the all too real, the twin properties of Hersh’s songs.

This negotiated arrangement was the opposite of Pixies’ relation-
ship to artwork; they were simply intrigued to see what Oliver would 
conceive next. For a singer-songwriter, Charles Thomspon was 
unusually open to suggestion: the suggestion of a producer for Surfer 
Rosa even came via Colin Wallace, 4AD’s new warehouse manager.

Wallace had progressed from Cocteau Twins’ driver to driver-for-
hire for any 4AD artist in need. When he was busted for possession of 
hashish while helping Robin Guthrie and Elizabeth Fraser move 
house, he decided he needed more stability and accepted Ivo’s offer to 
run the warehouse. He joined just before ‘Pump Up The Volume’ had 
exploded, a real test of his abilities that he passed with fl ying colours. 
He settled down, taking on the additional role of casually dealing 
drugs to interested parties at work when the need arose. One of 
Wallace’s favourite bands was Big Black, the pummelling hardcore 
trio fronted by the uncompromising, freely argumentative bassist-
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vocalist Steve Albini: ‘I loved Steve’s production sound,’ says Wallace. 
‘I don’t know why I thought it would work with Pixies.’

The band, and Ivo, agreed, and Albini and Pixies were in Boston’s 
Q Division studio by December 1987. Albini reported that they’d 
fi nished the album in a week but used up their allotted booking time 
to see what else might happen. Albini’s trademark anti-production 
style – he insisted on being credited as ‘recorded by’ in the style of an 
engineer – nevertheless gave Pixies a wicked, heavyweight bottom end 
for extra brunt, which gave songs such as ‘Where Is My Mind?’ and 
‘Cactus’ the feeling of a juggernaut.

Ivo’s fi rst reaction to Surfer Rosa was that it sounded ‘incredibly 
raw’. The album also didn’t sound like any other American rock band, 
due to Pixies’ meld of offbeat infl uences and the way Albini had 
recorded them. Thompson’s innate sense of musical drama was 
heightened by a fascination with internal dysfunction: song titles 
included ‘Break My Body’ and ‘Broken Face’, two of the four songs the 
band had revamped from The Purple Tape alongside ‘I’m Amazed’ and 
a second stab at Purple Tape cut ‘Vamos’ after the Come On Pilgrim 
version, with Thompson regaling in both Spanish and English. 
‘Vamos’ was Joey Santiago’s showpiece, with dizzying runs and tyre-
squealing turns.

If Kim Deal’s bass played the album’s anchoring role, her lead vocal 
on ‘Gigantic’ helped transform it into the album’s most euphoric 
turn. Deal’s precocious delivery made the most of Thompson’s ode to 
voyeurism and sexual prowess, a mood that Oliver’s cover for Surfer 
Rosa made explicit – a Simon Larbalestier photo of a topless fl amenco 
dancer posing next to a crucifi x. The fi gure was Oliver’s idea – ‘it’s 
about debasing a Spanish tradition in the fl amenco,’ he says – with 
Larbalestier adding the cross. Deal initially didn’t like the bared 
breasts on show, thinking it encouraged people to sexualise her own 
role in the band, but the image was quintessential Pixies: lustful, 
provocative and subversive. Thompson’s parents were, after all, 
committed Pentecostal churchgoers.

It turned out that Albini wasn’t as on side as people might have 
thought. He described Surfer Rosa to Forced Exposure magazine in 
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1991 as, ‘patchwork pinch loaf from a band who at their top dollar 
best are blandly entertaining college rocks’. About Pixies, he said, 
‘Their willingness to be “guided” by their manager, their record 
company and their producers is unparalleled. Never have I seen four 
cows more anxious to be led around by their nose rings.’

‘If a band was desperate to be successful,’ Ivo retorts, ‘it wouldn’t be 
an obvious choice to work with Albini to make your debut album.’ 
Albini later apologised for his comments. Ivo, however, was spared his 
savagery; Albini thought 4AD’s boss was ‘a good guy’ who had Pixies’ 
‘best interests at heart’.

Ivo may have conceived the title Come On Pilgrim, and he compiled 
the track listing for both albums, but Surfer Rosa was Thompson’s title 
(from his lyric to ‘Oh My Golly!’: ‘besando chichando con surfer rosa’, 
which translates as, ‘kissing, fucking with surfer rosa’). ‘Ivo’s sugges-
tions and Vaughan’s artwork, no problem, it was all coming from a 
good place,’ says Thompson. ‘It wasn’t that we couldn’t form our own 
opinions or that we didn’t care or we were scared of disagreement. We 
just trusted 4AD.’ End of controversy.

Surfer Rosa would spend sixty weeks in the UK independent charts, 
though it only peaked at number 2 even when Pixies joined Throwing 
Muses for a UK and European tour in May. ‘That was the most excit-
ing time to be working at 4AD,’ Ivo recalls. ‘The Muses were at their 
musical peak, just phenomenal every night I saw them, likewise Pixies. 
As mental as audiences were for Pixies, the Muses rose to the chal-
lenge. The audiences sang along to both bands’ songs. It was both 
incredible and intimate.’

Deborah Edgely’s abiding memory is of Throwing Muses: ‘Their 
fi ngers bleeding from playing their guitars so busily and passionately, 
this noise coming out of these little girls, Leslie in all her glory and 
beauty, dripping with rhythm, and Dave, the drummer boy. The 
venue in Birmingham was this little, low-slung Sixties disco, which 
had a stage riser, and when Pixies played, the place went absolutely 
mental, and the riser came to pieces. Dave Narcizo was hanging off 
the edge of it, trying to stop Dave Lovering’s drums from slipping 
between the gaps, and then they swapped when the Muses played.’
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The band’s shared memory is of one tour bus – chaperoned by 
4AD’s resident tour-managing couple Chaz and Shirley Banks – 
having the atmosphere of kids on a summer holiday, except that when 
they got into town, there would be screaming, capacity crowds to 
greet them. Santiago recalls getting ‘shitfaced’ in Frankfurt and being 
chased around a lamppost – for reasons unknown – by an incensed 
fan. In Greece, he handed out Pixies T-shirts to anyone within sight. 
‘But we were the only ones drinking,’ he notes. ‘The Muses kept it 
straight. They were intellectuals. Well, they read books.’

Throwing Muses weren’t party animals, but the band’s lack of 
hi-jinks had more underlying reasons. As the more established band, 
they’d begun the tour as headliners, but their complex mosaic of 
songs was less conducive to crowd pogoing than Pixies’ boundless 
rock’n’roll; subsequent record sales and crowd reactions meant that, 
as the tour continued across Europe, it made sense for Pixies to head-
line instead.

‘The tour was awesome and also complicated,’ says Narcizo. ‘We all 
got along really well, and shared a cornucopia of experiences. Though 
we could play up the loud side of ourselves, we were different to Pixies 
and not everyone appreciated that. I honestly didn’t have a problem 
with Pixies headlining, but it was awkward at times, not between 
bands but within our band. The Muses was Kristin’s baby and she 
struggled with it.’

Hersh remembers things differently: ‘It’s true that to follow Pixies, 
it’s hard for audiences to get down and listen to subtleties when they 
want to crash some more. But it was such a great high to see a band 
that you love before you play yourself. We were tiny, goofy babies 
who’d sing folk songs in the van about being far away from home. My 
big problem was that being away from my baby tore me up. Charles 
was a great friend then. We’d walk in botanical gardens and he’d let 
me be sad where I had to be happy for everyone else. That Pixies got 
more attention than us was actually a relief. It meant I had the 
afternoon off or had more time for my songs. Pixies were driven and 
ambitious; they wanted to be rock stars. I guess Tanya was too, though 
I didn’t know it at the time.’
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Hersh was also experiencing the gulf between the way 4AD and 
Sire operated. Across Europe, Pixies was handled by 4AD’s licensees 
while Warners attended to Throwing Muses – or rather, didn’t. To 
start with, each of Warners’ individual territories had to be persuaded 
to release House Tornado. Ivo could see the marked difference in 
effort. ‘I’d call Seymour [Stein] and scream, “You must do something 
for your band!” A chimp on acid could have done a better job than 
Warners did for the Muses. Ken [Goes] didn’t recognise that he’d 
failed them. It gave me the confi dence to sign non-British bands to 
long-term deals because I felt 4AD could do a better job.’

Tanya Donelly admits that the Muses, not their manager, had the 
fi nal say on choosing Warners, believing the corporation’s European 
network was more advanced than that of 4AD. In Amsterdam, Narcizo 
remembers that the Warners representative didn’t even turn up. ‘The 
guy from [4AD’s Belgian licensees] Play It Again Sam even said, “I’ll 
do everything to make sure Pixies succeed and you don’t”. In another 
territory, a Warners guy said it was either our record or Prince’s. I 
remember thinking, we’re from Boston, we’re not thinking about 
Belgium! A lot of what we came to love about 4AD was our experi-
ence with other labels when we realised how unique and nurturing 
4AD was.’

Hersh: ‘Warners was like a million people, in their own little offi ces, 
and I’m trying to get my little memos in there. At 4AD, you talked to 
one person and they leant over the desk and asked the other person if 
it was true.’

Pixies had no such issues, and revelled in the fact they were with 
sympathetic people who could out-party them. ‘It was the record 
label that was crazy!’ Kim Deal insists, recalling an inebriated Vaughan 
Oliver chuck a TV out of a Paris hotel window. ‘4AD looked more like 
rock stars than we did,’ says Santiago. ‘They had crew cuts, they wore 
black. Vaughan was just out there and Howard made you feel like you 
were the most exciting, important band in the world. They were seri-
ous, though, and hands on. We knew we were in the right place.’

‘Howard [Gough] was defi nitely one of the twenty-four-hour 
party people,’ says Thompson. ‘To him, no one could be better than 
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The Clash, but we were a close second. If you were looking to party, 
he’d facilitate that. He’d be the guy at the Italian restaurant after the 
gig, rolling a giant spliff, acting like a rock’n’roller, and introducing us 
to rock’n’rollers like The Jesus and Mary Chain, like a traditional 
hustling publicist. His younger brother sold T-shirts for us for a while.’

As for Ivo, ‘He was this older gentleman, classy, never loud, always 
polite,’ recalls Deal. ‘But for the longest time, I didn’t know what kind 
of person he really was. We played a show in Rhode Island and people 
came up after, saying “What’s Ivo really like?” They’d heard of him but 
not us! Simon Harper was like the nice uncle, in a Nehru jacket, very 
sharp-looking. Vaughan was the perverted uncle you wouldn’t leave 
the kids with. Deb was the heart of the label that everyone relied on, 
warm-hearted, happy to see everyone, sensitive and empathetic, with 
those big eyes and a desire to listen.’

Kim Deal: ‘I remember The Wolfgang Press getting back off tour 
from Poland, all wearing their huge fur hats with shaved heads under-
neath, and all in black too. They looked like a faction. I liked that 
people at 4AD had artistic temperaments too. I’m sure some people 
wouldn’t think that was a good way to do business, but they had 
something other than living through each band and sale. They were 
doing art of their own. It was life-and-death stuff to them, and there 
could be tears over stuff.’

Kristin Hersh would sometimes call Ivo and Deborah ‘Mum and 
Dad’.

The thrills and spills of life with the new east coast family that 
was Throwing Muses and Pixies was a chance to forget issues with 
M/A/R/R/S and Cocteau Twins, and Ivo could afford to be more 
relaxed. He was also fi nding that 4AD’s newfound chart success, and 
the kind of people now employed at 4AD, had changed the mood. 
‘One of my biggest regrets is that I didn’t turn into the kind of fascist 
that a lot of people thought I was, and say, we’re not releasing 
singles, we’re just an album label,’ he recalls. ‘But I ended up playing 
the game. I was making a commercial decision. From Victorialand 
onwards, we were having top 20 albums, but singles were a different 
matter, and we wanted to get Pixies on to the radio. I’d also seen the 
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impact of M/A/R/R/S on the staff, of the pleasure that success had 
given them, which was followed very quickly by Pixies’ explosion of 
popularity. It would have been absurd, me being this one person, 
not to do so.’

At least Ivo wasn’t planning to return to the strategy of plucking 
singles off albums as he’d done during the Modern English era. In 
1987, Gil Norton accompanied Ivo to Boston to talk to Throwing 
Muses about the possibility of producing what became House Tornado, 
and was excited enough after seeing Pixies play to pitch for their next 
album too. To try Norton out with the band, Ivo commissioned him 
to re-record ‘Gigantic’ and ‘River Euphrates’ from Surfer Rosa and a 
version of ‘Here Comes Your Man’ from The Purple Tape, with a view 
to making Pixies ‘more polished’.

Santiago: ‘Gil wanted everything tight, which we liked. But I still 
don’t like his version of “Gigantic”. I thought it sounded too perfect, 
which defeated the purpose.’

If this move resembled the kind of commercial compromise that 
major labels encouraged, it was balanced by the fact that the most 
obvious commercial choice, ‘Here Comes Your Man’, was shelved for 
‘Gigantic’ to be the new single. The new ‘River Euphrates’ became a 
B-side alongside live versions of ‘Vamos’ (again!) and a cover of ‘In 
Heaven (Lady In The Radiator Song)’ written by the American 
composer Peter Ivers for Eraserhead. Both Pixies and Muses sets had 
been recorded at The Town & Country show the same night, but Ivo 
felt the overall quality wasn’t high enough: ‘I wasn’t going to bung out 
records for the sake of it,’ he says.*

Vaughan Oliver could always be relied on to deliver an anti-
commercial blow. For the twelve-inch ‘Gigantic’ he chose a close-up 
photograph of a naked, screaming baby. It was actually Howard 
Gough’s son Josh, neatly following the man on the cover of Come On 
Pilgrim and the woman on Surfer Rosa. Oliver rendered the photo in 
such stark contrast it looked like Josh hadn’t washed for weeks (Oliver 

* Only Throwing Muses’ ‘Mania’ and a new Pixies song, ‘Hey’, were subsequently released, 
on a seven-inch fl exi given away with the weekly Sounds magazine.
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says he didn’t touch the photo). Kim Deal didn’t know whether to 
smile or be appalled: ‘People said to me, this is child abuse! Vaughan 
made it look awful, I’m sure.’

In any case, ‘Gigantic’ still sounded too bold for daytime radio. 
Despite Gough’s efforts, the single stalled at 93 in the UK national 
charts, substantially lower than the likes of ‘Pearly-Dewdrop’s Drops’, 
as if Pixies fans already had the defi nitive version of the song on Surfer 
Rosa.

4AD released another twelve-inch single on the same day, 22 
August, which more defi nitively rang in the changes – the success of 
‘Pump Up The Volume’ and the increasing domination of dance 
music had increased the numbers of remixes for any given single. The 
Wolfgang Press’s ‘King Of Soul’ came in three different mixes; a sepa-
rate DJ promo version was to end up as the new album’s opening 
track – the fi rst time that 4AD had followed the traditional industry 
procedure. Even the three singles found on Modern English’s After 
The Snow had been released after the album.

The rise of independent labels, in dance music as well as the 
supposed sound of ‘indie’, showed the majors no longer had a monop-
oly on the mainstream. ‘Everyone was doing it – singles before albums, 
twelve-inch remixes, different B-sides, plectrum-shaped singles … all 
this formatting so that labels could compete,’ says Ivo. ‘Bands were 
under pressure to record extra tracks for B-sides, but sometimes it felt 
like I cared about the quality of those extra tracks more than the artist 
did. But it shows how traditional 4AD started to become.’

4AD had made enough profi t to hire another name producer 
besides Albini. Flood (real name Mark Ellis) had worked with Mute 
acts such as Depeche Mode and Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds, and had 
stepped in when The Wolfgang Press’s original sessions with the 
classically-trained Simon Rogers came to nothing. Rogers – who 
could proudly boast of being part of The Fall and South American 
folk troupe Incantation (one of Nick Austin’s stranger success stories 
at Beggars Banquet) – had just completed Pete Murphy’s second solo 
album Deep, but Andrew Gray says he didn’t suit them: ‘We spent too 
much, experimenting, which is the only time Ivo commented, saying 
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it was extravagant. Flood remixed a couple of tracks and we realised 
we had to make the whole album with him.’

It showed Ivo was still willing to support his friends, not a tradi-
tional record company manoeuvre this time. He also knew what 
potential still lay in the trio, and there was a sentimental reason: only 
Mick Allen and Mark Cox had been along for the ride since the very 
beginning. ‘Thanks to Ivo, those boys had a career,’ says Deborah 
Edgely. ‘I think part of him felt that if he took it away from them, 
what would they then do? But Ivo was pretty shrewd and he didn’t 
often indulge people with money. He knew when to take a risk or 
not.’

‘Ivo knew we had the potential, but was still scratching his head 
about how to open things up for us,’ says Mark Cox. ‘He was this 
constant connector, putting people together. But we benefited 
from the fact budgets had gone up because of the success 4AD was 
having.’

The band’s third album, Bird Wood Cage, again showed a slowly 
unfolding picture of deft songwriting, uncluttered arrangements, 
brusque tension and more contributors – among them Steven Young, 
Gini Ball, Peter Ulrich and Ruby James, all adding telling little details, 
from the bluesy sweat of ‘King Of Soul’, the nervy pulse and chorus 
chant of ‘Kansas’, the slow reggae skank of ‘Hang On Me’. It received 
great reviews in the press, even nine out of ten in NME (‘their songs 
are layered so deftly, each one a new gateau of ear-bending rhythm, 
silly words, Mick Allen’s MAD voice and irreverent noise from outer 
space’). And still the album didn’t shift public perception of the band, 
or increase sales.

‘Journalists want to know what’s coming next, rather than what’s 
not been successful,’ says Edgely. ‘And very few journalists supported 
The Wolfgang Press to begin with. We’d get a review here, a column 
inch there. Their gigs were never well attended, and they didn’t sell 
any records.’

Perhaps America would be the land of opportunity? Rough Trade’s 
new US wing, based in New York, had taken the plunge and licensed 
Bird Wood Cage, as it had Pixies’ Come On Pilgrim and Surfer Rosa. 
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But the album might still have a limited appeal if American retail or 
radio was unprepared to embrace an album dressed in a toilet bowl.

Mick Allen’s tribute to Marcel Duchamp on the cover of Bird Wood 
Cage addressed the album’s themes of domesticity and taste, but it 
was still a toilet bowl on the cover, and an old, used model at that. 
‘Vaughan wouldn’t have anything to do with the toilet bowl,’ says 
Chris Bigg. ‘And unlike Robin Guthrie, Mick Allen couldn’t be 
persuaded otherwise. He didn’t buy into what he saw as this ethereal 
wishy-washy stuff on 4AD; the band wanted to be more on the edge, 
to stand on the outside.’

‘Vaughan saw a record as his next sleeve,’ says Mark Cox, ‘whereas 
we saw it as what went around our music. Chris could entertain the 
fact that we had our own ideas.’

Bigg: ‘Mick was complicated. He was gentle with me, but he could 
be very confrontational and angry, though I never worked out about 
what. He just didn’t want to join in, and that’s what most of his lyrics 
were about.’

While The Wolfgang Press always struggled with critical acclaim, 
other bands were instant press darlings, like The Sundays. Ivo, usually 
highly suspicious of hype, didn’t even fi nd out about the London-
based quartet from the usual demo, concert or industry word of 
mouth, but from a salivating review in Melody Maker of the band’s 
second ever concert.

The core of The Sundays was yet another couple. Vocalist Harriet 
Wheeler and guitarist David Gavurin had met at Bristol University 
and quickly found a signature sound; every major and independent 
label was drawn to check out the band based on the description of 
them fusing Cocteau Twins to The Smiths, though Wheeler’s wistful 
voice had nothing in common with Elizabeth Fraser’s, except for a 
beautiful tone.

Ivo invited Wheeler and Gavurin to Alma Road and offered them 
a one-off album deal: ‘As they left the offi ce, to visit Geoff Travis at 
Rough Trade, Simon [Harper] said, “How could you let them go? You 
know Geoff will do anything they ask.” The Smiths had split up so he 
didn’t have them anymore. Harriet and David were very cautious 
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people and so they signed to Rough Trade for a single to begin with. 
It was the fi rst time I’d been turned down and I was gutted.’*

Ivo also acted out of character by not hesitating when he was 
confronted with another American artist to his liking. With The 
Sundays lost, Kurt Ralske, who called himself Ultra Vivid Scene, 
became 4AD’s third US signing in a row.

At the time Ralske posted his demo, he was living in London. He’s 
now back in New York City, where music is a hobby again while he 
teaches video at the School of Visual Arts in the MFA (Master of Fine 
Arts) computer art department. He is also a visiting professor and 
artist-in-residence for the MFA Digital and Media department at 
Rhode Island School of Design. ‘I’ve always been interested in visual 
art, and I was always active in it on some level,’ Ralske explains.

Raised in North Bellmore on Long Island, Ralske had inherited his 
parents’ musical nous, learning piano and trumpet when he was just 
fi ve. A diet of jazz and classical appreciation had left little room for 
pop, ‘Which I wilfully decided was not for me,’ he says. However, his 
sister (ten years his senior), Jimi Hendrix and Jefferson Airplane 
changed his mind, and at the age of fourteen, he took an adult deci-
sion: ‘The suburbs felt like death, a void, so I started going by myself 
to New York City, which was something like the Wild West then. I 
walked straight into jazz clubs and nightclubs, and no one would say 
a word.’

Ralske was in time for the city’s No Wave post-punk craze, playing 
what he calls ‘messy avant-garde guitar’ among a crowd of older jazz 
musicians. As Ultra Vivid Scene, he pressed up a hundred copies – 
with expensive covers in silver leaf – of a seven-inch single while living 
in New York. He also befriended singer-songwriter Mark Dumais and 
formed Crash, a more conventional C86-style guitar band imbued 
with a dark, dreamy and sad core. Ralske’s guitar drew from The 

* When I interviewed The Sundays in 1990 after the release of their debut album Reading, 
Writing And Arithmetic, the band denied they were opposed to signing to 4AD, only that 
they were concerned that 4AD had Pixies. ‘One Little Indian were interested too,’ said 
David Gavurin. ‘We couldn’t make our minds up. It’s hard without hindsight. It partly 
helped that Rough Trade were nearer to where we lived, down the road.’
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Velvet Underground and Jesus and Mary Chain songbook: ‘It was 
incredibly intelligent, but as simple as pop music,’ he says. ‘I felt this 
incredible wash of noise, which I can now describe as [German play-
wright and poet Bertolt] Brecht alerting the audience to the idea that 
all is not what it seems on the surface. It was like putting quotation 
marks around the music, which I found very exciting. I wanted to 
make music that seemed simple and direct but wore its intelligence 
on its sleeve.’

With the support of Rough Trade distribution manager Dave 
Whitehead, who had started his own label Remorse, Crash moved to 
London in 1985. The band lasted three singles and an album, then 
Dumais went solo and signed to Creation while Ralske resuscitated 
Ultra Vivid Scene (or UVS). A demo got offers from One Little Indian 
and Cherry Red. ‘But 4AD was my fi rst choice,’ Ralske says. ‘I really 
enjoyed Cocteau Twins, other groups less so, but the label put a huge 
importance on the packaging. It was the complete artistic project that 
interested me.’

Ivo was particularly struck by Ralske’s ‘The Mercy Seat’. ‘But once 
Kurt was back in New York,’ he explains, ‘I got a completely different 
version, like slow Suicide instead of fast Velvets, which suggested how 
good the song was to begin with. Kurt wore his infl uences on his 
sleeve but he had a great understanding of melody.’

Ivo could sense something in Ralske of the sharp, inventive psyche-
delia of his youth, and he subsequently lent him albums by Fever Tree. 
‘Ivo thought I used guitar sounds similar to theirs,’ Ralske recalls. But 
Ralske was looking beyond psychedelic; the B-side of his new-wave-
jittery 4AD debut single ‘She Screamed’ was a cover of ‘Walkin’ After 
Midnight’ – made famous by Fifties country queen Patsy Cline – 
turned into a slow, druggy dirge with the sense of ironic quotation 
marks around it.

Vaughan Oliver, meanwhile, was wearing his naughty hat for the 
occasion, lining up a series of centrefolds from the porn magazine 
Hustler, though you’d need a sharp eye to see the row of clitorises 
down the spine of ‘She Screamed’. The head of current British 
monarch Queen Elizabeth II on the front is much more obvious. ‘I 
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think that’s the fi rst time those images have been juxtaposed,’ he 
says. ‘Yes, it was a laddish sense of humour but exciting too, to 
disguise it except to those who know it’s there. But we eventually all 
grow up.’

Ivo quickly organised a two-week session at Blackwing for an Ultra 
Vivid Scene album with John Fryer co-producing, but like Brendan 
Perry, Ralske was too experienced for guidance. ‘I was used to working 
by myself, in total control,’ he says. ‘The experience of collaborating, 
and working so quickly, fell apart after just two days. I told Ivo that 
the demo he’d liked so much had been recorded in a friend’s New 
York studio, which I could do again, and make the record I wanted. 
The sonics aren’t those of a commercial pop record, but I was never 
anxious for commercial success.’

Rough Trade US licensed his debut album, perhaps anticipating 
Ralske would emulate Pixies’ success and Throwing Muses’ profi le 
after both American bands had fi rst broken in the UK. Ultra Vivid 
Scene warranted the attention, full of melodic nuggets, all quicksilver 
guitar and drowsy moods, particularly the serpentine ‘The Mercy 
Seat’ and the delicate ‘The Whore Of God’. For all his clear infl uences 
– the Velvets, the Mary Chain and the adenoidal tone and narcotic
ballads of Peter Perrett (frontman of Britain’s brilliant new wave rock-
ers The Only Ones*) – Ralske fulfi lled the 4AD brief: Ultra Vivid 
Scene didn’t seem to belong anywhere.

Cocteau Twins was the next in line to benefi t from 4AD’s increas-
ing presence in the States. Having taken time out to build a recording 
studio, the trio had recorded an album without any limitation of any 
kind, except their own exacting standards. There had been time for 
Elizabeth Fraser to fall pregnant, and for the band to hire its fi rst 

* Coincidentally, at the same time Kurt Ralske signed to 4AD The Only Ones guitarist
John Perry approached Ivo on his and singer/songwriter Peter Perrett’s behalf. ‘I was a 
huge The Only Ones fan,’ Ivo recalls. ‘John was trying to get things going for them and was 
really enthusiastic. I fi nanced some demos but they just managed to add a bit to two songs 
already demoed and roughly sketch a couple more. It was clearly going to be a long road 
with no guarantee that anything would get fi nished. It was such a shame because Peter 
seemed very sweet but very lost. He had a childlike look in his eyes, just like Lee Perry had 
had.’
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manager, Raymond Coffer, who had negotiated a new long-term 
contract with 4AD.

As Ivo has pointed out, if Robin Guthrie had truly felt undermined 
by 4AD’s ‘conniving and thieving’, Cocteau Twins should never have 
re-signed a long-term deal with 4AD. Yet the new contract did give the 
band larger advances and an improved royalty rate.

Coffer was a former chartered accountant with a background in 
intellectual property law through running a soccer merchandising 
company. A friend of Bauhaus’ David J, Coffer had entered band 
management with Love and Rockets and then Xymox. He had been 
recommended to Cocteau Twins by the band’s American booking 
agent Marc Geiger after, Guthrie claims, they discovered a £100,000 
bill (the details are not divulged) that he manages to blame on 4AD. 
‘They allowed us to accrue it without any help in terms of manage-
ment or accountancy,’ he says.

When Cocteau Twins played Amsterdam in 1986, Guthrie had 
contacted Xymox’s Ronny Moorings, less out of friendship than 
necessity. According to Moorings, ‘Robin needed some “energy 
powder”.’ He assumed that, because Moorings lived in Amsterdam, 
he’d know where to get it. ‘And indeed, I did,’ he says. ‘Before their 
soundcheck, Robin asked all sorts of questions about Raymond. He 
was interested in getting management as he did not get along with Ivo 
anymore. I heard him shout at Ivo on the phone a few times and he 
seemed very agitated.’

The punk rocker in Guthrie had initially baulked at the idea of 
Coffer. ‘I took one look at him and thought, “No fucking way, he’s 
from another planet”. But a real businessman is what we needed. He 
said, “You know why you’re in trouble; look at the difference between 
what your record company is making and what they’re giving you. 
You can do so much better.” Ivo would be the fi rst to admit he wasn’t 
much of a businessman, and he should have had someone else look 
after our business. We couldn’t articulate what we needed in business 
anyway.’

Cocteau Twins had spent seven years without a manager. ‘You 
wonder now how that’s possible,’ says Simon Raymonde. Ivo’s experi-
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ence of managers meant that he had never encouraged artists to fi nd 
one, fi nding that they got in the way, especially the likes of Coffer. 
‘Raymond wasn’t someone who expressed a musical opinion or had 
any musical preferences,’ Ivo claims. ‘He was hired to be a 
businessman.’

Cocteau Twins had earned money; that much was clear from the 
band’s brand new twenty-four-track studio, a huge step up for their 
operations. ‘Any money we got, we spent on equipment, never on 
ourselves, so we could make better records,’ says Raymonde. Whether 
from the band or his other production work, Guthrie was also able to 
fund an increasingly expensive cocaine habit. Brimming with confi -
dence from both sources, he had assembled a new album, Blue Bell 
Knoll, Cocteau Twins’ fi rst full band album since Treasure three years 
earlier, that showed another creative leap: more relaxed, subtle, grown 
up. It was obvious from the fi rst few notes of the opening title track, 
with a harpsichord or synth equivalent behind Elizabeth Fraser’s 
simmering glossolalia, a lattice of tiny details over two minutes and 
twenty seconds that suddenly unfurled into a hair-raising burst of 
colour.

‘Blue Bell Knoll,’ Guthrie says, ‘is where things fi nally gelled with 
Simon.’ The bassist puts this down to the fact he was also playing 
more piano, ‘and being more confi dent in the band, because I’d been 
around longer’.

Ivo also saw a marked change in Fraser. ‘It’s got her best singing 
since she discovered her higher range,’ he says. ‘“Carolyn’s Fingers” is 
absolutely beautiful, and still gives me the shivers.’ Curiously, the track 
wasn’t released as a single in the UK, only by Capitol in the US, with 
a video that showcased Fraser’s bird-like demeanour, head bobbing 
and eyes darting, looking anywhere except into the camera as her 
wondrous vocal escaped from her mouth.

‘Cico Buff ’ – released as a US-only promo single with an accompa-
nying video – was more evidence of a newfound accord, applying 
some of the restraint imbibed from Victorialand and The Moon And 
The Melodies to the baroque architecture of Treasure. Guthrie was 
right: as his personal life got more ragged, so the music got calmer. 
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‘Suckling The Mender’ and ‘Spooning Good Singing Gum’ were an 
altogether different Cocteaus, slim and dreamy, and on ‘For Phoebe 
Still A Baby’, the slow lullaby could have been written for the couple’s 
unborn child. Enchanting melodies and elaborate titles (‘A Kissed Out 
Red Floatboat’, ‘Ella Megalast Burls Forever’) tumbled out.

With a second fi ve-album contract in hand, Coffer had taken Blue 
Bell Knoll around the US majors and Ivo and Martin Mills negoti-
ated a licensing deal with EMI subsidiary offshoot Capitol. The label 
was resolutely mainstream – its idea of alternative was Duran Duran 
and The Motels. But they’d signed Canadian electronic act Skinny 
Puppy and there was a new A&R team, including Claudia Stanton. 
‘She did the right thing by wooing Robin and Liz,’ says Ivo. ‘She 
hung out with them in England, bought them cuddly toys and 
befriended them.’

One problem with licensing deals was the risk of losing control, 
over artwork, promotions material, and the needs of the artists. With 
The Wolfgang Press, Ultra Vivid Scene and Pixies, Ivo had begun deal-
ing with people working for independent labels that should under-
stand what he was looking for, but Cocteau Twins involved one of the 
majors. At least Ivo had someone who would represent him and his 
exacting standards: 4AD’s fi rst US employee on the payroll, Sheri 
Hood.

Promoting not just 4AD releases at press and radio for Thirsty Ear, 
Hood had become frustrated with aspects of the job. ‘I’d gotten into 
trouble for being too honest with some of the major labels,’ she says. 
‘I was always on the artist’s side.’ Hood had decided to leave, and, she 
says, ‘Ivo’s response was that 4AD would leave too. I was stunned that 
someone would take a chance on me just because I was excited about 
music.’

Hood now lives in Portland where she makes wine, comfortably 
removed from the music industry that initially enthralled and eventu-
ally infuriated her. It’s clear why Ivo was so supportive of Hood and 
wanted her input. ‘Ivo and I are very different people in many ways 
but we share an affi nity with being alone, and not dealing with all the 
bullshit,’ she says. ‘Dealing with major labels meant this huge discon-
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nect, and it could be a waste of time and energy, knowing that this was 
the real world.’

Hood’s involvement with 4AD began when her parents returned 
from London with a pair of Doctor Marten boots and the fi rst Dead 
Can Dance album for her. ‘I wasn’t a true 4AD fanatic but I loved the 
label for its sense of purity and truth. Working with Ivo taught me a 
work and life ethic, and I still believe art is for art’s sake, and though 
it’s beautiful when it happens, no one should expect to make money 
from it.’

Hood was given a desk in Rough Trade’s New York offi ce before 
progressing to a 4AD cubbyhole of her own, single-handedly running 
promotions, retail and video for the label, beginning with Come On 
Pilgrim. With Dead Can Dance fi nally touring the States in 1987 and 
the various licensing deals in place, Hood found herself on a mission. 
‘I had to explain to people what 4AD was about, and I was a little 
overzealous about how particular we would still be with licensees,’ she 
says. ‘Major labels were used to running with stuff, but we wanted to 
stay involved with marketing and promotion and presentation, like if 
the licensee wanted to make a Frisbee with the artist’s name on it. We 
might have quelled some enthusiasm, but we needed to keep the 4AD 
aesthetic, to make people understand why it was special, and worth 
the extra effort to run things by us. And that was hard. Toes were 
stepped on.’

Robin Guthrie would have admired Hood’s principled stand, being 
himself more than happy to step on toes. With the exquisite creation 
that was Blue Bell Knoll as the bone of contention, Guthrie had won 
his ongoing tussle with Oliver over the artwork, insisting that he use 
Juergen Teller’s photo of a hand of the band’s friend Carolyn (hence 
‘Carolyn’s Fingers’). Not even Chris Bigg was involved, with Oliver 
handing over the design to Paul West, like Bigg another former 
student with a dissertation on sleeve design. The vinyl version of Blue 
Bell Knoll was a special three-part gatefold sleeve, ‘which we’d never 
allowed anyone to do before because it was so very 1970s,’ says Ivo 
(something that hadn’t stopped him making Filigree & Shadow a 
double album). ‘But we didn’t want to stop Robin doing stuff. We 
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were bending over backwards to please him. Robin was going through 
a very diffi cult stage and was very diffi cult to deal with. The mood had 
changed.’

After all that had gone on, Ivo says that he still hadn’t realised the 
full extent of Guthrie’s unhappiness, as it was never expressed to him: 
‘I knew from the fi rst time that I laid eyes on him, sitting on the pave-
ment outside the tube station, that this quick-witted man had some 
chips on his shoulder. But Robin was amusing too, and none of us 
took the other side of him seriously as it was always balanced with 
something tender and real. I feel guilty now at having enabled him to 
get away with that meanness, because as long as it wasn’t directed at 
me, or those close to me, nothing was said. It now appears that he was 
saying really cruel things about me after all.’

Having the band’s fi nances on a more secure and rewarding level, 
Guthrie simply transferred his aggression to the fact that Ivo was now 
ignoring Cocteau Twins in preference to Pixies. Never mind that the 
Cocteaus had taken 1987 off and disappeared. But all the money in 
the world wasn’t going to cure Guthrie’s self-esteem issues – now with 
added feelings of abandonment to complicate matters. Raymond 
Coffer’s role thus came into sharper focus.

Simon Raymonde: ‘My dad was to die in 1990 and Robin’s had 
when Robin was fi fteen, and Liz’s at some point in the Eighties. So we 
were all yearning for a father fi gure. We had all looked up to Ivo – 
people would call him Uncle Ivo, which I now get with my bands. 
What appealed about Raymond was he was cuddly, and wise, very 
much like an uncle, and understanding about all the issues. He loved 
our music, and he liked us. And he was totally apart from the music 
scene, so he could be objective. But Raymond set the cat among the 
pigeons, as he and Ivo didn’t see eye to eye at all.’

‘Maybe I was too busy running a record company to hang out with 
them socially,’ Ivo concedes. ‘I was in the studio, and going to America. 
It could be argued that, with the Cocteaus having been the absolute 
centre of attention, there was now another band that, if you thought of 
4AD, you now thought of Pixies in place of them. It happened so damn 
quickly. But the Cocteaus did feel unloved, and less of a priority.’
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‘By Blue Bell Knoll, the rot had set in, because Ivo stopped looking 
after us,’ Guthrie claims. ‘We weren’t the fi rst band to feel it; you’re 
darlings for a while, and then that goes. But we were very aware of not 
being supported, of being taken for granted, of being a cash cow. Our 
ambitions were on a different page to Ivo, who had ambitions for 
4AD. He was looking at other labels – Rough Trade had The Smiths, 
Factory had New Order, Mute had Depeche Mode, and he wanted 
similar success. He had to fi nd money-makers for his label. His focus 
moved away on to something more malleable with overseas bands. 
Before, we’d been welcomed in the offi ce, but then we’d turn up, to be 
told that people were busy. The respect we once had went out the 
window.’

Guthrie says he was angered by what he saw as The Wolfgang Press 
draining the coffers. He claims 4AD never advertised Blue Bell Knoll 
because Ivo felt that the album would sell anyway. ‘Yet other bands got 
full-page ads,’ he complains. ‘4AD put so much money behind Pixies, 
and poured stupid amounts into The Wolfgang Press, fi fty or sixty 
thousand pounds, to make an album, while we weren’t getting 
anything like that because we’d made ourselves as self-suffi cient as 
possible. In any case, Mick Allen’s attitude, always angry at everything, 
would have stopped them from having hits.’

Simon Raymonde took a contrary position. In his eyes, 4AD’s 
American contingent ‘was a breath of fresh air, because it got 4AD 
away from the niche that they’d got stuck in’.

At least the two bands respected one other. Charles Thompson 
liked the ‘mystery’ of Cocteau Twins. Guthrie says he liked Pixies’ 
energy. ‘But not,’ he adds, ‘their stop-start weirdness. Lovely people, 
though!’

Charles Thompson had an experience of what he calls ‘the fi rst hint 
of darkness in this whole record business’ at a dinner attended by 
Pixies, Cocteau Twins and 4AD’s top brass. ‘Ivo was at one end of the 
table and Robin at the other. Ivo said something about money and 
Robin immediately followed up with some snide comment that was 
obviously aimed at Ivo, that the rest of us didn’t understand, that 
implied he wasn’t getting what he was due. Ivo gracefully didn’t rise 
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to the bait. It didn’t make me feel paranoid; I think I thought that 
there was a rosy side to all this and we also felt in good hands with our 
accountant and manager.

‘But I realised this happy 4AD family was not so happy. But to be 
fair to 4AD, as I found out, they were a lot better than other labels in 
that department. They weren’t perfect, but no one was.’

Tanya Donelly had realised much the same. ‘I’d thought, what an 
amazing, big happy family we’d fallen into. A year later, what a big 
dysfunctional family we’d fallen into … what a bunch of hothouse 
fl owers! I’m sure we all acted like divas. It was a complicated structure, 
being in a band, working with a label, all sharing a love of music, with 
fragile trusts. It’s quite a lot to navigate emotionally. Every band I’ve 
ever been part of involved siblings, and families, which sets an 
atmosphere.’

Without tension, argument and axes to grind, with no issues of 
dependency, abandonment or addiction, Dead Can Dance had made 
similar headway to Cocteau Twins; and they had continued to thrive 
creatively even when Brendan Perry and Lisa Gerrard’s rocky domes-
tic scenario threatened to capsize everything they had.

Perry had also built a home studio, funded by a £10,000 advance 
from 4AD to record their fourth album. Royalties had started to arrive, 
enabling regular trips to the supermarket – ‘still on our bikes, though,’ 
Perry smiles. If London was opening up to the duo, new infl uences 
from Europe continued to seep in, this time mostly indigenous folk 
music from Hungary and Ireland. Gerrard continued her open-throated 
odyssey, proudly leading off the new album The Serpent’s Egg with the 
spectacular ‘The Host Of The Seraphim’. ‘That’s my favourite ever piece 
that Lisa sang,’ says Ivo. ‘And the album as a whole was wonderful. 
Maybe it was down to the balance between Lisa and Brendan.’

Gerrard’s progress slightly tipped the balance on The Serpent’s Egg. 
‘Song Of Sophia’ was another Bulgarian-infl uenced epic, and her take 
on Hungarian folk lament ‘The Writing On My Father’s Hand’ even 
had decipherable lyrics. Perry delivered two of his strongest ballads, 
‘Severance’ and the processional ‘Ulysses’. It was an epic way to round 
off 1988, which Ivo cites as his favourite single year of 4AD releases.
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There was one crowning glory to come: Pixies’ Surfer Rosa was 
voted album of the year by the writers of Melody Maker and Sounds. 
NME, which had awarded the album nine and a half out of ten at the 
time, put it at number 10 in its annual list, with rap giants Public 
Enemy’s It Takes A Nation Of Millions … on top. Both albums are now 
recognised as being seminal infl uences on artists and audiences alike; 
in Pixies’ case, Kurt Cobain of Nirvana was paying close attention, as 
was a teenage Polly Jean Harvey, to name but two. In America, Spin 
named Pixies the magazine’s musicians of the year.

Both the title and the subject matter of the documentary 1991: The 
Year Punk Broke – which followed US hardcore band Sonic Youth on 
tour with its various grungy disciples such as Nirvana – would come 
from an American perspective: Britain had succumbed to punk a full 
fourteen years earlier. But although it would be Sonic Youth that 
encouraged Nirvana to sign to Geffen, Pixies would more closely 
infl uence the sound of Nirvana’s Nevermind, seeding the revolution 
in the States from Pixies’ adopted base in south London. By the end 
of 1988, punk and new wave had already mostly been and gone in 
Britain, to be replaced by a sprawling hybrid of infl uences, such as 
Sixties pop, Eighties dance and the new offspring of Robin Guthrie, 
making beautiful noise, such as the newly fêted My Bloody Valentine.

The scene in both countries echoed those of the Sixties, when 
artists were unafraid to strike out in any direction. Having admired 
Elektra Records’ unique imagination and diversity, Ivo and 4AD had 
fi nally arrived at much the same place – and they had Vaughan 
Oliver’s bold tendencies as well. M/A/R/R/S may have provided a 
momentary crisis, but it had been successfully countered by Pixies’ 
runaway success.
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