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(12) Kid A/Amnesiac

"I'm not sure they are two records," Colin Greenwood has said about Kid A and Amnesiac. "It was all done in the same recording period. It is all a whole." True enough, Radiohead's fourth and fifth albums are more related to one another than any of their previous (or subsequent) record​ings, sharing many musical, lyrical and sonic traits. And so it seems appro​priate to treat both together, as a single document of one band's attempt to stake out bold new territory. Still, similar as the contents of Kid A and Amnesiac may be, this writer's initial experience of the two respective discs was significantly different.

I first heard Kid A at its official world premiere on Tuesday, September 5, 2000, in the cavernous confines of the Sony Imax Theater on West 68th Street in New York. Approximately 600 others were in attendance, one-third were members of the media and the other two-thirds fans. The media types were ushered in early, before the 7.30 p.m. start time, to claim the best seats. The fans stood in line outside for hours, and nearly 200 of them were turned away. As the woman at the cinema door handed me a 3-D headset, I remembered something one of Radiohead's publicists had told me a few days before, that there'd been enough hype about this album already and the band didn't want to add to that. I guess gathering hundreds of people in one place for a multimedia extravaganza a month before the album's release didn't qualify as adding to the hype.

By the time of the premiere, I'd heard live versions of several Kid A tracks, thanks to the bootleg recordings from the summer European tour that had proliferated on the Web with dizzying speed. Most of the songs seemed meandering and almost defiantly experimental, but the sludgy sound quality got in the way of any definitive evaluation. Now the moment of reckoning had finally arrived. I strapped on my 3-D headset, but the film, strangely enough, was a standard Imax feature. Into The Deep; lots of eel heads darting out of rocks, but nothing to do with Radiohead. As for the music, it was remarkable, mostly for its utter lack of commerciality.
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'Everything In Its Right Place' opened the proceedings with a steady bass drum pulse and a mournful electric piano vamp in 5/4, always a popular time signature with the kids. Thom Yorke's voice faded in slowly, but the syllables he sang had been sampled, cut up and then reinserted into the music seemingly at random, resulting in an unintelligible drone that suggested a human jawharp. Eventually, some words became clear, but the significance of lines like "Yesterday I woke up sucking a lemon" and "There are two colours in my head" were difficult to ascertain.* The crowd waited for the big payoff — a biting guitar line, a hefty backbeat, a sudden modulation. It never came.

For more than 45 minutes, the album continued in this vein. There were few audible guitars (this from a band with three guitarists), few iden​tifiable verses, choruses or catchy hooks. On several tracks, Thom's voice was either hidden by a cloud of effects or computer-processed to sound like some futuristic man/machine hybrid. The influence of groups like the Smiths and U2, so strong in much of Radiohead's earlier music, had been replaced by strains of ambient, drum'n'bass, German progressive rock, and even — on one clamorous number, 'The National Anthem' — free jazz. The final song, 'Motion Picture Soundtrack', ended with an incongruous swell of creaky pump organ and celestial sampled harps, a move reminis​cent of the way the Beatles followed the music concrete of 'Revolution 9' with the schmaltzy 'Good Night' on the White Album.
When the lights came up, the reaction among the media types was clearly mixed. Someone sitting close to me said that EMI must be tearing their hair out over this one; that Kid A made Nine Inch Nails' double-disc alienation extravaganza The Fragile sound like the Partridge Family. Over the next few weeks, though, I had the opportunity to listen to Kid A many more times, not because the label sent me an advance copy (they didn't) but because one by one, the album tracks appeared online as MP3s. And repeated listening showed that Radiohead hadn't completely given up on the conventions of pop music after all.

As for Amnesiac, I heard that at a listening party too, held on May 10, 2001 at the Angel Orensanz Center, a former synagogue on New York's Lower East Side. This time, however, I was already familiar with the studio versions of the songs; Internet pirates had beaten the record com​pany's schedule and put all the tracks online several weeks before. In the eight months that had passed between the release of Kid A and Amnesiac, the music business' lack of control over the dissemination of its own product had grown at an alarming rate.

* Yorke later stated that "sucking a lemon" was the perfect way to describe his attitude during the OK Computer promo cycle. The phrase refers to "the face you pull because a lemon is so tart. That's the face I had for three years."'
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If there were any folks at the Angel Orensanz Center who hadn't heard the album already, they were probably discouraged by it. The advance word, or hope, that Kid A\ successor would contain more easygoing material turned out to be illusory. Yes, Amnesiac boasted a higher percent​age of identifiable melodies and lyrics than Kid A, but it wasn't exactly a potential crossover smash. Most of the songs were as chilly and slow-drifting as snow on the Siberian tundra. Yorke was still prone to bouts of morose mumbling. And there wasn't a single shout-along arena-rock chorus.

Both Kid A and Amnesiac are about timbres, not tunes. One of the most unusual of those timbres is that of an instrument called the ondes martenot. A primitive type of electronic keyboard predating the synthe​sizer, it produces a single tremulous tone that can swoop and dive in a manner that evokes the human voice but is at the same time recognizably not human. It's an eerie sound, and one not often heard in pop. Up until Kid A, where it appears on almost every track, the most notable employer of the ondes martenot had been the French composer and mystic Olivier Messiaen, who made it the centerpiece of his monumental Turangalila-Symphonie. Not coincidentally, the Radiohead member who plays the ondes — resident multi-instrumentalist Jonny Greenwood — studied Messiaen's work back at Abingdon.*

It may also not be coincidental that the ondes martenot carries the warbling main tune of the original theme to Star Trek. For the music that Radiohead have been striving to make for most of their career — since The Bends, at least — is, for want of a better term, space music. They've strug​gled to escape the gravitational pull of the record industry, to break free from pop's tiny globe and, like Messiaen (and Mr. Spock), explore the cosmos. It's tough to do this when you're stuck in an earthbound human's skin with no easy means of transport, tougher still when you've got the commercial and artistic expectations of a multinational corporation and several million fans to deal with. And so it's not surprising that the Kid A/Amnesiac sessions, like those for The Bends and OK Computer before them, were so traumatic. Trauma is an inevitable by-product of the never-ending quest that Radiohead set themselves on, the quest for sounds that hadn't been heard before, and that all five members could agree were worth hearing.

* "I heard the Turanangalila-Symphonie when I was 15,"Jonny told The New Yorker, "and I became round-the-bend obsessed with it. I wish I could have met [Messiaen] or shaken his hand. I did get to meet his sister-in-law, the ondeiste Jeanne Loriod"3 — to whose memory a later Radiohead album would be dedicated.
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To come up with those sounds, all traditional roles within the band were jettisoned. As Ed explained to Revolver, "Nothing about the making of [Kid A and Amnesiac] was supposed to be territorial."4 Phil Selway left the drum kit behind to try his hand at keyboards and guitar; everyone else lined up for a crack at the drums. "The Radiohead drum seat is ... bitterly coveted," Phil joked. Thom, who played a bit of everything, is the primary instrumentalist on both albums — 'I Might Be Wrong', for example, is basically his demo with a few overdubs by the rest of the band — but further details are few. That's because the band has mainly stayed mum on this subject, beyond denying that Kid A and Amnesiac were Yorke solo records. "Not true," Jonny said of such accusations. "You can argue that for maybe one or two songs in the whole sessions and that's it." 6
"I hate to say this," Yorke confessed to Q about the recording sessions, "but we've all got laptop computers, and some of the days we only played our instruments for half an hour, and worked for the rest of the day on our [laptops]…  It's sad and idiotic, isn't it — five musicians communing by computer. But it was necessary to get all these shreds of interesting sound together."7
No matter who created them or how, the timbres are striking. The austere synthesizer plinks of 'Kid A' and 'Idioteque' and their warmer, more sustained cousin on the instrumental 'Treefingers' (which is actually based around a drastically slowed-down sample of Ed O'Brien's guitar) may have been inspired by such electronic artists as Squarepusher and Boards of Canada, but their roots lie deeper than that, in the atmospheres concocted by left-field '80s groups like the Blue Nile, Talk Talk and Japan (long a Yorke favourite). And the merging of apocalyptic fuzz bass with a raging horn section on 'The National Anthem' — the horn players having been instructed by Thom to sound "like the traffic in New York, or people stuck in a lift who're really tense and aren't far from killing each other"8 — suggests what Can might have done if they'd somehow hooked up with Ascension-era ]ohn Coltrane.*

Another jazz artist frequently referred to on both Kid A and Amnesiac is the great bassist/composer Charles Mingus. "We don't play horns," Jonny told the New York Daily News, "but we love the chaos of [Mingus]."9 Yorke has admitted to being "totally obsessed"10 with one Mingus com​position in particular, 'Freedom', and both 'Everything In Its Right Place' and 'Pyramid Song', written during the same week (just after Thom bought a piano for his house in Dorset), are based around that song's vaguely flamenco chord progression. For 'Everything In Its Right Place', the chords were programmed into a sequencer for a more even, mechanis​tic effect; on 'Pyramid Song', they were played au naturel, with staggered, offbeat accents that make it hard to tell the song is actually in straight (though slow) 4/4 time. The sinuous string line on the latter track, per​formed by the Orchestra of St. John's, is Jonny's creation, along with two other string arrangements — on 'How To Disappear Completely' and 'Dollars & Cents' — that, in their quivering intensity, highlight the younger Greenwood's fondness for Messiaen, Penderecki and other 20th-century composers.

* Colin Greenwood has said that Thom first came up with this song's droning four-note bassline when he was 16. As with much of Kid A and Amnesiac, the identity of the bass player on the recording is uncertain.
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More curious are the homages to Dixieland music on 'Life In A Glass-house' and 1940s vocal harmonists the Ink Spots (a passion of both Green​wood brothers) on 'You And Whose Army?' The former features the band of veteran British trad jazzer Humphrey Lyttelton; according to Jonny, one member of Lyttelton's group had recently undergone open-heart surgery and was only released from hospital the day before the session. Whether or not this is true, there's no denying that the ragged backing makes an odd counterpoint to Yorke's denunciation of media sur​veillance, or that the martial-style choruses suggest Tom Waits in full German-cabaret mode. Likewise, Thom's challenge to British prime min​ister Tony Blair on 'You And Whose Army?' — "Come on if you think you can take us all on" — is undercut by the sweetness of the band's harmo​nies; even the piano-driven, 'Hey Jude'-evoking finale feels lazy. (The muffled quality of the song's first part was produced by recording the band with cardboard egg boxes in front of the microphones, and running Thom's voice through the speaker of Jonny's ondes martenot for a ghostly reverb effect.)

Of course, the most immediately arresting tracks on Kid A and Amnesiac are the ones in which Yorke's vocals are transformed via vocoders and other processing equipment. 'Kid A', 'Packt Like Sardines In A Crushd Tin Box', 'Pulk/Pull Revolving Doors', and especially the searing howls at the end of ‘In Limbo' all conjure up the image of a man trapped inside the body of a robot and desperate to be free. And yet, to anyone who'd heard OK Computer and the mechanical voices of 'Fitter Happier' and 'Paranoid Android', this sonic gambit shouldn't have been much of a sur​prise. Similarly, the drifting ambience of tracks like 'Dollars & Cents' and 'Morning Bell' are foreshadowed by OK Computer-era. B-sides such as 'Meeting In The Aisle' and 'A Reminder'. The new Radiohead weren't all that new.

Still, the general lack of guitars — or guitars that sound like guitars — is a novel development. Of the 21 tracks on Kid A and Amnesiac, only a handful feature guitars as central components and, of those, only 'I Might Be Wrong', 'How To Disappear Completely', 'Optimistic' and 'Knives Out' employ them in anything like a conventional manner (the swirling polyrhythms of 'In Limbo' and 'Morning Bell' are something else altogether). It may not be a coincidence that those four tracks also feature some of the most coherent lyrics to be found on the two albums.
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'I Might Be Wrong' is about as close as Radiohead have ever come to writing a love song; Yorke has said that much of it was inspired by his partner Rachel, and his appreciation for her longtime support is evident in lines like "What would I do if I did not have you?" The swampy central guitar riff and rolling bassline add a compelling force to these sentiments, and yet the song still sounds sketchy, an impression only heightened by the submerging of the lead vocal in the mix and a pointless false ending. As for 'How To Disappear Completely', it's based on an out-of-body experience Thom had during one of the band's early shows on the OK Computer tour, at the Royal Dublin Showgrounds. In front of approximately 38,000 people — the largest crowd Radiohead had played to in their career thus far — Yorke began to feel that, even as he appeared to be playing guitar and singing on the RDS stage, he was really floating down the nearby Liffey. The refrain puts it succinctly enough: "I'm not here, this isn't happening." These words are set to a pensive sigh of a melody, enhancing the song's mix of awe and dismay.

'Optimistic' deals less with specific events, more with a general impres​sion of the evils of the modern global economy, populated by "dinosaurs roaming the earth". Its bleak and, tide aside, pessimistic view of mass con​sumption and concurrent decay is contrasted by the chorus' assertion that "the best you can is good enough" — the truthfulness of which, given the context, seems dubious. The music, anchored by spidery minor guitar riffs and tom-heavy drumming, is suitably doomy, with an energetic outro providing release of the tentatively arena-rock variety. 'Knives Out', another cheery number, takes cannibalism as its subject, but the humour of lines like "Catch the mouse/Squash his head, put him in the pot" is as clear as it is black. An inventive three-guitar arrangement of the sort Radiohead used to make their stock in trade is the focus here; chiming (and occasionally clashing) single-note lines bounce off one another, organized — in typical Radiohead style — in groups of three- and five-bar phrases.

According to Yorke, most of the lyrics to Kid A and Amnesiac were written on fragments of paper, put into a hat, and then selected at random. They sound like it, too — when you can hear them over the piles of effects. Not that they're uninteresting; to name just two examples, the vision of a possible afterlife presented by the "black-eyed angel" on 'Pyramid Song' and the evocation of divorce on 'Morning Bell' (especially its closing line, "Cut the kids in half") have a potent suggestive power. Still, with the exception of the four songs noted above and the elegiac 'Motion Picture Soundtrack', which dates back to the mid-'90s,* the words here simply don't hang together. And the fact that neither Kid A nor Amnesiac includes a full lyric sheet (a few scraps of lines show up here and there in the albums' artwork) indicates that they're not meant to. Better that the words should remain inscrutable, the source of endless listener speculation, or fade into the music, just another part of the picture, rather than stand out on their own and be found wanting.
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Clearly, rigorous stmcture is not Radiohead's goal on these albums. They're trying instead for a messy, multi-textured beauty. The question is, do they achieve it? The answer: yes, sometimes. On the whole, the more traditional (or at least traditional-seeming) compositions — 'Pyramid Song', 'How To Dis​appear', 'Optimistic', 'Knives Out' — achieve that beauty most often, but of the more obvious experiments, 'Idioteque' and 'Like Spinning Plates' also stand out.

'Idioteque' is principally composed of a sparse, frantic drum machine beat and multiple tracks of Thom spitting out random verbiage; added samples from electronic composers Paul Lansky and Arthur Krieger lend the impression that Yorke's being accompanied by an ageing teletype machine. By rights, it ought to be a throwaway, but the propulsive rhythm and Thom's aching falsetto on the chorus ("We're allowed everything all of the time") convert it instead into a new Radiohead gem.

The same classification holds for 'Like Spinning Plates', which literally emerged backwards from another song. That song, 'I Will', was recorded during the Kid A/Amnesiac sessions and then abandoned,** until Nigel Godrich suggested that the band listen to how it sounded with the tape in reverse. The result — an ominously throbbing keyboard soundscape -inspired Thom to write new words to the backwards melody. From there, the going got more complicated. "I sang each line," Yorke later explained. "Then they cut it up [via computer program], and spun every word back​wards, and pasted it back together. Then you got an entire line in reverse, but with the words in the correct order. And then I spent a couple of hours singing along to my own singing in reverse, until I could copy that weird reverse singing pretty well. And then I sung the reverse bit myself, which sounds ghostly, like speaking in tongues during some religious African ritual, as if a ghost speaks through me."" An apt comparison for what may just be his finest vocal performance on record.

* Yorke performed it solo several times during the Bends era. Those early performances con​tained a third verse, which is absent from the Kid A recording.
** But not forever; the song would be re-recorded for Radiohead's next album.
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So how, in the end, do these two albums from one time period stack up? Both Kid A and Amnesiac are calculated spits in the eye of the market​place. Both dare you to listen once, scratch your head and walk away. Over a few hearings, both reveal enviable craft, surprising hooks and a dis​tinct air of the cosmic. Neither is as difficult as it initially appears. And neither is close to perfect.

That said, Kid A stands as the more complete, cohesive statement. Like OK Computer, it makes better sense as a whole than as individual tracks, flowing smoothly from the opening electric piano chord of 'Everything In Its Right Place' to the closing harp glissando of 'Motion Picture Sound-track'. Amnesiac lacks that unity; it meanders, and it feels disjointed. Yorke later told Mojo that when the time came for album sequencing, "Kid A pulled itself together very easily and really obviously. But Amnesiac didn't."12 Frankly, you can tell.

Part of the problem is that Radiohead employ many of the same sonic strategies on both albums, which makes Amnesiac sound like a rehash rather than an original work.* 'Packt Like Sardines In A Crushd Tin Box' carries on in the same tense-electronica-with-wacky-sound-effects vein as 'Idioteque', but it's not as exciting. 'Life In A Glasshouse' picks up on the random horn-blowing of 'The National Anthem', but it lacks that song's aggressive edge. 'Pulk/Pull Revolving Doors' warps Thom's voice beyond recognition just as 'Kid A' did, but though its Bomb Squad-style production is arresting, there's no trace of a tune this time. Both albums feature an instrumental cut, but where 'Treefingers' (Kid A) is subtly engrossing, 'Hunting Bears' (Amnesiac) is an inconsequential doodle. And while it's interesting to hear two versions of ‘Morning Bell' — the first (Kid A) in 5/4 and featuring Fender Rhodes, the second (Amnesiac) in 4/4 and featuring acoustic guitar — it's also hard not to conclude that the second version would've been best relegated to B-side status.

* Perhaps Radiohead themselves are the amnesiac referred to in the album tide, behaving as if they'd forgotten they had already put out Kid A. It could also be argued that the Kid A/Amnesiac sessions were one long act of forgetting: forgetting the hard lessons the band had repeatedly learned in the past about record-making.
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Speaking of B-sides, Radiohead put out eight in 2001 (backing the A-sides 'Pyramid Song' and 'Knives Out'), and at least three of them are worthy of note here. 'Cuttooth' is an uptempo (for Radiohead) track with an unusually gravelly vocal by Thom, laid over a mesmerizing piano/drum groove that recalls both the Beatles and David Bowie circa Low. 'Trans​atlantic Drawl' starts off as an acidic anti-media rocker laced with shrieking guitar licks from Jonny before morphing, 'Paranoid Android'-style, into a twisted Gothic chorale. And 'Kinetic' explores the land of dub, with shards of cymbals and clipped vocal samples supporting Yorke's repeated request to "just keep moving". All three of these songs could have fit easily on Amnesiac; any one of them would have improved that album.

In any case, the band's decision in 2000 not to release Kid A and Amnesiac as one double set now looks wise. If all that material had appeared on one record, the weak spots and redundancies would have been obvious. Speculating what might have made the cut on a single-disc "Kid Amnesiac" is a silly pastime, but far be it from me to shun silliness when duty calls. My personal dream line-up would begin with 'The National Anthem', end with 'Motion Picture Soundtrack', and include six other tracks from Kid A (everything except 'Treefingers' and 'In Limbo') plus four from Amnesiac ('Pyramid Song', 'You And Whose Army?', 'Knives Out' and 'Like Spinning Plates').

"When people say you're doing something radical in rock or dance music, I'm not sure how special that is," Jonny said in the NME. "What we do is so old-fashioned. It's like trying to do something innovative in tap-dancing."13 The younger Greenwood may be selling his band's work just a trifle short. Yes, the basic components of Kid A and Amnesiac -chords, melodies, rhythms — are as old as music itself, but even the weakest tracks on these albums boast a real sense of daring. They capture an impor​tant moment for Radiohead, a moment where the band took it upon themselves to see how far they could stretch their sound. That they stretched it a great distance isn't that surprising. The real shock is how many were willing to listen.*

* And to look; the artwork for both Kid A and Amnesiac is bewilderingly dense, marking the peak (so far) of a trend that had been gathering momentum since Pablo Honey. Each successive Radiohead album cover and booklet design has become increasingly labyrinthine, piling on ever deeper layers of cultural references and obscure iconography. This development, though tire​some, is understandable. Lots of people, including many Radiohead fans, love riddles. But the accompanying prose rants in the limited-edition book-size versions of Kid A and Amnesiac, as well as the hidden booklet underneath the jewel-case tray of some Kid A pressings, cross the annoyance threshold. Yorke's diarrhetic spewing of paranoia and depression is just too tough to take without some decent music behind it.
