Pauline Murray

This postal interview first appeared in the fanzine TIME’S UP Issue #1 in November 1985. It was sent to this site by Pete Hall. Thanks Pete. In retrospect Pete feels he was rather dismissive of ‘Coming Up For Air’, feeling it was rather rushed and the writing was on the wall. However he really likes it now. It’s often the records that need to grow slowly have the greatest longevity.

Most pleasant surprise of last year (84) must
 have been the release of  'Holocaust' by Pauline Murray and the Storm. For three years I'd often wondered what had become of Pauline, so it was great to know that she was back ‑ and on top form too. Obviously an interview was in order.

Maybe we shouldn't dwell on the past (Penetration) too much, after all that was eight years ago, but then again because of that perhaps we should – there must be quite a few people reading this who missed out on Penetration.

One of the first bands to make the transition from audience to stage. Penetration formed in Ferryhill, Co. Durham at the end of '76 with Pauline (vocals), Gary Chaplin (guitar), Robert Blamire (bass) and Gary Smallman (drums). They released two LP's and five singles on Virgin, starting in late '77 with the classic 'Don't Dictate' which still sounds as fresh and exciting now as it did then. Shortly afterwards Gary Chaplin left, to be replaced by Neale Floyd, who was joined later by Fred Purser. Never content to stick to the rigid 1,2,3,4 formula, combined with the fact that Pauline could SING, movement was very much the message. This is best shown on the 'Moving Targets' LP (78). Side one featured older Murray/Chaplin songs and newer songs in the same vein but side two showed that they were prepared to take chances with the slower 'Too Many Friends' and 'Reunion' along with two inspired covers, Pete Shelley's 'Nostalgia' and Patti Smith's 'Free Money'. A brave move. Possibly their finest moment. By contrast 1979's 'Coming Up For Air' was a pretty dull affair and it came as no real surprise when the band split at the end of the year, due to the usual internal group wranglings and problems with Virgin. Pauline and Robert looked for pastures new.

In retrospect how do you feel about what Penetration achieved. Was it all worthwhile?

For a group that started off with no previous musical experience, no particular aims or ambitions, I think Penetration achieved everything we possibly could. 1976‑79 was a very exciting time in music and the experience was invaluable.

I read somewhere that you felt Penetration were the pure punk spirit. What does punk mean to you now? Is it/the spirit still relevant 9 years on?

Punk has become a cliche but the spirit of being an individual will always be relevant. One of the few people to escape the pen of Julie Birchill and Tony Parsons unscathed, the deadly duo wrote of Pauline in 'The Boy Looked At Johnny' (one of the few 'rock' books worth buying!: "Pauline's best bet would be to take her musicians out of circulation for a year or two until punk is nothing more than nostalgia‑music, and then display that extraordinary soaring, searing voice to the public afresh."

The release of the 'Pauline Murray and the Invisible Girls' LP in the Summer of 1980 gave the opportunity that Burchill and Parsons had written about two years earlier. Produced by Martin Hannett and featuring John Maher and Vini Reilly on drums and guitar respectively the songs and the music (quite different from anything Penetration had produced) allowed Pauline's voice to be heard at its best. A very impressive LP all round. A new beginning? (By the way, the LP comes in one of Peter Saville's best sleeve designs). The Invisible Girls toured with John Cooper Clarke, and released a few singles. Things looked good. Then ‑ nothing, apart from Robert producing the 'Playing For Time' single by Liverpool band Send No Flowers.

The Invisible Girls L.P. was quite a departure (musically) from Penetration. Was this a conscious decision or was that the way you would have liked Penetration to have developed, but maybe felt they couldn't?

Because we no longer had a group, we needed a producer who could provide the musical backing to our songs. The Invisible Girls set‑up seemed the most interesting at the time. It was more keyboard‑based which immediately made it different from Penetration's guitar style, although that was not intentional. Penetration would not/could not have developed into the Invisible Girls.

I thought that the idea behind using the Invisible Girls was to get away from the group set‑up and to be able to use various musicians as and when.

Yes. It worked well for the Invisible Girls project but gradually this method became unsatisfactory.

What were the reasons for your silence after the "Searching for Heaven" single in early '81? 
In 1981 I suffered a personal crisis which took my attention away from music, plus RSO folded so we were without a recording contract.

Was your absence all of your own choice or/and due to matters out of your

record companies, management, musicians etc ...)?

I chose to be absent. I was unhappy with the new songs and the musicians. It seemed pointless to continue with such a lack of confidence as the results would have been substandard.

Back up to date…….

What made you decide to get back?

I had had enough time to decide what I really wanted to do and had found no alternative to music. I felt ashamed to be doing nothing and began to concentrate on writing songs again.

What have you to offer?

Some good songs that should be heard.

3 years is almost an eternity in music, were you surprised that so many people still seemed to be interested in what you were doing?

People have enjoyed what we've done in the past so they were probably pleased that we had another record out and hadn't disappeared forever.

Why record a cover version? Why "Holocaust" (are you a fan of. Alex Chilton) Did you know about Howard Devoto's version?

"Holocaust" is a great song and seemed to sum up everything I felt during n certain period of time. It was the actual song that attracted me although Alex Chilton has been responsible for some very strange music. The first I knew of Howard Devoto's version was when John Peel played them both the same night.

The single couples the haunting "Holocaust" with "Don't Give Up" an optimistic uplifting song. Are you optimistic about the future, is this song if you like, the start of something new for you?

You have to work towards a better future. Yes, the actual song forms part of the base on which the future will develop.

Does the record feature just Robert and yourself?

Robert did the backing on 'Holocaust' and we both played on 'Don't Give Up'.

Why Pauline Murray and the Storm/Saint (to suit the songs). Do you have a new group name or are you going to use one of the above?

Both names are really for Robert, but also describe the very different musical backing on each side of the single. The group will have a new name but I don't know what it will be yet.

Polestar is your own label. After being signed to a major (who seemed to be the cause of some of the problems in Penetration) and your own label via a major, would you like to continue with Polestar or are you looking for a deal? In '85 can you afford to stay on an indie label. If so, would you like to take Polestar further. (Other groups)?

Polestar was initially set up to put out "Holocaust"/ "Don't Give Up", but we will gave to look for a deal for our future recording work as Polestar doesn't have the finances or facilities of a record company. It will be used, however, for anything else connected to us.

3rd time lucky. How can you make sure the same problems don't occur again. Do you feel stronger now/in a stronger position. Older and wiser? How do you survive in the music biz and keep your integrity?

I have learned from experience and hope to avoid the same problems by getting things right in the first place. The only position of strength is in producing good music and doing what you personally feel is right.

You're putting a new band together, when can we expect to see you live?

The band is still in it's formative stages. We will play live as soon as we are ready ‑hopefully in the next 3‑6 months.

Now would you define success for you now? What would you like to happen during the next year or so? Are there any plans as such?

I would like to continue to write good songs and have a good band to play them. I would like to get a recording contract so we can make more records and survive financially. I would like as many people as possible to hear our music.

Are there any new groups around that have inspired or excited you? Old favourites?

I think Marc Almond has been the most interesting artist to have emerged from Britain in the past few years. Lydia Lunch has also made some good connections. My old favourites are The Residents.

Any regrets?

I have no regret

PAGE  
1

