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MONKEY
MAGIC

From an opera to an animation and
a record and maybe even a band,
Monkey has evolved. Paul Morley enters the
ever-changing, always inventive world of
Jamie Hewlett and Damon Albarmn.
Portraits by Harry Borden
All artwork by Jamie Hewlell
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we really were at the Rova

Opera House. | mean, what
an honour

4. “When it was first sug-
gested we play the Roval
Opera House,” marvels
Jamie, the more mischie
vious of the two, °] 'rhu.u;_"hl,
brilliant, let’s go for it. I didn™
think through what it really
meant to the purists, the ides of
two scruffy oiks waltzing in through
the door”

5. Damon: ‘One of my mates turned up on open-
ing night in flip-Aops and shorts!’

6. Jamie: * | went to a cocktail party the other
day with all the really posh opera types, and 1
wrned up in my baseball hat with a hangover. |
was talking to a famous ex-ballerina who is now
one of the directors and she said to me, “1 think
that people are rather freaked out by your hat”
I didn’t know what she meant, and at thar point
I made a gesture and knocked a tray of avocado
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the world he still feels moved it the ¢l
max of Monkey. ‘It's pretty special. It's paradise!

Fifteen lotus maidens in pyramid formation. some

doing the splits and all spinning plates in front of
the all-knowing Buddha, . it's bliss
i 1 Just pet anxious that the whols

to collapse,
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On the fact that we do not normally look at
things but overlook them

It's an isolated hot day in early spring the | nd of
sunny day people describe __-. a nrsi .:- v of 5 :
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Monkey: Journey to the West’ at the Royal Opera

mer, even though it will only lead to monotonous

ecks of grey English days. Damon and Jamie
have recently moved into a new studio headguar-
ters in west London, where Damon can write and
will inspire Jamie to imagine
ind animate characters that will in turn inspire
leap limitations, 1t's their dresm
av on a modest street near d'lﬂ
BBC, Wormwood Scrubs prison and rhuL‘Gﬂﬂfﬁ'
Westway of the Clash and JG Ballard. Damon, Wi
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- ‘or sounding wounded by the appalling injus-
flife. "Well, it's been a different way of mak-
record, and after spending over three years
[onkey T didn’t want it to be just a straight
ical recording of the stage performance.
know a lot about the musical ideas 1
 explore but not necessarily what form

v should be in. It’s with the form of a record
e vou set an agenda. I've been lucky so far

t the form I've found for the records I've put
since Blur has worked. It remains to be seen
ther an electro record in Mandarin is going
far, but 1 regret it because I've enjoyed
And if vou worry about what people
_vou start to give them what you think that

<. and that’s a tendency I've tried to resist. Not
I d love people liking what T do -1

i that as much as anyone — it’s just... ithas to
1en vou make a new piece of
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driver looks at us. He does not wave. Damon
' i I think if vou wave longenough
llv someone will wave back and thatwill
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lamie are exiremely

at ease in
ther'scompanyand h cﬂlr“ed to resem-
! Ven :f":'-L_-_.. thev don't actually
icker and banter like a com-

t that’s been together for years.

s care of ':'-:.~' ie and 1 take care of my
J mha:hrug “We never
> other does says Damon, as if
vealed about :l:rnr collaborations. Back

vs Hewlert was more the friend

(Graham Coxon, and Damon says at

It excluded from some private joke

= both in on. Now Albarn and Hewlett
kers. Thev decide together on various
iched schemes and themes, and marvel as
o of them actually come to life. Damon

i into other projects, so does Jamie, but
er seem to feel insecure about their part-
ving with other schemers and dreamers.
ollowed up a debut Gorillaz album that
have completed that particular mis-

1 the deeper, darker time bomb pop of
laze, where the challenge they set them-
a5 not to do something completely dif-

it wmmhing the same but better. Mon-
rillaz in disguise, or Gorillaz without
lsguise, or something completely different
e same, or more theories about life and
oy and sadness, with an inventive, evoca-
fren deliciously apprehensive and edgily
nt '*.”::am soundtrack. It is written and pro-
v Albarn, although it is not as such an
rn solo album, which would seem horribly

prosaic. It'sby Monkey, not as such the character
in the opera, but a convenient name for this par-
ticular release, another of Damon’s make-believe
groups that both do and do not exist. For Damon,

the name of a pop group is merely the foam on 2
wave, the shadow of a shadow.

On how when you realise how perfect eve-
rything is you will tilt your head back
and laugh at the sky

Albarn: ‘We had all the Mal-
ians come over to rehearse
for the Honest Jon's Revue
and we had them at the
studio. It was a lovely
day so we rehearsed on
the roof by the railway
lines. There were 30 Mali
musicians playing very
loud music and whenever a
train came past we all waved!
People must have thought, did
I actually see that, or have I had a
very long and tiring day. No one waved
back, though.

On how since everything is a reflection

of our minds everything can be changed

with our minds

Monkey began as an exploration of traditional
Chinese culture in a dreamily symbolic setting

THE ESSENTIAL MONKEY
S00 YEARS OF MAGIC

1590 Journey To The West is published
anonymously during the Ming Dynasty. The text
becomes one of the four great classical novels
in Chinese literature. It is later attnibuted to
scholar Wu Chéng'en.
1942 Arthur Waley translates extracts of the
text, published as Adventures of the Monkey God.
1977-83 A complete translationby AC Yuis
published in four volumes.
1979 The cartoon adaptation, Monkey (pictured
below) is broadcast in the UK. The show s
performed by Japanese actors onlocationin
China, and then dubbed into English by the BBC.
1980 The BBC release a Monkey single,
performed by Japanese band Godiego.
2005 Jean Luc Chopin commissions Chinese
director Chen Shi-zheng to adapt Journey to the
West for the stage. He teams up with Damon
Albarn and Jamie Hewlett.
June 2007 The premiere of the completed
opera, Monkey: Journey To The West, takes
place at the Palace Theatre, Manchester,
as part of Manchester International
Festival.
May 2008 US premiere of the opera
at the Spoleto Festival in Charleston,
South Carolina.
July 2008 Monkey: Journey To The

wen sold-out shows at the

ndl:'-r-

and it has now gained a pressing contemporary
edge with their official BBC collaboration and
the risk to the safe commercial delivery of an
Olympic tournament due to the Chinese perse-
cution of Tibetan monks.
Albarn : "We didn't go into it without our eyes
shut, not thinking that at some point there was
going to be a lot of scrutiny of China and their
human rights. The Chinese are totali-
tarian in the sense that they do not
as a society tolerate deviation
from what they think should be
done. Within that they are a
very liberal-minded society,
and that dichotomy is very
difficult to understand. Who
knows what will happen in
Beijing. It's a very volatile
situation. But I do know that
we have to understand and
engage with China.'
Hewlett : ‘And do not take it
for granted that the Chinese people
agree with the actions of the Chinese
government. If it does all blow up in our faces, I
would still stand up for the fact that we did this
The level of understanding in the West of this
vast country and its people is very low and if you
get a chance why not do what ]-.nu can to shine a
light on its ways.

On the fact that where there is light there is
shadow

Albarn: ‘Our experience while doing this project
had made us appreciate that Chinese culture is
brighter and stronger than American culture
They’ve a lot to answer to when it comes to
human rights and they can be very belligerent
but that's because there’s one-and-a-half bil-
lion of them. Look, when we started Monkey
we had something very strong that we wanted
to say about China. It now has a political con-
text. There's nothing we can do about that and
usually when it comes to something like Tibet I
would be in the camp of those who complain and
protest. I now find myself in the strange posi-
tion that while I agree with the stone-throwers I
understand the other position. ] understand the
glass that is having the stones thrown at it even
as I could be throwing the stones. I'm not agree-
ing at all with what China is doing but I think
it is important that a dialogue with China keeps
going or they’ll disappear behind a wall for
ever.

Hewlett: ‘And then vou'll never know
what’s going on there.

Will this be the Chinese century in
the way that the 20th century was the
American century #

Albarn: “There are certain elements

of Chinese culture that could be con-
sidered Utopian if it did happen. At
the same time there is this dark shadow
across all the positivity. It's a society that
is mutating all the time and they could yet
absorb the worst part of our culture and
it will all be a complete mess. Yes, itis the
Chinese century but what sort of China it
will be I can’t imagine. "



On all philosophies being mental fabrications
v\Ibarn's writing studio is three floors up and 15
filled with musical scores that he likes to read
for :"HFH!I',IHI.II'I_Hll.] folk s NS, hvmns and choral
pieces. There's an old solid metal typewriter he
hnugh[ in Florence that he uses to write out his
lyries. It was made in Germany. He wonders if
perhaps it's from the 1940s, and is therefore a
Nazi typewriter. The thought perversely pleases
him. There are some windows that give him
views of the sky and some trees on the opposite
side of the street. ‘I'm writing my music look-
ing out of a little window while planes go by.
He plays me some of the Monkey music, which
blends the idealised sound of peacetul, ancient,
remote China with the deafening honks, bab-
ble and urgency of modern China, and the trees
opposite sway and rustle in time with the music.
Damon dances to his music, unashamedly lost in
the thoughts he’s having about how three years
of thoughts - about the history and future of
China, about how to follow up Blur, Gorillaz, his
Mali music, his film soundtracks, the decaying
London of The Good, the Bad and the Queen, his
own perfectionist craving for newness that hon-
ours oldness, for strangeness that emphasises
romance - have turned into an electric music
that is clearly by the musician responsible for
the above, and yet by a new kind of musician.
Listening to Monkey you can tell it’s made by a
musician who can cry when he hears a piece of
music that moves him.

On how once all struggle is grasped,

miracles are possible

Just before the final Monkey show at the Royal
Opera House, Opera magazine host an informal
discussion, exploring for a classical readership
unfamiliar with Albarn's pop music the pos-
sibility that Journey to the West might actually
not just be hyperbolically called an opera but
might actually be an opera. (Albarn has never
suggested one way or another that it is or isn't,
knowing only perhaps that it is a melodra-
matic performance of an often baffling
story without much speaking and
a fair amount of passion, best
seen in a theatre. For him, it
is nothing but Monkey. He
let’s others - management,
theatres, publicists, writ-
ers, critics - battle it out
for the most helpful com-
mercial, creative and/or
critical definition, amused
by the struggle.)

A young classical music
critic, Erica Jeal, sits with Damon
and the production’s musical direc-
tor David Coulter, the adventurous
Berlin-born conductor André de Ridder and the
theatre and film director Chen Shi-Zheng, who
directed the performances and trawled Chinese
theatre schools for the large mobile cast. Hewlett
cheerfully excuses himself from this duty. The
proudly eclectic Albarn is in his element, a leader,
but part of a team, the centre of attention, but just
part of a group of articulate talkers and thinkers
who are all experts in their world.

Top: Hewlett supervises Monkey's make-up
during the video shoot. Above: A volcano
soldier on the shoot. Right: ‘Skeleton Rain’,
exclusive to OMM.

The conversations chart the
growth of Monkey from the
early field recordings in old
and new, peasant and city
China to the orchestral pro-
duction, and how Albarn
resisted creating a dreaded
fusion of rock and Chi-
nese music by hlrering his
response to Chinese sounds
and systems through his own
rigorous compositional tech-
nique. For Shi-Zheng, Albarn has
cralted an authentic, personal sym-
biosis of East and West and he admires
how Albarn can express an idea musically in the
most concise form, with the greatest simplicity
of means, with freshness and life,

Albarn didn’t want to try to please both the
pop audience and a classical audience and miss
both targets. He talks about hearing noises
wherever he is, the street, an airport, a farm,
and how that can then become a piece of music.
‘I sit in the studio and find some noises and then

nd and see what -'iJF:-l".' he i

{ st 471 bt

Frica wWorries whirther Damon’s ;‘1-1"j1- 1 will]

be alarmed to hear hom say that. Albarn anorts
I":|-'.|r! t. His
Albarn’s logncal but instinctive approach to new
T O l.‘"-'np:jrl‘.! tis the Hj."h:' !
institutionalised classical music standard. Shi
Lheng explains how he wanied 1o do Monkey in
English. It was Damon who insisted it showld be
in Mandarin

Composers are mentioned such as Bartok. for
the field recordings and folksong appropriation.
Monterverdl, ‘because seeing Othello was a piv
otal moment’, the 12th century Perotin, for the
power of voices, Satie, for the clysian simplic
ity, Michael Tippett for the harrowing emotion
‘na way | am quit[- old fazhwned
romantic bigness, the stirring. quite nationalistix
sound of Elgar and Vaughan Williams and those
big emotional melodies always creep into what
1 do. But 1 also love Stockhausen

At the end of the conversation, Erica asks
Damon to sign the cover of Blur's Think Tank

olleagues describe bhow

musIc 18 &0 refre

and lowve the

On people being like monkeys frantically
grasping for the moon in the water

As we talk by the railway lines, Blur crops up,
and 1 make a reference to ‘the glory days”. “These
days if I'm on stage I like to be at the back play-
ing the piano. It's strange because in the glory
days, you couldn’t stop me from being at the
front. Now I'm the complete opposite. | suppose
I now want to let the music do all the work. |
love singing, and 1 will do more, but | feel it's
difficult being a front man.'

Was he anygood atit ¥

‘l suppose 1 must have been good at it and |
definitely put my heart and soul into it. 1 did find
it difficult and I did envy everyone else having an
instrument. | suppose | overcompensated. It's
just that now 1 really enjoy being in the back-
ground. 1 just didn’t want to be confined to the
cool rock image thing. 1 was always kind of bel-
ligerent with that and it perhaps came across as
arrogant and cocksure. I'm not like that now. It's
got something to do with growing up. *

Since Blur, he has been negotiating different
ways of being in the background without com-
pletely sacrificing star presence.

‘It’s the key to maintaining a career as you get
older. 1 do love performing, but if 1 had been at
the centre of the Monkey performance on Stage
it would have done my head in. | mean, P'vebeen
successful being in the background because of
the music. The music was good enough to allow
me to be in the background without anyone
missing me. 1t was such a nice sound, Gorillaz,
and I've come back to it a lot on this Monkey
record. There is some concern from various
formal places about whether that makes it a
Gorillaz record... or not... and 1 suppose know-
ing one way or another might help it in the mar-
ketplace. On the other hand, it's the same music
whatever you call it, by the same people.’

Does he play games with his persona as
rt'IITI{IlI.\ pop star ¥

‘Not really. You cannot be unaware that an
awful lot of people recognise you. 1 was look=
ing at MTV's Cribs because I saw that Alex







James was going to be on and as 1 hadn't been to
his house [ thought it would be a nice way to see
the place. Not that he hasn’t invited me, 1 hasten
to say. But it was the 10 most richest Cribs that
was on and it made me feel... better in a sense
about myself, that this was how far out of con-
trol the conceits of pop stardom can take you. I
was watching it as punter, in every sense of the
word, and it was alarming to me, I don’t think it's
healthy to be famous unless you are very down
to earth and even though I am moderately down
to earth I have no desire to be famous. It did
nearly get out of control for me in the Nineties
obviously. Blur and Oasis connected the tabloids
with pop music in a way that hadn’t really hap-
pened before. It’s not something to be necessarily
proud of. I was greatly disorientated. I can draw
a line from then to how they've gone after Amy
Winehouse and Pete Doherty. It's absolutely not
a world that musicians should be anvwhere near.
In the end, I hung on by a thread’

A passenger train races by and our yearning
waves rescue him from dwelling too much on
his gaudy, soapy Britpast, before he found Jamie,
and musical groups that lacked conventional
shape and hxed personnel, and China, and saw
how the greatest wisdom comes from seeing
through appearances.

On how your worst enemy cannot harm you as
much as your own unguarded thoughts

Because of their Chinese experience, Albarn and
Hewlett were asked by the BBC if they would
talk about writing the music and creating the
images for their Olympic coverage. Jamie recalls
how when Damon heard of the BBC's interest he
said, well, if they want to make music of a Chi-
nese nature, they should be talking to us. ‘We
both agreed that we should have that job and
not let any other idiot have it.

Damon rolls his eyes, fearing private enthusi-
asm has slipped out and might remind people of
previous pomposity.

Hewlett: “It’s true! That’s what you said.’

Albarn : “Yeah, right, if vou say so.

Hewlett : “If anyone is going to do Chinese
music for the BBC, it's you.

Albarn : “Well, that’s not strictly true..”

‘Hewlett: ‘OK then, how are you going to
Spin it

A train shoots by. Damon waves. Jamie and
[ join in.

On how the rule of friendship means there
should be mutual sympathy between friends,
each supplying what the other lacks and trying
to benefit the other, always using friendly and
sincere words

Damon runs off to fetch coffee and bread-and-
butter pudding at a deli. Jamie and I are alone by
the railway lines, waving at the trains with a little
less commitment than when we're with Damon.
‘What I was trying to say before, when Damon
pulled a Funn!.' face, the BBC were no doubt talk-
ingto other people and we just felt we were qual-
ified to do this, because we've spent the last few
years immersing ourselves in Chinese culture.
And we'd want to do it really well in a way that
not only suits the BBC and all the demographic

Top: ' Snow Monkey'. Above: ‘Dragon Nymphs',
exclusive to OMM.
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boxes they must tick but which retains our
sensibility. Who else were they going to get
to do it?’

Mike Batt?

‘Those are the kind of people
they usually go to. Phil Col-
lins. Elton John. Never in our
wildest dreams did we think
they would ask us, that we'd
be in with the BBC. I won-
der what kind of doors that
might open? Then again,
everyone will be sick of it by
the end of the summer. That
bloody song again and that
bloody monkey”

Damon arrives carrying cof-
fee and cake for three. ‘“That’s not
easy on a bicycle he boasts. A train hurtles
past. We wave. Nothing in return. ‘Damon’s
hoping that one day a ghostly face might wave
back. He looks a bit like the boy from “Duel-
ling Banjos” when he does it. No wonder no one

waves back.

MONKEY

-'9"“"-|.f'“ ‘It 18 a bit Forrest Lrump, | S1) s
What if someone did wave back?

'T'd get very self-conscious and never do it

again, probably’

On how your work is to discover your work and
then with all your heart give yourself to it

Eleven beginnings to a piece of writing about the
one or the two known as Monkey

1. 1t’s a glorious summer dav in lat

roof terrace of the Roval ( pera House, Damon
Albarn and Jamie Hewlett. who on this OCCasIoT
are representing themselves singly as man who
writes I11|I:-'El'.1|:.| mMan w i'.-l-{.'_-.'-".- T TuT 'yl

together as Monkey formerly known, §
as Gorillaz, who were flesh and blood cartoos
characters. Damon Albarn has checked in on
some rehearsals for the final Opera House per
formance of the Journey to the West oper

he is not happy. The soundman has been sneab

ing reverb in - an unforgivable sin - and one or
two of the musicians and singers are not con

centrating enough. He's had to let his feelings
be known about their slackness in front of his
daughter, and it's made him uncomfortable

“You can have bad gigs and good gigs and just
because this is a massive theatrical perform-
ance doesn't make it any different, but I got the
feeling today that people were resting on their
laurels just because there has been a brilliant
commercial and critical reaction, and I do not
like that. This is a very proud moment for us and
no one should take it for granted. We may never
get a chance like this again,

‘1 have seen this kind of hype so many times
before, and it's the worst thing that can happen
in a way. Of course you want everyone to go nuts
and go wild, but you have got to be really, really
smart when that happens and be aware that it
can turn your head and lead to self-destruction.’

Is he watching himself by making sure things
are in order?

‘I am checking myself, because none of them
are going to get in the shit if it goes wrong. even if
it is their fault. The reviews are great, therefore at
every performance we have to make sure we are

excellent and that we deserve those reviews.
2. ‘Chen Shi-Zheng has taught us
about the Buddhist principle that
you must not mourn for the past,
or worry about the future,
or anticipate troubles, but
live in the present moment
wisely and earnestly. That's
why we call him Chairman
Now.
3. As the current Albarn-
Hewlett group project is
called Monkey, it appears
that their next abstract venture
will be called something in Span-
ish (Carosella, maybe) and it will
be something to do with a war machine,
or a cavalry training mechanism - the source of
modern merry-go-rounds - and it might be on
ice, or refer to the carnival carousel in Ray Brad-
bury's Something Wicked This Way Comes where
you grow older or younger depending on which
way vou ride. Musically, there will possibly »»
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be a reference to Albarn’s passion for the kinetic
tunes Bertolt Brecht lyrics would be fastened
to. And some Human League. ‘There’s always
some Human League. I remember the moment I
became a little bit more political when I spliced
on tape some of my Dad’s Arabic recordings over
the Human League’s ‘“The Lebanon’. Heaven 17's
Penthouse and Pavement was a favour-

ite. And there's the Specials and
the Combat Rock Clash and Big
Audio Dynamite. But when
[ was a kid I had all this
access to African and Asian
and
spirituals, Paul Robeson,
That was what | listened

to growing up. That was

and Indian music

what was plaved at home.
Sufi music. I absorbed it
all. 1 didn't arrive at this
non-pop music in a Beatles-
like revelation. It was always
IE]P.‘FE'. Ina way, pop took mc away
from it for a while.

4. Anything is possible. You should hear their idea
about what they want to do for the live broadcast
when the Beijing Olympics hands over to the Lon-
don Games. I don't want to give away the surprise,
but it involves Buckingham Palace, Phil Daniels
and a Chinese choir,

5. Albarn: ‘I do not understand bands that just go
on and on and on and on and when they make a
record they always end up in the same place. Pop
groups can be very militant about their sound and
retain it for ever. I suppose it’s because they do
not want to lose touch with their audience. They
really love their audience. It’s a friendship they
don’t want to threaten by changing.’
6. Hewlett: “We had fantastic lunches
with Terry Gilliam about turning
Journey to the West into a film.
That’s the closest we ever got
to a Monkey film.' Albarn: “We
spend a lot of our life talking
about a film.
7. Hewlett: ‘Maybe China will
be the first Empire to really
conquer space.’
And unlike America they
won't take God with them.
Albarn: “That's the great
thing about China. They
don’t have this insane idea that
there's a man in a white beard sit-
ting in the sky. They think about life more
cosmically’
8. Albarn: ‘I don't think Blur ever fulfilled their
full potential. But it doesn’t matter if they never
do. Graham Coxon is happy doing what he’s doing
and I'm happy doing what I'm doing. So that's all

right then’

9. Has Damon Albarn become a kind of David
Bowie, shifting from musical space to musical
space, pulling off conjuring trick atter conjuring
trick, like a shifty postmodern musical wizard? Or,
after his flirtation with pop stardom, is he releas-
ing increasingly obscure projects with increas-
ingly confusing promotional attachments hoping
that he can shake off the burden of an audience
and live happily ever after left alone in his own
splendid, peaceful musical universe?

10. At the end of the Opera magazine discussion.
Damon suddenly exclaims: ‘“This experience has
changed my life! I will never be the same again!’
Everyone looks at him. Is this a cue for everyone
to burst into song and dance around the room?
Damon is a bit shamefaced at this emotional
outburst, worried that it’s a sign he's believing
his own publicity. He quickly reverts to slightly

gloomier type and mooches off to scold some
MUSICIANS.

11, A packed passenger train roars past their west
London headquarters. Under a hot afternoon sun,
Jamie and Damon vigorously wave at evervone.
Travellers stare at this grinning gesticulating pair
on a West London roof terrace and have absoluteh

no idea who thev are, OMM

Journey to the West, by Monkey, is released on
Chy/download by XL Recordings on 18 August.
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