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PETE ATKIN AND CLIVE JAMES SONGWRITING SWAN SONG  
 

The Colours Of The Night is the new album from ‘writer-songsinger’ Pete Atkin, released on 6
th
 July on the Hillside Music label. Its thirteen 

tracks mark the final chapter in a songwriting partnership with Australian broadcaster and poet Clive James that has endured for almost fifty 

years. 

 

 “Clive and I started writing songs together in 1967,” said Pete. “We never really stopped, although, there have been some longish gaps when 

each of us took on other kinds of activity in order to pay the rent. But our productive collaboration has now come to a natural end, mainly as a 

result of Clive's dodgy health, so this album will almost certainly be the last to feature mainly new, or at least newish, songs from us.”   

 

Clive said, “It is the work I am least known for, but would still like to be, if only as the writing partner of a unique musician….far and away the 

most fruitful artistic venture I have ever been mixed-up in.” 

 

The songs range from folk to jazz-rock, from Tin Pan Alley to ‘60s pop, with Pete describing 

them as “entertainments”, always telling a story, setting up a situation and exploring it, in the 

same sort of way that songs work within a musical: “All of us live and die by stories. Almost 

everything we ever say to each other is a story of some sort.  There's a strong narrative 

element to everything we learn, everything we teach, everything we say.” 

 

Clive said, "It doesn't matter what category our songs fall into, as long as people listen. The 

trick is to make sure nothing gets between the songs and the listeners."  

 

Subject matter includes immortality (‘We Will Love Again’), change (‘The Beautiful 

Changes’), obsession (‘The Closer Someone Is’), divorce (‘Time To Burn’), survival (‘The 

Colours of The Night’ and ‘Last Ditch’), shortness of breath (‘Slow Down For Me’), long 

distance love (‘The Way You Are With Me’) and mortality on ‘You Better Face It, Boy’, one of the first songs Clive and Pete ever wrote 

together.  

 

In addition to Pete on lead vocals, acoustic guitar and mandolin, the album features Simon Wallace on piano and Hammond organ, Steve 

Pearce on bass, Ian Thomas on drums and, last but not least, the legendary Chris Spedding on electric guitar. Atkins said, “I am continuingly 

humbled and enduringly grateful to have benefited from the talents of every one of the magnificent musicians here, but even in this eminent 

company it was a special thrill for me that Chris Spedding was involved in making these tracks.”    

 

When Pete and Clive started writing together, they always imagined – even assumed – that other 

singers would sing their songs, imagining that's how their songwriting careers would probably 

progress. Pete said, “Initially, of course, we didn't have to do a whole lot of imagining because at 

university we were spoiled with Julie Covington and Maggie Henderson around to sing them, 

wonderfully and inspirationally.” 

 

Pete and Clive approached publishers in the first instance, not record companies, and it was a 

publisher who funded the recordings, intended mainly as demos, which eventually became Pete’s 

first album, ‘Beware of the Beautiful Stranger’, released in 1970 on the Fontana label.   

 

On his relationship with Clive, Pete said, “One of the things that has kept us writing together all these years is a shared fascination with the 

mysterious way in which words and music can work together, how music and words together can add up to something different from what each 

amounts to on its own. I still can't quite believe my luck in hooking up with Clive all those years ago. I could never have imagined back then 

that his words would be rattling around my head for the rest of my life.” 

 

Track listing: 

 
1) THE COLOURS OF THE NIGHT 4:58 

2) WE WILL LOVE AGAIN  4:10 
3) THE WAY YOU ARE WITH ME 3:23 

4) THE BEAUTIFUL CHANGES  4:08 

5) TIME TO BURN   3:42 
6) THE CLOSER SOMEONE IS  3:55 

7) SLOW DOWN FOR ME  3:56 

8) NOTHING CAN TOUCH US NOW 3:29 

9) I KNOW THE WAY   3:47 
10) COTTONMOUTH   3:12 

11) YOU BETTER FACE IT, BOY  4:01 

12) LAST DITCH   3:45 
13) ME TO THANK   2:32 

 
Pete Atkin online: http://www.peteatkin.com  / www.facebook.com/pete.atkin.7 

 

For further information please contact Dave Clarke: 

+ 44 (0) 7966 557774 / dave@planetearthpublicity.com / www.planetearthpublicity.com / @PlanetEarthDC 
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THE COLOURS OF THE NIGHT: 

CLIVE:  Love gone wrong was a favourite theme of the 16th Century English poets, partly because there was an automatic sadness to it, making the songs sound 

good on the lute. The basic concept is that the lover, by immortalising the loved one, was also immortalising himself. It was a delusion that no doubt came in 

handy if you were a poet languishing on the fringe of the court, with even less pull than the lute-players. 
PETE:  Clive never told me about the lute idea, but I don't think I'd have taken that as a cue anyway. I've always found a benefit in sometimes taking a lyric in 

an unexpected musical direction, in the same way that I've always liked songs that seem to say one thing while seeming to mean something else.  That's one of 

the things music makes possible sometimes. 
 

WE WILL LOVE AGAIN 

CLIVE:  Love gone wrong was a favourite theme of the 16th Century English poets, partly because there was an automatic sadness to it, making the songs sound 
good on the lute. The basic concept is that the lover, by immortalising the loved one, was also immortalising himself. It was a delusion that no doubt came in 

handy if you were a poet languishing on the fringe of the court, with even less pull than the lute-players. 

PETE:  Clive never told me about the lute idea, but I don't think I'd have taken that as a cue anyway. I've always found a benefit in sometimes taking a lyric in 
an unexpected musical direction, in the same way that I've always liked songs that seem to say one thing while seeming to mean something else.  That's one of 

the things music makes possible sometimes. 

 

THE WAY YOU ARE WITH ME: 

CLIVE: “The Way You Are With Me” is a lyric written from the viewpoint of the Flying Dutchman, as so many of my lyrics and poems are. The Dutchman 

finds the woman who will redeem him, but she turns out to be imaginary. The Muse is always imaginary, even when she exists. 

PETE: At first I couldn't settle on how to approach this one musically.  Clive's first draft (originally called "Night Surfing Blues") didn't have a middle eight, but 

when he added one, it seemed to open up the whole song.  Those gulls flying into the daylight helped it all to fall into place for me. 

 

THE BEAUTIFUL CHANGES: 

PETE: This has been recorded before, but not by me (except for a demo version on a rare 2002 compilation album).  I wrote it originally with an insistent triplet 

rhythm, which is how Julie Covington did it (stunningly) in her 1970 version, but I've now evened out the rhythm, partly no doubt because I couldn't begin to 
compete with Julie. Clive has said that he has "made it a rule never to use unacknowledged a phrase that was not my own", and I know he has always been 

uneasy about having borrowed the phrase The Beautiful Changes from the great American poet Richard Wilbur, to the point of wishing he'd given the song a 

different title.  But I'm afraid it's too late for that.  Besides, Wilbur uses the phrase only as a title, and you can't copyright a title.   Nevertheless, here is 
acknowledgement, in hopes that it will make Clive's scrupulousness a bit less uncomfortable for him. 

CLIVE: I’m sorry now I ever tried to steal the title for “The Beautiful Changes” from its rightful owner, Richard Wilbur. What was I expecting, that his 

beautiful early poems would go away? Anyhow, the astronaut never did go to Mars. 
 

TIME TO BURN: 

    CLIVE: “Time to Burn” is the story of an amiable divorce. Even if you never have the divorce, you get to treasure the amiability. 
 

THE CLOSER SOMEONE IS: 

CLIVE: “The Closer Someone Is” is yet another version of the Muse story. She must be a sturdy creature, to survive all that adulation. 
 

SLOW DOWN FOR ME: 

CLIVE: Here the old poet records one of the two chief drawbacks of the bright young thing: she’s a ball of fire. (The other is that she doesn’t exist.) 

PETE:  Yup, the man who walked toward the music is still walking, just not quite as quickly as before.  It's pretty obvious, I hope, that this is a musical love 

song – that's to say a love song to the music – and I'm especially grateful to Clive for giving me this opportunity to indulge myself.  I have to concede, of course, 
that the kind of music the girl is listening to is probably not the sort of thing I'm referencing here, but I hope I can justify myself by saying that in any case it's 

all in the imagination of the bloke who's singing the song, like so much else.    

      

NOTHING CAN TOUCH US NOW: 

CLIVE: “Nothing Can Touch Us Now” is a variation on the favourite nineteenth century romantic theme of the two lovers escaping together. The theme 

reached its early peak in that great line by Keats from The Eve of St Agnes: “These lovers fled away into the storm.” And they did it without credit cards.  
 

I KNOW THE WAY: 

CLIVE: The ageing poet is bound to end up as a rejected suitor, but he tries to welcome his defeat as a supply of fresh material. There’s an irony in the title, “I 
Know the Way”. He doesn’t know anything. 

 

COTTONMOUTH: 

PETE: This song was due to have been included on what would have been my seventh commercial album in 1977 if I'd made it.  It slipped between the cracks 

again twenty years later when I put down a collection of previously unrecorded songs (The Lakeside Sessions - Hillside HILLCD01/02).  It seemed to me that 

the darkness in the lyric might be helped by an innocent-seeming tune – just as the snake's name makes it sound much less deadly than it actually is. It was 
Chris Spedding himself who suggested the slide guitar.  It too seems symbolically appropriate. 

CLIVE: I wrote the lyric of “Cottonmouth” a long time ago, looking ahead. Nevertheless it’s among the more deeply autobiographical of my lyrics, which are 

nearly all made up. But I really was, or so I supposed, the talker who had to change countries because he couldn’t stop talking.  
 

YOU BETTER FACE IT, BOY: 

PETE: Clive is fond of introducing any of our older songs as "one of the first songs we ever wrote", but this one really is, and we can prove it by its inclusion on 
a privately-pressed vinyl LP of home-made recordings that we put together in 1967 when we were still students.  Without that knowledge, you might perhaps be 

tempted to guess that it's a recent lyric, but Clive was actually twenty seven years old when he wrote it.    

CLIVE: This is another song that’s been around for ages but has latterly come into its own as the author of the lyric faces the final curtain. What was once 
fanciful becomes apt. Sic transit Gloria Swanson, as they say in Hollywood.  

 

LAST DITCH: 

CLIVE: “The Colours of the Night” and “Last Ditch” are the same lyric, but for different songs. Both are military anthems, but one is to be sung on the march 

and the other, much more sadly, around the camp-fire. It’s not a theme that I would usually choose, but sometimes it chooses me, on those sad days when I fear 

the war will never end. 
PETE:  "Last Ditch" presents the positive face of "The Colours Of The Night", with Jon Trenchard's irrepressible piccolo impersonating the more traditional fife 

as we march defiantly from the battlefield – for the time being anyway. 

 

ME TO THANK:  

CLIVE: A rule of lyrics like “Me To thank” is that it’s always his fault, never hers. Gallantry is compulsory 

PETE: Any discussion of clever rhyming always gets people quoting examples of outrageous, inventive, tricksy rhymes, but the sheer skill of Clive's  
rhyming here for me trumps any kind of clever-cleverness.  We've always had a fondness for free-form, out-of-tempo introductory verses, and this is  

another, except that this one doesn't have the in-tempo chorus to follow it.   In fact, it doesn't have anything to follow it. 

 


