
CAN YOUimagine a more improbable band than Queen?





W
h o  b u t  t h e y  would think it agood idea to sweep high-operatic arias over low-down heavy metal? To plunk an outrageously camp singer in front of a balls-to-the-wall rock & roll band? In short, to take the noble risk of looking ridiculous by mixing the most florid sounds with the most guttural.

A nd yet i t  tu rn ed  ou t to  be a very 
good idea, indeed . During th e ir more 
than  tw enty  years together, Queen be
cam e E ngland’s b iggest-se lling  b an d  
since the Beatles and  as cherished and  
integral a p a rt of the British character 
as Bruce Springsteen is of th e  Ameri
can. If, every so often, they took a step 
too far in to  silliness, they d id  so w ith  
their ow n loony k ind  of integrity.

Queen’s m usic had  as m uch flash as 
feeling, as m uch innovation as im m edi
acy. Their records could display great 
tech n ica l w iz a rd ry  o r re p re sen t pop  
s im p lic ity  i ts e lf . A nd  d u r in g  th e i r  
w hole history, Queen had  the ability  to  
d raw  on a w ealth  of styles and  talents 
since each of th e  four m em bers w rote, 
s a n g , p la y e d  a n d  p r o d u c e d  w e l l  
enough to create h its  of his own.

No w o n d er only th e  m ost unfore
seeable of tragedies could defeat them . 
Freddie M ercury’s dea th  from AIDS in 
1991 necessarily killed the band. But it  
also gave th e  d isease one of its  m ost 
recognizable faces and  drove hom e its 
consequences to  a w hole new  group of 
p e o p le , g iv in g  Q u e en , in  d e a th , as 
m uch m eaning and  unlikely poignancy 
as they h ad  in  life.

If all began norm ally  enough. The 
b and’s roots go back to  1968, w hen  guitarist 
Brian May and  bassist Tim Staffed, bo th  stu 
d e n ts  a t  th e  p re sc ien t-so u n d in g  Im perial 
College, form ed a group called  Smile w ith  
d rum m er Roger Taylor. A singing friend  of 
Staffell’s, one Farrokh Bulsara, w as a huge 
Sm ile fan. So w h en  th a t  b a n d  finally , er, 
frow ned and  Staffed jo ined  som ething caded 
Hum py Bong, Bulsara hooked up  w ith  May 
an d  Taylor. W ith  h is  u su a l fla ir, B ulsara 
dubbed  the new  u n it Queen; the o ther m em 
bers re tu rned  th e  creative favor by suggest
ing he d itch  his exotic given nam e (of Persian 
persuasion) an d  take the fetching m oniker 
Freddie Mercury.

After a round  of aud itions in  early 1971, 
the threesom e found bassist John  Deacon. As 
a spank in g  n ew  foursom e, th ey  g igged a t 
L ondon’s M arquee club, go t a pub lish ing- 
and-m anagem ent deal through Trident Stu

d io s  in  1972 a n d  b y  ea rly  1973 la n d e d  a 
recording deal w ith  EMI in  England (Elektra 
in  th e  S ta tes). K eeping u p  th e  b rea th le ss  
pace, Queen released th e ir first album  in  July 
1973. The self-titled  d ebut spaw ned the spu t
tering  single “Keep Yourself Alive.” W ith  a 
charging  g u ita r line b arre ling  u n d e r M er
cury’s clarion-clear vocals, it  served as both  
a tease of the ban d ’s prow ess and  a harbinger 
of their flair for creating hits. Queen show ed 
equally im pressive confidence on their very 
first U.K. tour, opening for M ott the Hoople 
in  November 1973. Although novices, they al
ready  ac ted  like s ta rs, show n  in  th e  regal 
bearing of Freddie M ercury and  the lush  am
b ition  of Brian May’s guitar work.

The b and  broke th rough for real, a t least 
in  th e ir hom eland , w ith  th e  follow -up LP, 
Queen II, released in  M arch 1974. It w en t Top 
Five in  Britain, boosted  by the late release of

th e  s in g le  “ S ev en  S eas o f R h y e” 
(w h ic h  h a d  a c tu a lly  a p p e a re d  on  
Queen). A far artie r album  than  the d e
bu t, Queen II show ed influences rang
ing from Led Zeppelin’s killer riffs to  
Procol Harum’s flounce.

Queen d idn’t  h i t  IJ.S. stages un til 
A pril 1974, w hen  they  again opened  
for M ott the Hoople on w hat tu rn ed  
o u t to  b e  th a t  s to r ie d  b a n d ’s fina l 
to u r . B ut i t  w asn ’t  u n t i l  th e  th i r d  
Q ueen album  arrived, in  .Novem ber 
1974, th a t they becam e stars on b o th  
sides of th e  Atlantic. Sheer Heart Attack 
o ffered  as b ro a d  a son ic  p a le tte  as 
pop fans of the day could  imagine, al
lu d in g  to  th e  K inks, Z ep p e lin  an d  
Bowie w hile offering th e  first flashes 
o f an  o p e ra t ic  s e n s ib il i ty  in  M er- 
% iry ’s h ig h - f ly in g , s u p e r - m u l t i -  
tracked  vocals. The p roduction , their 
firs t w ith  Roy Thom as Baker, h ad  a 
sheen and  flair few  had  heard  before, 
h ig h lig h ted  by M ay’s s te lla r  g u ita r 
chorales. H ereafter, M ay w ou ld  have 
to  use m any backup tapes in  concert 
to  re-create his sound  in  the studio. 
The album ’s single, “K iller Q ueen ,” 
reached N um ber Twelve in  May 1975, 
a t w h ich  p o in t Q ueen em erged as a 
m ajor Uve act w ith  M ercury as rock’s 

u ltim ate frontm an. If Bowie had  been flam
boy an t in  h is glam  days, M ercury  w as on 
f ire . W ith  h is  fo rm f itt in g  s a t in  o u t f i t s ,  
cam py m ovem ents an d  flirty  stage p a tte r , 
M ercury becam e a prim e exponent of g litter 
rock’s closeted  gay chic. A lthough fans ate it 
u p  (even  h o m o p h o b ic  o nes, s h ie ld e d  by  
th e ir naïveté), thè  press could  be cruel. One 
fam ous New Musical Express h ead lin e  d a re d  
b lare is this man  a  prat?

But such questions w ere soon drow ned  
'ô&t in  th e  popular m ania -  and  bela ted  re
spect -  th a t g reeted  the b an d ’s nex t w ork, 
“Bohemian Rhapsody.” The song w as to  b e
come a t once one of th e  m ost loved, paro 
d ied , creative and  dem ented  h its  in  pop h is
tory. At nearly  s ix  m inu tes, th e  p iece h ad  
movem ents, tim e changes, false endings and  
the flat-out nerve to  try  to  m ake th e  w ord  
scaramouch a p a rt of everyday speech. A so n -.
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i© ten-layer cake, “Bohemian Rhapsody” if §  
volved overdubs of no few er than  180 voices 
to  create its  full-on operatic effect and  took 
seven  days to  reco rd . B rian M ay’s g u ita r  
lines sh u ttled  betw een a head-cracking riff 
and  sym phonic flourishes. N ot only d id  tbe 
song go to  N um ber One in  the U.K. (N um 
b er N ine here), b u t i t  la te r becam e the only 
single in  th e  h istory  of British m usic to  crack 
th a t spo t tw ice. M oreover, th e  video for the 
song becam e the firs t clip to  substan tia lly  
im pact album  sales (for th e  full LP A Night at 
the Opera), p resag in g  MTV’s in fluence  by 
m ore th an  six years.

A fter th e  “B ohem ian R hapsody” over
tu re , th e  flo o d g a tes  o f fam e o p e n e d  an d  
Q ueen ascended  to  the th rone of rock roy
alty. Scores of g rea t, m em orable h its  fo l
low ed, each in  a d ifferent style. “Somebody 
to  Love” in fused  rock w ith  th e  soul fervor of 
an Aretha Franklin h it, w hile in  1977 Queen 
crea ted  tw o  of th e  m ost fist-pum ping, s ta 
d ium -read y  an them s of all tim e: “W e Are 
the C ham pions” and  “W e W ill Rock You.” 
In  1979, th e  g ro u p  w e n t to  N u m b er O ne 
w ith  a F ifties-rockabilly nod , “Crazy L ittle 
Thing C alled Love,” and  in  1980 m ade d is
co rock w ith  “A nother One Bites the D ust.” 
The la tte r’s thum ping  b ea t becam e one of 
th e  m ost sam pled rhythm s in  the era of rap. 
In 1981, Q ueen’s co llaboration  w ith  David 
Bowie, “U nder P ressure,” reached  the Top 
Forty and  becam e one of th e  m ost innova
tive art-pop  sm ashes of all tim e.

As th e  Eighties w ore on, Queen’s lu ster 
on th e  charts began to  fade (a t least in  Amer
ica), b u t they rem ained huge in  the rest of 
th e  w o rld , as w ell as a rid icu lo usly  large 
co n cert draw . By p op u lar consensus, they  
stole th e  show  a t Live Aid in  1985. They re 
m ain ed  so be lo v ed , in  fac t, th a t  F re d d ie  
M ercury’s d ea th  on November 24,1991, u n 
leashed a new  wave of popularity. The rere
lease of “Bohemian Rhapsody,” earm arked 
to  ra ise m oney for AIDS research , w en t to  
N um ber One in  Britain, and  in  M arch 1992 
th e  song  h i t  N u m b er Two in  th e  U n ite d  
States courtesy of its  hysterical p lacem ent in  
th e  m o v ie  s e n d -u p  o f s u b u rb a n  w a s te -  
heads, Wayne’s World

In May of th a t year, a host of in ternation
al s ta rs  sa lu ted  M ercury, from  E lton John  
an d  Guns n’ Roses to  George M ichael and  
A nn ie  L en no x . E ven M e rc u ry ’s fa v o rite  
singer show ed  up  to  b e lt som e bars: Liza 
M innelli. And although you’d  expect the as
c e n d a n t g ru n g e  m o v e m en t o f th e  e a rly

N ineties to  repudiate the high-living dash  of 
a b an d  like Q ueen , i ts  b ig gest icon , K urt 
C obain, adm iringly  a lluded  to  M ercury  in 
his suicide note. Like many others, Cobain 
recognized the n atu ra l s tar quality  of M er
cury  an d  th e  b and , as w ell as th e ir role as 
groundbreakers.

As a unit, Queen brought together gay im
ages w ith  straight and found a catchy w ay to 
combine show tunes, opera and cabaret w ith  
rock, m etal and  pop. W h ether silly or. s tal
w art, daring  o r daft, Q ueen always ep ito 
m ized one of the great faiths in  rock &  roll: the 
ceaseless w ill to  take things over the top. ®


