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Cover story

Going underground

Could we chart the branches and connections of 100 years of music using the London Underground map? Dorian Lynskey explains how a box of coloured crayons and a lot of swearing helped 

I
t seems like a deeply implausible
project: to plot the history of 20th
century music on the London
Underground map devised by
Harry Beck in 1933. Artist Simon
Patterson transformed the tube

map into a constellation of famous
names in his 1992 work The Great Bear,
but he didn’t have to make them all link
up. It is, after all, a tall order to find a
saint who was also a comedian. But for
this one to work every interchange had
to be logical in the context of musical
history, an unlikely prospect. 

I started out with a packet of coloured
crayons, four sheets of A4 taped to-
gether and a big box of doubt, but the
different character of each line quickly
lent itself to a certain genre. Pop inter-
sects with everything else, so that had to
be the Circle Line; classical music for the
most part occupies its own sphere,
which made it perfect for the Docklands
Light Railway. There were a couple of
false starts but by the end of one after-
noon I had assigned genres to almost all
the lines and thrashed out most of the
major intersections. The key stations
naturally went to the most eclectic
artists, not necessarily the most impor-
tant: the Beatles may be more signifi-
cant than Beck but even their most de-
voted fan must admit that they never
tried rapping.

The system thus in place, the next
couple of days were devoted to writing
names in, scribbling them out (sorry,
Doug E Fresh and Lynyrd Skynyrd), ago-
nising over certain omissions, asking
classical music critic Tom Service for in-
valuable help with the DLR, and swear-
ing just a little bit. Amazingly, there
were no calamitous blind alleys. It just
seemed to make sense.

I tried as far as possible to be objec-
tive. Some bands I cannot stand are in
here, while some that I love dearly
aren’t. I also followed chronology wher-
ever the path of the line allowed it. Each
branch line represents a sub-genre: rock
sprouts off into grunge and psychedelia
when it reaches South-West London;
hip-hop diverges, north of Camden, into
old school and New York rap. If I was re-
ally lucky, the band name echoed the
original station name: Highbury & Is-
lington became Sly & the Family Stone.

Pedants, of course, will find flaws.
Musical influences are so labyrinthine
that any simple equation will be imper-
fect. Where, for example, does pop stop
and rock begin? How can you draw a de-
cisive line between soul and funk? These
are problems that have plagued record
shop proprietors for decades and they’re
not going to be solved here. But I think
all of these choices are justifiable given
the limitations of the form.

Other people will quibble with omis-
sions – it’s a shame, for example, that
the Circle Line constantly runs in tan-
dem with either the District or Metro-
politan lines, thus leaving no room for
pure pop acts such as Kylie Minogue and
the Pet Shop Boys. I should also point
out that, to keep my head from explod-
ing, I limited the remit to western, pre-
dominately Anglo-American music.
Then there are those changes necessi-
tated by London Underground’s under-
standable sensitivity to explosive refer-
ences: arrividerci, Massive Attack. For
some reason, they also took exception to
the late rapper Ol’ Dirty Bastard.

But this is not some definitive history
of music. It’s an experiment to see if one
intricate network can be overlaid on a
completely different one. The elegance
and logic of Harry Beck’s design – its
combination of bustling intersections,
sprawling tributaries, long, slanting tan-
gents and abrupt dead ends, all sucked
into the overturned wine bottle of the
Circle Line – seems to spark other con-
nections and appeal to the brain’s innate
desire for patterning and structure. Plus
it’s fun, as any piece of music journalism
created with coloured crayons should
be. I hope you like it.

Tell us what you think of the map at
www.guardian.co.uk/arts
Buy the map at
www.ltmuseumshop.co.uk
Special thanks to Chris Townsend at
Transport for London and Andrew
Jones at London Underground.


