
"This is pop music not confession" 
Unfaithful Music and Disappearing Ink: Elvis Costello 

 
So what is there in this autobiography/memoir/extended therapy-session that you don't already 
know?  Depends who you are, I suppose.  For the casual music fan who thought 'Oliver's Army' was 
great, but doesn't really go any further than that, quite a lot.  It's difficult to see this person wading 
through 700 pages, but I wouldn't bet against it happening.  The last time I saw Elvis Costello live I 
sat next to a couple who had paid £90 for two tickets, but didn't seem to recognise more than 4 
songs in a 3 hour set.  I wonder if these people are currently poring over the book wondering when 
he'll tell them who 'Alison' is about. 
 

Of course, he doesn't tell us who 'Alison' is about, but he does drop some pretty heavy hints, 
before asking if we would "like the song less or ... more" for knowing the identity of the subject.  It's 
a commonplace observation.  Anyone who has been touched by the song (or any other song) will 
have their own Alison.  If Elvis Costello has sung the song 200 times a year since 1977 – I'll let you do 
the maths – then he may have one version of the song's subject for every performance: I refer you 
to the tricky sum you have just completed.  It is also possible that there never was any such person 
and he is just a shameless hack, turning on the emotion for our benefit every time he steps on stage. 

 
At no time in the book do we get a sense that this is a man fed up with being in the music 

business.  There is a sense throughout that this is a passionate and obsessive music fan: a man in 
love with performing, writing and listening to music in the way that most of us are in love with 
oxygen.  The book avoids strict chronology, but there is a general drift from the childhood days 
described in the first chapter, to the most recent album, Wise Up Ghost, whose origin is described in 
the penultimate chapter (there is a 'postscript' which re-visits childhood).  Wise Up Ghost was not 
supposed to happen.  Costello had announced the end of his recording career in 2011 suggesting 
that albums no longer pay well enough to justify the time away from his family.  The author's 
surprise at the emergence of this album shouldn't really be shared by the attentive reader.   

 
Unlike many a celeb-memoir, the sound of knives being twisted in the backs of former 

colleagues and enemies is largely absent.  Bruce Thomas gets slightly less space than fellow 
attractions Steve Nieve and (namesake, but no relation) Pete Thomas, but that is understandable 
given that he has spent less time working with Costello.  The references to Thomas concentrate 
largely on his musicianship, of which Costello is justifiably in awe.  The only real grudge on show is 
contained in a passage about the folk singer Ewan McColl.  The story of McColl falling asleep during 
the young Elvis Costello's first public performance – as a fourteen year old still using his given name 
– has been told before.  It sounds like a churlish thing to do to a young boy, but hardly merits the 
acerbic tone of this passage.  The man christened Declan McManus takes great delight in pointing 
out that James Miller "sat under the assumed name of Ewan McColl".  Presumably the man writing 
under the name Elvis Costello is aware of the irony. 

 
The book is at its strongest, and it is very strong in places, when it is at its most frank.  

Costello's father, the singer Ross McManus, is a towering presence throughout.  His achievements as 
a musician and as a father are retold with warmth and genuine insight.  His failings as a husband are 
not glossed over or excused, but this is not misery-lit.  In any case, Costello is far less disappointed in 
his father's unfaithfulness to his mother than he is in his own unfaithfulness to his first wife Mary 
Burgoyne. 

 
For someone who has often been guarded about his private life, Costello's account of all 

three of his marriages lacks evasion.  His regret at the demise of his first marriage seeps through the 
opening pages like treacle.  Equally his happiness with third wife, singer Diana Krall, shines through 



the final chapters, after frequent mentions throughout.  His second marriage, to former Pogues 
bassist Cait O'Riordan is dealt with briefly, but with no lack of candour.  He describes his gratitude to 
her for encouraging him to travel (outside of work) but tells of her being "completely insufferable" at 
times, before concluding that "I tolerated it all much longer than I should have."  This could be the 
self-justification of a former lover, but the lack of melodrama is convincing. 

 
The most affecting part of the book is the chapter devoted to Ross McManus's decline and 

eventual death.  Unflinching and yet devoid of cloying sentimentality, this may be the strongest 
account of the loss of a parent ever published.  This is an event that most of us will have to go 
through and most of us will find devastating.  That this experience is not unique will be of no help to 
any of us when the moment comes.  This knowledge is implicit throughout the chapter dealing with 
Ross McManus's death.  When the moment comes, the urge to stop reading is almost as strong as 
the urge to stop living is to anyone who has experienced loss.  Yet we must carry on reading, just as 
we must carry on living.  

 
The danger of writing a biography of a living subject is that this subject will promptly begin a 

new phase of their life which renders the biography incomplete.  Autobiography does at least retain 
the possibility that the subject knows what should happen next and can end the book with a 
foretaste.  There are, of course, many slips betwixt cup and mouth and any reader relying on such 
predictions is likely to be disappointed.  Elvis Costello makes no serious attempt to predict the 
future, but as with the identity of Alison, there are some hints. 

 
He freely admits to reneging on a threat to stop recording.  He also confesses that, rather 

than the financial implications, the real reason was his difficulty imagining writing new songs without 
the prospect of playing them for his father.  The same objection could be raised to writing a memoir.  
Having already overcome his difficulty with Wise Up Ghost it is tempting to see another album as a 
possibility: the book makes no such promise.  What about an alternative career? 

 
Having made an impressive start, writing would seem a promising proposition: it is kind of 

what he's been doing all this time anyway.  He is clear that he doesn't see himself as a poet and his 
early albums didn't contain printed lyric sheets for this reason.  Despite this, lyrics from all stages of 
his career are scattered throughout the book: some printed as epigraphs, some as photos taken 
from his notebooks.  Speaking as someone who is more than just a casual fan, but not quite an out-
and-out obsessive, I found this most effective with the songs I know well.  Without attempting any 
kind of reductive explanation, the lyrics provide a commentary/soundtrack to the life, in much the 
same way that the songs can fulfil the same role for the individual fan.  An edition of the lyrics seems 
as unlikely as it would be unnecessary. 

 
The same could be said of another autobiography/memoir: it has taken Costello 61 years to 

write the first instalment; part 2 is perhaps a task for one of his sons.  With his obvious gift for 
words, he could possibly write fiction.  Throughout the book, songs and incidents from his life are 
expanded with extracts from short stories: or perhaps just one story.  The extracts are in a style 
reminiscent of harboiled American crime fiction, appropriately enough for the man who had a hit 
with 'Watching the Detectives', and revolve around a character called 'Inch'.  Credit should be given 
for innovation within the autobiographical genre, but these extracts are the book's weakest feature.  
The most likely future would seem to be more performing.  This is no bad thing.  Unfaithful Music 
and Disappearing Ink is an exceptional book, but music is still what its author does best. 
 
 


