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Steve contributes the lead vocals and co-writes the songs but – and here’s where the magic lays, the guitar, bass and keyboard parts all sound so “right” and of his style that whilst his non-involvement in those areas is surprising – that is also the key to the collaboration, that Cain, a Kilbey fan himself, can construct something so befitting and that fits like a glove, that the marriage is cohesive, instantly likeable to existing fans yet slightly more intriguing than a solo album might be in that Cain isn’t Steve and the revealing of his subtle individual musical characteristics is the additional layer that seals the joins of the project together and enhances it with a further gloss.
Steve says of the suitability of Cain’s music “Looking back on the moment when he first heard music Cain had written for his voice, Kilbey recalled how strongly it stood out for him.”
“Sometimes people write music and it’s, there was no need for it to be written,” he said. “And other people write music and it’s already kind of finished, they give me instrumentals and they haven’t really left anywhere for you to sing. And Jeffrey gave me this track and it was brilliantly ready to have a vocal on it. And I could hear that the vocal had to be my vocal.”

Following a long wait for the follow up to the impressive and well received debut, there is a a thought that on other side project collaborations such as Hex and Jack Frost the second albums whilst having many fine moments didn’t quite capture the magic of the first. 

In this case it appears the long gestation and a different approach in that Cain worked face to face with Steve in Sydney, a more intense focusing during a time of bereavement at the loss of former band mate and collaborator Gregory Slay (to whom this album is dedicated) combined with the lengthy running time, the decision to issue a double vinyl LP edition as well, heavy, chunky, warm and large, with stylish sleeve photography and presentation not a pocket sized or reclusive release, something suggested this is to be a special one.
“The Privateer”, after an extended intro of voices and background noise bringing a curious uncertainty, Steve’s vocal enters, its familiality bringing that comfort blanket as we surge on into the unknown, 66 minutes of it. The drum tracks, crisp and regimental alongside a warm blend of synths and organic acoustic guitar bring a reminiscence of their unique blend present on the first album. A spoken word part over atmospheric keyboards and layers of vocals. The overall sound has a breadth to it that draws you in , the opposite to a thin or tinny mix there’s room for things such as the undercurrent of alternate vocal parts to bubble around whilst the rhythm track strides boldly onwards with undistracred unaffected momentum.

“Life Somewhere Else”. About three seconds. That’s how long the vocal melody takes to entrap you. Isidore manage to marry luscious soundscaping with strong “core” material, this is key to the conception, without the latter it would be a pleasant but ultimately unmemorable listening experience. Here the song at its nucleus is so strong that there’s sensible restraint in the accompaniment, just enough colour to give it the “Isidore” flavour but resulting in a fine enchanting and still affecting soundscape, combining with the vocals to present a perfectly shaped masterpiece.
“Song Of The City”, a dreamy slice of mid-tempo jangly pop with piano and acoustic guitar high in the mix, it again has a “straight” traditional sound to it with synths bringing a slick sheen to things, lifting it in all the right places, gathering in intensity toward the end with effective string contributions. Featuring John Kilbeys backing vocals.

Continuing a flawless opening run of tracks “Old Black Spirit” is a mesmerising loop of transfixion with haunting keyboards and perfectly timed occasional interjecting guitar parts accompanying Steves strong vocal melody, like aural elevation, one of those songs that you experience and feel rather than hear – the collaborations potential in a nutshell. 

“Recoil” is far more incisive and in your face than the previous tracks delivered with a more cutting vocal attack but we’re still talking within small degrees of mildness here. The mechanical chug and regimented momentum bring a sci-fi futuristic feel to it, would make an interesting addition to the “Metropolis” film soundtrack (“You Tubers” – go do your thing!)

“Some Reverse Magic”, more of the higher tempo but with a less intense delivery. Isidore have a fine ability to project rhythmic momentum that just takes you with it . The chorus lifts are uplifting but achieved slickly without requiring additional power or intensity – a lesson to all songwriters and arrangers. Again the core material is something special but the intelligently crafted accompaniment enhances it and gives it a twist into something uniquely them.

“Re-appearance” has elements of Steves “Unearthed” style with the rigid drums and blend of guitar and synth melodies driving it along. A rawer, less subtle and less tidy sound but when carried by Steves vocal and a mid to high tempo pace it has the same exciting sci-fi edge as his early solo explorations. The sound of much of “Remindlessness” also comes to mind in a slightly more claustrophobic and vocal effect tinged sonic stew, still not overly muddy but significantly more dense than previous tracks.
“Oh My Sky” is much less direct or orthodox, a claustrophobic loop dominated by thundering drums and wavering synths. The drums lift in brightness with the guitar solo, a quite unusual stretch in clarity and dynamics on an album where typically tracks retain the initial intensity throughout. Intense drums play out the song, one of the more exploratory pieces which in turn will require more from the listener.

“Just Dust” again surprises with its punchy drum track, bold guitar riff and a much harsher vocal attack, the guitar style and vocal phasing bringing a kind of glam rock feel and a further reminiscence of Steve’s “Unearthed” and early demos sound. Warps out straight into “Belle In Mid Air”, another up tempo track with driving momentum – again loop based rather than an obvious verse-chorus structure, instrumental passages bring variant to the absorbing intensity of the track in full swing, whilst supple bass and fluxuating guitar effects keep things a little less rigid and more slippery.
“Ready Made” at a mid tempo that gives room for the individual elements of the music to flourish and have their unique textures closely exposed and revealed. 

“Song For The Moon”, one of those suspended in time loops, chiming and tick-tocking you into that dreamy elevated state. Surprisingly this is achieved by the rhythm track, the general momentum and a cyclical piano loop and occasional additional guitar part rather than a haze of soothing sounds. You come out of it feeling massaged and cleansed.
“The Headlight Child”, the anthemic chorus lifts are both smoothly achieved and substantial at the same time with sweeping strings and soaring guitar interjections. Features backing vocals from John Kilbey.

“You Will Remain”, in tribute to Cain’s former band mate Gregory Slay, as with the title track the song could work with just guitar and vocals but the light colourisation shapes it subtlely into something even more distinctive.

Given that the nature of the collaboration is to generate music first, lyrics and vocals last, it’s not the case of Jeffrey moulding around Steve – the original tracks featured a blend of intense and more subtle densities giving Steve the opportunity to pitch his intensity accordingly or contrastingly if he chose. The more lightly layered material left room for particularly strong vocal melodies but regardless of how they came to be they very often sound like one same person singing and playing guitar, not quite Steve as we know him from elsewhere but a version of Steve with a distinctive focus and flavour unique to this project.
At 14 songs and four sides of vinyl it’s a long but worthwhile listening experience. Comparisons to the debut are awkward, this one feels bigger, warmer and with more highlights and perhaps more consistency whilst much of what made that first album so likeable is still present. The regards for the debut should not be diminished just because it didn’t make itself something else, something bigger like this, as a stand-alone album it is fine and they complement each other in the collection. 

The cyclical momentum of rhythm tracks taking you along with them , the ability to create a dreamy state of elevation and the chorus lifts without getting “heavy” are all key distinctions. There is also a warmer and more effective blend of the clinically mechanical accuracy of some elements with the organic spirit of guitar, bass and vocal parts helped by bassist Cedric Le Moyne’s fluent playing.
“Life Somewhere Else”, “Old Black Spirit”, “Some Reverse Magic” and “The Headlight Child” are instant stand outs closely followed by “Just Dust”, “The Privateer” and “Song For The City” meaning that half of the generous 14 tracks have an immediate impression whilst many of the others only suffer by being next to them! 

Hopefully there will be more to come, Isidore have firmly established their distinction amongst a plethora of Steve’s collaborations with a clear definition and (remembering the debut albums accompanying promotional information) manifesto.
