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     Not so much reviewing the material which you’ll probably be familiar with by now, more so a look at how the tracks fare – differently or not, on vinyl. 

        The Church on Vinyl, once such a natural combination, is it really 1994’s rare ‘Sometime Anywhere’ in its double record gatefold sleeve that was the most recent vinyl release? Something about ‘Baal’ was well suited to vinyl but alas no – and how cool would a double A-side 7” of ‘Easy’ and ‘Unified Field’ have been? As well as the look and feel, the reminiscence of pre CD days, the warmth and crackle of the format (those moments on early Genesis albums where just as Steve Hackett begins a fragile guitar melody it sounds as if Peter Gabriel has taken a bowl of Rice Krispies into the vocal booth) there’s also a sonic difference, whether it’s down to the inferiority of my low budget turntable things sound different to the CD version, not just the obvious issues of sharpness, clarity and accuracy but from within the mix certain things get an enhanced or compromised projection leading you to ‘find’ things in the mix that you previously hadn’t appreciated.
      When it was announced that there was to be a double album vinyl edition of ‘Untitled #23’ it just felt right, such a strong album, an album that is in many ways traditional with common qualities to those albums on vinyl – that’s a sweeping statement I know but in the sense that it’s such an organic, warm sounding album and that it contains some timeless songs, was ‘Operetta’ not on vinyl in the 70’s in a parallel universe.

        Rather than put out a straight replica of the CD version it’s a double vinyl edition with the addition of the three additional tracks from the ‘Pangaea’ EP including the mammoth ‘So Love May Find Us’ which requires a side of vinyl to itself and also revises the track listing whether to accommodate roughly equal timings over the four sides or for artistic flow, perhaps bringing it closer to the ideal shape of the original vision or perhaps moving away from that vision for the sake of making it sound cohesive with the additional material.

      ‘Cobalt Blue’ The harsh edges and dryness of the songs sound so suited to coming off vinyl. The atmospherics backing the brief guitar solo come across more than before whilst the songs ‘Min Epic’ structure really hits home, how they’ve packed so much into a compact punchy opener.
   ‘Deadman’s Hand’ There are definite reminisces of ’Hologram Of Baal’s sound – busy, compact and a bit of edge. Tim’s work-rate binds in a web of guitar sounds and atmospherics.

‘Pangaea’ Like ‘Louisiana’ from ‘Baal’, it’s one of those songs so finely crafted that the opening notes of the vocal melody immediately draw you in. The combination of acoustic guitar solo and violin sounds like something that could be from any era, the imagination of ‘M.A.T.S’ with the production of ‘Baal’ perhaps.

‘Anchorage’ The first of my personal favourites, again it feels strong from the start. You climb with it as it gathers up increasing atmosphere and intensity punctuated with explosive dynamic peaks. The backing vocals come across particularly prominently whilst some of the intricate guitar parts seem punchier.

‘Happenstance’ Comes across as mesmerising and warm, drawing you in. The textures such as acoustic guitar under the gliding solo sound particularly well separated here whilst the third guitar which jangles over the top with clarity gives it further dimension.
‘Sunken Sun’ reset the ‘Gorgeous, sublime, Glorious-ometer’ and watch it go! The orchestral vocal actually blends even more successfully here than on a brighter cleaner sounding CD. My vinyl crackled just as the guitar solo came in but somehow only adds to the atmosphere.
‘LLC’ The first additional track – Peter’s lead vocal song from the ‘Pangaea’ EP has a hard act to follow. Balance wise it has a contrasting up-lifting tempo, its simplicity and straight forwardness which is its strength – bringing a charm and uncomplicated feel good breeze to it is the only perceivable reason for omitting it from the chosen ten on the CD. When it’s as enjoyable as this, too straight forward is not a negative thing. One of those tracks that if it wasn’t a b-side it would have to be a single.

‘Operetta’ On side 2 of 4, seems way too early in the track listing for what is a warmly rousing, reflective moment more suited to closing an album. It closes a side, a record in fact, at least, so that sound of the stylus followed by silence (or neighbours fists on the wall) can be experienced with it. The trumpet comes in and things solidify with great warmth – this curiously styled song with strong references in 70’s pop / light rock is wholly suited to the vinyl.

The claustrophobic ‘On Angel Street’ has the empty spaces where any crackle will stand out. Strums of acoustic guitar come out at you with enhanced clarity to the rest of the components.
‘Lunar’ continues the down tempo opening to side three, initially at least, on the multi parted coming together of sections of broadly contrasting styles.

‘Insanity’ the second additional track, again from the ‘Pangaea’ EP, features Marty’s lead vocals. As with LLC it’s tightly structured flow may make it seem comparatively un-adventurous against the more ambitious album tracks (particularly when following ‘Lunar’) but again its direct style has an accomplished sheen to it. Production wise like ‘L.L.C’  it benefits from being from the same Jorden Brebach / Orange Room mixes as several of the preceding tracks aiding cohesion into the album track flow.
‘Space Saviour’ Closing side 3 is kind of appropriate – in the live environment this has a show stopping end of set role which it performs here in effect, with ‘So Love May Find Us’ being its generous, can’t be topped, encore.

     Maybe in many years time someone will come across a vinyl copy in a record shop, be fascinated by the artwork and song titles, carry it home in a brown paper bag (that’s not a porn / embarrassment association just a nostalgia thing) and put it on in a state of wonder and curiosity. When they come to put on side four, they will experience the greatest of sensations – the joy of discovery as it infolds into unpredictable directions. The inclusion of ‘So Love May Find Us’ as an album track whether you see it as the genuine closer, surprise encore, the main course after a dozen exquisite entree’s or over generous bonus experimental piece – yet not in an environment where it would occupy 30% of the running time had it been on a 65 minute CD – is inspired, welcome and successfully accommodated. I once suggested to Marty that ‘Cantilever’ could not have sat on ‘Forget Yourself’ as it would make the track flow lop-sided due to its length (quickly disproved by its inclusion on ‘Beside Yourself’). He replied by explaining how material of distinctive length isn’t considered or treated differently by the band – it could have gone onto that album, it just didn’t and as with the unpredictable latter day attitude, the randomness, a formula of being non formulaic if you like, anything can happen and yes, here in 2009 The Church close a double album with a glorious 20 minute epic full of great playing, twists and turns, atmosphere and surprises. And we love them for that; it makes everything all the more interesting to follow, collect, to be surprised by.

         As it peaks with Tim’s explosive drumming, weaving violin and rolling piano it is impressively melodic and dynamic. The sublime guitar part right at the end is supported by cascading piano, the inclusion of which had not come over so much on CD. So expressive, creative, imaginative, enhanced by Tim’s mix which allows the cocktail of violin, soaring electric guitar, warm piano and simmer and explode drums their own place in which their distinctive characteristics can excel, affording each time and space to come to the fore. 
It ends on an absolute high and although there’s no hint of being the last album at the moment, if it was it ties things up majestically. Of the previously listed descriptions, thankfully the idea of it being part of the big double album and not just one of three tagged on bonuses is the justifiable (and favourable) conclusion. If that is the case and you add its merits to those of the initial 10 tracks you have to ask, has there been a better album than this?
