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“If someone was to tell me 10 years ago that Alex Turner 
would eventually ditch his shy and recalcitrant personality, 
develop an Elvis-influenced gimmick, and appear dressed as 
a Chippendale’s employee in a music video for his baroque 
pop band, I would look at you as if you had just been fed 
LSD”. This YouTube comment pretty much sums up the 
discussion about the remarkable transformation that the 
Arctic Monkeys frontman has undergone during his twelve-
year-spanning career. He went from being an ostensibly 
shy 19-year-old singer and songwriter who was seemingly 
reluctant to accept his place in the limelight, to an outgoing 
showman, donning sleek appearances and entertaining his 
audiences with over-the-top performances. This change 
has not gone unnoticed by the media or by his fans. Some 
have chastised Turner for becoming something that he has 
actively mocked in the past or that does not seem to fit his 
character, while others are simply gob-smacked (Hiat, 2013; 
Peters, 2017). Looking away from Turner’s notable increased 
confidence and his ever-growing abilities, instead focusing 
on his artistic drive as a musician and a lyricist, one thing 
becomes undeniably clear: he was never going to stay the 
same. 

The early Arctic Monkeys
Born and raised in High Green, Sheffield, Alex Turner 
was exposed to a wide array of different music genres 
throughout his childhood; his mother, Peggy, for example, 
would turn up the volume whenever the songs of her 
favourite artists would be on the radio, ranging from the 
Beatles and the Beach Boys to Led Zeppelin and David 
Bowie; his father, David, on the other hand, was a member 
of a big band, playing the saxophone, trumpet and piano, 
and listening to jazz and swing music at home. Although this 
early influence would have a lasting impact during Turner’s 
career as an adult, it was during his adolescence that he 
started developing his own personal taste in music, which 

would become a staple for the Arctic Monkeys sound. 
When he went to secondary school, Turner bonded with his 
friends over rap music—Roots Manuva’s 2001 album Run 
Come Save Me in particular has often been cited as one of 
the biggest inspirations for Turner and his bandmates Matt 
Helders, Jamie Cook and Andy Nicholson. However, their 
band might never have come to life if it had not been for 
new guitar bands that broke the scene the same year, such 
as the Swedish band The Hives, Jack and Meg White’s The 
White Stripes and above all New York City-based band The 
Strokes. The popularity of these bands made Turner, Cook 
and Nicholson want to learn how to play the guitar— with 
Helders volunteering to play the drums (Absolute Radio, 
2011; Hilburn 2006). 

The newly formed Arctic Monkeys started rehearsing in 
2002 and began performing their first gigs in local bars 
and pubs in Sheffield in the summer of 2003. Turner had 
been pointed out as the band’s leading man, singer and 
songwriter. Although known as being quite reserved, both 
his band mate Jamie Cook and his former English teacher 
Simon Baker have later stated that they knew Turner had 
a profound fondness for poetry and a way with words 
(Rogers, 2010). The early themes of Turner’s song writing, 
as featured on the Arctic Monkeys demos recorded from 
2003 onwards, as well as their first album, revolved around 
acute observations from Turner’s day to day life (Lie Likes 
Music, 2018): When the Sun Goes Down, for example, deals 
with the stark contrast between the appearance of Sheffield 
at daytime and the dark prostitution trade he observed 
at night. Another song, Fake Tales of San Francisco, is about 
their early days performing in pubs and bars, getting no 
recognition from the audience, while other performers put 
on their ego, claiming to be from fabulous places like New 
York City.
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The Arctic Monkeys rocked their way into the mainstream 
music scene in October 2005 when the video for their 
first single aired. With a crackling voice, Turner started 
the performance by uttering the now famous statement: 
“We’re Arctic Monkeys, this is I Bet You Look Good on the 
Dancefloor. Don’t believe the hype.” What followed was a 
live performance in a studio for a small audience, filmed with 
television cameras from the 1980s to give the video an aged 
effect. The character of the video was a direct reference 
to the Strokes’ video for Last Nite, which was filmed in a 
similar fashion back in 2001. The band’s outfits—polo shirts, 
jeans and sneakers—also gave a sense of who their biggest 
inspirations were, as did their demure performance. It set 
the tone for people’s perception of the Arctic Monkeys for 
years to come. 

Turner’s onstage persona in particular has been placed 
under a magnifying glass by fans and the media ever since. 
In his first music video, Turner would keep close to the 
microphone, often looking down to his guitar, only letting 
himself go when playing his guitar solos, though even 
then there still seemed to be some restrictions in his 
movements. This has often been seen as shyness on his part. 
However, it seems more likely that the Monkeys’ image was 
much more thought through than that. A closer inspection 
reveals that their performances resemble those of the 
bands that inspired them back then. On top of that, the 
Arctic Monkeys was still relatively unknown when the video 
was recorded. They were still playing in small venues and 
they were selling their demos for free, as they felt it would 
have been arrogant to ask money for them. Turner and the 
other Monkeys wanted their down-to-earth demeanour to 
reflect in their performances (Lie Likes Music, 2018). 

The Arctic Monkeys’ first album, Whatever People Say I 
Am, That’s What I’m Not, released on January 20th 2006, 
remains the best-selling British debut album of all time. 
Their second album, Favourite Worst Nightmare, followed in 
rapid succession in early 2007. The new songs seemed very 
similar to those of the first album. However, some changes 
were detectable in both the lyrics and the sound of the 
new album. Turner had moved away from his hometown-
inspired song writing to more general themes like fame, 
love and heartbreak. On top of that, the music on Favourite 
Worst Nightmare was in fact much rougher, faster, louder 
and harder, exemplified by tracks like Brianstorm. Helder’s 
drumming on these kinds of tracks were inspired by 
the DJ’ing gigs that Cook had conducted in between 
performances and recording sessions. Other songs, like If 
You Were There, Beware, give off a hint of more melodic guitar 
inspirations by bands like The Smiths for Cook and Turner. 
There is also a profound interest for Italian composer Ennio 
Morricone. The final track on the album, 505, for example, 
opens with a tune that is very similar to that of a song on 
the soundtrack for The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, written 
by Morricone (Lie Likes Music, 2018).

Turner was presented 
in the media as shy and 

uncomfortable with fame.

When the recording of Favourite Worst Nightmare started, 
bass player Nicholson decided to leave the band, and was 
quickly replaced by Nick O’Malley, a childhood friend 
of the other members. Despite this change in personnel, 
the band’s appearance and style of performance remained 
much the same, with a few exceptions made during certain 
occasions: the band performed their new song Fluorescent 
Adolescent on The Jonathan Ross Show dressed up as clowns. 
The band’s getup was in direct line with the style of the 
music video for the song, in which a group of clowns get 
into a fight. The band repeated this kind of gimmick during 
the Brit Awards ceremonies in 2007 and 2008: there they 
appeared dressed as characters from The Wizard of Oz, the 
members of the Village People and in upper class hunting 
attire. These appearances should be seen as the band poking 
fun at the institutes that focus too much on turning these 
kinds of awards shows into a circus. It was the band’s way 
of saying that they were not interested in it. Instead, they 
conveyed that they were focused on making music and 
growing as artists. 

Nevertheless, Turner’s public appearances, speeches and 
interviews continued to generate an image of him as a quiet 
front man, who seemed somewhat uncomfortable with 
fame. In the years after the release of his first two records, 
though, he was very much progressing musically and by no 
means scared to try new things. Two friends and colleagues 
were of vital importance for Turner during this time to 
move forward and explore broader musical territories.   

Miles Kane & Josh Homme
From 2005 onwards, the Arctic Monkeys were supported 
on their tours by Merseyside native Miles Kane—first as 
the guitarist of the Little Flames, later as the frontman of 
The Rascals. Turner and Kane started playing together after 
performances and quickly became friends. Kane even got 
to play on some of the material for the Arctic Monkeys, 
providing guitar riffs on the closing tracks of Favourite Worst 
Nightmare. In April 2007, Turner and Kane started writing 
material for a collaborative project, which would become 
known as The Last Shadow Puppets. They released their 
first album, The Age of the Understatement on February 20th 
2008. 

Prior to writing together, Turner and Kane had listened to 
artists and composers from the 1960s, such as Scott Walker, 
David Axelrod, Ennio Morricone, David Bowie’s early work, 
and other material by progressive rock stars from the day 
(The Last Shadow Puppets interview with Zane Lowe, 2016). 
Together they created a sound that was an accumulation of 
these inspirations. For both it was a style that was unlike 
anything they had played before: a combination of classical 
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and rock music, with Turner and Kane playing the guitar and 
their producer James Ford providing percussion, supported 
by an entire classical orchestra. To complement their new 
musical style, the duo donned recognizable 60s haircuts and 
outfits for their tours and music videos, radiating the early 
fashion of The Beatles. Thus, like with the Arctic Monkeys, 
Turner’s appearance was yet again very much in tune 
with his inspiration. His sober performances, which were 
mirrored by Kane, however, were the same as during his 
days with the Arctic Monkeys.   

During the summer of 2008, Turner started writing new 
material for the Arctic Monkeys. The band sent some of 
these new songs to American producer Josh Homme—who 
is also known as the guitarist and singer for the Queens of 
the Stone Age and as the drummer for the Eagles of Death 
Metal. He told the Arctic Monkeys to “come to the desert”, 
meaning the Rancho De La Luna recording studio in Joshua 
Tree, California. There, with Homme as their producer, the 
Arctic Monkeys began recording their third album, which 
turned out to be a significant turning point in the band’s 
repertoire (Lie Likes Music, 2018).    

Humbug was released on August 19th 2009. On this album, 
the band went outside of their comfort zone and created 
a sound with which they completely defied expectations. 
Instead of fashioning their songs to the lyrical themes and 
to the kind of music they had become known for, the band 
had moved even further away from their original sound 
than they had on Favourite Worst Nightmare. Their inspiration 
was drawn from an unprecedented scale of various artists, 
with Homme introducing them to musicians ranging from 

Jimi Hendrix to Cream, Creedence Clearwater Revival, Jake 
Thackray, John Cale, Nick Cave and Roky Erickson. The band 
also used instruments that they had never used before, such 
as baritones and slide guitars, xylophones, glockenspiels, 
shakers, new percussion instruments and a variety of 
keyboards. Turner’s song writing abilities had notably grown 
too. He was eloquent as ever, but his lyrics addressed more 
personal stories through stronger allegories (Fluorescent 
Teddy, 2016; Lie Likes Music, 2018). 

The first music video accompanying the album was for the 
song Crying Lightning. Not only did the style of the video 
make it clear that the band was entering new territory, 
the appearance of (most of) the band members had very 
obviously seen some transformation too. Turner, Cook and 
O’Malley had grown their hair and had swapped their polo 
shirts for blazers and turtlenecks, which were alternated 
on stage by crisp blouses and tight leather jackets. Thereby 
they further signalled that they had moved beyond their 
early days as musicians. Although the videos for Humbug 
were different in nature compared to previous ones, 
Turner’s personality still came across as demure. This was 
exemplified particularly in the video for his praised song 
Cornerstone, in which Turner performs the song solo in a red 
turtleneck in front of a bare white wall. 

Although the band had already decided that they would 
not produce the same kind of material after their first 
album, Turner’s collaboration with Kane and his subsequent 
work with Homme widened his and the Monkeys’ horizon 
tremendously. Especially after Humbug, they could basically 
take any new musical direction they liked. But, admittedly, 
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whilst the band’s sound was 
changing quickly, Turner’s 
showmanship lagged behind 
a little. Not for much longer, 
though, or so it would seem.     

America and the second 
Puppets album
When the Arctic Monkeys 
started promotion for 
their fourth album Suck 
It and See in 2011, Turner 
gradually adapted a retro 
American rock star updo, 
dressing himself in leather 
biker jackets, bowling shirts 

and Ray Ban sunglasses, while combing his hair in a greased 
elephant trunk rockabilly quiff. He was clearly channelling 
the same style as the new American country influences that 
were at the base of the new record—such as Johnny Cash, 
George Jones and Patsy Cline. However, even though the 
album was deemed more accessible than its predecessor, 
Turner’s transformation was the most drastic one his fans 
had seen so far. His live performances changed just as 
much— or maybe even more: he started dancing on stage, 
loosening up when playing his guitar solos, even getting to 
his knees at times or strutting around and flirting openly 
with his female fans. The musical exploration on Humbug 
had already alienated some diehard Arctic Monkeys fans. 
Now, the new Alex Turner raised even more questions: why 
was he trying so hard to be cool all of a sudden (Hiatt, 2013; 
Peters, 2017)? 

Some journalists started whispering that Turner’s evolution 
was due to the band having to convince their new American 
audiences. Because, aside from tapping into increasingly 
more American influences, Turner and his band also wanted 
to break through into the contemporary American music 
market. By 2012, the Arctic Monkeys had even based 
themselves in Los Angeles, California and started touring 
the U.S. as a supporting act for the Black Keys. However, 
looking at Turner’s new getup at the time, it should have 
been fairly obvious to outsiders that he and his band were 
actively exploring a new and extensive musical territory 
behind—just like they had done during the recording 
of Humbug, when the new longer hairdos of most of the 
members of the band symbolized an artistic transformation 
as well (Absolute Radio, 2011; Goodwyn, 2012; Lies Like 
Music, 2018). 

The first new single that the Arctic Monkeys released 
during their tour with the Black Keys, R U Mine?, confirmed 
this. They were drawing inspiration from an even wider 
array of genres than ever before, such as psychedelic, blues, 
desert and hard rock, heavy metal, R&B, soul, and hip hop 
and artists like Outkast, Aaliyah, Black Sabbath and David 
Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust-era. They created a new album, to 
which they wanted people to be able to dance to, or to 
blast from their speakers like a Dr. Dre record. Therefore, 
the new album was recorded mainly with bass guitar and 
drums laid down first to put emphasis on groove. With it, 
they created a true conceptual studio album, with a sexier 
rock and roll sound. Turner’s image once again fit exactly 
with his musical inspiration and the new musical direction 
he was taking with his band (Hiatt, 2013; Lie Likes Music, 
2018; Stevens, 2013). The new album, AM, was released on 
September 9th 2013. Not only was it the Arctic Monkey’s 
fifth consecutive number one record in the United Kingdom, 
they also conquered the American market. 

Turner started dancing on 
stage and flirting with his 

female fans. Was he trying to 
be cool?

 
After their tour for AM ended in late 2014, the Arctic 
Monkeys went on indefinite hiatus. After having released 
five albums and three EPs within seven years and being on 
tour for months on end, Turner was suffering from writer’s 
block and did not know which direction he wanted to take 
the band into (Perry, 2018). In the meantime, though, he 
turned to other projects. First, he was contacted to assist 
Alexandra Savior in writing songs for her debut album 
Belladonna Sadness. Turner accompanied his new protégé on 
her tour in 2016, during which he again showcased some 
of his newly acquired showmanship antics (Wilkinson, 
2016). He also started writing songs again with his friend 
Miles Kane. After eight years of silence, they produced new 
material for their band. As The Last Shadow Puppets they 
released their second album, Everything That You’ve Come to 
Expect, on April 1st 2016.  

The album was more experimental than the first one, as 
the duo had decided to entirely step away from the artists 
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that had inspired the sound on their first record. Their new 
sources of inspiration instead consisted of a much wider 
array of international artists from different era’s, ranging 
from Isaac Hayes, Leonard Cohen and Todd Rundgren to 
the Style Council, Jacques Dutronc and Serge Gainsbourg 
(The Last Shadow Puppets interview with Zane Lowe, 
2016). Like before, Turner’s song writing was praised for his 
particular use of language and melody. However, most likely 
because he was still working with Savior at the time, his 
lyrics on the new Puppets album were much more romantic 
and straightforward than his previous work. Some of the 
new songs became very open love letters to his then-
girlfriend Taylor Bagley. Although Turner had previously 
written about the ups and downs of his relationships 
(with Alexa Chung and Arielle Vandenberg, e.g.) and had 
even written Fluorescent Adolescent together with a former 
partner (Johanna Bennett), these new songs were much 
less abstract than before. Sweet Dreams, TN for example, is 
a direct declaration of love to Bagley, whose appearance 
(“You’re the first day of spring/with a septum piercing”) and 
origin (“Little Miss Sweet Dreams, Tennessee”) are clearly 
referenced.  

The pair also donned new outfits. They switched between 
resort-style clothing, such as brightly coloured fitted polo 
shirts, marine style shirts and high waist tapered or flared 
trousers, with which they resembled their French examples. 
They alternated these with pastel suits or more rocker-
like skinny jeans, wife beaters and satin morning jackets. 
Eventually, they even adopted a sleezy, Italian mafia-like 
style, with coloured oversized suits and blouses with animal 
prints. The unprecedented turn that Turner had made in his 
stage performance reached its height during his tour with 
Kane: he would dance on stage, waving his arms in the air 
and swinging his hips. When recording of these live events 
occurred, he would look straight into the camera, pulling 
weird faces or wooing his prospected viewers. He would 
also run around the stage, with a microphone or a beer in 
one of his hands, crawling or rolling around the floor, even 
mimicking bike riding movements. What was also noticeable 
was that he and Kane showed much more overt affection 
for one another on stage than they had done before: 
they frequently hugged and embraced each other during 
performances or they stood eye to eye whilst playing the 
guitar. 

Return of the Arctic Monkeys
After the second Puppets album, Turner wanted to stay 
away from love songs for a while. When he had watched 
Federico Fellini’s movie 8 ½ in 2016, he became inspired 
by its depiction of writer’s block, childhood memories and 

the science fiction genre. It encouraged him to start writing 
music for the Arctic Monkeys again. The new direction he 
was taking immediately seemed miles off from AM, though. 
His bandmates were not interested in producing a record 
that sounded similar to the last one either, but guitarist 
Jamie Cook stated that he was completely taken aback 
when Turner showed him his first demos in early 2017— 
so much so, that Cook even suggested Turner should turn 
the material into a solo album. With Turner not wanting to 
pursue a project on his own, Cook and O’Malley started 
writing guitar and bass parts for his demos. Recording 
began in September of that year (Havens, 2018; Perry, 2018). 

On May 11 2018 the Arctic Monkeys released their first 
album in five years: Tranquility Base Hotel & Casino. Like its 
predecessors Humbug and AM, the new album completely 
subverted the audience’s expectations and again notably 
polarized listeners and early fans. The album is another 
concept album, but a tremendous departure from AM, 
which was riff-driven, more commercial and easier to 
listen to. Turner composed songs on the piano instead of 
the guitar and the rest of the band made a shift too, from 
leaning on electric and acoustic guitars to synthesizers and 
keyboards, reminiscent of space age pop. They incorporated 
new influences from jazz, soul, progressive rock and funk, 
as well as the French pop and 1960s film soundtracks that 
Turner had already explored with Miles Kane for The Last 
Shadow Puppets. He also did away with the traditional 
song structures and lengths, adding unconventional chord 
progressions in the mix. The result is an album that is about 
a luxury hotel in Tranquility Base, the site of the moon 
landing in 1969. Turner sings in multiple tones to embody 
different narrators, who are either unable to string their 
lines together or try to explore entertainment’s role in 
periods of social change, using “hyperrealist satire” and 
“interstellar escapism.” The music on the sixth album has 
already been compared by reviewers to the works of David 
Bowie, Serge Gainsbourg, Leonard Cohen, Nick Cave, Jarvis 
Cocker, Richard Hawley and the Beastie Boys. Turner has 
acknowledged that the albums of at least some of these 
artists were indeed inspirations of his during the writing 
process (Havens, 2018; Perry, 2018).  

The band performed their first single Four Out of Five on The 
Tonight Show starring Jimmy Fallon days before the release of 
the new album. Turner had quite clearly elaborated further 
on the sleezy Italian image he had put together with Kane: 
he had grown his greasy Puppets hairdo even longer, sported 
a beard and he wore pink sunglasses and a wide, brown-
coloured suit. On stage, he had taken his place behind a 

Alex Turner’s astounding productivity is not only evident in his work for the Arctic 
Monkeys, with whom he had recorded five albums and three EPs between 2005 
and 2013, but also by the many collaborations he undertook when the band was 
on a break. Since 2007, Turner has worked together with Richard Ayoade, T Bone 
Burnett, Elvis Costello, Richard Hawley, Dev Hynes, Miles Kane, Queens of the 
Stone Age, Dizzee Rascal, Reverend and the Makers and Alexandra Savior.
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keyboard, instead of standing upright with a guitar. Though 
in this new position his movements were limited, his facial 
expressions were more excessive and he still moved to the 
beat of the song. After uttering the last lyrics of the song, 
he even stood up from behind the keyboard, extending his 
arms to rising applause from the audience.  

Apparently Turner created such a solid image and sound 
for himself and his band during the first years of the Arctic 
Monkeys, that it has been difficult for early fans to let go 
of their expectations ever since. It has become almost 
impossible for Turner and his band to not alienate listeners, 
even though they already signaled between 2005 and 2009 
that they wanted to continue to grow and transform as 
artists. It certainly must have been clear since the release 
of Humbug, that they can really go any way they want on 
a successive album. And we definitely can no longer deny 
since AM and Tranquility Base that those leaps in between 
can be really huge— and not only musically, but also image-
wise. Perhaps some people are still not able to keep up. 
Nonetheless, Turner’s talent, willingness to learn and 
transformative abilities, have made him one of the most 
fascinating and defining artists of the last decade. Whatever 
way you look at it, it will be interesting to see what he is 
going to do next. Let’s just hope we will not have to wait 
too long to find out.
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