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Marc Bolan 20th Century Superstar: The
Glam Rock Icon Who Defined an Era

The Glam Rock Revolution: T. Rex Takes
Over the World

In the pantheon of rock and roll legends, few figures shine as brightly or as
enigmatically as Marc Bolan. To describe him simply as a musician would be
to overlook the profound cultural impact he had on the 1970s and beyond.
He was a poet, a showman, a guitarist with a unique, instantly recognizable
sound, and a style icon whose feather boas, glitter, and platform boots
became the uniform of a generation. When we speak of the Marc Bolan
20th Century Superstar, we are not just referencing a hit-maker; we are
acknowledging a transformative artist who reshaped the landscape of popular
music and fashion. His journey from a mod-influenced folkie in the
underground scene to the king of glam rock is a story of ambition, creativity,
and an unerring instinct for what the public wanted. This article delves deep
into the life, music, and enduring legacy of the man who gave the world T.
Rex and taught a generation how to fly.

The Early Years: From Mark Feld to
Marc Bolan

Born Mark Feld on September 30, 1947, in Hackney, East London, Bolan
was destined for something extraordinary. He was not a child of privilege,
but he had an immense imagination and a burning desire for fame. As a
teenager, he was swept up in the mod scene, wearing sharp suits and riding a
scooter, but his true calling was music. He started playing the guitar and
began performing in small clubs. His early attempts at a career included a
brief stint with a skiffle band and a failed recording contract as a solo artist
under the name "Toby Tyler."

It was in the mid-1960s that he reinvented himself as Marc Bolan, a name
that sounded more mystical and star-quality. He became part of the vibrant
underground scene in London, performing at the legendary UFO Club. His
music at this time was acoustic, whimsical, and heavily influenced by the
poet-singer troubadour style. He released a few solo singles and albums, such
as The Beginning of Doves, which showcased his lyrical prowess but did not
achieve commercial success. However, these early works were crucial in
developing his unique voice and his fascination with fantasy, mythology, and
the cosmic.

Enter Tyrannosaurus Rex: The Acoustic Beginning

In 1967, Bolan formed a duo called Tyrannosaurus Rex with percussionist
Steve Peregrin Took. This pairing was a perfect vessel for Bolan's intricate,
poetic lyrics and finger-picking guitar style. Their music was a mix of folk,
psychedelia, and whimsical storytelling about mythical creatures and ancient
lands. Albums like My People Were Fair and Had Sky in Their Hair... But
Now They're Content to Wear Stars on Their Brows and Prophets, Seers &
Sages, the Angels of the Ages were critical darlings within the hippie
counterculture. The duo built a dedicated cult following, often described as
"The Children of the King." Bolan was the charismatic leader, a tiny figure
with a big acoustic guitar and a mane of curly hair, spinning tales of wizards
and dragons.

Yet, Bolan was restless. The gentle, acoustic sound of Tyrannosaurus Rex
was not reaching the mass audience he craved. He had a vision: to rock. He
saw the future, and it was loud, electric, and glamorous. This led to a parting
of ways with Took, who preferred the acoustic path, and the arrival of a new
percussionist, Mickey Finn. The transformation of Tyrannosaurus Rex into
T. Rex was about to begin, and popular music would never be the same. This
period is essential to understanding the full scope of the Marc Bolan 20th
Century Superstar narrative, as it shows the calculated evolution of an artist
who knew exactly what the next step was.

The year 1970 was a watershed moment. Bolan shortened the band's name to
T. Rex, plugged in his guitar, and released the single "Ride a White Swan."
The song was a perfect hybrid of his whimsical lyrics ("Ride a white swan, to
the crescent moon") and a driving, distorted rock beat. It was an immediate
hit, reaching number 2 on the UK Singles Chart. The Marc Bolan 20th
Century Superstar had truly arrived.

This was the birth of glam rock. Bolan appeared on Top of the Pops wearing
a satin jacket, with glitter dusted under his eyes, and a guitar that looked like
a magical artifact. It was a revolutionary moment for British television. The
impact was instantaneous. Teenage girls screamed, boys wanted to be him,
and the music press was divided. Some dismissed it as novelty, while others
recognized a seismic cultural shift. Bolan had done what few could: he had
merged the raw energy of rock and roll with the theatricality of performance
art and the accessibility of pop.

The Unstoppable Run of Hits: ""Hot Love," "Get It On," and
Beyond

Following "Ride a White Swan," T. Rex released a string of singles that
became the soundtrack of the early 1970s. "Hot Love" (1971) was another
number one, a simple, chant-along anthem with Bolan's signature growl.
Then came the masterpiece: "Get It On" (known as "Bang a Gong (Get It
On)" in the United States). This song was a global phenomenon. Its chugging
guitar riff, Bolan's sensual and slightly bizarre lyrics ("You're dirty and sweet,
clad in black, don't look back"), and its irresistible groove made it a classic. It
reached number one in the UK and number ten on the Billboard Hot 100,
making T. Rex a worldwide act.

This period, often referred to as "T. Rexstacy," was marked by a frantic
pace. Bolan was writing, recording, and touring relentlessly. He released the
album Electric Warrior in 1971, which is considered a landmark of glam
rock. The album was a cohesive statement of his new sound—sleek, sexy,
and loud. Tracks like "Jeepster," "Life's a Gas," and "Monolith" showcased
his depth as a songwriter. He was not just a singles artist; he could craft a full
album of solid gold. The following year, The Slider was released, featuring
tracks like "Telegram Sam" and "Metal Guru," both number one singles. The
Marc Bolan 20th Century Superstar was at the absolute peak of his
powers, ruling the charts and the tabloids with equal authority.

The Look and the Legacy: Bolan as a
Style Icon

To understand the phenomenon of the Marc Bolan 20th Century
Superstar, one must examine his visual impact. Bolan was as much a model
as he was a musician. He raided vintage shops and collaborated with
designers to create a look that was androgynous, futuristic, and decadent. The
platform boots, the silk top hats, the feather boas, the satins and velvets, and
the heavy use of glitter and makeup were his trademarks. He looked like a
beautiful alien who had descended from a planet of pure rock and roll.

This visual style was a direct challenge to the masculine, denim-and-beards
aesthetic of the late 1960s. Bolan was unapologetically feminine, glamorous,
and sexualized. He blurred the lines of gender identity in a way that was
decades ahead of its time. David Bowie, who would become his friendly
rival, was watching closely. Bolan was the blueprint. He proved that a rock
star could be a pop star, a fashion icon, and a sex symbol all at once. He
inspired a generation of boys to wear makeup and girls to feel empowered by
their own sexuality. The fashion world still looks back at T. Rex as a pivotal
reference point for glamour and rebellion.
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The Band and the Sound: The Magic of the T. Rex Groove

While Bolan was the undisputed frontman, he was also a brilliant guitarist
and bandleader. His guitar playing was distinctive—a chunky, rhythmic style
that relied on simple but incredibly effective riffs. He often played a Gibson
Les Paul, and his sound was thick with overdrive but always melodic. He was
not a virtuoso in the Jimi Hendrix mold, but he was a master of the hook. His
solos were short, punchy, and memorable.

The core of the T. Rex sound, particularly on those classic hits, was the
rhythm section. Steve Currie's bass lines were deep and groovy, providing a
solid foundation, and Bill Legend's drumming was powerful yet simple,
driving the songs forward. Later, Bolan added backing vocalists, often
referred to as "The Cosmic Rockettes,” who added a layer of pop polish. The
result was a sound that was raw enough for rock fans but polished enough for
pop radio. Bolan had a genius for production, creating recordings that
sounded both live and perfectly crafted. The magic of the T. Rex catalog is
its immediate, visceral appeal. You hear the opening riff of "20th Century
Boy," and you have to move.

The Decline of the Superstar:
Challenges in the Mid-1970s

As the mid-1970s arrived, the tides of popular music began to shift. The rise
of other glam acts, most notably David Bowie, and the new wave of
American and British rock started to challenge T. Rex's dominance. Bolan's
subsequent albums, such as Zinc Alloy and the Hidden Riders of Tomorrow
and Bolan's Zip Gun, were less commercially successful. The record-buying
public's attention was turning toward punk and disco.

Bolan also faced personal struggles. His relationship with his wife June Child
ended, and he began a long-term relationship with soul singer Gloria Jones.
He struggled with weight gain and a loss of direction. The pressure of
sustaining the "20th Century Superstar" image was immense. He was no
longer the skinny, ethereal boy on the white swan. He was a man in his late
twenties trying to find his place in a changing musical landscape. Despite this,
he continued to make music, exploring new influences like soul, funk, and

R&B, which can be heard on Futuristic Dragon (1976), an album that is now
seen by many as an underrated gem.

The Comeback Trail: A Return to Form

By 1977, Bolan was determined to stage a comeback. He reinvented himself
again, trimming down, sporting a less ostentatious look, and writing songs
that were more straightforward and rock-oriented. He secured a new
television series called Marc, a pop show on Granada Television. The show
was a hit, showcasing new bands (he famously gave the Sex Pistols an early
television appearance) and featuring T. Rex performing their new, more
punk-influenced material. It felt like the second coming of the Marc Bolan
20th Century Superstar was underway.

He released a new single, "Dandy in the Underworld," and a corresponding
album of the same name, which received positive reviews for its energy and
return to form. He was once again relevant, connecting with a new generation
of fans. The television show was a platform for him to prove that he was still
a vital force in music. He was planning a tour of the United States and
seemed genuinely happy and focused. The future looked bright for the man
who had once ruled the world.

The Tragic End and the Immortal
Legacy

On the morning of September 16, 1977, just two days after his 30th birthday,
Marc Bolan was killed in a car accident. He was a passenger in a purple Mini
driven by Gloria Jones, which crashed into a tree on Barnes Common in
London. The news sent shockwaves around the world. The boy who had
ridden a white swan had been taken far too soon. His death marked a tragic
end to the glam rock era for many, a punctuation mark on a decade of glitter
and excess.

However, death did not silence him. It cemented his legend. In the wake of
his passing, a new wave of bands—from the punk acts he had championed to
the nascent post-punk and indie scenes—began to cite him as a major
influence. His music was rediscovered, reissued, and celebrated. The very
name T. Rex became synonymous with a carefree, magical, and rebellious
Spirit.



