
In 2008 Empire 
of the Sun 
stormed the
globe’s charts. 
But inter-band 
turmoil almost 
left the group 
in ruins 
BY JAMES
JENNINGS
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O n the phone from 
Los Angeles, Empire 
of the Sun co-found-
er Nick Littlemore is 
having a day decided-
ly lacking in glamour. 
“I just moved here from 

New York, I’ve been unpacking boxes all 
day,” he reveals wearily. “It’s not great, but 
it’s good when you unpack your boxes and 
your stuff  is still intact.” 

It’s a fi tting metaphor for the band he 
shares with Steele: the pair have had to 
unload some thorny personal issues and 
set everything up again from scratch, 
forced to examine if their Empire is still 
intact after 35-year-old former Sydney-
sider Littlemore famously disappeared in 
early 2009 – Steele was unable to contact 
him for over fi ve months and was forced 
to tour solo later that year. Littlemore’s 
group PNAU had found an unlikely fan in 
Sir Elton John in late 2007, with the su-

been glib – he once off ered the excuse that 
he went swimming with his phone in his 
pocket, its breakage rendering him un-
reachable – but today his measured rea-
soning seems to come from a more genu-
ine place. “It was such a surprise that [the 
album] got the response that it did so early 
on. At the time it was a little too much for 
me and I wanted to keep working rather 
than go on the road.” 

His tone turns philosophical; the im-
plication that the split was necessary for 
the band’s growth. “We took our separate 
journeys, and then they came full circle 
and [Luke and I] ended up running into 
each other in New York City four years 
later. It became obvious that it was time 
to make another record. And we knew 
that would be a process in itself of coming 
together, but it’s something we had to do. 
It was as fi ery and as explosive as you can 
get, but the creativity that we share and 
champion in each other is unparalleled.”

The sting of hurt is still palpable in 
Steele’s voice when recollecting how the 
abandonment aff ected him. “It was real 
tough,” he begins slowly, his casual air 
turning def lated. “I remember one day 
just drinking heaps of wine and leaving 
the family house and storming off  and get-
ting a couple of blocks away and just cry-
ing . . .  it was heartbreaking.” He pauses. 
“But then it’s also a business – if someone 
is going to pay me a million dollars for 
fi ve shows, then let’s play the game. If you 
don’t want to [be a part of it], fi ne.” 

When asked why he thinks Littlemore 
disappeared in such dramatic fashion, 
Steele grasps for the right words. “I think 
it’s, you know . . . he loves the studio and 
was probably afraid of . . . I don’t know.” 
He sighs. “My father’s a musician who’s 
been playing for 50 years and he’d say to 
me, ‘You’ve gotta keep the show on the 
road.’ There’s time for having a cry, but 
we’ve done a record, I’m signed to one of 

the biggest labels in the world, I’m gonna 
do my part and play these songs to the 
world. That’s the long and short of it.”

S teele and littlemore 
have been on-and-off cre-
ative sparring partners 
since their initial meeting 
at a Sydney bar in 2000, the 
pair having had a hand in 
each other’s then-projects 

(The Sleepy Jackson and PNAU, respec-

silver ring, a shock of spiked, bleached 
blond hair and TV-screen-sized black sun-
glasses. Emperor Steele has most defi nite-
ly entered the building. 

Sporting a healthy Californian tan – the 
33-year-old now calls Santa Monica home 
– Steele looks more Bono than bonza, yet 
exchanges greetings in an affable, laid-
back Aussie drawl. Despite the chilled-
out demeanour, he has spent the past two 
weeks of his Australian visit hard at work 
with another Aussie pop maverick. “Me 
and Daniel Johns are back working on our 
record,” he announces with a smile. “It’s 
been 10 years since we began recording; 
it’s started to become a bit of a joke – mak-
ing all this music we never release. I think 
now we’re just gonna start doing sessions 
around the world in hotel rooms, take an 
engineer, which is what Kanye did.”

There are very few musicians in the 
world who have the means to do “what 
Kanye did”, but the breakaway success of 
Empire of the Sun’s million-plus selling 
2008 debut, Walking on a Dream, and a 
string of huge international shows has put 
Steele into the upper echelon of pop star-
dom – a place where mixing with music 
icons becomes commonplace. “I was in 
Manhattan near Times Square and this 
SUV pulls up and the window rolls down,” 
he reveals. “I was with my wife, my moth-
er-in-law and my daughter, and I look over 
and I’m like: ‘That’s Jay-Z’. Then he looks 
over at me and says [points fi nger cool-
ly; snaps it], ‘Steele’. I walked over and we 
had a chat and there was this double deck-
er bus there with people taking photos.” 
Clearly a man in an Empire state of mind, 
Jay-Z had Steele guest on his album The 
Blueprint 3 and handpicked Empire of the 
Sun to appear at his upcoming Made In 
America Festival. Not bad for a kid from 
the Perth suburbs.

perstar becoming a mentor, signing the 
group to his management fi rm and hav-
ing a hand in Littlemore landing a gig in 
Montreal in late ’09 as the composer and 
musical director for the Cirque du Soleil 
arena show Zarkana. The show debuted 
in New York City in June 2011, closely fol-
lowed by two PNAU projects: 2011’s Soft 
Universe and 2012’s PNAU vs Elton John 
remix album, Good Morning to the Night. 

Littlemore’s explanations in the past 
concerning his vanishing act have largely 

N
estled defiantly in the heart of 
the Sydney suburb of Surry Hills – a neon 
beacon of cool for fashionistas and ironi-
cally mustachioed hipsters everywhere – 
is the Dolphin Hotel, a pub with a rep as a 
decent place to go to watch the rugby on a 
Saturday night. Rolling Stone is await-
ing the arrival of Luke Steele from elec-
tro-pop world-beaters Empire of the Sun, 
a man who hasn’t been seen in public for 
several years wearing anything less than 

an ornate headdress, elaborate face paint and the kind of pushing-the-bound-
aries-of-taste costumes that would make Lady Gaga blush. So the burning ques-
tion is: what is Luke Steele’s version of dressing down and going to the local 
boozer incognito? • The answer comes when a dark fi gure breezes in wearing 
the rock star equivalent of joggers and jeans: head-to-toe black leather, chunky
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This is sub-editor James Jennings’ 
fi rst feature for Rolling Stone Australia.

EMPIRE OF THE SUN

“I remember drinking heaps one 
  day and just crying,” says Steele. 
“It was heartbreaking.”  
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tively). When they fi nally hunkered down 
to record their full-length collaboration in 
2007, the project came together with sur-
prising ease. “I’d be making the album and 
the door would open and the creak would 
make the right chord for the next section,” 
Steele grins. “I’d make jokes about tripping 
on a guitar and landing on a synthesiser 
and it making the perfect chord I needed. 
We’d just cough out choruses. We had this 
thing where we’d go eat at a nice restau-
rant, talk about music then go home and 
write a hit song. We wrote “Walking on 
a Dream” in 20 minutes. Everything you 
could possibly want went right.” Little-
more also looks back on the period fondly: 
“We were brimming with so many ideas. It 
bloomed more than we could’ve imagined. 
We dreamt it and it became true.”

Steele smiles bashfully when asked 
what kind of lifestyle the group’s success 
has aff orded him. “I don’t want to sound 
like a wanker, hey,” he explains, before 
begrudgingly relenting. “I’ve got a place 
in Australia, New Zealand, Los Ange-
les. L.A. is the kinda place you can go to 
and meet anyone you want at the drop of 

a hat. If you wanna meet this actor, you 
just go meet them. Or you’ll get a call: ‘Do 
you wanna go to Burbank and work with 
Pharrell [Williams]?’ It’s cool.” For Steele, 
though, the true reward is the global reach 
his music has fi nally achieved. “It’s amaz-
ing hearing your sounds all over the world. 
That’s kind of what I’ve always wanted – 
to have a song that reaches the masses. I 
don’t want to just be heard on some local 
radio station, y’know?”

Littlemore has his own ideas about 
why their music has connected on such a 
huge scale. “If I had to single it down to 
one thing I would say it’s Luke’s voice – it 
just strips me away entirely to pure emo-
tion.” If there was a period of ill-will be-
tween he and Steele, today Littlemore’s ef-
fusive praise does a fi ne job of papering 
over the cracks. “I’ve been lucky enough to 
work with someone who has this incredibly 
beautiful gift,” he says. “If nothing else I try 
and frame that so it has the space to exist.”

Recorded in a host of international stu-
dios since mid-2011, new album Ice on the 
Dune is the product of a diffi  cult two-year 
gestation period. “This record, it just felt 

like our heartbeats weren’t in sync,” Steele 
psychoanalyses. “We recorded for a cou-
ple of days, and it was great, but by the 
third day I felt like I’d been this wild tiger 
ravaging birds and deer off  the lake and 
someone had put me inside a cardboard 
box and said, ‘Use your imagination for 
your next meal.’ Finally it got to the point 
where our hearts were beating in time. It 
was only in the last month of recording, 
after all the break-ups and quarrels and 
experiments and touring that it started to 
lock into time. We were really testing each 
other out, but we got there.” 

Littlemore concurs: “It takes a lot of 
emotional energy to get to that place of 
safety where you can just express ideas in 
a creative bubble. It took a while for us to 
get back in the zone.”

Although he plans to continue to skip 
touring, Littlemore sees a bright future for 
the duo’s reborn Empire. “Sky’s the limit. 
I really believe that. Especially now we’re 
living in the same city – we can sit down, 
write a lot of music and deliver to the fans 
what they deserve.” He’s also confi dent the 
pair are now precisely where they need to 
be to move forward. “Relationships have to 
go through these things sometimes . . . it’s 
a cliché, but what doesn’t kill you makes 
you stronger. And I think the place we’re 
in now, it’s the right place.” 

Judging by his wry smile, Steele seems 
slightly less sure he and Littlemore are 
back in sync. “I think so,” he off ers. “It took 
a long time, to be honest, because you’re 
just not really sure what . . . ” He trails off . 
“I think for the fi rst year there was that 
sense that he [Littlemore] felt disappoint-
ed he missed out on that whole part [tour-
ing], and I was disappointed too. But it’s 
not really about us, it’s about the music,” 
he concedes. “And Nick’s always said we’re 
better than the sum of our parts.” 

Steele squints as the afternoon sun hits 
his eyes, his thoughts crystallising. “All of 
this heartbreak and all we’ve gone through 
makes us focus on the reason we started 
the band – to encourage imagination,” he 
states, with a fl ash of the determination 
that likely spurred him on when the chips 
were down. “All of the trials and tribula-
tions were like a big test from God to say, 
‘Can you handle it?’ And we nearly didn’t.” 
He fl ashes a knowing smile. “But it feels 
like we’re ready for it now. Time to make 
the world feel alive.”

FUTURE 
OF THE 
EMPIRE

Luke Steele and Nick 
Littlemore’s ambitious 

plans for 2013 
and beyond . . . 

ALBUM THREE
“We’re starting some things for 
Empire, some inklings for the next 
record,” reveals Littlemore. “We’ve 
got such momentum from fi nishing 
the album and we didn’t want to 
do what happened last time [with 
the gap between albums]. We 
just want to keep going and keep 
exploring into the next record.”

EOTS: THE MOVIE
“We started the band writing a 
fi lm, and that’s how everything 
developed,” says Steele. “So we’re 
working with some screenwriters 
from J.J. Abrams’ company Bad 
Robot. I sort of came up with the 
main story and they fl eshed it out, 
so by the third record we want to 
make this fi lm. That’s the big goal.”

EOTS: THE 
STAGE SHOW
“We’ve talked about a permanent 
show, something like a Cirque du 
Soleil kinda show in Las Vegas at 
some point,” says Littlemore, one-
time Cirque employee. “But that’s 
further down the track – we wanna 
make a lot of great music fi rst then 
get to that stuff  further along.”
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Dream Brothers
 (1) Steele on stage in 
San Francisco, October 
15, 2011. (2) Littlemore 
at the Las Vegas 
premiere of Cirque du 
Soleil’s Zarkana, 
November 9, 2012.
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