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One


Movement


After the freezing winter of 1981, with its hard frosts and clear icy twilights of intense stillness, and quiet skinny boys hunched in old raincoats, always having to walk, listening to New Order, reading John Wyndham and J.G. Ballard, and pale art school girls in the thrall of Schiele, Erté and David Sylvian, there occurred in the pop-style zeitgeist a role-playing fantasy. This took the following form and proved a sharp contrast:


A received idea of London’s West End during the mid-twentieth century, mixing a concentrate of Bebop to Beat Boom modes from the late 1940s to the early 1960s and making a dressing-up box of their glamour: zoot suits, pinstripes and keychains, Alma Cogan, spivs, Julie London, Old Compton Street, Expresso Bongo and The Talk of the Town; a streetwise fast-talking cool proletarian notion of Jewish tailors, Bakelite, Beat Girl, pomade, strippers, Demob and Demop, coffee bars, beehives, impresarios, modern jazz, taffeta, nightclubs, Stephen Ward, rockabilly, stout, diamanté and upright bass … this fantasy building in exuberance, over two or three years, to embrace samba, salsa, disco, tinsel, cocktail bar palm trees – tans and tennis shorts, good times party carnival showbiz: the sound of a bright new Britain.


Occurring alongside this period costume drama of pre-Swinging London, pre-Beatle pop, meanwhile, to pursue an independent but occasionally overlapping course, was a cult of the abject, industrial, occult, transgressive, clever, days in a tower block east of Old Street, nights in Heaven or The Final Academy counter-fantasy – which seemed the Shadow-side, confrontational, smug, oppressive, malefic, highly wrought of all that jazz samba good-times showbiz shit …


The Shadow-side knelt at the altar of Burroughs, Debord, Pasolini and Bataille; the Samba-side rather to Bernard Delfont.


In Kensington High Street, Soho, Covent Garden: dressing up in wilder and evermore extreme costumes, racing to outrun imitation. ‘As my appearance progressed from the effeminate to the bizarre …’ – so Quentin Crisp had recounted, of his own youthful progress through London in the 1930s; and now, in dark rooms and basements, as shabby and basic as any rural church hall disco – here are young people dressed in knee breeches, white stockings and black pumps; collarless shirts of storm cloud grey, cheekbone triangles of cerise blusher, belted radiation suits, ruffs, robes and flounces and weird smocks and space quiffs, turbans, sashes, vertical hair, greased hair, sharp-creased US Air Force trousers; faces powdered white, plum-black lipstick, batwing swoops of silver-mauve eyeshadow, fading towards the temples …


Lord Byron merged with Kraftwerk merged with Momma Don’t Allow; Cabaret, Roxy, Siouxsie, Bowie; dressing up for the elektro­disco modern(e); honing a fantasy of style exclusivity and high individualism in tatty West End clubs and cellars full of noise.


A few years earlier – 1976 and all that – punk (harsher, sparser, thinner, poorer, brittle in its newness) had proposed to a small group of sympathetic souls the notion of modernity itself reaching critical mass: imagine the pavement cracking, the mean corrugated iron fence falling back over the damp-blackened concrete, the white goods and deodorants and fluorescent lighting tubes and flyovers and subways and supermarkets and frozen food becoming the ancient history of a science fiction present, occupied by orphan adolescents, warming their hands by the flames of a burning television … And, of course, that was a fantasy too. Or mostly.


But somewhere in all of these fantasies, fast and hard on one another’s heels, becoming a blur – punk and post-punk, industrialism, electro-futurism and new wave postmodern pop – lived and felt for real, nonetheless, by types of a certain disposition, between the late 1970s and the middle years of the 1980s, there seemed to be a configuration of existential truths, from which some members of a generation were taking their bearings.


Tottenham Court Road


Above the teeming crossroads in the shadow of Centre Point, the lowering sky presses down on the vast and chaotic pattern of streets below, squeezing the last of the daylight away, summoning night.


It is now late November 1982 – a Saturday afternoon, dark and raw. But at this end of Oxford Street – the shabby end – the busy shops are ablaze with light: window displays, interiors and entrances, each asserting a world – all new and white, yet already worn-down thoroughfares, makeshift, scuffed and flimsy. Gloss-black mannequins, gunmetal cassette players, dancewear and album sleeves, cosmetics and electronics, books and shoes; then the blank façade of a bank and the dank yeasty smell of a pub … And the steady crowds and the ceaseless shuddering lines of traffic: headlights and brake lights, the beginnings of a fine sleet blowing across the beam.


Once beyond the traffic lights beside the old Dominion Theatre and heading east, the squares and mansion blocks and offices and ageing shop fronts of Holborn and Bloomsbury, Gray’s Inn Road, Theobalds Road, Lamb’s Conduit Street – of legal, theosophical and libertarian London, of cranks and barristers – and on, down towards Clerkenwell and Farringdon, are quiet and deep in shadow; withdrawn somehow, as though into their own strange slumber, life stilled behind empty windows. The sodium orange of the streetlights seems to make their darkness darker, their obscurity more profound.


Here there are fewer people around – hardly any people at all. A neighbourhood restaurant on a corner, lights on but closed: three generations of the same family living over the shop since 1919; milk crates stacked in a doorway. Spearheaded railings surround the unlit squares, with their rain-blackened trees and rich scent of wet fallen leaves.


Impenetrable shadows in an alley beside the bulk of an old hotel of extravagant late Victorian design, orange brick, just now unloved, too draughty and gloomy and old; the shabby reception desk in a gleam of yellow light, the bar empty. Glimmering lantern lights on either side of a tall front door that is as black as a gondola …


And beyond these bookish, bed-and-breakfast districts, their blank slabs of new build, concrete and glass erratic between weekend-shuttered, still-soot-blackened Geor­gian squares, conjuring ghosts of bespectacled minor aristocrats and etiolated intellectuals – beyond these, the empty streets of the City’s Square Mile resemble in the late autumn of 1982 more the deserted set of a grand opera: ‘Huge office doors, their granite thresholds worn by weekday feet … stood locked … St Botolph this, St Mary that, alone stood out resplendent in the dark …’


Beyond those, another country, purlieus of the East End proper … Distant tower blocks in the mist; traffic scarce; side streets, poorly lit, if lit at all, even now – everything closed, simultaneously dead and tense with emptiness; desolate, ancient, nationalist; missions and churches and philanthropic institutions, synagogues, sweatshops, estates, mean red brick balconies, light industry, market traders, Bangladeshis; a place of flats and slums, visions, oblivion, grind, struggle, tradition, meths and boredom – unaware, as yet, of the approaching lights and construction sites, still a few years away.


For the Deep Space Industrial style is coming; will be borne on the wave of new financial industries, still in their technological infancy. And this new style – Armani meets Alien – will be monolithic, cold, quirky, concrete and steel, exposed service ducts, insides on the outside, glass that looks blast-proof, remnants of the past, hints of the future – romantic sci-fi brutalism, precincts as though in the service area depths of some vast spacecraft … Better to return to the clamour and dazzle of Oxford Street and the crush of shoppers – to the modern world.


Tottenham Court Road II


Occupying a sizeable slice of the northwestern corner of Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road – enough high-tech-styled, galleried and split-level retail space to seem cavernous and complex – is the Virgin Megastore, opened in 1979: a record shop on three floors that asserts itself, hereabouts at least, as the centre of the universe.


And as the first age of pop music draws more swiftly than one might imagine to a close, the total pop world of the Megastore seems imperial – pop and rock still the reigning modern form, venue for newness and risk-taking and shock and ideas and fashions and passions; enthroned since around 1956, when John Lennon first heard Little Richard.


In 1986, or thereabouts, aged thirty, pop – its principal originators, architects and pioneers having seemingly emerged – will seem to have reached a cumulative point, before reincarnating into a new phase: a phase of quotation, as opposed to innovation. Reborn in super-sized android form, strip-mining its own iconography, pop will be technologically reordered and its identity recalculated – for better or worse – for a new age. But it will no longer be the imperial cultural form, not for a while; no longer faster than all the rest, and the one from which all others take their bearings.


Meanwhile, on this dark and damp November afternoon, for those who live in the modern music world, the Virgin Megastore looks in part like a factory and in part like a nightclub, presaging the Deep Space Industrialism to come, yet still quite crude; the theatricality of the retail design on a frequency with emerging technologies. Futuristic gaming fantasies, the nearly isometric graphics of arcade video games and primitive computers.


Thus encased in a presentiment of an electronics and video-hip super-urban future pop world (‘turning Japanese, I think I’m turning Japanese, I really think so …’ sang The Vapors, presciently, on their hit of 1980), the Megastore proposes a universe in a shop, dedicated to the music and culture of pop and rock music: at this time, still an intricate and thriving culture of bands and trends and charts and stars and media.


Rack after rack of vinyl albums and singles and twelve-inch singles and cassettes (we are pre-CD at present); a café (club sandwiches and a new craze: cappuccino), a book and magazine department; Walkman personal stereo sets (which are the punctum of the pop zeitgeist in late 1982) and their accessories; a video wall of black-cased monitors …


The common denominator of the Megastore’s assertion of a Pop Universe is electricity and electronics – domestic computers and digital technologies are on the horizon but still exotic in UK 1982; while in the recording studio, sequencers, samplers, keyboards and drum machines (including notably the LM-1 Drum Computer (aka Linn drum machine), the Synclavier II, EDP Wasp and Fairlight CMI) are enabling a new sound that is taken to be the modern sound and the sound of modernity.


And thus from these developments, electronics, machine music and percussion technology, in instrumentation and production, are the current pop cultural fetish: not just the musical medium – tinny shimmer, slap-funk guitar, boom-echo drums – but the aesthetic and electro-expressionist language of the post-punk new pop direction, implying futurism and alienation, yet super-danceable, and bending all the while towards the theatricality of the Bebop to Beat Boom style revival. A present age made of the future and the past, not the immediate.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents





		One



		Two



		Three





		Acknowledgements



		Notes



		Also by Michael Bracewell



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MICHAEL BRACEWELL

“The best evocation I've read
of London in the '80s’

kit

‘Souvenir reclaims the capital city.
After Souvenir that time and place
~w. will be forever remembered, in

Bracewell’s elegant prose’

.





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SOUVENIR

LLondon, 1970-1986

Michael Bracewell

§\\\WI/,4
S®F
7’//m\\‘{

WHITE
RASBIT





