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  What people are saying about




  Albion’s Secret History




  Guy Mankowski has written the book I’ve been wanting to read for years.




  Albion’s Secret History is a highly intelligent and loving meditation on creativity and artistic freedoms, pursued over decades by a host of innovators, to those who had previously been denied on the basis of their position within English culture. Mankowski joins so many beautiful dots and creates a mesmerising story of social struggle and the shock and influence of the new. Magnificent and truly brilliant.




  Daniel Gothard, author of Reunited and Simon Says




  No future in England’s Dreaming? The gleaming fragments of the nation’s cultural and countercultural histories unearthed by Guy Mankowski’s Albion’s Secret History suggest otherwise.




  Karl Whitney, author of Hit Factories: A Journey Through the Industrial Cities of British Pop




  Already recognised as a major rising talent, Mankowski here establishes himself as a significant voice.




  Andrew Crumey, Man Booker longlisted author of Sputnik Caledonia




  The most illuminating odyssey through lost, hidden or forgotten English pop culture since Michael Bracewell’s England Is Mine.


  

  Rhian E. Jones, author of Clampdown: Pop-Cultural Wars on Class and Gender




  This is a superbly written book, where Mankowski tells how uncomfortable, awkward and magnificent it is to be English. It tells of a scary and beautiful world of musical geniuses, mavericks, chameleons, perverts and wizards, who thought that England was theirs and that it owed them a living, turning Albion into a treasure that everybody with a decent taste in music and some sense of humour can cherish.




  Giacomo Bottà, Adjunct Professor in Urban Studies and Music Research, University of Helsinki




  Albion’s Secret History is a searing discussion of England. Through his snapshots of cultural history, Mankowski explores the form and shape of English identity to reveal who we are, who we’ve been, and who we’d like to be.




  Dr Jon Coburn, Lecturer in History and Heritage, University of Lincoln
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Preface





  This volume compiles snapshots of English pop culture’s rebels and outsiders – from Evelyn Waugh to PJ Harvey via The Long Blondes and The Libertines. By focusing on cultural figures who served to define England, this book looks at those who have really shaped Albion’s secret history – not just its oft-quoted official cultural history, so frequently recited for Olympic Ceremonies and other self-congratulatory retrospectives and impotent shows of capital.




  By departing from the narrative that dutifully follows The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Sex Pistols and Oasis and by instead penetrating the surface of England’s pop history (including the venues it was shaped in) this piece throws new light on ideas of Englishness. Showing the moments at which outsiders used music, literature and film to take centre stage and alter our sense of a sometimes green but sometimes unpleasant land. I in fact start with an Irishman – Oscar Wilde. Collections like this will always have arbitrary parameters, but I see in so many contemporary artists, like Morrissey and Pete Doherty, an artistic mentality that began with Wilde. The cultural upheaval heralded by the Second World War, as anticipated by Evelyn Waugh, carries me into cultural expressions post-World War 2, when the working class were no longer invisible and when women’s artistry was no longer so buried, as Shelagh Delaney proved. There was still, to me, something stubbornly class bound about the birth of psychedelia, which I pinpoint to Cambridge University, at the start of a thread which takes me into comedy and post Beyond the Fringe comedians like Stephen Fry and Caroline Aherne. But to me it is Bowie who forms the spine of post-war cultural innovations into identity, with his deeply postmodern approach to artistic personas. He leads me on to Kate Bush, via the innovative sexual plasticity of Lindsay Kemp and then on to the post-punks, with their intellectual insights into identity as concrete and urbanism take hold. Bowie contributed to the opening up of conceptual space within pop which the likes of Jimmy Savile (a disturbing personification of the ineptitude of English institutions to deal with corruption) exploited. Bowie too leads me on to Morrissey, and Brett Anderson (himself informed by William Blake).




  In the eighties a cultural episode which Michael Bracewell defined as ‘Lipstick and Robots’ also heralded the Gothic movement, with The Cure’s insights into the stifling emotional terrain of suburbia. New Labour takes us into TFI Friday, the idea of the ‘exploded pub’ as part of conspicuous public performances of laddishness, with its curious validity of indie rock. The reinvigoration of the nineties led in turn to the reinvigoration of the pop form, as we saw in flashes of glam-rock and in the deeply atmospheric use of textscapes by artists in this decade as inlay cards became textured and pop videos layered with atmospherics. As the dreams of New Labour fade the likes of Tricky document the struggle of artists amongst urbanism, continuing the work of the Manchester post-punks and bringing more racial diversity into over-ground cultural expressions. By the new millennium the economic realities of life for an English artist foster a look into the past in order to find the future (as exemplified by The Long Blondes) and the Dickensian desperation of The Libertines creates a new insight into a fractured land, dotted with violence at bus stops and the occasional arcadian glade. The comedy personas of Johnny Vegas and Stewart Lee nurture humour out of alienation. But amongst an England fragmented by the manifestation of economic choices (and globalisation) artists like Goldfrapp find richness in their appropriation of pagan ideas. If, in the decade we just finished, the likes of Gazelle Twin documented the consequences of a political class focused on economic power then these artists echoed the prescience of writers like JG Ballard by so doing. England’s cultural history is nothing if not reflexive, and I do not pretend that my account can be objective. My subjective take makes about as much sense as a nursery rhyme, with all its childlike cadences and repetitions.




  This book was written during a time of acute national unease about the English identity, and this forward was written on the day Britain left the European Union. The political class pushed for a return to a halcyon England, with some of the key players masquerading financial ambition as patriotism. The book ends with me looking to fellow Millennials for a way out of the unease. Perhaps I was reacting to that context through this book’s assembly. Though in part the book is a celebration of English culture (at a time during which convincing celebrations about it seem few and far between, for those of us who resisted the charms of the new 50 pence piece) it also takes a frank look at the institutions and collectives that have shaped English culture and the influences they have had. In that respect this book is a polemic. But it is also a tribute to the sheer richness of English culture – what it has reflected in its fragments, what it has shown us of ourselves and what it illuminates. I found that my anger led to introversion out of which was borne fresh idealism. As an author and an Englishman, I found confidence (and pleasure) in rooting around in the treasure box that is English culture, with its sometimes brilliant and its sometimes disturbing contents. I do believe passionately in the underrated artistic praxis of PJ Harvey, in the shamanistic qualities of Mark E Smith, just as I earnestly believe that Johnny Vegas’ cathartic persona is an underrated source of artistic inspiration. I also believe that Millennials (and I proudly count myself as one) are about to contribute an invigorated chapter to English history, and I look at – frankly under-appreciated – artists like Gazelle Twin to show why.




  For me, England’s cultural history is a thing of wonder, though my view is not rose-tinted. I have become so aware of the flaws and mistakes of the land that to even wholeheartedly define myself as an Englishman required an act of will. It takes care to not allow ourselves to be appropriated by jingoism or to the momentum of political expedience. My hope is that in reviewing this highly subjective thread that I have pursued, through England’s nooks and crannies, you will not only appreciate the artists that have contributed as I did, but also be invigorated once you finish with the past and look to the future.




  Guy Mankowski




  Lincoln, 31 January 2020
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  Chapter 1




  Ginger Beer in Teacups, and Leaves on the Lawn – Oscar Wilde, Just William, Sherlock Holmes and The Age of Innocence




  The English have always loved a rebel – but only once they have obliterated him.




  Oscar Wilde springs to mind. The flamboyant Irishman who was adopted by London would come to find that his decadent lifestyle set him on the road to ruin, as a result of brutality exercised from within the sceptered isle. For all of the charming innocence of the hero of Wilde’s Happy Prince, there had always been a sense of a threat lacing even his own stories. In The Happy Prince, the statue of the late prince is saddened by his view of a town full of starving people. As he is trapped in his own glorious form, he bids a swallow to pluck the jewels from his eyes and give them to the people of the town. Fixed as he may be in his own position, the prince is compelled to help those less fortunate. For all his talents Wilde seemed to retain a soft heart – even when he was rebelling.




  Homosexuality was seen as, in the words of Michael Bracewell, ‘the worst crime in the English directory of sins’. Evelyn Waugh’s brother was expelled from Sherbourne on this charge. It was an exercise in British institutional policing, of the type which also condemned Oscar Wilde. The law would seek to remove the threat of fin-dè-siecle decadence by imprisoning Wilde. Over the years misguided attempts to ‘protect’ England would mark it with deep scars, and make it secretive and divided. Force it to maintain a mask of orthodoxy, which remained unconvincing. In centuries to come Wilde would be seen to partly define the charisma of an England that had in fact imprisoned and enslaved him to hard labour. See also the hypocritical largesse of spirit now extended to Alan Turing. By all accounts the Establishment – now so keen to pardon him and put him on bank notes – was exploitative and brutal towards him. You wouldn’t know it by all the film adaptations.




  Richmal Crompton’s impish William, of the beloved Just William books, owed his success to the English love of the rebel. Perhaps the English tendency for the young to rebel against the elders can be traced back to the cult around Oscar Wilde. In which case the William books reinvigorated this tendency from 1922 onwards. William and his gang, ‘The Outlaws’, roleplay as Red Indians, put on dubious museum shows, kidnap visiting dignitaries and get involved in a series of ostensibly well-meaning scrapes.




  The Just William books are set in the vague boundaries of an idyllic Albion. In Growing Up with Just William, Margory Disher suggests that the William stories are set somewhere around Bromley in Kent. You probably don’t know where Bromley is – and neither do I – but it sounds quintessentially English, doesn’t it? ‘Picnics by the motorway in Bromley’. ‘A quick stop for cucumber sandwiches in Bromley’. A sign in a Thomas Henry illustration in William Does His Bit establishes our hero just north of London. Regardless, Crompton’s Edenic England is nestled somewhere in our deep south, with the boundaries of the story porous enough to not feel restrictive. Even if they are as practically inescapable for our protagonist as the village in the late sixties series The Prisoner (1967). This seems very much the point – in garnering our affections for William, Crompton is also garnering the reader’s affections for a timeless Southern England. A region which, in later decades, Conservative governments would be accused of bias towards when allocating funding. Affection for the south of England – an artistic as well as financial choice.




  This is an England of endless summer holidays in which children can roam around the countryside with a free rein, with no fear of paedophiles. It’s an England in which older brothers called Robert clumsily attempt to seduce girlfriends under the riverside shade of willows. In which there are older sisters called Ethel and adoring girls-next-door called Joan. There will most likely be no divorce or Tinder for William – at some point he will grow up and he and Joan will live in blissful, stifling matrimony.




  This is a world in which William and his Outlaws are always home in time for tea and lashings of ginger beer. Their exuberance never takes them to a place in which their initial position cannot be recovered. England is not a wilderness, except within the consciousness of a childhood game of ‘Injuns’. Even when reading these stories as a child with few reference points, I was conscious of the points at which the content of the tales was overshadowed by events of the twentieth century. William and The Nasties (our protagonist’s attempt to pronounce the term ‘The Nazis in the collection William The Detective) has him attempt to mimic Nazi storm troopers by driving a Jewish shopkeeper (who Crompton describes in racist terms) from his business. The story, though ultimately anti-Nazi, was removed from the re-published collection but the implications are clear. The real world was bearing down on Crompton’s Eden – it was time to wake up. William and his Outlaws, at the end of the story, finally realise there is something very wrong about their attempts to kidnap a shopkeeper because he does not give them extra sweets. The fragile boundaries of their blissful ignorance would soon burst. There was a sense of ‘something passing’, to quote an observation made by Henry James on the eve of the First World War.




  By 1942 another English fictional character, Sherlock Holmes, would also find the porous boundaries of his England tinged by the outside world. In a film adaptation (Sherlock Holmes and the Voice of Terror, 1942), Holmes (played by Basil Rathbone) and Watson visit the East End of London. They intend to persuade a lovable moll, named Kitty, to convince her criminal friends to expose a traitor who has been betraying England’s military secrets. This film is fascinating because it shows how, at this point in history, the English upper class could still be conceived of as paternal and trusted. Kitty persuades the villains, on Holmes’ behalf, to overcome their differences with Scotland Yard in service of a united (you could say One Nation) England. To eject those amongst them that would conspire against our beloved land. In the end, the mob rush out into the night to carry out Holmes’ demand. For all the demographic differences between Holmes, Scotland Yard and the criminals there is a sense they are working towards a common cause. England – when pushed – will come together.




  Holmes was placed by Arthur Conan Doyle in a conceptual space outside of society, which allowed him to traverse its layers at will. It was perhaps a device gleaned from his fascination with the paranormal, where Mediums are not restricted by physical boundaries. As a freelance detective often working in tension with Establishment figure Inspector Lestrade, Holmes was a master of disguise. His ability to change his appearance to blend into any situation in cause of his mission helped him personify the idea of the English eccentric chameleon, in a way that prefigured the likes of David Bowie. But he is not an Übermensch – indeed, the fallibility of the rebel is where his charm originates. In the story A Study in Scarlet (1887) his partner Watson summarises Holme’s strengths and weaknesses:




 

	Knowledge of Literature – nil




	Knowledge of Philosophy – nil




	Knowledge of Astronomy – nil




	Knowledge of Politics – Feeble




	Knowledge of Botany – Variable. Well up in belladona, opium and poisons generally. Knows nothing of practical gardening




	Knowledge of Geology – Practical but limited. Tells at a glance different soils from each other. After walks, has shown me splashes upon his trousers, and told me by their colour and consistence in what part of London he had received them




	Knowledge of Chemistry – Profound




	Knowledge of Anatomy – Accurate, but unsystematic




	Knowledge of Sensational Literature – Immense. He appears to know every detail of every horror perpetrated in the century




	Plays the violin well




	Is an expert singlestick player, boxer and swordsman




	Has a good practical knowledge of British Law







  It is worth bearing in mind that this characterisation came from the pen of Arthur Conan Doyle – a medic interested in the occult, able himself to traverse social boundaries. But what Doyle was characterising in Holmes was the English auto-didact, the chameleon as at home in pit fights as in the upper-class environs of an elite secret society. But the tacit admission here is that were Holmes of working-class stock, he would have limited rein. Agency is deeply class bound. Which leads us nicely on to Peter Cook.













  Chapter 2




  Bedazzled in Soho – from Evelyn Waugh to Shelagh Delaney and Peter Cook




  In the English, decadence has always been sanctioned when it has come from the upper classes. There was little overt resistance to the likes of Evelyn Waugh’s characters in Decline and Fall because they had the cut glass accents and the decency to hide their debauchery amongst their lavish interiors. The resistance towards Waugh’s characters, in Waugh’s novels, comes from the characters themselves, and their own sense of spiritual and moral decay – the outside world offers no boundary. The shells in which the novels are set remain pristine throughout. Whereas Crompton would soft-focus her stories on some region of Kent, Waugh used the idea of the English country home, an organic manifestation of English values, expressed in the ‘accumulated art and crystalline architecture of an aristocratic house’, to quote Michael Bracewell. In such a setting, a character could safely play out whatever decadences they wished, as long as it was within well-furnished rooms.




  Having revelled in the opulence of the English upper classes in Brideshead Revisited, Waugh would describe the dawn of a new type of Englishness, in which class boundaries weren’ t so unbreakable. For all his bloody snootiness, Waugh’s disdain of the new England that would emerge was prescient. He was aware that, following the Second World War, England’s class boundaries would be traversed. In lieu of a hierarchy of class, materialism would rise as the new ethos. In the final volume of his ‘Sword of Honour’ collection, entitled Unconditional Surrender, Waugh portrayed the figures who would personify this new order. He wrote of a proletariat that ‘munched Woolton pies’, whilst others ‘sucked cigarettes made of sweepings from canteen floors’. After the joint effort to defeat Nazism, the working classes were no longer invisible to the upper classes. They had become a demographic to be reckoned with. But Waugh saw them as lachrymose, driven only by the need to survive. A singular body who ‘munched’ and ‘sucked’ – parasitic at worst, anodyne at best. But now British society had been levelled by the war their needs could no longer be dismissed, the pesky proles.
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