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  Intro

  Apropos the transport shutdown due to the volcanic cloud there have been the inevitable outbreaks of Dunkirk spirit, with ‘little ships’ going out from the Channel ports to ferry home the stranded ‘Brits’. It’s a reminder of how irritating the Second War must have been, providing as it did almost unlimited opportunities for bossy individuals to cast themselves in would-be heroic roles while everyone else was just trying to get by. ‘Brits’. So much of what is hateful about the world since Mrs Thatcher in that gritty little word.

  Alan Bennett, Diaries, 19 April 2010

  What if you never come down?

  At the heart of this book is one of the most spectacular stories of emergence and disappearance in popular music - a group rising from the grimmest of circumstances to improbable success, followed by a decline of equal unlikeliness. Pulp formed in Sheffield in 1979, and released three sporadic, morbid, peculiar albums to zero commercial impact in 1983, 1987 and 1992. From 1994 they rose to sudden, unexpected prominence, and their singer became so well-known that he was invariably referred to by his first name. In 1995-6, they had several singles at number 2, an album at number 1, and an incident at an awards ceremony made them quite ridiculously famous. Then, when they returned in 1998, their singles failed to make the top 20, their albums received great reviews and sold in desultory amounts; their final gesture, a greatest hits album not entirely accurately titled Hits, barely even made the charts at all; when they split in 2002, it seemed hardly anyone had even remembered them. Many of their contemporaries lingered on, either making art-rock albums conspicuously without mockney accents, or purveying monobrowed pub rock to bafflingly enduring public affection. Jarvis Cocker endured as a National Treasure, although nobody seemed to quite remember what he was famous for - but Pulp had disappeared, leaving the world resolutely unchanged.

  It is the argument of this book that Pulp were the last of a lineage, and that their rise and disappearance reflect the fate of that lineage. From the early 1970s onwards, a series of groups or individuals, from working or lower-middle class backgrounds, educated at art schools, claiming state benefits and living in bedsits or council flats months before they found themselves staying at five-star hotels, were thrown up in the UK. The Kinks, David Bowie, Roxy Music, Japan, Associates, Soft Cell, Kate Bush, The Fall, Pet Shop Boys, The Smiths, amongst others - all balanced some unstable combination of sexuality and literacy, ostentatious performance and austere rectitude, raging ambition and class resentment, translated into sonic documents balancing experimentation with populist cohesion; it was possible to read the lyric sheets without embarrassment, and for the most part you could dance, rather than flail or mosh, to it. At some point in the 1990s this literary-experimental pop tradition, completely inadequately subsumed under the rubric of ‘indie’, disappears, seemingly at its moment of greatest triumph. Some reasons for this are easily explained – workfare schemes meant that claiming the dole as a ‘musicians’ grant’ was less and less practicable, council flats became unobtainable for any but the desperate, squats were all-but obliterated, while the contract between (a section of) the artistic intelligentsia and (a section of) the young working class that lay behind the art school was long since broken. The result was, and is, a striking homogeneity of class as much as of sound in British music. In a telling statistic, in October 2010, 60% of British artists in the UK top 10 had been to public school, compared with 1% in October 1990.

  Pulp’s status as the last of a line can be measured by the fact that, uniquely among the bands listed above, they have almost no successors. They had antecedents, of course, many of them listed above, but it’s almost impossible to find bands explicitly citing them, let alone showing the effects of their musical example. If being generous, you can find some groups that fit the bill, but if so they’re found at the margins - synthesiser primitives like Add N To X or Fat Truckers showed some hints of Pulp’s sound and aesthetic, as did electro miserablists Ladytron; The All Seeing I’s Pickled Eggs and Sherbet was thoroughly Pulpesque, but given that half of it was written by Jarvis Cocker, it could hardly not have been. Pulp’s 1990-4 look and lyrical obsessions were plundered only by The Long Blondes, a Sheffield group who often seemed like an all-dancing, all-adultery, all-acrylic tribute to His & Hers. In the last couple of years, the post-Fordist laments of Mordant Music’s SyMptoMs and Darkstar’s North were signs the lineage hadn’t completely vanished, owing little to Pulp but coming from similar psychological and geographical places - but neither were likely to dislodge the public schoolboys from the hearts of the youth. Especially when compared with the legions of imitators of contemporaries like Blur and Oasis, or even to the epigones of 2000s revivalists like Franz Ferdinand, Pulp left no legacy. At best, it is perhaps telling that the Arctic Monkeys, one of the only English groups to have (briefly) had any sort of zeitgeist-defining import in the last ten years, sang vignettes of South Yorkshire mundanity whose bleak cynicism and enlivening lechery often elicited Pulp comparisons, though neither their scally funk-rock nor their mildly self-deprecatory laddishess showed much affinity with their Sheffield forbears.

  Yet when laments are made – and they often are – for this disappeared lineage, Pulp are seldom mentioned. In some right-thinking circles the mention of them elicits a roll of the eyes, and in others they receive a nostalgic adulation uncomfortably shared with all manner of 1990s culture criminals. In order to understand why Pulp are still either the object for unthinking scorn or I Love the 90s reminisce, their moment of populist fame is the likeliest culprit.

  It needs to be said, and people are reluctant to say it - Pulp were not only by some measure the finest British group of the 1990s, but they compete with their more obvious forbears. Roxy Music, even at their most chillingly Helmut Newton-esque, never created as terrifying a vision of success and opulence achieved curdling into anomie and psychosis as ‘This is Hardcore’; Morrissey never managed anything as perfectly vengeful as ‘Common People’, and the world created on their records from 1990-1994 is easily as obsessive, lyrically dense and inspired as The Fall at their peak. There’s a critical consensus, largely administered by those who came of age in the 1970s or 80s, in which The Smiths, or maybe the final, purging whiteout of My Bloody Valentine, were allowed to be some sort of last gasp of the lineage outlined above, a consensus which wholly ignores the fact that in 1995 a group managed to send a krautrock epic about class warfare to number 2, and then used this public goodwill to convince tens of thousands to purchase a despairing six-minute dirge on the subject of amateur pornography three years later.

  Some of the reasons for this critical timidity are entirely understandable - their undoubted collaboration with the horrible spectacle of Britpop, the notion that Pulp were dominated by their ‘retro’ signifiers, and most of all the ambiguous victory of Jarvis Cocker, pop celebrity. And as a lyricist, Cocker is complex and driven by some extremely recherché predilections, but is never abstract, always a realist of some sort, however particular or unforgiving that realism might be; unlike his idol and, eventually, producer Scott Walker, it’s hard to imagine him switching from the kitchen sink to the elliptical, fragmented horrors of a Tilt. Nonetheless, this is a group that need to be taken seriously, very seriously indeed – and this book takes them as seriously as possible. The way into this is via the three things which run through all their best work - class, sex and urbanism. But first, like fragments of alternatives lost in the grim torrent of historical inevitability, Pulp have to be rescued from the catastrophe that has befallen them.

  If you want me, I’ll be sleeping in throughout these glory days

  Of all the confidence tricks and self-fulfilling prophecies that Britain has indulged in since 1979, the musical phenomenon known as Britpop must surely be one of the most spectacularly ill-conceived. Defined, according to taste or locale, by groups from the London Commuter Belt (estuary-accented would-be social anatomists like Blur, Menswear, Elastica, Echobelly, Sleeper) or South Lancashire (the vainglorious Manc/Scouse proleface tubthumping of Oasis, Cast, Northern Uproar), Britpop was a reductive, borderline racist distilling of English - seldom Scottish, Welsh or Irish - rock at its most rhythmically inert and vacantly optimistic, alongside a new line in Poujadist national resentment – officially at ‘America’, more implicitly against the mid-Atlantic, multiracial country the UK had become since the 1960s. Britpop brought to what was previously still perceptible as ‘independent music’ in both ethos and financial structure certain things it had long disdained. Sometimes, their rejections were hard to disagree with – at best Britpop had an upright, style-motivated rejection of the slovenly shuffling that marked many of their more righteously indie contemporaries, and it wisely broke with ‘schmindie’s smugly middle class disdain for the notion of the popular; but more often, Britpop threw several babies out with the bathwater. Suddenly, jingoism, proud idiocy and, most of all, giggly sexism became entirely acceptable again, and ‘alternative’ culture, from music to comedy to publishing, has never regained the basic human decencies that were quickly defined as ‘humourless’ and ‘PC You can blame the New Lad culture which accompanied Britpop for the outright reactionary, middle-class-moron, ‘men who should know better’ world of Nuts magazine and Jimmy Carr (for an analysis of how this panned out in film, see Carl Neville’s recent Classless).

  In musical terms meanwhile, Britpop took the musical palette of ‘indie’ – already a hobbled, cramped reduction of the multivalent independent music of the early 1980s into alternately inept or assured tributes to the Velvet Underground’s third album third album and made it even more relentlessly unimaginative, and even more ostrich-like with regard to the possibilities opened up by electronic and sampled musics. Britpop was a Mod Revival Revival, the mid-1990s’ version of the late 1970s’ version of the mid-1960s, with ever-diminishing returns. If this were all, or if Britpop coincided with a fallow period for non-guitar music, then it wouldn’t be quite so offensive. This was far from the case.

  At exactly the same time that Camden and Didsbury rocked with the sounds of Powder and Heavy Stereo, other musics were dominating the inner cities, and some of them even reached the attention of the music press. There was the ‘lost generation’ of experimental groups like Disco Inferno, Bark Psychosis and Seefeel, for which the term Post-Rock was first coined; but they disappeared without trace. Contrition is sometimes offered for Britpop’s ignorance of what was called, in a neologism almost as ugly as Britpop itself, Trip-Hop, which consisted of three excellent acts from Bristol and legions of imitators as poor as the second-rank Britpoppers. The NME‘s critics, in their erstwhile role as indie’s conscience, quite rightly made Tricky’s Maxinquaye rather thanThe Great Escape or (What’s the Story) Morning Glory? their album of 1995. Yet, and much more dubiously, Britpop, in its 1994-7 reign, also coincided with and obscured the explosive, multiracial, working class rhythmic psychedelia of Jungle, unarguably the most original and futuristic music ever made in these islands. At the time, the junglist’s disgust with these ridiculous retro fantasies was expressed best when Simon Reynolds devoted the singles column in Melody Maker solely to Jungle 12”s, while his colleagues were hailing Smaller or Plastic Fantastic; elsewhere, Mark Fisher in the New Statesman pointed out that the mid-60s’ modernism, with its culture of newness, dance music and sharp dressing, was continued by fans of Metalheadz and Suburban Base more than the followers of Ocean Colour Scene. It’s understandably hard now to convince anyone who spent their weekends at raves rather than watching TFI Friday that anything produced by Britpop had any merit. Yet, when the Blur-Oasis chart battle made the 6 o’clock News it was obvious that resistance was futile.

  Alan Bennett recently wrote, accurately, that many of the worst things about the last thirty years are all encapsulated in the mere word, Brit. It’s a word that immediately suggests lumpen jingoism, flag-waving, backwardness, imperial revanchism, general thuggery - so it’s appropriate that its only use in a pop music context was so egregious. Yet at the time, for some - and having turned 14 in 1995, I can fully attest to this - things felt very different. Aside from a suppressed sonic amazement, myself and my friends at a south coast comprehensive had little interest in Jungle; like Happy Hardcore, it was the music the kids that beat us up listened to (although in a nice irony, by 2004 practically all of us were compulsively listening to the music from 1994 that we certainly weren’t listening to at the time). What did appeal was Britpop, not so much because of a liking for the Union Jack, sugary tea or re-runs of Quadrophenia, but because it seemed to be music made by ‘us’ – by bullied kids who were good at school, but who had somehow propelled themselves onto the radio and the television. We weren’t particularly discerning – few teenagers are – so we eagerly soaked up the entire lot, going to see everyone play, from Marion to the Longpigs to Bis. The sense that ‘we’ had taken over was strengthened on the rare occasions when something or someone genuinely other made the charts, as when David McAlmont briefly became a star with the grandiloquent ‘Yes’, when Jyoti Mishra’s White Town got a freak number 1 with the poignantly tortured bedroom melodrama of ‘Your Woman’, and most of all through awkward, skinny, bespectacled working-class intellectual Jarvis Cocker’s moment of celebrity.

  There’s no doubt that Pulp were absolutely intrinsic to Britpop in all of its aspects; at times, they might have been its figureheads. I vividly remember them stealing the show in the 1995 television special Britpop Now!, a showcase for various English guitar-brandishers presented for the first time as a coherent and named movement. It felt incredibly exciting, a moment of victory. Yet now it’s subsumed in the memory as fully part of the manifold horrors that defined the mid-late 1990s: the omnipresent ‘mindless Northern bluff (as Luke Haines put it) of Oasis, the election of a Thatcherite lawyer as Labour Prime Minister, the 1996 European Championship and the appalling ‘Three Lions’, the British public’s sudden, queasily surreal reversion to a penitent peasantry in response to the death of Diana Spencer.

  There is a persistent temptation to compare Britpop very closely to New Labour, an analogy convincingly made in John Harris’ politically astute, if musically unrepentant tome The Last Party - Britpop, Blair and the Demise of British Rock. In both cases -the coup in the pop charts in 1995-6, the election in May 1997 - it seemed like ‘our’ side had won, but it soon became clear that, in its pursuit of success at any cost, it had internalised every single one of its opponents’ values, all taken to heart with the indiscriminate zeal of the recent convert. The common factor linking Blair and Blur is that they made thoroughly sure to get their sell-out in first, to make perfectly clear that the dream was over, that there would be no more experiments, no more utopias, only a constricted, and as the still-unfolding financial crisis makes clear, utterly misnamed ‘realism’. The generation that came of age in the mid-late 1990s were perhaps the most apolitical of the 20thcentury, leaving a mess which those born in that decade are struggling to clear up, through the student movement against the Tory-Whig Coalition government – whose Prime Minister, a fan of the Smiths and the Jam, displays impeccably Britpop tastes. Pulp were alone at the time in holding onto the possibility of utopias and alternatives, in being able to use the word ‘socialism’ without smirking – although they didn’t create an alternative so much as carry the idea through a most unsympathetic period.

  But recently, it seems like there isn’t even a need for an apologia. Britpop has been surprisingly fondly remembered, at least in some circles. The Last Party and an accompanying documentary gave it an ennobling historical treatment, making a tactical acknowledgement of the awfulness of most of the music in order to make improbable claims for the ‘avant-garde’ nature of Suede, Elastica and Blur. Harris constantly laments Britpop’s lack of sonic imagination, but is equally disdainful when a group steps outside of the format of spiky 7” singles, into the ‘pretension’ of Suede’s Dog Man Star or Pulp’s ‘dated’ His ‘N’ Hers, both of which showed a conspicuous and unforgivable lack of quirky guitar choons. Following Harris’ book was a rash of memoirs, from Britpop apostate Luke Haines’ Bad Vibes to Britpop queen turned chick-lit novelist Louise Wener’s Different for Girls, reinforcing the notion that this was truly A Significant Moment. Everyone has reformed, from Suede and Blur at the top, all the way down to Kula Shaker and Shed Seven at the bottom, to play a nostalgia-for-nostalgia circuit. Horrifyingly, the mid-2000s saw the success of several Britpop revivalist groups such as The Libertines and Kaiser Chiefs. Like the original Britpop, this movement was a depressingly successful reaction against modernity – in the early 2000s, the NME made a swerve into coverage of electronic music, R&B and hip hop, but covers for Aphex Twin, Godspeed You! Black Emperor, Destiny’s Child and Missy Elliott did not go down well with the readers; as is known, the NME‘s circulation has always plummeted when a black artist is on the cover. A hastily cobbled-together ‘New Rock Revolution’ quickly replaced this experiment in pop-cultural Glasnost, soon vindicated by the commercial success of such as Franz Ferdinand. In the process, an already stagnant gene pool was reduced to positively Romanov levels.

  Is this the way the future’s meant to feel?

  In one of the few serious books about the pop culture of the 1990s, Michael Bracewell’s The Nineties – When Surface Was Depth, the inability of anyone who had been raised on the lineage of literate, experimental English pop to see much worth in Britpop is unsurprisingly clear; yet so is an inability to notice when that lineage is being continued rather than simulated. Bracewell’s brief treatment of Britpop, which he rightly regards as an ‘infantilist nostalgia’, accuses Pulp, rather bizarrely, of ‘impersonating The Kinks’ but manfully concedes that ‘I Want To Live Like Common People’ (sic) might have been a ‘glorious pop moment’ comparable to the title track of Oasis’ What’s the Story. Suede, whose well-rehearsed sexual ambiguity and extensive reading of England’s Dreaming meant they already spoke Bracewell’s language, receive much more sympathy, despite being a far more unambiguously ‘retro’ group than Pulp. The only other mention of Pulp is later on in When Surface Was Depth, where, in a chapter on the ‘90s phenomenon of ‘Retro’, Bryan Ferry states his appreciation of (titled correctly this time) ‘Common People’. The rest of the chapter is devoted to Roxy Music, advancing the theory that 1970s pop culture was based on ‘the shock of the old as a presentiment of the future’, an ‘indigenous time-travel’ and ‘chronological dandyism’ of which Roxy Music were the pre-eminent example. For Bracewell, by the time of Pulp or Suede this has degenerated into a fetish for ‘the landscape of an English adolescence in the 1970s’ – the law of diminishing returns, again, with the nostalgia suddenly obvious, based on actual childhood memory, with the spell now broken.

  What Bracewell didn’t notice, and it is hardly surprising given the book’s prevailing air of seen-it-all boomerism, was both just how true this was, and how in Pulp’s case this actually opens up something much more interesting than the mere revivalism that he thinks he’s hearing. For Pulp, the imaginary 1970s were a portal, a transforming force, not a real remembered thing. Pulp were the first major carriers in Pop of what has since been called Nostalgia for the Future, a Futurism that is dated to the 1970s as the last time that viable political, urban and stylistic alternatives really existed; and which has since been codified as ‘Hauntology’, via a landscape of BBC Radiophonic Workshop, Pelican Books, public information films and Municipal Modernism bent awry through the gaps and aporias of memory, with half-remembered horror films shaking the stiltedness of BBC English into uncanny incantations. Almost all of the above were present and correct in Pulp’s work, but the persistent sexual and personal urgency of their music – not to mention the lack of ‘ghostly’ signifiers – sets them apart from its snugly contemplative warmth. If much hauntological music can sound like a means of filling the time while we wait for the future to start up again, then Pulp’s persistent desperation, their sense of time running out, demands that the future-past resume itself immediately.

  Pulp’s 1970s references are absolutely undeniable, of course, and they can be easily listed – the (in both senses) fetish for luridly coloured artificial fabrics, for pop-modernist design, for antiquated analogue synthesisers, and for the cities remade by post-war ‘comprehensive redevelopment’, alongside an eroticism informed more by Chris Foss’ soft-focus illustrations to Dr Alex Comfort’s The Joy of Sex than by the hard, active bodies of 1980s-90s R&B. This isn’t so much a nostalgia for a real, lost past or for a carefree childhood, as you might find respectively in Blur and Supergrass, but nostalgia for something that didn’t happen, for cities that were never really built, for musical instruments which never became the norm, for sex which was never supposed to be about health and efficiency. In this, Pulp’s 1970s is easily as charged as Roxy Music’s 1930s. It’s unclear why it is that Al Bowlly and interwar tailoring are acceptable pop-cultural influences while Frank Farian and Bri-Nylon are not, but the reason might be that it’s all too close to Bracewell – it takes someone who doesn’t actually remember the 1970s to be able to find some potential in it.

  It is no coincidence whatsoever that Pulp were from Sheffield, the provincial city that, perhaps more than any other in the UK, attempted to create a viable modernist landscape between the 1950s and 1970s, before the money ran out when the steel industry restructured itself and sacked most of its workforce, and a council attempting ‘Socialism in One City’ were squeezed of any funds. Its wildly overambitious Brutalist buildings, left in ruins or demolished altogether in the 1990s, provided – still provide - a landscape where there’s space to dream of what could have been, and to move from there to thinking of what could still be. From their earliest records in the early ‘80s to the early 2000s, there’s a persistent, direct and occasionally too-close-to-the-bone attention to male-female relations in Pulp’s work, but it’s when they leave this town at the end of the decade – and return there, to write about it, suddenly seeing it anew – that their work transforms, that they become a band worth writing tortuous monographs about. From Separations (recorded mostly in 1989) to 2001’s ‘Wickerman’, Pulp excelled at the evocation of a devastated but still very much alive post-industrial city, and the lives, loves and explorations that go on inside it. It’s arguable that their determined urbanism – as opposed to Britpop’s suburbanism – was informed by having been told, throughout their 1970s childhoods, that their city would be the site of the future, something that is far harder to believe if you grew up in the 1980s or 1990s. Alongside that is the collectivity of the city itself; as often as the protagonist of a Pulp song is a voyeur, he or she is also entirely of the crowd.
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