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Abstract

Writer, novelist and cultural commentator Michael Bracewell was born in London in 1958 and educated at the University of Nottingham. He has written several novels and many works of non-fiction, including books about artists such as Gilbert & George and Richard Hamilton, and bands such as Roxy Music. England Is Mine. Pop Life in Albion from Wilde to Goldie (Bracewell 1997) and When Surface Was Depth. Death by Cappuccino and Other Reflections on Music and Culture in the 1990's Bracewell 2002) were much more ambitious and wide-ranging volumes that roamed popular music, culture and society, whilst his 2021 title Souvenir. London, 1979-1986 (which was reviewed in Punk & Post-Punk (Loydell 2022)) was a more reflective book which intrigued by the way it mostly wrote around the music it discussed, without engaging with it.
It was in response to Souvenir that I interviewed the author, who since my questions were sent to him has not only helped bring the new Gilbert & George Centre in East London to completion, but also published a new novel, Unfinished Business (Bracewell 2023a).
•
Rupert Loydell (RL): I thought I'd start by asking you about your book, Souvenir (Bracewell 2021), which I reviewed for Punk & Post-Punk last year (Loydell 2022). I commented upon the poetic and elegiac qualities of the book, but also the lack writing about music, which I had expected from your previous work (e.g. Bracewell 1997, 2007).

However, when I started thinking about and researching for this interview, I came across your statement in an interview in The Quietus, where you say

I didn’t really want to write about music. Music was obviously important to it, but what I really wanted to write about was manifestations and disappearances. It was driven by that sense of the occult which is present in bits of Eliot. I had a very uncomfortable visit a few months ago to the College of Psychic Studies in South Kensington, and I was looking at a lot of stuff generated around the time that Eliot was writing The Waste Land – stuff about, for want of a better word, ghosts. Numinosity. Intensities of atmosphere… things like that. (Sande 2022)


Occult at its simplest level means secret or hidden, although it also gets linked to ideas of mystery, magic and what you label 'ghosts'. Can you expand on what you felt was manifesting and disappearing in the late 70s and early 80s in London and how that informed, or indeed is manifested in, Souvenir? Lee Brackstone suggests that back then 'things were invested with the occult power of souvenirs'. (Brackstone 2022)

Michael Bracewell (MB): These things are so personal, but for me it seemed there was a mirroring of early twentieth century modernist experiments in the eclectic creativity of post-punk. This feeling was deepened by the fact that during the late 1970s and early 1980s, London – most cities – were in their last few years before ubiquitous digital technology. It was historically the dusk of the modernist city, and much of pre-digital central London, caught in a certain light, still looked like the city of Eliot, Pound or Wyndham Lewis. The slabs of weather stained new-build simply increased the effect – a cityscape born under the influence of Low (Bowie 1977). This was of course a romantic position, as it was also a highly politicised time. But in 1977 I loved Siouxsie and The Banshees and Wire, but thought The Clash were a ‘lad band’ – and all that red-faced ‘being angry’ very quickly wore thin, I thought. (This said, I thought and think that the first album by The Clash (1977) is a modern classic.) 

For me, exploring London in from the mid-Seventies onwards with the intensity and determination that only a suburban commuter (which I was) can muster, the ‘ghosts’ – manifestations of old buildings and new music - were the phantasms of modernism. When From Brussels With Love first came out as a Disques du Crepuscule cassette, in November 1980 (v/a), with a moodily lit neo-classical sculpture on the cover, I found I identified with it far more than I had Never Mind The Bollocks (Sex Pistols 1977) – although The Sex Pistols had been the rallying cry, despite the fact that only the singles were any good. The album was rubbish (I thought) whereas Metal Box (PiL 1979) was thrilling, profound, ‘art’. 

(Malcolm McLaren, whilst not an easy person, most definitely, was fascinating and brilliant, I thought. I only got to know him, sadly, in New York towards the end of his life. He was a superb raconteur – truly entrancing. He defined punk as 'doing the twist in a ruin' thus affirming his art school loyalties. 

RL: In my review I used the word nostalgia about your book, which I am normally suspicious of as it tends to romanticise the past, but others have come at that idea from a different angle. Anthony Quinn says Souvenir is 'a remembrance of what it felt like, not necessarily what it was like' (Quinn 2022), Brackstone suggests that 

[w]hen we visit a place as a tourist or disciple, we often want to return with a part of that place, an aide-memoire, a memento that in future will take on an almost religious power, reminding us of a time pregnant with possibility (Brackstone 2022)

going on to note that '[w]e invest meaning in things as markers to make sense of our past' (Brackstone 2022), whilst Quinn actually declares the book a 'memoir'. (Quinn 2022)

Are you nostalgic for the period the book covers? I ask, because actually the book itself seems nostalgic for an even earlier period! 

MB: Nostalgia is a complicated subject. In a review of my recent novel, Unfinished Business (2023a) the great poet, memoirist and novelist John Burnside (2023) cites the two versions of ‘nostalgia’ described by Svetlama Boym. The first focuses on ‘homecoming’,  the second is ‘fragmented’, ‘ironic’ and accepting of ‘exile’, ‘displacement’ and ‘estrangement’. He was kind enough to suggest that my writing accommodates both these forms of nostalgia, which as far as I can judge seems true. Although several critics and readers said that they enjoyed the sense that Souvenir is not an exercise in nostalgia – which is heartening, because it certainly wasn’t written to celebrate some ‘good old days’. 

I should add that when I hosted a public interview with Jon Savage about his excellent oral biography of Joy Division, it was both touching and surprising to find that such was emotional investment that some of the audience members had in their formative memories of Joy Division and that period, that they became too overcome to complete the questions they wanted to ask the author. I wonder is that ‘nostalgia’ of a negative and sentimental kind? Or, is it a legitimate reflex of a generation and milieu for whom punk and Joy Division would be a coalescent emotional experience, invested with profound emotional significance, just as, in fact, the War was for their parents? ) 
RL: Jason Weaver, reviewing England Is Mine (Bracewell 1997) , says that '[n]ostalgia is apparently intrinsic to our national culture' and that you, or your book, 'wants to plot the entire century though these tinted spectacles' (Weaver 1997), whilst Quinn prefers the term 'ecstatic melancholy' (Quinn 2021) to describe Souvenir. I'm more inclined to agree with Brackstone's idea that '[i]t is a book that explores the nature of memory' and Weaver's suggestion 'that England really is ours for the taking.' (Weaver 1997)

Do you see Souvenir as playing with concepts of memory and reinterpretation, or is that something which arose from your subject? Leo Robson observes that 'Bracewell notes a tendency towards nostalgia and prophecy in the music of the time' (Robson 2021), whilst Paul Genders says you show 'how the look and tone of post-punk represented a deliberate reaching back to the incomparable glamour, the "last Imperial twilight", of the Pound era.' (Genders 2021)

Could you unpick some of those ideas of memory, the notion of England, and glamour for us? Does it link back to the ideas you explored in England Is Mine (Bracewell 1997) which Isabel Taylor sums up as a book about 'The English rebel' who, 'is always and ever in revolt against and interacting critically with, the English dream of the pastoral paradise, Arcadia, which itself persists throughout English culture, sometimes in perverted and rotten form.' (Taylor 2005)

MB:  I would like to think that Souvenir stands separately to England Is Mine. The latter is mostly about an English ‘type’ – the awkward outsider romantic who is both anti-heroically comic and anti-heroically poetic, to the point that the two states feed and support one another. It is the ‘line of English wit’ which begins in earnest most probably with Alexander Pope – the high mandarin irony – and comes to an end with The Smiths in 1986 performing ‘Panic’ on ‘EuroTube’. A small boy dressed as the Clitheroe Kid stands in a cheeky Puck-like manner beside Morrissey. The small boy is wearing an NHS hearing aid circa 1961. Johnnie Ray meets the Clitheroe Kid – a working definition of The Smiths perhaps. 

Souvenir was written in a very different way – it took much longer, in the first place; and whilst it was solely about London at a certain precisely dated time, it was a London as experienced through an aggressively enquiring and largely romantic musical-subculture – from This Heat to Soft Cell – that was permeated with European and American influence. (As had been modernist London, seventy years previously.) 

Common to both books, I suppose, is a respect for and search for Beauty. So a spirit common to them would be Virginia Astley’s transcendent album From Gardens Where We Feel Secure (1983) – which, for reasons I cannot fathom, seems to sit quite comfortably next to a track such as ‘On Returning’ by Wire (1979). 

RL: If I was surprised by how little music featured in Souvenir, I was even more surprised by your statement that punk was ‘such a comparatively trivial event’ (Bracewell 2022: 85), in the same way that Kathy Battista was 'fascinated by your description of punk as an "aggressive beast" in the eyes of the media, but that it was actually a "rather archaic and genteel sense of English comedy."' (Battista 2012)

I can see that some punk music was merely pub rock in fancy dress, but I certainly thought post-punk was interesting and often innovative, and that the social or cultural changes around or perhaps caused by punk were important. What is your take on all that? Although you don't deny Richard Marshall's assertion that '[p]unk was happening. You were very much part of that scene', you avoid responding directly, preferring to mention [Oscar] Wilde and suggest that 'it didn't take much imagination to be, say, Tom Verlaine or Patti Smith.' (Marshall 2021)
MB: For some of the reasons I mention above, I always felt punk was like the mirror in a fairy tale, in which whoever looks into it will see what they want to see. Thus, some people thought punk was actual class war, others that it was simply a beer fight, yet others that is was a reclamation of the Zurich Dada or the Ballets Russes. And it was probably all of these things. It certainly had a huge effect on media – the final years, as it turned out, of an influential print media; and in its day was probably more culturally relevant than a lot of fine art being produced at the same time. Politically I’m not so sure. And its easy to forget that within a few years of punk’s blaze the charts were dominated by shiny new cheeky pop music – not without its own glorious brilliance (the NME gave The Dollar Album (Dollar 1982) a rave review, I seem to recall, and perhaps rightly so) but very much a swing away from winter bound elegy to the fantasy of a ‘bright new Britain’ and party good times. 

RL: Obviously, punk, post-punk and most if not all strands of  youth culture and music movements have styles and costumes attached, be that fashion or anti-fashion. You have an eye for detail, are 'a great noticer – of the cut and colour of clothes, of architecture, of sounds and smells, of weather, of landscapes, of faces and bodies and haircuts' (Quinn 2021), which informs your writing, and it would be easy to label you as an author who writes about culture, fashion and society as music and visual art. Yet that is contradicted by your statement that 'Style culture had created a world I didn't have a role in. I never went to clubs, I wasn't interested in fashion.' (Marshall 2021) and Michael Faber's review of your book about Roxy Music (Bracewell 2007), which states that 'Re-make/Re-Model is not really a rock biography; it is a dissertation on fashions and concepts in art and popular culture.' (Faber 2007)

I wondered if you felt your writing was perhaps more akin to how you perceive Peter Fraser's photographs, which you have written about? You describe how

he brings these often hidden or unnoticed features to our particular attention, and, in doing so, performs a transformative gesture upon them through the process of his photography. Vast and glossy, vibrant and hypnotically detailed, his studies of modern matter – the materials, mechanics and substances of the world – represent his subjects on what seems an epic scale. But his purpose in doing so is neither ironic nor mock heroic. The closest relative to his particular form of scrutiny might be forensic science – that here are meticulous studies of some kind of evidence. (Bracewell 2004)
MB: I have always been extremely interested in visual art (as in Fine Art) as well as broader visual culture and of course pop and rock. To this end, both Remake/Remodel and my more recent monograph on Richard Hamilton, Modern World (Bracewell 2021), are attempts to write about the relationship between fine art and broader pop culture, and also about art schools. 

I have been extremely lucky to work closely with senior artists – Richard Hamilton, Bridget Riley, Damien Hirst, Gilbert & George – as well as some brilliant younger artists. The art world is very welcoming to waifs and strays, and offered me a home during the twenty years I stopped attempting to write and publish my ‘own’ writing – Souvenir was the first non-commissioned book I had published since my novella Perfect Tense, which came out in 2000.

Whether it’s early Roxy or early Riley, or early Hirst or early Gilbert & George, I have great admiration for artists who pioneered what was unknown territory – or largely unknown territory. Artists who found new ways (all massively different) to translate an impulse into a form – an individual truth into a universal truth, that is the ambition of most ‘good’ art.   

RL: I'm intrigued by the fact that the London in Souvenir is 'a shabby, charming, somewhat forlorn place just on the cusp of the new digital age' (Quinn 2021), which would see remix, appropriation, collage and mash-up brought to the fore, yet in When Surface Was Depth (Bracewell 2002) you seem to criticise a cultural and artistic shallowness in the 1990s. The back cover blurb suggests that

Bracewell tackles a decade where Greed became disguised as 'Attitude', where a 'cosy, urban feelgood fable' replaced punk, and where the role of anxiety, so intrinsic to the culture and music of the 1980's [sic], was swapped for a shallow 'I feel your pain' sensibility

yet the anonymous reviewer in the complete review, suggests that Bracewell 'likes surface. He revels in surface. And he seems utterly oblivious to most depth.' (Anon 2002?)

I know it's the blurb writer, not you, but isn't 'the role of anxiety' one of those creative myths, rather like the idea of the artistic muse? And surely Richard Hamilton's collages and paintings, along with Gilbert & George's early performances and later paintings, are deliberately shallow statements or provocations? Isn't most pop music (that is actually popular music, not critically acclaimed or with a cult following) deliberately shallow? Weren't Roxy Music a mash-up of all sorts of influences: science fiction, burlesque, futurism, rock, systems theory, fine art, fashion and experimental composition? (To start with, anyway. I lose interest after Eno leaves, because they never recorded music like 'The Bogus Man' (Roxy Music 1973) again.)

MB: This is too big a subject to answer simply – and there certainly isn’t, in my opinion, a ‘one rule fits all’ understanding of these vastly different artists and moments you mention.

RL: Faber suggests that 

Bracewell, like many champions of modernism, cherishes the ideals of a bygone age, and it's clear that he still regards Roxy Music as 'the portal through which one might glimpse, or even reach, the empyreal world'. Re-Make/Re-Model is remarkably free of cynicism and, in refreshing contrast to most contemporary biography, it doesn't leave you feeling less respect for its protagonists than when you began. (Faber 2007)

so we are back to that idea of seeking Albion, or elevating the past, but isn't it more important that the present makes use of the past for new ends? Isn't that the magic of the digital world? Isn't one of the amazing things about Roxy Music that they influenced and inspired so many other musicians, in the same way David Bowie and the Sex Pistols did?

MB: Well, art runs on introductions – cf. Bridget Riley’s belief that painting stays alive and relevant because it has been (so far) an unending lineage of problem solving that each generation of artists has to tackle anew, based on what has gone before. 

RL: Taylor quotes you as saying

In England, where culture seems concerned with depth (in America it seems more in love with breadth), one begins with a local sense of place  – which absorbs patterns of experience like a psychic tape recorder, listening out for errant bleeps and squeaks which denote disturbance. (Taylor 2005)

Do you still think that England is very different from America? Is breadth a bad thing (any more than deliberate shallowness)? Why was American punk more important to you compared to the British version? (I mean, yes, Patti Smith and Television, but presumably there's more to it than that?)

MB: That's too big a question. 

[Whilst respecting this as an answer, I offer readers of Punk & Post-Punk the following quotes from Bracewell's previous articles and books on the subject of New York punk, with the caveat that these are journalistic pieces 'for the most part written on the run for cash' (Bracewell 2023b), and should not be taken in the same way as the considered answers elsewhere in this interview.

First up is a summary of UK punk that notes the number of diverse ways it could and can be 'read':
Punk lasted in the UK for little more than 14 months, between 1976 and the Jubilee Summer of 1977. [...] 

   Despite or perhaps because of its brief springtime of largely pantomime anarchy, punk can be seen in retrospect to have held a mirror up to the expectations of many whom it touched. To some, punk was primarily political in its energy, carrying class war or a reclamation of the Situationist desire to 'wreck culture' to the brutalist Britain of the pre-Thatcher 1970s.

   To others, it was an avant-garde fashion parade: a damply British reclamation of the Zurich Dada or the Ballets Russes. And to yet others it was the gleeful desecration of rock music's Church of Authenticity (Bracewell 2012)

Next is a GQ piece looking back at the career and music of Debbie Harry, which starts by reminiscing about a concert on the 29th May 1977 where Blondie supported Television at the Hammersmith Odeon, a gig I also attended. Bracewell notes that '[p]unk’s brief springtime of cartoon anarchy had given way to both a broadening and hardening of its core tastes and beliefs' and that music had 

found its own schism, between the instantly forgettable beginnings of what would be known as New Wave – a kind of perky, pasteurised version of punk, usually performed by pasty-faced men – and a whole raft of deeply seductive weirdness. (Bracewell 2003)
But other music was also available, including 

what seemed like gusts of humid, intoxicating acoustic steam from downtown Manhattan – a music which sounded as though it had been composed on cheap guitars and junk-shop keyboards, by people who read disturbed poetry, worshipped Hollywood’s Golden Age and got high on lighter fuel. (Bracewell 2003)
This observation facilitates a return to the 1977 Hammersmith concert which, he recalls,
was a heady double-bill, because these two groups were from the same downtown, CBGB’s club, art-punk milieu – the direct offspring of Andy Warhol and the Velvet Underground, soaked in a mixture of comic-book melodrama, trashy eroticism and, in the case of Television’s frontman Tom Verlaine, a kind of spikey Symbolist verse which seemed to crawl over his teeth like ectoplasm. (Bracewell 2003)
The writer is clearly more taken by Blondie than Television, especially Debby Harry, who '[d]ressed in black jeans, sneakers and a white sports shirt [...] was 'quite literally, breathtaking.' Bracewell moves on to discuss the singer's band and solo career in relation to glamour, image, art, stardom and creative renewal, although I still find it hard to see Blondie as anything much to do with punk. To me they seem more a pop band savvy enough to use the opportunities punk opened up, which included personal connections and inter-band support much as Talking Heads did at the same time.
If he was not totally smitten with Tom Verlaine and Television, Bracewell could not but fail to notice Patti Smith, who he described in 1996 as 'the high priestess of punk, an outlaw with God on her mind, who re-invented the role of women in rock.' (Bracewell 1996)
He states that
Patti Smith is still considered to be one of the most radical writers and performers to emerge from rock and become a leading figure in the much broader arena of contemporary culture. Historically, she embodies the second wave of New York's pop avant garde: the punk scene of the early Seventies, based around CBGBs, that took over the underground after Warhol had been forced to close the doors of his Factory. This was a world where art, poetry and music were all plugged into the same circuit, creating a fledgling society that would produce, under the inspiration of the Velvet Underground and the New York Dolls, smart young groups such as Richard Hell And The Voidoids Tom Verlaine's Television, Alan Vega's Suicide and, foremost, the Patti Smith Group. 
And suggests that

Smith's particular brand of punk rock was a form of mystical theatre in which, as she famously put it, 'Three-chord rock merged with the power of the word.' While the Patti Smith Group could play the fastest, most violent form of white-noise speed punk doing the rounds in 1977, Smith's performances ranged from covering The Who's 'My Generation' to virtually speaking in tongues – thus mutating the extremes of her religious upbringing to a kind of punk shamanism. Her sexual ambiguity – singing Van Morrison's 'Gloria' from the point of view of the predatory male, or describing a suicide on the lesbian beach at Redondo – was always secondary to her intense romanticism as a poet.  (Bracewell 1996)
For Bracewell, this heady brew of romanticism, shamanism and mysticism underpins Smith's music and art. His vision of Smith as interlocutor between music fans and a distant deity elevates punk to a spiritual level:

Her most impassioned monologues across the group's 'field of sound' – captured on Radio Ethiopia and later Easter – resembled a one-way shouting match with God. She used the language of ecstatic religion within the theatre of rock 'n' roll, crunching visions of teenage rebellion into snarled prayers, or cooing accounts of spiritual communion through a cast of misfits and outlaws. This was closer to Genet than Generation X. (Bracewell 1996) 
Perhaps it is this combination of 'disturbed poetry', glamour, beauty in a bankrupt city, post-Warhol and post-Velvet Underground, that was so different? These are not terms often used about the likes of The Clash or Sex Pistols in London.] 
RL: Returning to London and Souvenir, were you one of those people described by Tim London

who lived a rarified version of the late ‘70s and early to mid ‘80s. That relatively tiny group of young people for whom fashion was a daily, lived experience and as much about stance and conversation, about who you can call a friend, as it was about shoes and shirts. (London 2021)

and whether or not you were, how would you defend yourself against his criticism that

Nowhere do we read of mechanic’s tools, poor-house diets, soul-killing repetitive journeys, the journey to Greenham Common, hand-painting a placard, squatting a housing estate. [...] The fag-strewn, broken facilities of new romantic London were no more romantic than the piss and lager swimming bars of Weill’s Hamburg, however lovingly we make time slow down in order to pan ever so slowly across brown carpets, or booths in a public toilet. (London 2021)

MB: I was simply writing my recollections of the time. Other people will have their own version. 

RL: You seem seduced by the city itself. In 3 a.m magazine you talked about how

What was happening in the urban side of things was a new kind of poetry. It was an opening up of creative possibilities, particularly the idea of the city as being a bottomless well of enquiry. In my case it was inner London setting itself up as the ultimate romantic road, the romantic route that if you follow the right street you would get to that one point in the city that would reward you, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. (Marshall 2021)
Did the city deliver its promise? Does it still deliver or is the 21st century city a different place, post-digital and post-pandemic?

MB: A character in my recent novel says, 'Cities change. It costs a lot to keep up with them. More than most of us have.'
RL: Is it true that Souvenir as published is part of a much longer work that you decided not to finish or publish?
MB: No – I simply kept paring it down, and paring it down. It’s barely 17,000 words. 

RL: I know writers are often their worst critics, and it's difficult to step back and articulate how and why we write, but I wondered how you saw your own work? Quinn says you have an 'oblique fractured style' (Quinn 2021) whilst Genders says 'There are times [...] when the author sounds less like a cultural critic [...] and more like a medium, summoning a lost and slightly cursed moment from history.' (Genders 2021) You've said '[c]reativity so often abounds in the collision of opposites' (Bracewell 2004) and that you 'like the idea of writing as a "performance" – when the text is animated in different ways, calling for instance on the devices of fiction or screenplay or poetry.' (Battista 2012)

Could you talk about that idea of the performative in your work (presumably that includes style) and the appropriation of other genres in what is ostensibly non-fiction? (I'm aware that you also write fiction.) 
MB:  I’m too close to what I’m trying to do, and like many writers find it so difficult to get into the head-space where its possible to even thing about writing. Someone summed it up very well when they said (about trying to write): '…nothing works, nothing works, nothing works, nothing works, nothing works, nothing works. Something works.'  

RL: Thank you for agreeing to do this interview. I look forward to reading more of your work.
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