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Preface: The British Are Coming!


Somebody asked me yesterday what face of Britain I wanted to put forward, is it Blur or the Beefeaters, and frankly it’s both.

David Cameron, speaking before the London Olympics, 27 July 2012



In the summer of 2012, the Olympics came to London. For seven years their arrival had been keenly anticipated, and yet in the weeks leading up to the opening ceremony the public mood was far from optimistic. Almost from the moment London had been awarded the Games, there had been a sense of foreboding: only hours after the announcement, the news had been driven off the front pages by the Islamist bomb attacks on the London transport system. In the following years, much had changed. Shaken by the worldwide banking crisis, the British economy had struggled through one of the deepest recessions in its history. In its aftermath, the Labour government that had secured the right to host the Games had fallen from office, replaced by a Conservative-led coalition committed to deep spending cuts. Yet even though the budget for the Games had originally been set at some £2.4 billion, by the time the athletes arrived it had ballooned to almost £9 billion. And with the newspapers competing to find the most sensational examples of corruption, extravagance, paranoia and incompetence, it was little wonder that, as the opening ceremony approached, many people steeled themselves for the worst.

‘With all the rampant commercialism, the grotesque fawning over foreign “dignitaries”, the obscene cost, the dubious legacy and the fear we’ve made ourselves a major terror target,’ wrote one columnist in the Daily Mirror, people were ‘begging their partners to manacle them to the bed and blindfold them so they’re nowhere near a TV set when the inevitable disasters unfold’. Even abroad, expectations seemed depressingly low. The New York Post warned its readers to prepare for ‘the feel-bad extravaganza of the century’, while Der Spiegel predicted ‘an Olympic-sized fiasco’ that would be remembered only for interminable queues, driving rain and an atmosphere of stifling paranoia. Embarrassingly, even the American presidential candidate Mitt Romney, visiting London the day before the opening ceremony, doubted the city’s capacity to put on a suitably enjoyable show. The early signs were ‘disconcerting’, he told American broadcasters, sending Downing Street into a paroxysm of fury. ‘It’s hard to know just how well it will turn out.’1

As almost everybody recognized, the tone would be set by the opening ceremony. In 1948, the last time that London had hosted the Olympics, the athletes had simply marched around Wembley Stadium before King George VI, with army bands entertaining the crowds. But, by the twenty-first century, such a modest kick-off was simply inconceivable. Opening ceremonies had now become vastly expensive showcases, proudly proclaiming the unique virtues of the host nation, with Beijing’s extravagant blowout in 2008 having set an almost impossibly high standard. But the Prime Minister, David Cameron, was clearly not afraid of the challenge. This, he declared, was a chance to send ‘a powerful message to the world: if you’re looking for a great place to do business, to invest, to work, to study, to visit – then look no further than Great Britain’. As Cameron pointed out, London had a proud record of putting on spectacular shows. The organizers, he insisted, should take inspiration from ‘the Great Exhibition of 1851, when the personal drive of one man, Prince Albert, created South Kensington – a new quarter of our capital that became a home to art, to science and to technology’, while his own commitment to a lasting economic legacy had been inspired by ‘the Festival of Britain [in] 1951, which was a showcase of national enterprise and innovation’. Now as then, he insisted, ‘we need to sell Britain to the world on the back of British success’.2

The obvious problem, as commentators anxiously pointed out, was that Britain’s international standing in 2012 was very different from what it had been in 1851 or even in 1951. Although the Festival of Britain had taken place in an exhausted, indebted, bomb-damaged capital, it had nevertheless been a tribute to the collective unity that had taken Britain and its Empire to victory in the Second World War. As for the Great Exhibition, the inspiration for all subsequent spectacles of this kind, it had been conceived from the outset as a celebration of Victorian Britain’s position as the world’s outstanding imperial, economic and commercial power. Indeed, the day before the Crystal Palace opened to the public, The Times had printed a triumphant ode by William Makepeace Thackeray, singling out its gleaming steam engines as the instruments of Britain’s global supremacy:


Look yonder where the engines toil;

These England’s arms of conquest are,

The trophies of her bloodless war:

         Brave weapons these.

Victorious over wave and soil,

With these she sails, she weaves, she tills,

Pierces the everlasting hills,

         And spans the seas.



Nobody could have written a similar poem in 2012. Britain’s economic ascendancy had gone the way of its Empire, and the nation’s worldwide reputation had clearly declined since its Victorian heyday. In its gleefully morbid Olympic preview, the New York Post described the United Kingdom as ‘an economically depressed country’, a ‘cowering, cringing place … not only spiritually but literally soggy, gray and damp’. Even many domestic commentators apparently endorsed this gloomy verdict. The Great Exhibition and the Festival of Britain, declared one Eeyorish historian in the Daily Mail,** had been ‘celebrations of the best in education, art and design, temples to technology and industry’. But ‘recapturing the spirit of 1951, let alone 1851, seems well beyond us now. The truth is that we have long since lost the national self-confidence and moral seriousness that were once intrinsic elements of British identity.’3

The general atmosphere before the opening ceremony, therefore, was one of doom-laden trepidation. Many columnists shuddered to recall the utter fiasco of the previous attempt to recreate the spirit of the Great Exhibition. ‘Believe me,’ Tony Blair had said of the Millennium Dome, ‘it will be the envy of the world.’ Instead, the Dome had become a byword for disaster: a cavernous structure that had nothing worthwhile to say about Britain’s past, present or future. As the Guardian’s Hugo Young had remarked, it was a ‘humiliating embarrassment … which leaves Britain looking like a nation led astray by profligate, self-regarding philistines’. The prospect of another debacle, only twelve years later, was almost too gruesome to contemplate. ‘Nobody could describe its director, Danny Boyle, or some of its performers as second-rate,’ wrote the Spectator’s Andrew Gilligan, previewing the opening ceremony. ‘But we must still cross our fingers that we’re not aesthetically shamed before the world.’ The stakes could scarcely have been higher: if things went wrong, warned the Independent, ‘Britain’s embarrassment will be witnessed by a global audience estimated in excess of one billion people’.4

But the opening ceremony was not, of course, an embarrassment: quite the reverse. With a handful of exceptions, millions of British viewers were entranced by the rousing tributes to their rural and industrial heritage, the stirring evocations of Milton, Blake and Shakespeare, the comic nods to James Bond and Mr Bean, and the loving homages to J. M. Barrie and J. K. Rowling. The soundtrack alone was a hymn to British cultural talent, taking in everything from Edward Elgar to Tinie Tempah, from the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and the Sex Pistols to the Prodigy, Amy Winehouse and Dizzee Rascal. And although foreign viewers were impressed by Danny Boyle’s spectacular restaging of the Industrial Revolution, it was his emphasis on music, comedy and children’s stories that really captured their attention.

The ‘hilariously quirky’ ceremony, wrote the New York Times’s London correspondent Sarah Lyall, suggested ‘that the thing that is most British about the British is their anarchic spirit and their ability to laugh at themselves’. It was impossible, agreed her colleague Alessandra Stanley, ‘to imagine any other nation willing to make so much fun of itself on a global stage’. Even the Chinese, whose opening ceremony four years earlier had struck a very different note, were impressed. The state-run Xinhua news agency told readers that it had celebrated ‘British humour and fantasy literature’, the product of ‘Britain’s well-developed cultural and creative industries’, while the dissident artist Ai Weiwei applauded Boyle’s celebration of ‘stories and literature and music’. But perhaps the most telling tribute came in the Washington Post, the house newsletter of the capital that, decades earlier, had displaced London as the centre of world affairs:


Amid green and pleasant pastures, they read from the storybook that is Britain, not just Shakespeare but Peter Pan and Harry Potter. And if the Opening Ceremonies of the London Games sometimes seemed like the world’s biggest inside joke, the message from Britain resonated loud and clear: We may not always be your cup of tea, but you know – and so often love – our culture nonetheless.

The themes showcased Britain, past, present and future, capturing the mind-set of a nation seeking to redefine itself through these Games after nearly a century of managed decline. A great empire, gone. Military might, ebbing. Sense of humor, very much intact …

For an audience across the Atlantic, it seemed like the rock-and-roll Olympics, an event celebrating the shared culture of the English-speaking world – so much of it thanks to these relatively tiny isles.



As it happened, Britain was the third most populous island in the world, with its sixth largest economy and fourth biggest military budget, so it was not really so tiny. Still, the Post meant well.5

The ‘biggest single inspiration for the Olympics opening ceremony’, Danny Boyle said later, was Humphrey Jennings’s book Pandaemonium (1985), which explores the coming of the machine age through a vast compilation of contemporary accounts from 1660 to 1886. The book had been a present from Boyle’s chief collaborator, the screenwriter Frank Cottrell Boyce, who insisted afterwards that ‘the whole nation collectively had forgotten that they did the Industrial Revolution. That we invented the modern world!’ No doubt plenty of history teachers would consider that a bit of an exaggeration. All the same, Boyle loved the idea. Having grown up in Radcliffe, Lancashire, a former mill and mining town, he was instinctively drawn to the thought of celebrating Britain’s industrial heritage. But ‘it’s not just because I come from the north of England; it’s just a no-brainer’, he said later:


The stadium was built on land which they sealed and recovered from the Industrial Revolution poison. It’s the area Dickens wrote about. Britain’s Industrial Revolution was exported all over the world and is still happening in certain countries, as they go through the painful process of mechanisation. We invented that. Wow! All this talk of British kings and queens is irrelevant by comparison.6



In his enthusiasm for the Industrial Revolution, Boyle was not a million miles away from embracing the spirit of the Great Exhibition, which had, after all, been a gigantic tribute to the triumphs of the machine age. The difference was that, although Boyle’s vision found room for Sir Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the World Wide Web, his Industrial Revolution was set firmly in the past.

As late as 1951, when London had hosted the Festival of Britain, the nation’s manufacturers had produced a third of its national output, employed four out of ten workers and commanded a quarter of the world export trade. But by the time Boyle’s performers took the stage, Britain’s manufacturers produced barely a tenth of its GDP, employed just 8 per cent of its workforce and accounted for a mere 2 per cent of world exports. ‘We aren’t economic leaders any more. Our industrial importance has diminished,’ Boyle admitted. By contrast, ‘we are very good at all things cultural’. Pop music, for example, was ‘clearly one of the most outstanding things we’ve given to the outside world’. Hence the ceremony’s emphasis on popular culture, the one thing that, as foreign commentators immediately agreed, Britain still did better than almost anybody else. The point, Boyle added, was to celebrate those stories that had taken root in the national imagination. ‘Whether you’ve seen a film like Kes or not, it’s part of your culture,’ he explained. ‘Your heritage. It’s running in your veins. It’s an invisible fingerprint that everybody carries, whether you ever sit down and watch it, or not. I love that idea.’7

The idea of Britain as, above all, a land of storytellers, musicians and entertainers would have seemed very odd to the men and women who poured into the Crystal Palace in the summer of 1851. Foreign visitors might have found plenty of things to admire about the workshop of the world – its unwritten constitution, its newspapers, its manufacturers, its navy – but they rarely paid tribute to its popular culture. Had a visiting businessman from Leipzig or Lyons been asked what he admired most about Britain, it is highly unlikely that he would have singled out its hilarious tradition of music-hall comedy. Instead, he would probably have mentioned Britain’s maritime and manufacturing might, its record as the world’s first industrial power or its traditions of democracy and free speech. The sinews of British life, wrote Samuel Smiles, whose book Self-Help (1859) became the bible of Victorian individualism, were ‘its tools, its machinery, its steam-engine, its steam-ships, and its locomotive’. When Smiles published a tribute to the ‘principal men by whom this nation has been made so great’, his title, Lives of the Engineers (1874), said it all. These, he wrote, were the men who, ‘by their industry, skill, and genius, have made England the busiest of workshops’. It simply would not have occurred to him to argue that Britain’s influence might be based on its novels, its magazines, its theatres or its music halls. This is not to deny, of course, that Victorian Britain had a vibrant and exciting popular culture, or that writers like Charles Dickens were much admired abroad. But these things seemed incidental to a much bigger story: the glory of British commerce and industry. The idea that the British were born entertainers, bubbling with natural flair, good humour and musical exuberance, would have struck people on both sides of the Channel as patently ridiculous.8

At one level, therefore, the story of Danny Boyle’s opening ceremony was that of a nation that, having lost its genuine manufactories, had embraced a new identity as the world’s great dream factory. A cynic might suggest that this role was invented to disguise the fact that, as George Orwell had once warned, the loss of Empire had reduced Britain to ‘a cold and unimportant little island where we should all have to work very hard and live mainly on herrings and potatoes’. Politicians have certainly been pushing it with great enthusiasm ever since the departure of Margaret Thatcher, perhaps the last Prime Minister who felt no need to hide her total indifference to contemporary popular culture. It was her successor, John Major, who in 1992 appointed the first Culture Secretary – then known as the National Heritage Secretary – in David Mellor, who was immediately and rather inappropriately dubbed the ‘Minister for Fun’. But it was under Tony Blair that the notion of Britain as a fundamentally fun-loving place, something Mrs Thatcher would surely never have tolerated, really took hold.

As the Demos pamphlet BritainTM argued in 1997, the country’s image desperately needed an overhaul. ‘One hundred or even fifty years ago, Britishness meant industry,’ explained its author, an earnest wonk in his early twenties called Mark Leonard. ‘At the Great Exhibition of 1851, the organisers were happy to put on display the world’s finest products because they could be confident that the British ones would stand out.’ But times had changed, and Britain needed a new global brand, emphasizing its record of ‘success in creative industries like music, design and architecture’. Like all good brands, it needed a slogan, and Leonard considered such possibilities as ‘Hub UK – Britain as the world’s crossroads’, ‘United colours of Britain’ and ‘Open for business’. But the slogan that seemed to enthuse him most was ‘Creative Island’ – an appropriate label, he thought, for a country ‘blossoming in film, design, architecture, music, computer games and fashion’.9

In many ways BritainTM reads like an abandoned idea for an episode of The Thick of It. Among some of Leonard’s wackier notions, for instance, were a plan to send the Queen around the world ‘from Ireland to Iran’ to ‘heal difficult memories and to signal that Britain has moved beyond its imperial heritage’, and a suggestion that people arriving at Britain’s airports should be greeted ‘with a mouthful of British food – from Scottish to Chinese, Balti to roast beef’, which would have made for interesting scenes in the immigration queues at Heathrow. But although it is easy to scoff, Leonard’s basic idea – that Britain should rebrand itself as ‘Creative Island’ – has now become a political commonplace. ‘The creative industries’, declared Labour’s new Culture Secretary, Chris Smith, in 1998, ‘have moved from the fringes to the heart of the UK economy; a key economic driver, providing the jobs of the future and maintaining our position in the world.’

This, of course, was the heyday of that much-mocked phenomenon, Cool Britannia. But although the expression rapidly became a joke, the underlying message did not. When David Cameron invited a selection of entertainers to Downing Street for a party dubbed ‘Cool Britannia II’ in 2014, he insisted that the United Kingdom had always ‘punched well above our weight in culture and the arts. We don’t have the natural resources to rival other nations but we’ve got the cultural resources … So tonight let’s resolve to keep on leading the world with our culture.’ Determined not to be outdone, his opposite number, Ed Miliband, unveiled a ‘task force … to draw up a policy blueprint for Britain’s creative industries’, including executives from Sony Music UK and Faber and Faber. Whether Britain’s musicians, writers and artists had much to learn from either man, however, was debatable at best. After the Labour leader’s appearance on Desert Island Discs, the verdict of the normally supportive Guardian was less than encouraging. ‘Ed Miliband’s pop choices’, the piece began, ‘reveal a man of no musical taste.’10

As the Olympic opening ceremony showed, though, there is more to Britain’s cultural success than political bluster. It is as difficult to imagine Western pop music without the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, David Bowie and the Sex Pistols as it is to imagine Western crime fiction without Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Agatha Christie, fantasy fiction without J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis, cinema without Alfred Hitchcock and James Bond, or video games without Elite, Tomb Raider and Grand Theft Auto. Why? One obvious explanation, which takes us back to Pandaemonium, is that Britain’s history as the first industrial nation gave it not just a relatively large, affluent and, crucially, literate public, but also the means for talented people to reach them, from railways to newspapers. It was this industrial and economic success that underpinned the cultural institutions giving creative people a chance to flourish, from universities and art colleges to public libraries and the BBC. So by the time the entertainment market rapidly expanded in the 1950s and 1960s – the result not merely of economic prosperity, but of increased education, the launch of television and the emergence of a distinctive teenage culture – Britain was unusually well placed to benefit. There was an imperial dimension, too. Britain’s connections with the outside world, from Ireland to India, meant that its great ports and cities were always cultural crossroads. But the Empire’s cultural legacies go well beyond King Solomon’s Mines, Kim and A Passage to India, or even reggae, ska and dubstep. Tolkien was born in South Africa; Christie spent long periods in the Middle East; Ian Fleming wrote the James Bond books in Jamaica; even Cliff Richard, slightly implausibly, was born in Lucknow. And then, of course, there is the question of language. For more than a hundred years, the United States has been the world’s most lucrative market for music, films, books and television. And nominally, at least, Americans speak English.

The more you think about it, though, the more remarkable Britain’s cultural success begins to look. Britain was not unique in benefiting from empire, industry, literacy and communications: all those things were true for France, too. But apart from Asterix and Le Petit Prince, France’s recent contributions to the global imagination have been strikingly tangential. Of course Albert Camus, François Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard all have their devotees, but only Camus really has any mass appeal. There are no French Beatles; there is no French James Bond, no French J. R. R. Tolkien, no French David Bowie. The truth is that, over the last century or so, just two countries have dominated the worldwide cultural mainstream: Britain and the United States. That may sound like a typically parochial, Anglo-Saxon thing to say: what about Picasso, Tintin, La Dolce Vita and the Buena Vista Social Club? Fair enough: there are plenty of exceptions.

Nevertheless, the fact remains that, compared with Britain and the United States, even large, prosperous, technologically advanced countries have contributed surprisingly little to the worldwide cultural mainstream. Many have produced one or two big names – a world-famous novelist, an enormously influential painter, an acclaimed film director, a briefly all-conquering pop group – but the well soon runs dry. Germany? Kraftwerk, obviously, but then you are really struggling. For all his qualities, Günter Grass never came close to matching the global popularity of Christie or Tolkien. Italy has given the world some great directors, from Vittorio De Sica and Federico Fellini to Luchino Visconti and Bernardo Bertolucci, and a couple of wonderful novels, Lampedusa’s The Leopard and Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose, but nothing else. Belgium? Magritte and Tintin. Sweden? Abba and Ingmar Bergman. Spain? Pedro Almodóvar, but even that is a bit of a stretch. The Netherlands? A black hole. In fact, the thought of any of these countries choosing to open the Olympic Games with a celebration of their twentieth-century culture is so implausible as to be downright laughable. Perhaps, if Paris had beaten London for the right to host the Games in 2012, the world might have been treated to a retrospective of the works of Johnny Hallyday and Serge Gainsbourg, while volunteers dressed as Jean-Paul Sartre floated down on clouds of hot air. But it does seem a bit unlikely.

Whether British culture is the world’s best is an unanswerable and ultimately pointless question. But it has a very good claim, pound for pound, to be its most successful. There is a strong case, of course, for American culture, but the facts and figures make interesting reading. Only Shakespeare and the King James Bible have sold more books than Agatha Christie.**Almost half a century after they broke up, the Beatles are still comfortably the most successful musical group of all time. The Lord of the Rings is the second bestselling novel ever written, behind only A Tale of Two Cities. No children’s hero has ever sold more books than Harry Potter, not even Noddy or Thomas the Tank Engine. The James Bond films are the world’s longest-running film series; Doctor Who is its longest-running science-fiction series; Coronation Street its longest-running television soap opera. Indeed, British television can claim to be one of the nation’s outstanding export industries. Between 2011 and 2014, Britain sold more than 600 shows abroad, six times as many as Germany, a country with a bigger economy and a bigger population. Sherlock is watched in some 200 countries, and when the second series began in China, the video download site Youku Tudou reported almost 50 million hits. Downton Abbey, meanwhile, is watched in more than 250 countries, and has received more Emmy nominations than any other international series in history. Even Top Gear is sold to some 214 countries, more than any other factual programme on the planet. It even boasts a loyal audience in Iran, which protested fiercely when the BBC’s Persian channel dropped an episode for an exclusive interview with Hillary Clinton. The world could hardly say it had not been warned. ‘The British are coming!’ yelled Colin Welland, accepting his Oscar for Chariots of Fire in 1982. But few people could have guessed that Jeremy Clarkson would be leading the charge.11

This book explores the rich history and often surprising implications of the popular culture that has so entranced the world. Indeed, in many ways, books, music, films and television are a much better guide to the modern British experience than political history. That might sound like an annoyingly modish thing to say. But, as early as 1926, the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, then in his sixties, argued that ‘to discover the inward thoughts of a generation … it is to literature that we must look’. A little later, in his famous essay ‘Boys’ Weeklies’ (1940), George Orwell argued that ‘most people are influenced far more than they would care to admit by novels, serial stories, films and so forth’, and that to understand their imaginative world, ‘the worst books are often the most important, because they are usually the ones that are read earliest in life’. And even some notable parliamentarians have thought popular culture more important than politics, among them the controversial proto-Thatcherite prophet Enoch Powell. ‘The life of nations no less than that of men’, the MP for Wolverhampton South West once remarked, ‘is lived largely in the imagination.’ In the late 1960s, at the height of his fame, he appeared on a television chat show alongside the columnist Alan Watkins. Afterwards, Watkins was surprised to see Powell making a beeline for the ageing American bandleader Bill Haley, of Rock around the Clock fame, and shaking him warmly by the hand. Why, Watkins asked Powell afterwards, had he done it? ‘Why did I want to shake Bill Haley’s hand?’ Powell replied. ‘Surely the answer must be obvious. He is the most influential character of our age.’12

I should perhaps say what this book is not. It is absolutely not a contribution to academic cultural studies. Enthusiasts for that particular discipline will search in vain for the opaque theoretical discussions, invented abstract nouns and interminable references to obscure Continental theorists that they love so much. At no stage have I tried to define what I mean by popular culture: as the United States Supreme Court justice Potter Stewart remarked of pornography, you know it when you see it. (The Beatles? Obviously. David Bowie? Yes. Benjamin Britten? Perhaps just about. Harrison Birtwistle? Definitely not.) The two things that are most obviously missing are sport and fashion, partly because there are perfectly good books on them already, but largely because I knew it would be impossible to cover everything. I am also very conscious that I have talked almost entirely about the kind of culture produced by professional artists, musicians, writers and filmmakers, rather than the culture that ordinary people produce themselves in, say, writing groups, painting classes, pottery clubs and amateur dramatic societies. That would make a great subject for a book; but it would be another book entirely.

The Great British Dream Factory is not a definitive narrative history, and still less a pop-cultural encyclopaedia. Only a madman would try to cover the entire sprawling spectrum of British cultural life in the last few decades, and I have made no effort to mention everything. Some very obvious things – Monty Python, David Hockney, Factory Records, Trainspotting – fell by the wayside, while others never even made it into the original outline. Perhaps a basic rule of thumb is that if you think something really has to be here, then it almost certainly isn’t. Some of my choices reflect my own tastes. Others are here because of their sheer, unignorable popularity, such as the novels of Catherine Cookson or J. K. Rowling, or because they tell us interesting things about their historical moment, such as the novelists of the mid-1950s or the Young British Artists of the 1990s. By and large, I have stuck to the middle ground – the ‘middlebrow’, some might say – and have deliberately not picked things that appeal only to self-styled intellectuals. Perhaps one day somebody will write a brilliant book bringing together the songs of Nick Drake, the films of Peter Greenaway and the novels of Angela Carter, but this is not it. There are more men than women, far more white people than black or Asian ones, and far more public-school-educated characters than I thought there would be. But perhaps that tells its own story, for one of the arguments of the book is that our popular culture, which we often imagine to be tremendously subversive, is actually much more conservative than we think.

My original plan was to write about British culture since the Second World War, but it soon became clear that I would need to go back rather further. Most accounts of modern Britain kick off in 1945, or, if they are talking primarily about popular culture, with the advent of rock and pop at the beginning of the 1960s. But when you think about it, was the war really such a great break? Were the Sixties really such a watershed? The most important British cultural institution of modern times, the BBC, was founded in 1922, while many of the art colleges that trained our painters, film directors, rock stars and advertising men were Victorian foundations. The two most influential newspapers of the century, the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror, were founded in 1896 and 1903 respectively. The most successful British film star of all time, Charlie Chaplin, was at his peak in the 1910s and 1920s, while the greatest of all British directors, Alfred Hitchcock, made his first film in 1925. And although rock and pop have been dominated by people born during and after the Second World War, many of the writers who inhabit our collective imagination were much older. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was born in 1859, Beatrix Potter in 1866, Agatha Christie in 1890, J. R. R. Tolkien in 1892, Enid Blyton in 1897, Ian Fleming in 1908 and Roald Dahl in 1916. As a result, much of our imaginative life is still rooted in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: indeed, the only living writer who seriously matches their popularity, J. K. Rowling, made her name writing remodelled Victorian and Edwardian school stories. In fact, as the American writer Christopher Caldwell has pointed out, much of the culture that we call ‘modern’ is closer to our grandparents’ heyday than it is to our own. The last album the Beatles recorded, Abbey Road, was released in 1969. Almost unbelievably, that means it is closer in time to 1924, when Thomas Hardy, Joseph Conrad and H. Rider Haggard were still alive, than 2015, when I am writing this. And to borrow one of Caldwell’s examples, the year of the Sex Pistols’ first concert, 1975, is closer in time to Rachmaninoff’s Third Symphony (1936), than it is to the present day – and Rachmaninoff wrote most of his music during the Victorian era.13

Perhaps this book’s main contention, therefore, is that in terms of our popular culture, we still live in the shadow of the Victorians. That may seem blindingly obvious, but it also undermines the common cliché that, since we live in an age of unprecedented change, our imaginative lives are completely different from those of the people who came before us. That strikes me as self-regarding nonsense. To future generations, we will probably seem so close to the Victorians as to be almost entirely indistinguishable. Their world, like ours, was one of industry, cities, mass media and mass communications, a landscape transformed by innovation, entrepreneurship and globalization. Like us, they felt that time had somehow speeded up. ‘We have been living, as it were, the life of three hundred years in thirty,’ wrote Rugby’s legendary headmaster Dr Thomas Arnold, who did so much to establish the moral climate of the age.

Indeed, just consider the life of the historian Goldwin Smith, who was born in 1823 and died in 1910. On the first page of his autobiography, he painted a loving picture of his boyhood in Reading: ‘The mail-coaches travelling on the Bath road at the marvellous rate of twelve miles an hour … The watchman calls the hour of the night. From the tower of old St Lawrence’s Church the curfew is tolled. My nurse lights the fire with the tinder-box. Over at Caversham a man is sitting in the stocks.’ But the world of his youth, he wrote, had ‘disappeared almost over the horizon of memory’. Now he found himself living in ‘an age of express-trains, ocean greyhounds, electricity, bicycles, globe-trotting, Evolution, the Higher Criticism, and general excitement and restlessness … Between that state of things and the present there is only a single lifetime; yet I feel as if I were writing of antiquity.’ This is exactly how many older people feel in 2015. Few of them, though, have lived through greater changes than Goldwin Smith.14

Precisely because of the importance of change, it would be silly to argue that Victorian culture was exactly the same as our own. But it was not as different as we often think. They, like us, were a nation of readers, devouring newspapers, sensation-sheets, novels and periodicals. Charles Dickens’s magazine All the Year Round sold an estimated 120,000 copies a week, far more than the combined sales of the Spectator and the New Statesman today. They, like us, were anxious about the morals of the young and alarmed by the gulf between rich and poor. We often think of them as technologically backward, yet they, like us, were simultaneously fascinated and frightened by gadgets and innovations: the railway, the telegraph, the bicycle, the typewriter, the motor car, the light bulb. We think of them as staid and stuffy, but like us they craved entertainment and excitement, speed and sensation. They were, writes Matthew Sweet in his book Inventing the Victorians, ‘engaged in a continuous search for bigger and better thrills’. The Victorians might have been bewildered by the emphasis of Danny Boyle’s opening ceremony, but they would have loved the spectacle. Indeed, it was the Victorians who devised many of the pleasures that still dominate our social and cultural lives, for, as Sweet adds, ‘they invented the theme park, the shopping mall, the movies, the amusement arcade, the roller-coaster, the crime novel and the sensational newspaper story’. We walk their streets, we live in their buildings and we read their books. All in all, we still live in the world they made.15

Unlike my previous books on Britain since the 1950s, The Great British Dream Factory is not a single continuous narrative, but is divided into four vaguely thematic parts. The key word here is ‘vaguely’: popular culture is such a richly diverse and fissiparous phenomenon that it would seem both odd and misleading to force it into the straitjacket of an excessively tight and hectoring argument. In some ways, in fact, this book is a bit of a jigsaw puzzle, which could easily be reassembled to give a very different picture. Even now it strikes me that some sections might easily be swapped around to emphasize very different points. So, if nothing else, I hope this book encourages readers to think of parallels and connections that might never have occurred to me in a million years.

Part One, ‘Made in Britain’, begins in Birmingham, a city that became emblematic of the industrial and urban self-confidence of late Victorian Britain. Through the stories of Black Sabbath, J. Arthur Rank, Laurence Olivier’s Henry V and the rise of the Beatles, it explores how Britain stopped seeing itself as a country that led the world in making things – steel, ships, machinery, even flour – and began to see itself as one that led the world in telling stories. All this happened against a background of ebbing diplomatic and economic power, and it went hand in hand with a growing fear of so-called Americanization – the belief that Britain’s children were turning into ‘little Americans’. Later chapters explore the roots of the Swinging London craze, and the success of the carefully packaged vision of Englishness, at once reassuringly nostalgic and thrillingly ultra-modern, presented by The Avengers. They show how Chris Blackwell, the founder of Island Records, turned Britain’s history of colonialism and immigration into a potent formula for musical success, and how a new generation of talented young men, such as David Puttnam, Alan Parker, Hugh Hudson and Ridley Scott, won fame and fortune by selling carefully crafted visions of Britain’s past and present. Finally, Part One discusses two of the most surprising cultural success stories of the last thirty years: Britain’s new prominence in the world art market, embodied by Damien Hirst and the Young British Artists; and the stellar success of its video-games industry. Both of these phenomena, it argues, were inspired, if only indirectly, by the legacy of the Victorians.

Part Two, ‘Play up! Play up! and Play the Game!’, opens in the West Sussex countryside, the setting for the notorious Redlands raid in February 1967, when Keith Richards and Mick Jagger were briefly imprisoned for drugs offences. It argues that the really interesting thing about the story was not the drugs but the house, a typical example of the new rock aristocracy’s fondness for turning themselves into country gentlemen. As Part Two shows, this is a very good illustration of the way in which, far from challenging or subverting the established order, Britain’s popular culture has actually ended up reinforcing it. Indeed, country houses occupy an extraordinarily prominent role in our contemporary imagination, not just in, say, Brideshead Revisited and Downton Abbey, but in the novels of Kazuo Ishiguro, Ian McEwan, Alan Hollinghurst and Sarah Waters. The next chapter looks at the most popular country-house drama of all – the Windsors – and the way in which the monarchy has used our popular culture, especially pop music, to bolster its own image. It shows how the very principle of monarchy is embedded in the modern imagination, from T. H. White’s The Sword in the Stone to J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. It also shows how the Harry Potter books, the most successful fictional phenomenon of recent years, draw not just on the legend of King Arthur, but on Tom Brown’s School Days and the Billy Bunter stories. Indeed, this section argues that the legacy of Victorian public-school fiction is far greater than we often realize. Not only is James Bond a quintessential public-school hero, presenting an only slightly modernized vision of Victorian gentlemanly values, but his antithesis, George MacDonald Fraser’s adventurer Harry Flashman, is drawn straight from the pages of Tom Brown’s School Days. In this, as in so much else, we are much closer to the world of the 1850s than we often think.

Part Three, ‘We Are the Martians’, examines the long shadow of two of the most popular of all Victorian and Edwardian writers, Charles Dickens and H. G. Wells. Both keep popping up in unlikely places, not least in Doctor Who. Dickens has been claimed, not entirely convincingly, as the founding father of the soap opera, the inspiration for Coronation Street and even as the nineteenth-century equivalent of Catherine Cookson. He was not just Mervyn Peake’s favourite author, he was Agatha Christie’s favourite, too. Peake produced a series of drawings based on Bleak House, which were not published until after he died, while MGM paid Christie to write a screenplay of the novel, which was never filmed. Christie’s universe might seem very different from Dickens’s, and their books could hardly be more different. But both were fascinated by crime, both greatly admired the police, and both held what would now be considered fiercely conservative moral views. As for Wells, whose contemporaries saw him as Dickens’s natural heir, his claim to be the father of modern science fiction is surely unassailable. Without Wells, there would have been no Doctor Who, no John Wyndham, no The Day of the Triffids, and no 28 Days Later. But Wells’s influence was not confined to science fiction. The themes that obsessed him after the First World War – the destructive potential of technology, the likelihood of ecological disaster, the inevitability of another total war – were not so different from those that preoccupied the young J. R. R. Tolkien, who had fought on the Somme. And Wells’s shadow also hangs over the early novels of William Golding, whose book Lord of the Flies is surely one of Britain’s greatest contributions to world literature since the Second World War. Golding’s high-minded father had been a great Wells fan, and Golding probably got a rebellious thrill from kicking his father’s hero. In that respect, he was not so different from the teenagers who were about to reject their parents’ cultural tastes for the new excitements of rock and roll.

Finally, Part Four, ‘Going to the Top’, explores the single most striking theme of Britain’s popular culture in the last century: the cult of the individual. The man who epitomizes this better than anybody else is John Lennon, the ambitious, self-willed product of a Liverpool art college. Whatever you think of Lennon’s talent, his sheer narcissism is hard to overstate. Paul McCartney, he once remarked, wrote songs about ‘boring people doing boring things … I’m not interested in writing third-party songs. I like to write about me; ’cause I know me.’ This, as Part Four shows, has been a very common refrain in Britain’s modern popular culture. It is sometimes described as a uniquely Thatcherite ethos, yet it draws on the legacy of Victorian writers such as Samuel Smiles, who preached the gospel of self-help at the very Mechanics’ Institute from which Lennon’s art college evolved. This is the spirit that drives the heroes of novels such as Room at the Top and Billy Liar, who believe that only by throwing off the shackles of class and community can they find true happiness. But the ethos of individual self-fulfilment has also found expression in everything from the television series The Prisoner to the musical careers of David Bowie and Kate Bush. For some writers, individualism is nothing but materialistic self-interest, as in Martin Amis’s Money. For others, it represents personal liberation, as in Hanif Kureishi’s novel The Buddha of Suburbia or Monica Ali’s Brick Lane. In many ways the cult of the individual reached its apotheosis in the career of Andrew Lloyd Webber, whose spectacular musicals celebrate the values of competition, ambition, success and self-fulfilment. And all these things are wrapped up in the story of one of Britain’s most successful living entertainers. An ordinary suburban boy whose talent, self-belief and sheer hard work turned him into one of the richest cultural entrepreneurs in the land, he became a knight of the realm, the confidant of a princess and a philanthropist like no other. Infamous for his tantrums and his profligacy, he often cut a faintly ridiculous figure, yet he took tea with President Reagan, partied with Mikhail Gorbachev and danced with Queen Elizabeth. Critics loved to sneer; audiences, however, simply loved him. All in all, nobody better embodies the power and potential of British pop culture than Elton John. Readers can decide for themselves what to make of that.16




Author’s Note

Before we get stuck in, a couple of observations about facts and figures:

Book sales. There are no reliable or universally accepted figures for all-time book sales. In August 2012 the Guardian compiled what it claimed was the definitive list of Britain’s ‘top bestselling books of all time’, based on the Nielsen Bookscan sales data. But the list incurred well-deserved ridicule, since it included virtually nothing published before the late 1980s. In fact, the best surveys of all-time book sales are probably the Wikipedia entries ‘List of best-selling books’ and ‘List of best-selling fiction authors’, the latter compiled from minimum and maximum estimated sales figures. The key word here, obviously, is ‘estimated’. Some figures are heavily dependent on publishers’ claims for their own authors: for example, HarperCollins’s claim that Agatha Christie has sold 2 billion books. Others look more like guesswork: how does anybody really know that J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings has sold 150 million copies but H. Rider Haggard’s She only 100 million? Still, in the absence of anything more solid, these figures are all we have to go on.

Record charts. It may surprise some readers to learn that for a very long time the singles and album charts were basically estimates. The first chart, compiled by Percy Dickins for the New Musical Express, dates from 14 November 1952, but as it was based on a telephone survey of no more than two dozen record shops, it was hardly definitive. For most of the 1950s and 1960s there were in fact three rival charts, compiled by the NME, Melody Maker and Record Mirror (later Record Retailer), each based on surveys of selected record shops. In 1969 the British Market Research Bureau began compiling the so-called official chart, but even that was based on postal returns from just 250 shops. By the late 1980s the sample had been widened to 500 shops, and the charts have obviously continued to evolve to reflect the new technology of the twenty-first century. Alas, people care less about the charts now, when they are probably more reliable than ever, than they did in the days when they were based on telephone surveys and postal returns. In any case, I have not been very consistent about my chart figures. Generally I used two websites, the Official Chart Archive at www.officialcharts.com/archive/ and the unofficial Top 40 database at http://everyhit.com/. The latter is very good for annual and monthly rankings as well as the weekly charts. As for all-time bestselling singles, albums or artists, the relevant Wikipedia lists, which seem to be reasonably well researched, are probably as good a place as anywhere to start.

Measuring worth. In the 1890s Pears spent £30,000 on their ‘Bubbles’ soap campaign. In the early 1940s the budget for Henry V came in at about £475,000. In 1963 the BBC spent £2,000 on each episode of Doctor Who, in 1969 John Lennon spent £145,000 on a country house and in 1972 Chris Blackwell gave Bob Marley £4,000 to make Catch a Fire. But what do any of these figures really mean? The truth is that converting old money into today’s equivalent is trickier than it looks. The best way to do it is to use the calculators at the website www.measuringworth.com, which is run by a group of American and British academics. But even that is harder than it looks, because there are five different possible indicators: the retail price index (RPI), the GDP deflator, average earnings, GDP per capita and plain GDP. Some are better for prices, others for incomes; some for consumer goods, others for large-scale projects. To borrow the site’s own example of how these produce different results, the first real mass-market newspaper, the Daily Mail, cost ½d when it was launched in 1896. That was the equivalent, at the time of writing, of 20p, 23p, 80p, £1.27 or £2, depending which indicator you use. You pays your money and takes your choice, basically. I have always tried to use the indicator that seemed most appropriate, but as with pretty much everything else in this book, I don’t claim to have been very consistent.

Finally, there is no denying that this book inevitably covers some of the same ground explored in my histories of Britain since the 1950s. It would have been absurdly self-denying, I think, to leave out Lucky Jim, the Beatles, James Bond or The Avengers just because I have written about them before. The focus is quite different, though, and I have tried (and probably failed) to keep repetition to a minimum. In some cases I have even changed my mind – a reckless thing for a historian to do, I know, but there you go.
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Part One



MADE IN BRITAIN

From Workshop of the World to Cultural Superpower
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The heyday of the dream palace: filmgoers outside a London cinema, some time in the 1930s.






1

The Land without Music

THE SOUND OF HAMMERS


We came from Aston. There wasn’t a whole lot of flowers being handed out.

‘Geezer’ Butler, bassist and songwriter of Black Sabbath, interviewed on Heavy Metal Britannia, 5 March 2010



One Friday afternoon in 1965, Tony Iommi chopped off his fingers. It was his last day at the sheet-metal factory, and he was just back from his lunch break. Normally he worked as a welder, but the woman who operated the giant steel press next to him was away, so that morning the foreman had put him on the machine instead. Even years later, Tony could still remember the wobbly foot pedal that he had to press to bring the great guillotine slamming down on the sheet of steel. He had never used it before, but the morning went well enough. At lunchtime he went home – he was, after all, only 17 – and told his mother that, since it was his last day, he might as well not bother going back for the afternoon. She was not impressed. ‘You want to go back and finish the day off, finish it proper!’ she said.

So back went Tony, dreaming, like so many teenagers in 1965, about being on stage, guitar in hand, thrilling the crowds beneath the lights. He was still daydreaming when he sat back down at the machine, pushed on the pedal and brought the full weight of the steel press down on his right hand. Instinctively he pulled his hand away, and to his horror he caught a glimpse of the ends of his two middle fingers, just sitting there on the machine. Later, when he was in hospital, someone from the factory thoughtfully brought the severed fingertips over in a matchbox, but by this time they had turned black.1

[image: image]
The original members of Black Sabbath – ‘Geezer’ Butler, Tony Iommi, Ozzy Osbourne and Bill Ward – photographed in 1970. What magnificent hair!



Up until the point he cut his fingers off, Tony Iommi had enjoyed a typical working-class upbringing in inner-city Birmingham. Born into an Italian family in 1948, he grew up in a world that was poor by twenty-first-century standards, but was far more comfortable – affluent, even – than what had gone before. For the first few years, he lived above his grandfather’s ice-cream shop. Later, after his parents had bought a little grocery shop of their own, they moved to Aston, which he remembered as ‘an awful, gang-infested, rough part of Birmingham’. The house was cold and clammy, and he hated bringing friends back because their sitting room, which they used as a stockroom, was full of tins of beans. But life was not all damp and drudgery. He had a set of lead soldiers, and every time his father went away for work – he doubled as a carpenter, and worked on Cheltenham Racecourse – he brought back another soldier for little Tony’s collection.

Tony’s real joy, though, was music. Like so many of the pop and rock stars of the 1960s and 1970s, he came from a musical family, and his father and his uncles loved to play the accordion. For Tony, however, the supreme pleasure lay in retreating to his bedroom and tuning in to Radio Luxembourg on his little radio. His favourites were Cliff Richard and the Shadows; as a keen amateur guitarist, he liked them much more than Elvis or the Beatles. When he was 16 he joined a local band called the Rockin’ Chevrolets, who wore red lamé suits and knew all the Shadows’ songs by heart. By now he had left school: never a very keen pupil, he worked first as a plumber’s assistant, then in a factory, then in a music shop, and finally at the sheet-metal works. In fact, he quite liked the sheet-metal works. ‘I enjoyed working in the foundry,’ he recalled, many years later. ‘It was hard work but it was rewarding. I became quite good as a welder. It was as noisy as hell with all the crashing of the metal, the hiss of the steam and the sizzle of the welding. Real heavy metal.’ But then he was offered the chance to join a much more professional local band, the Birds & the Bees, who had been booked on a tour of Europe. For a teenager who dreamed of copying the Shadows, it was too good a chance to turn down. And then, on his last day at the factory, he cut the ends of his fingers off.2

At that point, his musical career might have been over. But it was the factory manager, whom Tony remembered as ‘an older, balding man with a thin moustache called Brian’, who saved him. Visiting him in hospital one day, the manager handed over a Django Reinhardt record and told him to put it on. ‘This guy plays guitar,’ the manager remarked, ‘and he only plays with two fingers.’ Tony did as he was told. ‘Bloody hell,’ he thought, ‘it was brilliant!’ And if Django could do it, then so could he. Against his doctor’s orders, he tried playing with bandaged fingers, but it was impossible. So he fell back on the skills he had learned during his short spell at the steel factory:


I got a Fairy Liquid bottle, melted it down, shaped it into a ball and waited until it cooled down. I then made a hole in it with a soldering iron until it sort of fitted over the finger. I shaped it a bit more with a knife and then I got some sandpaper and sat there for hours sandpapering it down to make it into a kind of thimble … Then I found this old jacket of mine and cut a piece of leather off it … I cut it into a shape so that it would fit over the thimble and glued it on, left it to dry and then I tried it and I thought, bloody hell, I can actually touch the string with this now!



Even decades later, after he had become one of the best-known rock
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THE PASSION OF J. ARTHUR RANK
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BAND OF BROTHERS
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