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Introduction
Kevin Cummins

On 15 July 1961, the Daily Telegraph published a jazz feature by Philip Larkin under the header “Cool, Britannia”. The comma here is crucial.

Just over 35 years later, “cool Britannia” became one of those meaningless expressions beloved by ad execs who thought it defined the zeitgeist – but more importantly, they thought it defined them. In the mid-1990s anything and everything British was cool. Celebrity mockney chefs: cool. Lads’ mags: cool. Tony Blair: cool. The Spice Girls: cool. Ladettes: cool. New Labour: cool. Except none of it was cool. It was just another way of marketing a certain type of Britishness to the masses. Britpop was a term I was uncomfortable with, and I wasn’t alone.

In April 1993 Select magazine dropped a photo of Brett Anderson over a backdrop of a Union Flag, using the coverline: “Yanks Go Home! Suede, St Etienne, Denim, Pulp, The Auteurs and the Battle for Britain”. They were reducing the standard of the once lofty music press to the level of red-top, flag-waving patriotism.

Brett was furious. His songs were documenting the world around him, illustrating its cheapness and failure, not about Britishness in all its perceived glory. Suddenly Britpop became a movement and flag waving became the norm. Newspapers and magazines love a catch-all expression, and thus the term “Britpop” was born.

Most British bands distanced themselves from the term, but they were fighting a losing battle. All the UK bands we featured in NME over a period of three to four years would be asked about their Britishness. They weren’t asked about the elements of toxic masculinity, misogyny and racism that many commentators – and musicians – were uncomfortable with. If any publication defined the zeitgeist it was Loaded. They’d championed the birds, booze, football, clubbing and casual drug use culture from issue one in May 1994. Uncool Britpop was designed for them; for men who should know better. And so it went on…

At NME, I like to think we distanced ourselves from the more laddish end of the spectrum. We concentrated on the musicians and their music, and some great music came out of this period. I wanted to shoot serious portraiture and consequently I felt we gave the bands the gravitas they deserved. Of course, it was difficult to do this when commissioned to shoot an on-the-road piece with Oasis – it was hard enough to stay alive. Similarly with Blur. Both bands lived life to excess. It was exhausting but a lot of fun, too.

I usually define my job as 10 per cent photography and 90 per cent hanging around hotel lobbies waiting for the band to turn up. It’s kind of ironic that the photo of Liam was taken while I was sitting in a hotel lobby in Newport, Gwent, and when he eventually turned up he was perfectly framed by the door with “The Oasis Bar” sign above his head.

Twenty-five years on and it’s difficult to separate Britpop from today’s political climate. The symbolism of the Union Flag is more loaded and exclusivist than ever. Was Britpop a precursor to the Brexit mentality? It’s hard to truly know, though I suspect a connection somewhere along the way. I am delighted that four very different protagonists of the era – Noel Gallagher, Brett Anderson, Sonya Aurora Madan and Martin Rossiter – answered my questions about Britpop and its legacy, openly, honestly, and with insight.

When it came to making the selection of photos for this book, I found it more difficult than for any of my previous books. Britpop isn’t easily definable. I took to Twitter to ask fans if certain bands could be considered part of the genre. Several musicians joined in to deny they were ever part of Britpop. I realized I had to go with my own instinct. I’ve kept it reasonably fluid, but the Manics were never considered part of this genre, neither was Primal Scream, much as I’d like to have included them. I’m sure many of you won’t agree with the complete edit, but I hope you will agree that it’s a lovely, strong set of photographs. If you don’t, I’m sure you’ll take to Twitter to let me know.
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Blur, Studio, July
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The Charlatans, Cheshire, January
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Miki Berenyi/Lush, Studio, October
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Blur, Marquee, New York, November



[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]


Every year for the NME Christmas issue, we’d choose a theme – favourite TV programmes, films and so on. This year it was favourite album sleeves. Blur chose Queen II, but a few days before the shoot, Freddie Mercury died. We were often accused of insensitivity, but thankfully my editor backed down on this occasion and the band decided to do Blondie’s Parallel Lines instead. In the studio, I spent four hours cutting and preparing the backdrop from memory. Then my stylist, Dilly, arrived with the album sleeve and we realized that the picture of Blondie was just cut out and dropped in onto the parallel lines. Meanwhile Damon was getting into the role, having his chest hairs covered in talc to tone them down and his legs shaved. He would only shave them below the knee for some reason, but despite this the photo still works brilliantly. Years later I photographed Debbie Harry, who told me she (and the band) adored the photo and I told her about Damon only shaving below his knees. “Oh, tell him I only do that too,” she said. “See, it’s more authentic than you thought.”
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Blur, Studio, December
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Tim Burgess/The Charlatans, Montreal, June
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Lush, Studio, January
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Blur, Tokyo, February
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“Look, I know why people resent me. It’s because I’m confident.”

Damon Albarn, Blur, NME, 27 April 1996
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Brett Anderson/Suede, Studio, August


In Conversation
Brett Anderson, Suede

It’s 25 years since Britpop – how do you look back on that time?

My view of the era is complex. I think like all movements it started off with good intentions. When we were writing those songs in 1991 it felt thrilling and against the grain, but what began as a frank documentation of life as a poor, white, marginal man living in rented rooms in London – and which was in broader terms an exciting rejection of American cultural imperialism – soon became a jingoistic, beery cartoon when the money moved in. It happens to all cultural movements. The original inspiring ideas become a cheapened victim of their own success once the imitators and the hangers-on spot an opportunity.

Has it aged well?

I think it’s aged terribly. The faint whiff of nationalism and misogyny, the Men Behaving Badly and Loaded culture that was part of the ugly zeitgeist it began to embody is so at odds with modern concepts of gender fluidity etc, that it feels clumsy and almost anachronistic now.

Did it feel like you were all part of a scene?

Subjectively no, but I’m aware that others would of course see it differently. As soon as we saw a scene developing we made Dog Man Star, which is possibly the ultimate anti-Britpop record. It was an album about disintegration, isolation and internationalism, which we made at a time when our contemporaries were waving their flags and celebrating a kind of fantasy parochialism, a chimera of nostalgia.

Did you feel any kinship with other indie artistes of the time?

I suppose the Manics were the only other band who had a similarly sour and askance view of the whole thing. They toured with us in Europe in 1995, and it did feel that both bands were somehow happily exiled from it all.

Do you feel that lumping bands together under the Britpop label was enhancing or demeaning for you and for the other bands?

Labels and movements are necessary in that they provide heft. They are simplistic and a little clumsy and no one thinks they really do them justice as individuals, but the media need to file things like this as it makes everything easier to wield and to categorize.

Your previous relationship with Justine Frischmann was used to imply there was a close-knit scene. Did that irritate you?

When you are in the public eye there are two versions of yourself – the person and the persona – and the same can be true of the nature of a relationship. It’s interesting that Justine and I had a completely self-contained relationship, prior to either of us achieving any sort of success, that was of course private and personal. And then that relationship was somehow wrestled from us and viewed and assessed publicly in retrospect. Yes, I do think its very existence implied a sort of cliquey coterie and maybe I’m deluding myself by protesting that there wasn’t.

Did you or the band have any problem with your first NME cover, when I shot you on your own through a cross to mock the idea of you as rock deity, rather than using a band shot?

To be honest it’s not my favourite shot you ever took of us or me but, aesthetics aside, no, a band will naturally acquire a focal point and one face is easier for the public to process than four. You’d have to ask the others how they personally felt about it.

What do you think set Suede apart from the other bands of that era?

A pig-headed and self-sabotaging urge to not be like other bands. That was the whole point of Suede, to be an antidote.

Why do you think other bands were caught up in the hedonistic, Loaded-style birds, booze, drugs, rock ’n’ roll and football lifestyle?

I think it allowed a powerful, almost Dionysian urge to transgress and indulge primal, base instincts. It achieved an almost mob-like mentality, as if everyone was lost in a huge cultural football chant, the madness of the crowd abdicating personal responsibility. It indulged a childish personal and cultural revisionism, a return to a hazy Dad’s Army sort of world that never really existed. These were extremely compelling forces to which many succumbed.

Do you think the era is forever tainted by the nationalistic use of the terms “Britpop” and “Cool Britannia”, or do you think it was able to reclaim the Union Flag and celebrate a great period for
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