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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Damon Albarn is occasionally still the lead singer in Blur, as well as running Gorillaz and The Good The Bad, and The Queen.

Lily Allen is a best-selling author and pop star. Her first mainstream single, “Smile”, reached Number One on the UK singles chart in July 2006.

Brett Anderson is the lead singer of Suede and a successful author.

Gary Aspden is a creative consultant, who has worked extensively for Adidas.

Mel B was Scary Spice, aka Melanie Brown.

Burt Bacharach was one of the greatest composers of the 20th century, creating dozens of classic songs with Hal David, including “Trains and Boats and Planes”, “This Guy’s in Love With You”, “(They Long to Be) Close to You”, “Do You Know the Way to San Jose” etc.

David Bailey rose to prominence in the sixties as one of the celebrated photographers of the time. He was the inspiration for the photo­grapher played by David Hemmings in Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up, in 1966.

Matthew Bannister was the controller of Radio 1 during its most tumultuous period in the nineties.

Simon Barnes was previously chief sports writer for The Times.

Jeff Barrett formed Heavenly Recordings in 1990, releasing the first albums by St. Etienne, Beth Orton and Doves.

John Barry composed the scores for eleven James Bond films, as well as The Ipcress File, Midnight Cowboy and hundreds more movies and TV series. There is no one else who created the fantasy dreamscape of the sixties as much as he did.

Greg Baum wrote for the Sydney Morning Herald.

Stephen Bayley was once described as “the second most intelligent man in Britain”. He was briefly in charge of Peter Mandelson’s folly, the Millennium Experience.

David Beckham played for Manchester United throughout the nineties, and was the first British footballer to genuinely, and comprehensively, turn himself into a global brand.

Tony Bennett was Frank Sinatra’s favourite singer, a MOR entertainer who was much in evidence during the nineties.

Richard Benson is a journalist, bestselling author and a former editor of The Face.

Alex Bilmes is the editor of Esquire.

James Birch is an art dealer, curator and gallery owner.

Tony Blair served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 1997 to 2007 and leader of the Labour Party from 1994 to 2007.

Sir Peter Blake is Britain’s best-known Pop Artist, as well as the man who designed the cover of Sgt. Pepper.

Iwona Blazwick is an art critic and lecturer who was the Director of the Whitechapel Art Gallery until 2022.

Ozwald Boateng is a highly successful Savile Row menswear designer who was one of the first of the “new breed” to overhaul the Row in the nineties.

Michael Bonner is the editor of Uncut.

Bono is probably the world’s biggest rock star. During the nineties, U2 experimented with their sound and their image to such an extent that they actually broadened their fan base as well as their palette.

David Bowie had a complicated decade, and spent much of the nineties engaging with the YBAs and various Britpop stars. His radar was wonky but still occasionally brilliant.

Danny Boyle is an acclaimed film director – Trainspotting, Shallow Grace, The Beach, Slumdog Millionaire – and was the artistic director of Isles of Wonder, the opening ceremony of the 2012 London Olympics.

Michael Bracewell is a British writer, novelist and cultural historian. His book Re-make/Re-model: Becoming Roxy Music is a masterpiece.

James Brown is the former editor and creator of Loaded, the original “lad mag”.

Tina Brown was formerly the editor of Vanity Fair and The New Yorker, and a powerhouse of New York in the eighties and nineties.

Louisa Buck is an art critic and former jurist for the Turner Prize.

Charlie Burton was the Associate Editor of GQ.

Michael Caine starred in The Italian Job.

David Cameron served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 2010 to 2016.

Alastair Campbell worked as Tony Blair’s spokesman and campaign director (1994–1997), then as Downing Street Press Secretary (1997–2000). He is also an acclaimed diarist, and regularly contributes to newspapers and magazines worldwide.

Naomi Campbell is an acclaimed model and sometime activist.

Graydon Carter was the editor of Vanity Fair in its pomp, when it covered the waterfront in Washington, Los Angeles and New York.

Nicky Carter is one half of the highly successful London-based art duo Rob and Nick Carter.

Robert Chalmers has written for every important broadsheet newspaper in the UK.

Jake Chapman is, along with his brother Dinos, a member of visual artists the Chapman Brothers.

Rob Chapman is an ex-music journalist who saw Pulp play at Glastonbury in 1995.

George Chesterton is a Managing Editor at the Daily Telegraph.

Nigel Clark was in the band Dodgy.

Jarvis Cocker was the lead singer with Pulp.

Sadie Coles runs the Sadie Coles Gallery in London. She previously worked for Anthony d’Offay.

Gaz Coombes is a member of Supergrass.

Elvis Costello has worked with the Attractions, the Imposters, and works under many other guises. He is one of our foremost singer/songwriters and bandleaders.

Graham Coxon is one hell of an exceptional guitarist, who once played in Blur.

Michael Craig-Martin is the incredibly self-deprecating artist and lecturer who famously worked at Goldsmiths, and who is often credited with giving the YBAs their first proper platform.

Kevin Cummins photographed everyone involved with Britpop, for the NME and others.

Fran Cutler is an event and party organiser, and spent much of the nineties operating under the cover of darkness.

Matthew d’Ancona is a journalist who spent much of the nineties working for the Sunday Telegraph.

Ray Davies was the leader and songwriter of the Kinks.

Johnny Dean was the frontman of Menswear, a so-so Britpop band with an absolutely brilliant name.

Robin Derrick was the Creative Director of Vogue.

Martin Deeson is a publisher and journalist who once worked on Loaded.

Paul Du Noyer is an acclaimed music journalist, and former editor of both Q and Mojo. What he doesn’t know about the Beatles isn’t worth knowing.

Alan Edwards runs the Outside Organisation, a PR company.

Mark Ellen edited Smash Hits, Q and The Word, and along with David Hepworth runs the fascinating podcast Word In Your Ear.

Tracey Emin is a national treasure, and one of the greatest artists of the late 20th and early 21st century.

Ekow Eshun is a cultural critic and a former editor of Arena.

Kodwo Eshun is a writer, theorist and film-maker.

Ben Evans is the director of the London Design Festival.

Bryan Ferry was a keen advocate of Pulp.

Matthew Freud is the Chairman of Freud Communications.

Justine Frischmann was the singer with Elastica.

Simon Fuller steered the Spice Girls to fame, before inventing American Idol and many other TV formats.

Noel Gallagher was formerly the voice of a generation, and a man who truly understands rock’s great legacy.

Liam Gallagher was the singer with Oasis.

Bobby Gillespie is the singer with Primal Scream. He once took hedonism to unparalleled heights.

Matt Glasby is a journalist and the author of Britpop Cinema: From Trainspotting to This Is England.

Danny Goffey is the drummer in Supergrass.

Goldie is a musician, producer, DJ and actor. Initially gaining exposure for his work as a graffiti artist, he became well known for his pioneering roles in jungle and drum ’n’ bass.

Harvey Goldsmith is one of Britain’s most successful promoters.

Katie Grand is a super-stylist and magazine editor extraordinaire, having helmed Pop, Love and now Perfect.

Martin Green started Smashing nightclub, and compiled the famous Sound Gallery CD. He is also an extraordinarily successful DJ.

Colin Greenwood is the bass player in Radiohead.

Jonny Greenwood is the lead guitarist and keyboard player in Radiohead.

Jefferson Hack launched Dazed & Confused with Rankin. He was once married to Kate Moss.

Andrew Hale plays keyboard in Sade.

Michael Hann is a freelance journalist.

Jaime Harding was the frontman of Marion.

Andrew Harrison once edited Select.

George Harrison was a Beatle.

Sophie Hastings is a freelance art critic.

Jonathan Heaf is the content king at Soho House.

David Hepworth is the author of, among many other books, Overpaid, Oversexed and Over There.

Damien Hirst makes art that explores the complex relationships between art, religion, science, life and death.

Mary Anne Hobbs is a BBC Radio 6 Music DJ, a journalist and a curator.

Julia Hobsbawm is a journalist and entrepreneur who used to fundraise for the Labour Party.

Luke Holland is a music journalist.

Baby Jane Holzer was an acolyte of Andy Warhol.

Nick Hornby wrote Fever Pitch.

Barney Hoskyns runs Rock’s Back Pages.

Peter Jackson directed Get Back amongst many other things.

Alex James is a farmer, author and the bass player in Blur. He still occasionally frequents The Groucho Club, the scene of many a crime.

Boris Johnson was the Mayor of London during the 2012 Olympics.

Elgar Johnson is a freelance fashion director.

Jay Jopling is an English art dealer and gallerist.

Nick Kent is one of the most famous rock critics of all time. He moved to Paris at the tail end of the eighties.

Sarah Kent wrote about art for Time Out in the nineties.

Steve Lamacq is a writer and DJ, who came to prominence in the nineties.

Joseph Lanza is the author of the seminal book Elevator Music: A Surreal History of Muzak, Easy Listening and other Moodsong.

Simon Leahy-Clark is an artist who saw Pulp perform at Glastonbury in 1995.

Jeannette Lee managed Pulp in the nineties.

Amanda Levete CBE is a RIBA Stirling Prize-winning architect and founder and principal of AL_A, the award-winning design and architecture studio.

Gary Lineker is one of our most accomplished sports broadcasters, and was one of England’s greatest strikers.

Courtney Love is an enormously gifted American singer, songwriter and actress, whose work just gets better with age.

Sarah Lucas was an original YBA, and a former professional partner of Tracey Emin.

Dorian Lynskey writes about music, film, books and politics for the Guardian, the Observer, The New Statesman, Billboard, Empire, and Mojo.

Sir Paul McCartney was the ultimate Britpop influence. While many still revere John Lennon, McCartney is increasingly considered to be the most influential Beatle.

Alan McGee launched Creation Records and discovered Oasis, amongst many other things. He lives in London and Wales.

Steve McQueen won The Turner Prize in 1999.

Stuart Maconie is charged with naming “Britpop”.

Sonya Madan was the singer with Echobelly.

John Major served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom and Leader of the Conservative Party from 1990 to 1997.

Steve Mason was a member of the band Gene.

Fiona Millar is a British journalist and campaigner on education and parenting issues, and was once closely involved with New Labour.

Piers Morgan was one of the most famous tabloid journalists of the nineties. He is now a television personality.

Mark Morriss is the frontman of The Bluetones.

Kate Moss is an iconic British model. In the nineties she appeared on more magazine covers than anyone else.

Gregor Muir is the author of Lucky Kunst and Director of Collection, International Art, at the Tate. He is one of our foremost experts on British art in the nineties.

Robin Muir was the photographic editor of Vogue.

Owen Nicholls writes for the NME.

Ed Needham became the editor of FHM in 1997.

Terry O’Neill was a celebrated photographer and a Mayfair Orphan.

Yoko Ono is a multimedia artist, singer, songwriter and peace activist. Often underrated as John Lennon’s collaborator, her cultural standing continues to grow.

Mat Osman is the bassist in Suede.

Tony Parsons is the acclaimed columnist and novelist whose novel Man and Boy was a pinnacle of so-called nineties “lad-lit”.

Oliver Peyton is a television personality and modern-day hyphenate who launched The Atlantic Bar & Grill in 1994.

Trevor Phillips is a British writer, broadcaster and former politician. He is a famously trenchant columnist.

Marc Quinn is one of the world’s most successful British artists.

Mick Quinn is a member of Supergrass.

Rankin is a world-renowned photographer who co-launched Dazed & Confused.

John Robb is a music journalist who also lays claim to inventing the word “Britpop”.

Mike Roberts was the singer in Mike Flowers Pops.

John Robinson is a music journalist who has edited Uncut.

Jude Rogers is a Welsh journalist, lecturer, art critic and broadcaster.

Caroline Rush made her name as CEO of the British Fashion Council.

Shaun Ryder has fronted both the Happy Mondays and Black Grape. He was the runner-up in the tenth series of I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here.

Charles Saatchi was one of the first collectors of work produced by the YBAs.

Doris Saatchi (née Lockhart) is the legendary collector who once influenced the buying habits of her husband.

Sarah Sands was the Deputy Editor of the Daily Telegraph from 1996 to 2005.

Jon Savage wrote England’s Dreaming, the most authoritative book on punk. In 2019 he published This Searing Light, the Sun and Everything Else: Joy Division: The Oral History.

Miranda Sawyer is an English journalist and broadcaster who primarily works for the Observer.

Alexandra Shulman was the editor of British Vogue from 1992 to 2017.

Tjinder Singh is the powerhouse behind Cornershop, who had a huge hit in 1997 with “Brimful of Asha”.

Sir Paul Smith is an acclaimed British fashion designer.

Mike Soutar was the editor of FHM during its most successful period in the nineties.

Bob Stanley was a member of St. Etienne.

Sir Ringo Starr is a Beatle.

Sir Rod Stewart has sold over 250 million records, and yet is still revered for his renowned bad-boy behaviour during the seventies.

Mark Sturdy is the author of Truth and Beauty: The Story of Pulp.

Steve Sutherland was the editor of the NME between 1992 and 2000.

Neil Tennant is 50 per cent of the Pet Shop Boys.

Kris Thykier is a film producer and a former Managing Director of Freud Communications. He always grows a beard at Christmas.

Tracey Thorn writes, sings, and owns half of the band Everything But The Girl.

Harold Tillman is an English retail entrepreneur and investor, and former head of Jaeger and Aquascutum. He was also a former business partner of George Best.

Tricky produced one of 1995’s greatest albums, Maxinquaye.

Teo van den Broeke is an award-winning fashion writer and editor.

Marijne van der Vlugt was the lead singer of Salad.

Scott Walker had the most beautiful baritone in pop, and was once a member of the almost fictitious Walker Brothers.

Sue Webster is a British artist obsessed with Siouxsie and the Banshees.

Ai Weiwei is a Chinese contemporary artist and activist, and currently one of the most famous cultural figures in the world.

Paul Weller is, among many other things, acknowledged as the Godfather of Britpop. An extraordinary performer and songwriter, he has perhaps experienced punk’s longest creative tail.

Irvine Welsh wrote Trainspotting.

Jim White is a journalist working for the Daily Telegraph. He famously wrote Are You Watching, Liverpool?

Robbie Williams entered the Guinness Book of Records in 2006 for selling 1.6 million tickets of his Close Encounters tour in a single day. A modern-
day song and dance man, his biggest hit remains the post-Britpop classic, “Angels”.

Richard Williams wrote primarily for the Guardian during the nineties.

Sam Williams discovered Supergrass.

Tom Wolfe was America’s most celebrated writer of non-fiction, and the author of The Bonfire of the Vanities, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, The Right Stuff, Radical Chic & Mau-Mauing The Flak Catchers and so, so much more.

Thom Yorke is the lead singer with Radiohead.

Toby Young is the author of How to Lose Friends and Alienate People. He organised the Cool Britannia story for Vanity Fair.

Gary Younge spent most of the nineties writing for the Guardian.


Everything about the early nineties seemed optimistic to me, full of opportunity and new hope. The culture suddenly seemed more sympathetic to the young than at any time since the early sixties.

Michael Craig-Martin


PREFACE

The Self-Preservation Society

Michael Caine and I did The Italian Job in ’69. He was teaching me Cockney rhyming slang, and said, “Quincy, you don’t speak the fucking rhyme, the Gregory Peck bit. You say the first word, just the one word, so nobody knows what the fuck you’re talking about.” It’s like bebop talk, which is where hip-hop talk came from.

Quincy Jones

It is one of the most famous film endings in the history of British cinema, the final scene of The Italian Job. As a pile of recently stolen gold bullion starts slipping towards the rear of a customised coach, as it seesaws over an Alpine precipice, Michael Caine’s loveable rogue Charlie Croker turns towards the rest of his gang, who are nervously huddled near the front of the bus, and says, in his trademark timbre: “Hang on a minute, lads, I’ve got a great idea …”

As the camera pans away, climbing high over the Ceresole Reale reservoir, some 40 miles north-west of Turin, Quincy Jones’ jaunty Cockney knees-up rumbles as the credits roll, its singalong rhyming slang contrasting sharply with the overly sumptuous mountain scenery.

Designed by the film-makers as an affirmation of British self-
confidence in an age of fading empire, the film is a lovingly crafted display of national pride disguised as a heist caper. The ending – which was disliked by both Caine and the director, Peter Collinson, and so assigned to the Second Unit – is not just a literal cliff-hanger; while obviously allowing for a sequel (which didn’t happen because the film wasn’t successful in America), it also espoused an ardent Britishness – an alternative Albion, loud and proud. As the cast turn “The Self-Preservation Society” into a terrace chant (the song was actually called “Getta Bloomin’ Move On!”, although no one has ever called it that), you almost expect Union Jack bunting to come flying across the screen, a celebration of all things green and pleasant.

It was a very particular kind of Britain the film-makers were portraying, and initially it didn’t travel well. In the 1969 review in The Hollywood Reporter, the critic John Mahoney said the film “belabours the ‘Rule Britannia’ manner” while Quincy’s score was “erratic, very good when it is good and just as noisy when it isn’t.”

Which, let’s face it, was very 1995 as well as very 1969. In February that year, EMI released Showtime, a video of Blur’s gig at Alexandra Palace in North London on October 7th, 1994, supported by Pulp, Supergrass and a band called Corduroy. Ally Pally was described by the NME’s Sylvia Patterson as “a cartoon castle in the air, high above London in Ray Davies’ manor …” playing host to Blur’s “invincible pop songs encased in carousel horn-pipe novelty icing.” This gig was a major pitstop on the Britpop roadmap, a concert that would live long in the memories of those who were there, and perhaps even longer in the memories of those who watched it all on video afterwards, furious with themselves for missing it in person, but mightily relieved there was a record of it all the same.

It was a Saturday night, and ten thousand people had made their way there from all over Europe. By the end of 1994 Britpop had become such a phenomenon that it was fast becoming something of a tourist attraction, with people travelling from far and wide to catch a fleeting glimpse of a member of Elastica sinking bottles in The Good Mixer in Camden, or loitering outside The Groucho Club in Soho’s Dean Street, hoping for a sighting of Blur’s Alex James, the comedian Keith Allen or their new friend, the artist Damien Hirst. There was such a lot of noise swirling around the Britpop world that you could get lost in the lurid blur of tabloid lunacy, as the papers squeezed every last drop out of any sweat-drenched Fred Perry top they could find.

By the time 1995 kicked into gear, London was a city in thrall to its past, filling an imaginary Pathé newsreel with images of youthful icons of art, music, fashion, food and film. According to the voiceover, even its politicians were cool. Contemporary London felt like a theme park masquerading as a fairground, with carousels of provocations popping up everywhere from Soho to Shoreditch, from Notting Hill to Spitalfields. All over the city, fast-talking sharpies with dodgy connections were talking to anyone who would listen about the billy-bonkers pop-up gallery/quasi-revolutionary nightclub/super-slick restaurant they were just about to open (when they had secured the financing, that is). As Vanity Fair said when they flitted over to collate their special edition on Swinging London, “Every rotting wharf, every disused factory, every seedy locale where Ronnie Kray once nailed someone’s head to the floor, is a restaurant or arts complex waiting to happen.”

Elvis Costello, himself the beneficiary of the excitement surrounding a previous iteration of Swinging London back in the punk days of 1977, was somewhat less enthusiastic about this turn of events, but then perhaps it was only fitting that the previous generation should want to have nothing to do with the next. “If a city makes you arrogant and cruel, then something’s happening in it,” he said. “I’m just old enough to remember the Swinging Sixties, when London was like that last. It’s getting to be a bit like that now.”

This was the heightened time when Swinging London really did seem important again – a period when “Brit” very quickly became the only acceptable prefix for cultural insurrection.

Not that the lucky ten thousand inside Ally Pally cared. Even before it began, the stratospheric levels of anticipation had already pre-ordained this as a night to remember – a pivotal show that, slotted in between the Criminal Justice Bill and the World Cup, would be voted by Melody Maker as the fifth most important event of the year. Tonight, ancient elegance (well, ish: Ally Pally was built in 1873) and new opulence were all tangled up in a dazzling blur of op and pop.

As the theme of the evening appeared to be centred around a kind of super-arch nostalgie de la boue, so it was perhaps only natural that there was a game of bingo before Blur appeared on stage.

“Hello, hello, hello, it’s bingo time! Aye!” said Malcolm Hill, the compere-come-bingo caller (perfectly cast, as he wasn’t funny). “The prize tonight is a night out with Blur …”

After a few minutes calling out winning numbers, he ends the charade by asking the crowd, somewhat rhetorically, what position Parklife had entered the charts at, before answering his own question: “Number One!” Having got this far without a hitch, he then quickly cuts to the chase by declaring them all to be winners, all ten thousand of them: “You’ve all won a night out with Blur,” he repeats. “And here they are!”

As the curtains rise, the band rush on as “Getta Bloomin’ Move On!” suddenly blares its way around the venue, Michael Caine and Co. imploring the Blur massive to wash their German bands and boat races, comb their barnets, put on their dickie dirts and Peckham ryes … Soon everyone is singing “Get your skates on mate!” and all is right with the world. What fun! It’s just like 1969, just like The Italian Job! Maybe there will be a fleet of Mini Coopers waiting outside to take everyone home from the show. Maybe Noel Coward will be carried onstage in a throne. Maybe Michael Caine himself will turn up, lean into the mic, give us all a stage wink, and say, “You were only supposed to blow the bloody doors off!”

Maybe.

All of a sudden the band lurch into “Lot 105”, a throwaway song from Parklife which sounds like the theme tune to a cheesy seventies TV game show (“Lot 105” referring to the Hammond organ Damon plays in the song, acquired at an auction for £150). Boom! There is no getting around it, this is fairground music, hilarified by Wurlitzer sounds and a sense of the bizarre, Damon Albarn’s words spinning through the air like coloured balls, Alex James’ bass and Graham Coxon’s scratchy guitar supplying the requisite amounts of jutting chin punk.

It’s all very bouncy, it’s all very vaudevillian, and it’s all very 1995.

At their height, inside a hurricane of their own creation, neither Noel nor Liam Gallagher would ever miss an opportunity to remind you that what was happening would never be repeated. They were at the peak of their powers, ensconced in a cultural bubble, and they couldn’t believe what they could see. In essence, the Oasis brothers could have been talking about the mid-nineties full-stop, because while they were themselves embodying the paradox of living a dream on behalf of the masses, elsewhere in the culture a sense of national exuberance was almost at its zenith.

And 1995 was its peak. Decades tend to crest at the midway point, and 1995 was the year of the nineties. It was Peak Britpop (Oasis v. Blur), peak YBA (Tracey Emin’s tent), peak New Lad (when Nick Hornby published High Fidelity, when James Brown’s Loaded detonated the publishing industry, and when pubs were finally allowed to stay open on a Sunday). It was the year of The Bends, the year Danny Boyle started filming Trainspotting, the year Richey Edwards tragically went missing, the year Alex Garland wrote The Beach, the year Blair changed Clause IV after a controversial vote at the Labour conference.

And it was the high watermark of Swinging London II.

Not only was the mid-nineties perhaps the last time rock stars, music journalists and pop consumers held onto a belief in rock’s mystical power, it was a period of huge cultural upheaval – in art, literature, publishing and, inevitably, drugs. It was also a period of almost unparalleled hedonism, a time when many people thought they deserved to live the rock-and-roll lifestyle, when a generation of narcotic omnivores thought they could all be rock stars just by buying a magazine and a copy of (What’s the Story) Morning Glory? It’s taken a while, but it’s now possible to see the nineties as the most creative post-war decade of them all, a decade that, far from ending when it did, continues to regenerate. Its influence continues to echo down the ages, an echo of defiance, of “Whatever”, of not caring what others really think of us at all.

The catalysts for change arrived thick and fast: the death of Labour leader John Smith accelerated the arrival of Tony Blair; the Broadcasting Act sparked a sea change in the world of television (cue cocky independent TV companies and their noisy shows – The Word, TFI Friday); Italia ’90 ushered in a renewed love of football; The Mary Whitehouse Experience showed comedians could become rock stars; soap operas actually started holding a mirror up to their audience with lesbian kisses and black families in Albert Square; the National Lottery started and a generation of Brits saw they could become millionaires without having to work for it. The mid-nineties was also an extraordinarily successful period for British black music, much of which was influenced by the demands of US hip-hop, with everyone from Massive Attack and Tricky to Gabrielle and Goldie having international success alongside Britain’s thriving dance music scene.

Meanwhile there was a packed conveyor belt of news stories. First there was the fall of the Berlin Wall, which was swiftly followed by the Gulf War, a confrontation we watched on television, and one which turned Norman Schwarzkopf into the first US military celebrity in a generation: “Talk to me, General Schwarzkopf, tell me about it,” sang Madonna during her performance at the 1991 Academy Awards. Then there was the death of Freddie Mercury, as AIDS ripped through the artistic community. Nelson Mandela became President of South Africa, and President Bill Clinton wrestled with Monica Lewinsky and later his reputation. Even though “global governance” became the new shibboleth of international relations, throughout it all Britain was once again establishing itself as a crucial cultural force.

The nineties chimed with the sixties in being a decade that was almost uniquely British. It was also the last analogue decade. If the story of pop music is largely the story of the intertwining post-war pop culture of the United States and the United Kingdom, that ended in the nineties. While grunge and alt rock were surging on the airwaves and the campuses of North America, with the likes of Pearl Jam and Nirvana carving out solid careers by dressing down in ripped jeans and sweaters and coming off as the completely “ordinary”, down-to-earth gents of raw, organic rock (many Americans remember the nineties as a relatively tranquil era wedged between the Reagan era and the “age of terror”), after a fleeting glance from the Brits, it was the Union Jack-waving custodians of Britpop who captured the zeitgeist.

Some – such as the Pet Shop Boys’ Neil Tennant – felt this signalled a kind of ironic jingoism, and yet it was this fervent environment that gave birth to the likes of the Spice Girls (the biggest British cultural export since the Beatles), which fed into New Labour’s famous 1997 election victory, celebrated by everyone from Vanity Fair to Mike Myers’ Austin Powers.

Perhaps irrationally, we find it natural to imagine that life assumes a completely new character every ten years. However, the nineties were fundamentally different to the decade that preceded them. Far from being just a great year for pop, 1995 had a deeper place in the collective cultural psyche.

The Cool Britannia period is usually contextualised by its demise, by the bombast of Oasis’ cocaine-fuelled third album Be Here Now, by the death of Princess Diana, and of course the eventual disappointment of New Labour (having triggered culture wars over everything from fox-hunting to homosexuality, in a rush towards change and modernisation, Tony Blair appeared to ruin it all by deciding to support George W. Bush in the second Iraq War). There’s also the suggestion that all this nationalistic flag-waving was somehow a precursor to Brexit. But this negates the country’s metamorphic primacy as a cultural centre during one of the most creative periods of the late 20th century, and while it lasted – and it lasted for approximately four years, just about the same time as Swinging London did back in the sixties – it was a truly wonderful thing. Here was Oasis going from fourth on the bill at King Tut’s Wah Wah Hut in Glasgow to playing to a quarter of a million people at Knebworth. Here was Definitely Maybe becoming the fastest-selling debut album of all time. Here was Blur and Pulp, here was Damien Hirst cutting sheep in half, Oliver Peyton opening his post-modern gin palace, The Atlantic Bar and Grill, Ozwald Boateng invading Savile Row with purple-lined bespoke suits, Kate Moss, The Conran Shop – a veritable publishing phenomenon – and even the unceremonious return of the Beatles.

Histories are categorised according to what the writer has chosen as the basic unit of explanation, and in this case that unit is music, art, film, politics, self-expression, cool and funny magazines (selling in their millions!), and an optimism that percolated amid great social upheaval. Beneath mythology and allegory is usually the shabby and sordid truth, but with Cool Britannia the opposite was true. A year of champagne supernovas, Pop Art iconography, political expediency and untucked checked shirts, 1995 would define the decade it bisected.

Every time pop culture comes full circle, it seems to pick up speed. In 1995, it was faster than a cannonball.
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