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Introduction

Ian Inglis

DOI: 10.4324/9781315601397-1


When, in 1981, MTV’s president Tom Preston explained the success of the newly-formed channel by commenting that it had merely brought together two of the world’s favourite leisure pursuits (watching television and listening to music) it was, for many people, a statement of the obvious. But, while the immediate impact and enduring popularity of MTV (and the many similar channels that followed) have made explicit the dynamic nature of the connections between the two forms, music television is, in truth, only a small part of a much broader historical trajectory that stretches back to the birth of television itself.

Indeed, whatever the range of its transmission or the size of its audience, British television has, from its outset, recognised and used the popular music of the day – most obviously in its performative functions. BBC-TV’s first public broadcast, from London’s Alexandra Palace on 26 August 1936, began with the music of Duke Ellington, accompanied onscreen by a caption card that announced ‘BBC Demonstration to Radiolympia by the Baird System’. In the half-hour variety show that followed, the first performer to appear was vocalist Helen McKay, singing ‘Here’s Looking At You’; the transmission was watched by several hundred viewers, mainly in the London area. The launch of ITV, two decades later, followed a similar pattern. After coverage of the opening ceremony from London’s Guildhall on 22 September 1955, the channel’s first programme was simply called Variety: introduced by singer, bandleader and radio-DJ Jack Jackson, it featured singers Shirley Abicair and Sheila Matthews, and the Billy Cotton Orchestra. It was watched in around 100,000 homes in the South East of England. Thirty years after that, a total audience of more than of 1.5 billion in 160 countries across 24 time-zones tuned in, at some point, during the 16-hour Live Aid concerts, broadcast jointly from Wembley Stadium, London and JFK Stadium, Philadelphia, on 13 July 1985. And on 24 August 2008, 778 million viewers watched together as Jimmy Page and Leona Lewis (the winner of ITV’s The X Factor in 2006) performed Led Zeppelin’s ‘Whole Lotta Love’ during the closing ceremony of the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. In theory and in practice, pop and rock have contributed much to, and benefited greatly from, the historical development of television in the UK. And, as popular music and popular musicians enter non-performance based areas of TV production and programming from which they have previously been largely absent,1 it seems logical to predict that the relationship between the two mediums will continue to expand in future years.

1 See, for example, Bethany Klein, As Heard On TV: Popular Music In Advertising (Aldershot, 2009).
Commenting on the persistent interplay between music, audience and media technology, Wikstrom has noted that:



Music is an integral part of most media. Movies, radio, videogames and television all depend on music as the core or the enhancement of their products [and] the music industry is completely dependent on the media, as a promoter, user and distributor of its products.2

2 Patrik Wikstrom, The Music Industry (Cambridge, 2009), p. 85.


And although there has been an expanding interest in the associations between popular music and film, which has led to a substantial number of important contributions by British researchers in recent years,3 there have been relatively few concentrated investigations of the relationship between music and TV.4

3 See, for example, John Mundy, Popular Music On Screen (Manchester, 1999); Kay Dickinson (ed.), Movie Music: The Film Reader (London, 2003); Ian Inglis (ed.), Popular Music And Film (London, 2003); K.J. Donnelly, The Spectre Of Sound (London, 2005); Steve Lannin and Matthew Caley (eds), Pop Fiction: The Song In Cinema (Bristol, 2005); Ian Conrich and Estella Tincknell (eds), Film’s Musical Moments (Edinburgh, 2006); Kay Dickinson, Off Key: When Film And Music Won’t Work Together (Oxford, 2008).
4 Popular Music 21/3 (2002) contained discussions of music (of all kinds) and (international) television; Music, Sound And The Moving Image (published since 2007) takes a similarly broad approach, considering music and sound in television, film, computer games, mixed-media installations, digital art, etc.
This is, to say the least, surprising. Given the rapid, and parallel, evolution of television and popular music in the UK through the 1950s and early 1960s (as cultural forms and domestic industries), the number and variety of television outputs that consistently make use of popular music (entertainment, drama, documentary, advertisements), the commercial value of TV exposure (as shown by the impetus to new careers and the resurrection of old careers that frequently follow television appearances), and the importance of television as a principal source of contact between audiences and performers (especially since the advent of music video and the explosion of music channels on satellite and digital TV), an analysis of the opportunities and reciprocities that exist between the two mediums is, clearly, long overdue.

The chapters in this book attempt to supply an initial version of such an analysis. They reflect current research, provide indicative contributions to what remains a somewhat sparse academic literature, and may stimulate further investigations. The focus throughout is on British television and, for the most part, British popular music. Although the form and content of both have been heavily influenced by American models (notably in their formative stages) the intention here is to demonstrate the particular routes along which television in the UK has actively sought to incorporate, organise and distribute information about, and images of, popular music – often in unique and groundbreaking ways – rather than merely imitate transatlantic tastes and styles. While the ‘international’ dimensions attached to assessments of television and popular music are rightly seen as key facets of their production and consumption – indeed, they have consistently been depicted as important elements in the process of globalisation5 – their status as domestic cultural products and practices is too often overlooked, and the book aims, in part, to redress that balance.

5 See, for example, Serge Latouche, The Westernization Of The World (Cambridge, 1996); Daya Kishan Thussu, International Communication: Continuity And Change (London, 2000); Terry Flew, Understanding Global Media (London, 2007); Thomas L. McPhail, Global Communication (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010).
The book is organised into four broad sections, each of which illustrates a familiar area of TV programming. History And Heritage examines various facets of British television’s documentation and representation of popular music history. In the first chapter, Paul Long and Tim Wall present a critical analysis of BBC’s prestigious Britannia series which, since 2005, has endeavoured to tell the definitive story of the evolution of specific musical genres and related cultural activities. Their assessment concludes that although there is much to admire in the programmes, television’s desire to produce a single, authoritative version of history often results in a ‘closed narrative’ in which complexities are avoided, contradictions are conveniently negotiated, and alternative interpretations are unheard. To the extent that Britannia’s historical accounts are shaped more by the policies and practices of television than by musical experience and insights, the stories they relate are not inaccurate, but they are incomplete. Ian Goode examines the current popularity of (auto)biographical TV documentaries about individual pop/rock stars. Growing out of the emergence of reality television, the cult of celebrity, and the demands of a highly competitive industrial arena, such programmes purport to offer exclusive insights into the ‘real’ or ‘true’ story of the stars they feature. However, he suggests that one of the key determinants in the presentation of their stories is the degree of control exerted by the star subject upon the film makers. As a result, the articulations of self are often centred around self-presentation, self-narration and self-promotion. They reflect, and contribute to, levels and stages of stardom in popular music, and pose important questions about the increasingly dispersed functions of documentary and non-fiction television. Andy Bennett and Sarah Baker consider the contribution made by BBC’s Classic Albums series to the concept of ‘heritage’ (and the growth of a heritage industry) that underpins a considerable part of television’s approach to popular music. They argue that, in the context of the series, the appellation ‘classic’ has emotional and cultural repercussions that go far beyond the mere evaluation of a collection of songs; it invites an investment in, and identification with, musical artefacts that may become as important for the producers and consumers of given albums as it is for the critical discourse that surrounds the historical development of rock. Finally, in this section, Peter Mills provides an assessment of the importance of BBC’s The Old Grey Whistle Test. By choosing to ignore the commercial vagaries of chart success, and pursuing a musical agenda derived from notions of ‘cultural connoisseurship’, the programme succeeded unequivocally in establishing itself as the ‘serious’ face of popular music on television in Britain. Its historical importance is twofold: musically, it reflected the sense of ‘maturity’ increasingly attributed to popular music (and the division between ‘pop’ and ‘rock’) in the late 1960s and early 1970s; televisually, it created a continuing legacy for subsequent programmes, built around understandings of ‘liveness’ and ‘authenticity’.

The second section, Performers And Performances, presents a series of illuminating case studies that explore the importance of specific programmes in the careers of particular musicians. Adrienne Lowy’s account of ITV’s Ready Steady Go! focuses on the contours of music, dance, design and fashion that provided the site from which Dusty Springfield, Cilla Black, Sandie Shaw and Lulu constructed their iconic TV images and launched their musical careers. Its innovative studio environment, active audience involvement and informal mode of presentation helped to create an immediate, and unique, correspondence of televisual and musical styles, that not only informed the personae of the four performers throughout their careers, but provided a template that many other TV music shows have sought to emulate. Mark Duffett’s investigation of the origins and repercussions of the Sex Pistols’ appearance on ITV’s Today news magazine programme demonstrates that the significance of television in determining the careers of popular musicians is not limited to their participation in music shows. While their interview with Bill Grundy (and the media response to it) created an exaggerated and sensationalised wave of national outrage, it also introduced the group to many millions of viewers and defined the (sub)cultural and behavioural dimensions of punk in succinct and simplistic ways. But rather than merely relate the events, Duffett disentangles the ‘meanings’ inherent in the (non-musical) performance – as a historical narrative of the 1970s, as a piece of television footage, and as an encounter to which we, as contemporary viewers, can return. In Chapter 7, Rupa Huq traces television’s portrayal of indie music in the 1980s through to the emergence of Britpop in the 1990s. Against a background of broadcasting deregulation, political change, technological innovation and a rebirth of cultural regionalism, much of the public’s perception of the transition from the perceived austerity of indie bands to the unashamed ostentation of Britpop’s star performers was coloured by the presentations, and re-presentations, provided by television. Within this complex musical-historical context, her discussion of the Smiths offers a compelling assessment of a band whose conscious refusal to adopt the conventional vehicle of music television (the music video) in favour of live, studio-based performance allowed them to occupy a distinctive, if uneasy, position as visual and musical stylists.

The chapters in Comedy And Drama explore the ways in which popular music has become an integral, almost indispensable, feature of TV entertainment, either as soundtrack or as subject. Sheila Whiteley documents the importance of the musical content in what is perhaps Britain’s best-loved comedy series, BBC’s long-running Dad’s Army. Produced and broadcast in the 1960s and 1970s (and frequently repeated in subsequent decades) the series employed the popular music of the 1930s and 1940s in its evocation of day-to-day life in wartime Britain. She shows that in addition to providing appropriate incidental links, the music also performs powerful ideological functions. Blending humour, nostalgia and optimism in its re-creation of an era beyond the memory of many of its viewers, Dad’s Army used songs from that period to effectively communicate an impression of national identity that had equal resonance within the fictitious world of the Home Guard in Walmington-on-Sea and in the emotional responses of its contemporary audiences. Peter Hutchings examines one of the few British television drama series set within the world of contemporary rock. ITV’s Rock Follies, which related the fictional story of the Little Ladies over twelve episodes in 1976–77, remains one of the most distinctive programmes of its type. Not only were its downbeat realism and televisual style in sharp contrast with the glamorous escapism that characterised much of cinema’s conventional exploitation of popular music, but its emphasis on female performers and their friendships produced a more complex treatment of notions of authenticity, talent and ambition than was apparent in many male-centred movies. Although its apparent engagement with politics may have been stylised, understated and ambiguous, it identified rock music as a dramatic setting from which to comment on broader social and cultural trends, and justified it as an agent of personal and political resistance. Furthermore, its reliance on original songs composed especially for the series allowed those tracks to be integrated into the narrative in an unusually evocative manner. In Chapter 10, Richard Mills offers an evaluation of the relatively unknown and defiantly individual Revolver, which ran for just eight programmes on ITV in 1978. Starring the satirical comedian Peter Cook as the manager of a decaying and disreputable club, the show presented live bands who performed to an audience inside the fictitious venue, while Cook made racist and sexist jokes about the musicians, delivered a string of abusive comments about their music, and maintained a sarcastic and insensitive contempt for his customers. Mills suggests that Revolver’s unorthodox blend of postmodern irony, political satire, contemporary music and commercial cynicism was unfamiliar to the producers and consumers of television comedy, and led directly to its failure. It provides a telling example of the difficulties faced by programme-makers who wish to present popular music in innovative ways. Moreover, in its combination of parody, self-parody and pastiche, it can be seen to offer a less polished, unglamorous version of the storytelling devices used in such films as The Rutles: All You Need Is Cash (Eric Idle and Gary Weis, 1978) and This Is Spinal Tap (Rob Reiner, 1984). Estella Tincknell provides a concentrated assessment of the musical components of the hugely successful Life On Mars, whose innovative portrayal of a contemporary policeman propelled back in time from the first decade of the twenty-first century to the alien surroundings of Britain in the early 1970s provided the narrative context for a series that explored the cultural and political tensions between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. The series effectively used the popular music of the day for the exposition of dramatic tension and as an ironic commentary on the central character’s emotions as he struggled to come to terms with the personal and professional dynamics of his new surroundings. However, she suggests that in pursuit of its ‘realist’ intentions, the show’s radical possibilities were potentially disrupted by an underlying nostalgia for a ‘lost’ form of working-class masculinity and male solidarity that was significantly reinforced by a soundtrack which was predominantly white, male, and genre-specific.

The book’s final section, Audiences And Territories, investigates the provision of popular music for specific target audiences and within discrete geographical and cultural boundaries. Ian Inglis re-assesses the importance of their early TV appearances in the career of the Beatles. The common version of the group’s history emphasises the significance of a small number of prime-time, nationally-transmitted entertainment and variety shows towards the end of 1963 that suddenly alerted the country to the Beatles and their music, and created the conditions for their spectacular breakthrough and the onset of Beatlemania. However, he argues that they had, in fact, achieved a substantial popularity long before those appearances, largely as a result of their willingness to participate in a steady round of regional television appearances through 1962 and 1963 (often very brief, and in off-peak viewing hours) that included slots on children’s shows and news magazine programmes – neither of which were aimed at audiences obviously associated with the consumption of popular music.

In Chapter 13, Mike Brocken considers the production in 1964 by Granada (one of ITV’s original regional companies) of The Blues And Gospel Train. He contends that the Manchester-based company was particularly well-equipped to present the pioneering, 40-minute special, which showcased many of North America’s leading blues musicians, at such a time because of its political commitment, its creative ethic, its strong regional identity, and the singular presence of the influential producer Johnny Hamp whose knowledge of musical cultures and tastes was evidenced by the number of jazz, blues, gospel, pop, and rock’n’roll TV specials he produced for Granada in the 1960s. In addition, the visual imagery employed in the programme challenged (stereo)typical patterns of music and race, and contributed to a broader social debate about regional community, cultural geography and the role of television. Finally, Nick Reyland provides a fascinating, and detailed, analysis of the manner in which plot and character developments in the children’s stop-motion animation series Postman Pat have been paralleled by changes to its musical score. From its first appearance on BBC in 1981, the programme’s central character has undergone four distinct incarnations, moving gradually from a placid, good-natured, village postman to an all-action hero. The musical changes have been no less startling: the gentle, folk-pop ballad of the earlier episodes has been replaced by an approach which mixes elements of hard rock with Britpop sensibilities, and there have been significant increases in the density of sound effects. Overall, Reyland demonstrates how Postman Pat’s associations between musical identity and televisual identity work to supply its young viewers with musically-mediated stories that introduce them to a set of ideological roles and stances.

As a child, I sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by members of my extended family, watching black-and-white pictures (that were likely to disappear completely if any other electrical appliances in the home were in use) on a small, square screen, contained within a bulky wooden cabinet in the corner of the living-room. Today, I watch high-definition, colour images (often pre-recorded or remotely-programmed) on a large, flat, wide screen from the comfort of an armchair, while my own children watch online or streamed programmes in their own bedrooms. Television-viewing as a domestic activity has been re-modelled in recent decades; how, when, and where we watch TV has changed significantly. At the same time, the way in which we listen to music has overcome the restrictions of time and space imposed by the transistor radio, the jukebox and the record player. The variety, availability and accessibility of popular music have been transformed by a string of new technologies that store and deliver music in alternative ways (the audio-cassette recorder in 1963, the Sony Walkman in 1979, the compact disc in 1982, Napster in 1999, the iPod in 2001). Despite these developments, the role of television as a vehicle through which exposure to popular music is facilitated, and ideas about it are generated and circulated has never been more vibrant, as the success of shows like The X Factor (ITV, 2004–) and Britain’s Got Talent (ITV, 2007–), both of which reach end-of-series audiences of nearly 20 million (63 per cent of the viewing public), clearly demonstrates. Furthermore, its influence has extended into the routine aesthetics of live performance, as increasingly flamboyant stage presentations attempt to satisfy expectations of visual (as well as musical) entertainment from audiences accustomed to the extravagant imagery of much music video. The significance of popular music’s proven ability to embellish programmes, provide new topics for documentary investigation, and attract and retain audiences has become a central component of television production, and the chapters that follow supply a wide-ranging assessment of those reciprocal patterns of interest, involvement and interaction.




PART I History And Heritage





Chapter 1 Constructing The Histories Of Popular Music: The Britannia Series

Paul Long and Tim Wall

DOI: 10.4324/9781315601397-3


Since the broadcast of Jazz Britannia in 2005, BBC-TV has produced several documentary series and one-off programmes about the history of musical genres and related cultural activities in the UK under the ‘Britannia’ label. These programmes include Folk Britannia (2006), Soul Britannia (2007), Dance Britannia (2007), Pop Britannia (2008), Prog Rock Britannia (2009), Synth Britannia (2009), Blues Britannia (2009) and Heavy Metal Britannia (2010). In the same stylistic vein, Classic Britannia (2008) ventured outside popular music forms and Comics Britannia (2007) extended the idea to print culture.

In this chapter, we explore the significance of these programmes within the context of the place of music on television. Notable for the manner in which they treat their subject matter, we suggest that as a whole the Britannia series represents a remarkable commitment of resources to music television under the guise of ‘quality TV’. We explore this characteristic for what it tells us about the institutional context of production and the cultural politics of such programming. A key concern is with the approach to music taken in the series, and the way in which the various projects are worked through as historiography. Our examination reveals much that is original and innovative about the series, but also some continuing limitations attendant upon the relationship between popular music and television. This raises some questions about the project of the BBC as a public service broadcaster, and the expectations generated amongst the intended audiences for these series.

Quality Television And Music Programming

The issue of ‘quality’ has engendered much discussion among academics in television studies. Questions arising relate to problems of judgement and critical evaluation (or its avoidance); hierarchies of taste, consumption and power; conflicts between ideas of culture and commerce and the way in which ideas of quality inform broadcasting policy and regulation.1 For television producers, markers of ‘quality’ are important aspects of brand identity and in market differentiation. This sometimes results in a distancing from the traditional dismissal of TV as a mass-produced, culturally ephemeral medium. As one US channel’s publicity claims, ‘It’s not television. It’s HBO’.2 In a similar vein, the BBC has a well-established (if contested) reputation for culturally valuable public service output, expressed most explicitly in the aim of its digital TV channel BBC4: ‘to offer an intelligent alternative to programmes on the mainstream TV channels’.3

1  See Charlotte Brunsdon, Screen Tastes : Soap Opera To Satellite Dishes (London, 1997); Mark Jancovich and James Lyons (eds), Quality Popular Television: Cult TV, The Industry And Fans (London, 2003); Jane McCabe and Kim Akass, Quality TV: Contemporary American Television And Beyond (London, 2007).
2  For a discussion, see Jane Feuer, ‘HBO And The Concept Of Quality TV’, in McCabe and Akass, Quality TV, pp. 145–57.
3  www.bbc.co.uk/bbcfour/faq/.
Launched in March 2002, BBC4 was the first of the Corporation’s forays into the digital delivery of TV, ‘establishing a reputation as an originator of high-quality, distinctive programming, proving it was possible to be both unashamedly intelligent yet stimulatingly pleasurable’.4 In particular, the channel has been lauded for its strength in music programming. Peter Maniura, BBC’s Head of Classical Music, and one of the people charged with formulating the channel’s music policy, has said that his intention for BBC4 was to give airtime to music such as folk and jazz, genres not usually covered on ‘mainstream’ channels, in order to ‘broaden the mix and give more depth and volume’.5 Furthermore, Janice Hadlow, BBC4’s original controller (2004–2008), has said that the channel aimed to challenge viewers: its goals in music programming are to ‘allow people to enjoy what they know and love already, but also about introducing an intelligent and discerning audience to new and challenging music’.6 Thus, the channel offers music-themed nights or extended seasons of music programming, ‘acting as a testing ground for new approaches to music broadcasting’.7

4  www.bbc.co.uk/pressoffice/biographies/biogs/controllers/janicehadlow.shtml.
5  Peter Maniura, quoted in ‘The Insider: BBC4’, Music Week, 13 August 2005: p. 16.
6  www.bbc.co.uk/pressoffice/biographies/biogs/controllers/janicehadlow.shtml.
7  Maniura, quoted in ‘The Insider’.
Even within such a context, the various Britannia series offer a distinctive approach to music addressed to the intelligence and discernment of BBC4’s intended audience. Jazz Britannia created a template for further series, with its three-part history of jazz in Britain narrated by actor Terence Stamp. Formally, the series draws upon an impressive wealth of archival research and uncovered material: clips from television, film and radio, still images, press cuttings, and original interviews with British jazz players from the post-war period. In addition, critics and chroniclers of the genre such as Val Wilmer and John Fordham are also employed to lend weight and perspective to the narrative focus and interpretation.

To date, a generous range of appreciative previews has heralded each series. These have served to highlight the programmes as instances of ‘must-see’ TV, aimed at both genre aficionados and other interested viewers. The care for the material and aesthetic flair in its treatment have been noted in each case: The Times trailed the Classic Britannia series in this way:



It helps that for once a production team has really thought about how to illustrate orchestral music, as well as which items to choose. The result is the evocative blending of the post-war avant garde with other linking genres (particularly architecture and film), as well as a canny, deliberately over-exposed finish for the filming of orchestras themselves: bleached in black and white, the look is tremendously effective.8

8  Neil Fisher, ‘Orchestral Manoeuvres’, The Times: Features, 15 June 2007 p. 21.


Each series has been underlined as a significant event in the BBC schedule by a programme of synergistic live concerts at the Barbican, organised under each generic title. Jazz Britannia again established a precedent and format, featuring many of the artists who contributed to the series, including Michael Garrick, Soweto Kinch, Bobby Wellins, Stan Tracey, Courtney Pine, and DJ and label owner Gilles Peterson. Each of these live events was broadcast on BBC4 (and echoed in radio scheduling on Radio 2 or the digital Radio 6 Music) alongside repeats from the BBC TV vaults such as complete episodes from Jazz 625 (1964–65) or compilations of available performances from series such as Monitor (1958–65), Colour Me Pop (1968–69) or The Old Grey Whistle Test (1971–87). The one-off Synth Britannia was followed in the following week’s schedules by the documentary Krautrock (2009), a footnote on German electronica that was deemed to be an influence on the UK scene. Such programmes demonstrate some of the originating sources and contexts for material used in each Britannia series, thus offering an appendix of sorts in the wider BBC4 schedule for viewers.

Opportunities presented by new media have enhanced the wider dissemination and understanding of the Britannia series, underlining the intention to create ‘event TV’. Matt Harvey, who oversees music posts on the BBC website, has claimed portentously that ‘We don’t just make programmes at the BBC, we make social objects – and social media is enhancing their power to affect people’. Blogs and forums generate widespread conversations around the content of the programmes, ‘increasing their resonance as a social object’.9 Harvey points to the conversations taking place through social media forms such as Twitter, where participants exchange memories, and suggestions for music playlists on other platforms like Spotify. Such activity extends the scope of each series to contributions from those who consume the music and who originally participated in the cultural events depicted.

9  Matt Harvey, ‘Synth Britannia: Stuff About Stuff’ (www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/bbcmusic/2009/10/synth_britannia_-stuff_about_st.html)

Television History And Popular Music

It has been noted that since the 1990s there has been an efflorescence of history programming on TV, which in turn has generated an equally prodigious corpus of academic analysis in response.10 This television genre reflects the broader narrative styles and concerns of historiography, both popular and academic, from the traditional in tone and focus to innovative hybrids. Thus, the genre as it is made in the UK encompasses both Simon Schama’s aim of telling stories in History Of Britain (BBC, 2000), Michael Wood’s more exploratory style in Conquistadors (BBC, 2000) and In Search Of Myths And Heroes (BBC, 2005), as well as the jocular entertainment of The Worst Jobs In History (Channel 4, 2005–) and ‘reality-history’ programmes such as 1940s House (Discovery, 2001).11 We suggest that the BBC’s Britannia series presents a significant extension of this genre in its project to treat popular music seriously, placing its practices, meanings, and attendant cultures as integral to contemporary social history.

10 For a summary of this growth see: Erin Bell, ‘Televising History: The Past(s) On The Small Screen’, European Journal Of Cultural Studies, 10/1 (2007), pp. 5–12. See also: Vivian Sobchak (ed.), The Persistence Of History: Cinema, Television And The Modern Event (London, 1996); Graham Roberts and Philip M Taylor (eds), The Historian, Television And Television History (Luton, 2001); David Cannadine (ed.), History And The Media (London, 2004).
11 On narrative styles in TV history, see: Erin Bell and Ann Gray, ‘History On Television: Charisma, Narrative And Knowledge’, European Journal Of Cultural Studies 10/1 (2007), pp. 113–33.
There are some important precursors and contemporaries of the kinds of history offered in the Britannia series and its particular approach and positioning as ‘quality TV’. The defining series in presenting the history of popular music on UK television is All You Need Is Love (ITV, 1976) written and directed by Tony Palmer. Palmer had previously directed theatrical opera performances, written about popular music for The Observer, and made numerous television documentaries about European art music. Produced for London Weekend Television, and running for nearly 15 hours over 17 episodes, the series used archive footage and original filmed material (including colour pieces), expert and musician interviews, to survey the origins and development of jazz and blues, vaudeville and Tin Pan Alley, American folk and country, rock and pop. To prepare for the series, Palmer commissioned essays from a wide range of knowledgeable commentators – including George Melly, Leonard Feather, Rudi Blesh, Paul Oliver, Jack Good, Humphrey Lyttelton, Derek Taylor, Stephen Sondheim, Nik Cohn and Charlie Gillett – but he formed and set the storyline himself, providing the key narration along with a range of experts on popular music.12 He gave a particular emphasis to the importance of African-American and white folk forms, and their exploitation by a capitalist music industry. Its style, narrative form and thesis remain an under-acknowledged and unexplored benchmark for the televised histories of pop that came after.

12 The essays are collected in Tony Palmer (ed.), All You Need Is Love: The Story Of Popular Music (New York, 1976).
More recent programming includes a range of programmes made for the US Public Broadcast Service (PBS). These include the Martin Scorsese-produced The Blues (2003) and his treatise on Bob Dylan, No Direction Home (2005). Most important here is Ken Burns’s series Jazz (2001) that, alongside his approach in other historical epics for PBS such as The Civil War (1990) and Baseball (1994), is an implicit reference point for the BBC series. Closer to home, it is appropriate to mention UK landmark series such as the Beatles’ Anthology (ITV, 1995) and BBC’s collaboration with VH-1 to produce The Seven Ages Of Rock (2007), which was first broadcast on the terrestrial BBC2. Outside television, we would situate this programming in relation to some notable successes in contemporary popular publishing, including Greil Marcus’s Like A Rolling Stone: Bob Dylan At The Crossroads (2005), Jon Savage’s work on punk rock in England’s Dreaming (1991), his Teenage: The Creation Of Youth (2007), Ian MacDonald’s Revolution In The Head: The Beatles’ Records And The Sixties (1994) and Simon Reynolds’ Rip It Up And Start Again (2005).

The television programmes cited above pay serious attention to popular culture, and are distinguished from the familiar ways in which popular music has generally featured in the medium. In a consideration of the relationship of these forms, Simon Frith has suggested that ‘music is omnipresent on television, in short, but the television experience is rarely just about music’.13 This sense is conveyed in Paul Morley’s exasperation with the popular UK series The X Factor (ITV, 2004–):


13 Simon Frith, ‘Look! Hear! The Uneasy Relationship Of Music And Television’, Popular Music 21/3 (2002), p. 280.

Many people point out to me … that I am making the big mistake of approaching the show as if it has something to do with music. It may use music, songs, and guest musical acts, and fabricate the process of talent development, and cleverly conjure up grotesque caricatures of a great pop song, and produce hygienically packaged pop-style winners like Leona Lewis whom the show’s PR machinery instantly talks of as a living legend, but it is not a music show.14

14 Paul Morley, ‘Showing Off’, The Observer Music Monthly 74, November 2009, p. 49.


For our purposes, particular illustrations that extend this frustration to the experience of music history on TV would include ‘list’ shows such as 100 Greatest Albums (Channel 4, 2001), I Love The 1970s (BBC, 2000) or the long-running The Rock And Roll Years (BBC, 1985–94). Ostensibly, such programmes make music their central feature, inasmuch as they facilitate the delivery of a series of standard gags and anecdotal asides about celebrity. Rarely dealt with for itself, music then becomes a secondary feature of ‘music’ television, relegated to the soundtrack, which is often quickly faded in the mix.

In the Britannia series, music is a central object of each history. Avoiding the habitual approach of television that treats popular music as ephemeral, as background, or as nostalgic mnemonic, the sounds are foregrounded in the rhetorical organisation of each programme. Music is sometimes presented in filmed performance (where available) and often heard on soundtracks derived from original recordings. It is sometimes attended by montage sequences of record covers integrated with still photographs from performances or publicity shoots. These sounds are framed in relation to the testimony of interviewees that is generally concerned with the inspiration for the music, its production, reception and, indeed, its meanings.

Britannia series producer Mark Cooper has highlighted the nature of the investment represented by the programmes he commissioned. Relative to BBC4’s niche audience, each programme represents a considerable financial outlay: ‘the archive budget is often a quarter of the cost of making the programme. If we want to put something out on DVD it’s the same cost of making the programme all over again, just to clear the archive … which is why things don’t come out on DVD and, sometimes, why programmes only get shown once’.15 This investment also represents a considerable cultural commitment, an issue that is signalled by the politics of the TV archive, and the nature and extent of the material available to the various Britannia series. Historically, while certain productions were deemed to be of obvious merit and were recorded, and continue to be preserved (epochal news reports and dramatic literary adaptations, for example) numerous instances of pop culture covered on TV were dismissed as ephemera. Individual programmes, whole series, and other appearances by a range of popular musicians – across different genres and of varying degrees of popularity – were dismissed as unworthy to be recorded for repeat viewing. And when they were recorded, such documents were often the first to be discarded when tapes were wiped to be reused.16 This treatment is noted by one viewer of Folk Britannia who suggests that footage of performances recalled and sought out by fans can be found in ‘the bin with most of the other BBC musical archives’.17

15 David Hepworth, ‘The Difficult Business Of Putting Music On The TV: A Conversation With The BBC’s Mark Cooper’, The Word, 16 May 2008.
16 On the TV archive see: Dick Fiddy, Missing, Believed Wiped: Searching For The Lost Treasures Of British Television (London, 2001), and Helen Wheatley (ed.), Re-viewing Television History: Critical Issues In Television Historiography (London, 2007).
17 Jonny Bee, 8 March 2006 (www.bbc.co.uk/dna/mbradio2/F2142825?thread=2432265).
It is worth noting that Cooper’s background includes some years as a music journalist, and time spent in the music industry. He identifies his ethos as that of the committed fan, and gives a very personal perspective on his attachment to pop culture:



because that’s what our parents said to us, when we were growing up: ‘What a load of rubbish … it’ll all be gone tomorrow. What are you going to do then?’ … For those of us who have ended up cherishing this culture, I think they were so wrong … we all still care about it.18

18 Hepworth, ‘Difficult’.


Thus, with the original Jazz Britannia, the wealth and variety of material gathered together and the nature of the story presented evince Cooper’s celebratory care for popular culture, and represent a considerable act of historical retrieval. The opening sequences of the first episode emphasise this project at the outset, stating in bold white-on-black type that this is ‘An untold story’. Furthermore, the series is offered as a ‘story of firsts’, of ‘Britain’s first love affair with black music’ and ‘Britain’s first youth culture’. Echoing this, Soul Britannia finds the 1970s scene in particular as one that is ‘unique and often overlooked’, and Prog Rock Britannia opens with the claim that the genre represents a ‘lost continent’ of activity.

This act of retrieval and project to validate aspects of popular music as important to social history informs the rhetorical strategies of each programme. Still and moving images, with and without contextual sound, or with the addition of a new soundtrack, are the viewers’ way into each context, evoking the events explored that are nonetheless and inevitably unrecoverable. This last fact is true of all histories, of whatever medium, but it presents a particular problem for television that is perforce forever in the present tense. As Gary Edgerton argues in an assessment of Ken Burns’s historical work for PBS, film and television lack precision in the rendering of time, because they lack ‘grammatical analogues for the past and future tenses of written languages. Instead, the visual media amplify the present sense of immediacy out of all proportion’.19 Like Burns’s work, and much TV history in a medium which deals in the immediacy of presence and the present tense, the major televisual problem that the Britannia programmes have, in spite of the source material that is available, is that there is, in fact, a dearth of empirical audio-visual evidence concerning the key events of each narrative of when and how music was originated. An aspect of Burns’s work which seeks to compensate for a similar lack is that ‘he treats old photographs as if they were moving pictures, panning and zooming within the frame, shifting back and forth between long shots, medium shots and close-ups; while correspondingly handling live shots as if they were still photographs’.20 Most noticeable is Burns’s motif of approaching contemporary portraits of individuals through rostrum camera work, as if offering access to their interiority: his camera zooms in close to facial features – the eyes and brow – of Duke Ellington or Louis Armstrong, as witnesses recall their actions and critics ponder their artistic motives, indexed by the ever-present sound of their music.

19 Gary Edgerton, ‘Mystic Chords Of Memory: The Cultural Voice Of Ken Burns’, in Gary R. Edgerton, Michael T. Marsden and Jack Nachbar (eds), In The Eye Of The Beholder: Critical Perspectives In Popular Film And Television (Bowling Green, Ohio, 1997), p. 24.
20  Ibid., p. 14.
This strategy is echoed throughout the Britannia series, and a lyrical example of the arrangement is illustrated in the second episode of Folk Britannia. One sequence concerns the emergence in the 1960s of the reclusive singer Anne Briggs, encouraged onto camera for an interview, in order to discuss her approach to singing. Her recording of ‘Blackwater Side’ commences, as a rostrum camera tracks up a black-and-white photograph from the same period of Briggs in performance. Musician Martin Carthy and critic Karl Dallas opine on Briggs’s style, the latter praising her visceral engagement with traditional music. There is a cut to a close-up of the record label to her release of the sea shanty ‘Lowlands Away’, the sound of which is used as a further reference point for her style that is deemed to be innovative and pure. This natural purity is indexed by nature itself, as her on-camera interview segues into sepia footage of waves crashing on rocks and then a sequence of still images of her younger self in performance, focused on her face, as if in touch with Briggs’s interiority and creativity in the historical moment.

What then, do such instances and this rhetorical strategy tell us of the overall project of the various series? What is the folk of Folk Britannia, the soul of Soul Britannia and so on? What is the nature of the historical story constructed or ‘retrieved’ in treating music seriously, and with what result? Cooper emphasises the value of the impassioned nature of the witnesses in each series, arguing that the programmes were conceived as a means to ‘explore the conditions that made them make their music, what the values were, what they cared about, not in a nostalgic way … to be critical in the true meaning of critical … because … to me, too much pop music programming is sloppily nostalgic or judgmental’.21 The key question he has sought to ask of musicians in pursuit of insight is ‘what did they think?’

21 Hepworth, ‘Difficult’.
The stories of Britannia then are told from the ‘inside’. In taking this approach, the various series are structured around, and reproduce, the discursive repertoires upon which popular music culture and its practices are constructed. To illustrate this idea, it is worth citing Jim McGuigan’s description of the discursive formations of contemporary cultural debate, policy and demand. He suggests that these discourses are productive in that ‘they all function in some sense to define “the real world” of culture and to position agents and subjects, producers, consumers, citizens and mediators, within the discursive space of the cultural field’.22 Discourses of popular music that structure the stories of jazz, folk, soul et al. include a teleology of ‘rupture’ and discovery in the origination of music.23 This is underwritten by romantic motifs celebrating the individual genius and of creativity ex nihilo. This romanticism is allied to constructions of ‘mainstream’ and ‘margins’ in relation to the music business and the aesthetics of music practice. In construction of this last idea, a distinction is drawn between ideas of the commercial, apparently undemanding and easily consumed sounds, and ‘difficult’ or innovative sounds and artists.

22 Jim McGuigan, Rethinking Cultural Policy (Maidenhead, 2004), p. 35.
23 See, for example, Tim Wall, Studying Popular Music Culture (London, 2003).
These discourses are all evident across the tropes of the various series. The romantic genius or innovative group is writ large in the stories of a series of figures who are both ‘ahead of their time’ (the 1970s soul group Cymande) or tragic and/ or largely ignored (jazz player Joe Harriott, folk guitarist Davey Graham, singer Sandy Denny). Instances of rupture tie interpretations of musical dissonance to wider social occurrences such as the student protests and uprisings of 1968 (presented as the moment of a boom in rock and jazz), or the election of the Thatcher government in the late 1970s (contemporary with punk, a rebirth for a moribund jazz scene, and a prompt for the invigoration of the oppositional attack of folk in the 1980s). Concepts of mainstream and margins are worked through in each generic case, a theme signalled overtly in Pop Britannia, where the narrative is ordered by an idea that ‘for the last 30 years, British pop has been locked in a constant struggle between the forces of art and commerce. That struggle has both fuelled and crippled our pop artists’.

A further aspect of the way in which popular music discourse is indulged is apparent in the conjunction of each programme title. Each one signals an overall project which is not only to explore jazz, or folk, or synthesised music in Britain, but to underline an argument in each case about the ‘Britishness’ of each genre in its home-grown form. In Jazz Britannia, Gilles Peterson spells out the basis for the thesis of a national genius in a statement that is used as punctuation at the beginning and end of the series:



I think it is really important that people realise that there was this amazing body of music that was made in this country, and if you look back to it, and listen back to it, it’s got this little edge, it’s got its own little sound which is a British sound … there has always been a strong jazz heritage to this country.



This idea is conveyed in the resonance of the series name, and also in the series titles as we see two figures in outline: stereotypical English gentlemen in bowler hats and with umbrellas. The theme tune (by Soweto Kinch) begins with a quotation of ‘Rule Britannia’, while figures and sequences from the series are marshalled in a collage of images within the segments of a Union flag design. This design is utilised as a feature of the titles of each of the various series, and the project is signalled in the programme summaries set out on the BBC website: Pop Britannia is announced as a series which ‘explores our flair for pop, our fascination with finding our own pop voice, and our obsession with style and the imagery of empire and nationhood.24

24 www.bbc.co.uk/musictv/popbritannia/episodes/
These various discourses are complexly interwoven in the narrative of each programme. For example, the moment identified as key to the origination of a specifically British jazz is located in the recording of Jazz Suite Inspired By Dylan Thomas’ ‘Under Milk Wood’ (1965) by the Stan Tracey Quartet. Pianist Tracey’s recollection of the sessions is told over images of the original album cover, stills and footage of him and saxophonist Bobby Wellins in the studio (we infer that these are the sessions for the album), and shots of generous contemporary reviews. Critic John Fordham is enlisted to describe a moment of great improvisation, of how Wellins’s sparse phrasing echoes nothing less than the pipes of his youth in Scotland. The sequence is arranged to the sounds of ‘Starless And Bible Black’, a key track from the album, which segues into an extract from the 1954 BBC radio version of Under Milk Wood, and its famous opening lines: ‘To begin at the beginning’. Series narrator Terence Stamp announces in triumphant and portentous tones that:



The most celebrated British jazz record of the first half of the 1960s was inspired by the nation’s best known poet. Stan Tracey and Bobby Wellins had stumbled upon the future of British jazz. It lay not in slavishly imitating the Americans, but in developing its own voice.



Note the idea that this innovation has the sense of a Platonic ideal: it is unbidden, ‘stumbled upon’. This is an idea supported by the testimony of the players that they came to the studio, made their contribution, were paid, and went their separate ways. Tracey and Wellins appear nonplussed by the success of their album and the regard in which it is held. This is not a job, it is what they are, their playing and creativity integral to their identity.

The subsequent episode reiterates these points by rehearsing the sequence and wryly pursues the idea of a specifically British jazz. A series of images of the musicians deemed important to the emergence of a native sound pass by. This gallery is underlined by Soft Machine’s ‘A Concise British Alphabet’: the unmistakably English tones of Robert Wyatt recite the alphabet in song, conveying a sense that here is the raw material from which an indigenous creative language was formed.

Such sequences are skilfully organised and lyrical in their arrangement. Nonetheless, the repeated and uncritical reproduction of the discourses of popular music culture present potential problems in the aspirations of these series to be properly critical and to offer convincing historical insights.


Critiquing The History Of Britannia

Jeremy Black has evaluated some of the issues that arise when history is dealt with by cinema and television. Whether in the form of documentary or dramatic ‘re-creation’, these forms draw repeated criticism, and often engender negative reactions from scholars. Defending the approach of TV and film makers however, Black writes that ‘the perspective of academic critics is to miss the point, as however much film-makers might draw attention to their academic advisers … the market that is sought is not that of scholars. Nor, much more seriously, are the values the same’.25 It is certainly the case that despite considerable appreciation and public plaudits, each Britannia has engendered insightful criticism – not from scholars or professional historians, but from aficionados of the genre and the wider intelligent and informed audience at whom each series was aimed.

25 Jeremy Black, Using History (London, 2005), pp. 32–3.
Unsurprisingly, repeated comments from viewers have concerned the historical reach and inclusiveness of each history, and reflected the partisan tastes of specific sets of fans. One viewer’s comment about Jazz Britannia illustrates this point, representing the nature of discontent with the series, and the terms upon which it is sometimes expressed:



Very dull, very predictable. In no way a true reflection of British jazz in the 1950s and 1960s. I suppose some of the problem is the paucity of filmed material and the dreary black-and-white (mostly grey) filming … So many great modernists were not even mentioned – Jimmy Deuchar, Harold McNair – plus our many exports to the US. Even George Shearing was ignored. Disgraceful. Just another excuse for the BBC to re-use archive film.26

26 (www.bbc.co.uk/bbcfour/yoursay/jazz.shtml).


It would be unproductive to simply quantify those instances where each Britannia strays from, or upsets, the personal preferences of fans. Such reactions are to be expected as an aspect of the culture of fandom with its own canons and prescriptions. Ultimately, the issue here is the overall way in which the histories of the Britannia series are presented as history.

Our critical perspective is structural in nature, expressing dissatisfaction with a feature again pinpointed by Black. He suggests that ‘film and television present history as answers, necessarily so, as the amount of time available for verbal elucidation is limited. Film and television also present history as narrative, preferably with a beginning, a middle, and an end, rather than as social process’.27 In the Britannia series, narrative answers are pre-ordained by the reliance on the familiar structures of the discourses of pop music. The issue is not one of distinguishing between truth and falsehood here, but in noting the manner in which these discourses are productive of meaning in popular music practice. They constitute the truths, feelings, dispositions and actions of players, industry personnel and consumers. Yet, they are also reductive, and tend to obscure an exploration of aspects of the wider terrain of the story related. On one hand, for example, romantic constructions of musicians often work to elide their relationship with the music business qua business that, across these series, is deemed to be a monolithic organisation at odds with the production of popular music; from another perspective, commerce is the very reason for innovation, as well as supporting continuity and undermining the idea of disjuncture. Likewise, potential problems are also signalled in claiming that such things as specifically British forms of music exist, which here relies on a nationalist, essentialist and idealised set of connotations. That these are asserted, rather than explored, makes such ideas hard to accept.

27 Black, Using History, p. 33.
More troubling is the fact that in repeated instances across the various series, statements and insights from a plurality of interviewees are assembled, sometimes apparently contradicting each other, only to be qualified and reassuringly explained by the narration. Sequences and statements that invite questions are left unanswered: for viewers, these are striking and tantalising dead ends. In Jazz Britannia, for example, guitarist John McLaughlin observes that it is important to recognise the interaction of players and the multiplicity of their reference points in the context of the 1960s.
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