


When Oasis sang “There we were, now here we are” in 1995, when Britpop and ‘cool Britannia’ ruled the  
airwaves (no, that’s still not funny), they could hardly have predicted the resonance their words would have 
a decade later. In a year that has seen a reversal of fortunes for even that most derided collective, it seems 
that many have embraced the concept of a Britpop revival, brimming with nostalgic retrospectives painting the 
past red, white and blue. Yet, while commentators gush over the cultural significance of that Blur vs. Oasis 
stand-off and clamour for their own piece of rock history, the also-rans have received little more than cursory  
footnotes, and in the case of the many guitar-wielding females, are barely reflected in the critical rearview mirror.  

Stephen Collings picks up the thread and asks where are they now?

Born out of the drug-induced rave and 
baggy scenes of the early 1990s, Britpop 
was partly a reaction against the continued 
dominance of American music, from the 
soap-dodging grunge acts to the misogy-
nistic, brash poodle-permed rockers. De-
spite the scores of UK shoegazing bands 
who threatened a mainstream assault in 
the preceding years, none ever really ma-
terialised, and, ultimately, it was the fallout 
from the grunge hangover and the untime-
ly death of Kurt Cobain, the genre’s bright-
est star, that turned the focus of consumers 
back to home shores. Whilst the resur-
gence of British music is a typically cyclic 
affair – how many times since the Sixties 
have the music press trumpeted impotent 
invasions of UK music “not seen since the 
Beatles”? – Britpop was one of the first tru-
ly postmodern musical movements, liber-
ally borrowing from its antecedents from 
glam and mod-rock via punk. Photocopy-
ing decades wholesale, bands like Suede, 
Oasis, Blur and Pulp found themselves at 
the forefront of a musical renaissance, and 
for a few years in the mid-1990s, British 
music was vital again.

Originally touted as the “new wave 
of New Wave”, Britpop first hit the front 
pages in 1992 with the sordidly suburban 
Suede, whose caricature camp frontman 
Brett Anderson spouted bed-situational-
ist lyrics whilst doing unspeakable things 
with a microphone. But before they be-
came the darlings of the press, Suede had 
a fifth member in one Justine Frischmann, 
rhythm guitarist and Anderson’s then-girl-
friend. The affair was short-lived, however, 
and Frischmann soon decamped from the 
band after falling for a young Damon Al-
barn, then sporting a pudding-bowl hair-
cut and fronting the early, baggy-purvey-
ing incarnation of Blur. At first embittered 
by her experiences of the music industry, 
both with Suede and vicariously through 
Blur, Frischmann flirted with the parent-
pleasing route of studying for a degree in 
architecture, but opted instead to kick-
start her own cause, recruiting drummer 
Justin Welch, punkette guitarist Donna 

Matthews, and bassist Annie Holland to 
form Elastica. Immediately after they hit 
the fertile London indie scene in 1994, 
Frischmann and friends courted redtop 
headlines for Justine’s relationship with 
the ever more popular Albarn, but it was 
their brand of angular punk-pop, taking 
in influences like Television and Wire that 
propelled their self-titled debut album to 
number one, with blistering two-minute 
wonder singles like Connection and Waking 
Up also blazing a trail up the charts. Un-
ashamedly English, Frischmann eschewed 
radio-friendly Americanisms in favour of 
colloquial Cockney, and with a sneer and 
a two-fingered flick at the camera, she fast 
became the female figurehead of the bur-
geoning Britpop scene. 

While the Britpop barometer rags 
NME and Melody Maker fawned over 
Frischmann’s band, tipping them to lead a 
US invasion, indie contemporaries Sleeper 
were treated with cynicism as an exercise 
in style over substance, with one NME 
hack suggesting they were “a group made 
for people who fancy the idea of PJ Har-
vey minus the neurotica.” First puncturing 
public consciousness with their pop-cul-
ture T-shirts, Sleeper’s popularity almost 
certainly lay with their pin-up singer Lou-
ise Wener, who famously sported the leg-
end ‘Another Female-Fronted Band’ across 
her chest. Although she actively courted 
attention, Wener was acutely aware of the 
ways in which her femininity was exploit-
ed, commenting to Top Of The Pops mag-
azine, “Women in bands aren’t treated like 
musicians, people want you to be a model 
or a character – they analyse the way you 
dress and the way you look – you can’t just 
be a person in a band.” 

That said, whilst Wener and her band 
epitomised the Britpop sound, complete 
with breathy vocals and “oh” affectations, 
singing about modern relationships on 
songs like Inbetweener and What Do I Do 
Now?, they were never a driving force like 
Elastica. Armed with little more than a 
bag full of catchy pop tunes, they simply 
seemed content to go along for the ride. 

But Wener, like the erudite Frischmann, 
always gave good copy and it was no sur-
prise that later, amidst the Britpop hang-
over, she quit the industry to reinvent 
herself as an acclaimed author, scoring 
big with her bestselling novels Goodnight 
Steve McQueen and The Perfect Play. 

Formed in 1992 by Sonya Aurora 
Madan, Echobelly also featured out black 
lesbian Debbie Smith on bass. Like self-
proclaimed “clit-rock” band Skunk Anan-
sie (fronted by the confrontational Skin), 
Madan, an Anglo-Asian, found that she 
and the band had to contend with the poli-
tics of both gender and race. With bands 
like Oasis patriotically sporting Union Jack 
guitars, the national flag inevitably became 
symbolic of the Britpop scene, but Madan, 
aware of its far-right associations, wore 
a Union Jack T-shirt sloganed with ‘My 
Home Too’. Lyrically, too, Echobelly were 
often political, but they also possessed an 
unheralded sexuality and beauty. Point-
edly, the band’s first single, Bellyache, re-
leased in 1993, dealt with the emotional 
turmoil after abortion. Like many of their 
contemporaries, Echobelly’s unflinching 
stories were delivered, Trojan-horse style, 
through catchy guitar riffs and an upbeat 
fusion of rock and pop. Their second al-
bum, On (1995), coincided with the peak 
of Britpop, and featured the pogo-pop sin-
gle Great Things, which almost read like a 
mission statement with the lyrics, “I wanna 
do great things / don’t wanna compromise”.  And 
though wider interest in the band died out 
with the embers of Britpop, Madan and 
a somewhat altered line-up continue to 
make music and enjoy a loyal fanbase. 

Like Elastica and Sleeper, Echobelly 
were/are a mixed-gender band, and as mu-
sic writer and author of the highly-regarded 
She Bop and She Bop II, Lucy O’Brien, has 
written, “the attraction of mixed gender is 
that when it works at its fullest, a woman 
is paradoxically freer to be herself: attention 
is less on the ‘novelty’ tag, there isn’t the 
constant need to prove she can play an in-
strument. She can negotiate for equal space 
with the boys.” Indeed, many of the Britpop 

23



bands took mixed gender to its extreme, 
and in the grand tradition of British pop 
icons David Bowie, Mick Jagger and Marc 
Bolan, a muddy diffusion of sexual identi-
ties worked in their favour. Dandified front-
men flirted with eyeliner, while the females, 
like Skin, Madan and Wener, adopted tra-
ditionally male characteristics, their confi-
dent swagger empowering women across 
the land to take centre stage.

For all its faults, Britpop also threw the 
spotlight on bands that, up to that point, had 
achieved only moderate success. Among 
the very earliest Britpop bands, the Sarah 
Cracknell-fronted Saint Etienne had skilful-
ly fused New Wave indie and contemporary 
rave, but achieved their greatest commercial 
success during the Britpop years with the 
hit single, He’s On The Phone. They’re still go-
ing too, of course, and their most recent al-
bum, Tales From Turnpike House (2005), has 
garnered a slew of career-best accolades. 
Formed in 1988 and signed to the influen-
tial 4AD label, Lush started out as a very 
different prospect. Fronted by singer/gui-
tarists Miki Berenyi and Emma Anderson, 
they quickly achieved underground acclaim 
as a shoegazing band, and were one of the 
few who managed to weather the grunge 
scene and other musical waves. However, 

by 1996 and the release of their magnificent 
Lovelife album, Lush’s sound had come into 
alignment with the constellation of Britpop, 
and along with this change in direction 
came bone fide chart hits like Single Girl, La-
dykillers and 500 (Shake Baby Shake). Unfortu-
nately, drummer Chris Acland committed 
suicide soon afterwards and the band felt 
compelled to dissolve. Anderson has since 
resurfaced in exciting indie-pop duo Sing-
Sing, who release their second album, Sing-
Sing & I in January 2006.

While the Britpop scene appeared 
to be a national Zeitgeist with bands 
springing up from Bristol to Burnage, it 
inevitably grew into an almost cynical ex-
ploitation of guitar-led bands, and eventu-
ally reached and surpassed the saturation 
point. As suddenly as it had exploded into 
existence, the scene began to fragment. 
The traditional lines of genre had be-
come so confusingly blurred, even artists 
as disparate as Portishead and PJ Harvey 
were ensnared by the music press under 
the Britpop banner. Portishead, with their 
shy, smoky-voiced singer Beth Gibbons, 
were contemporaries of Massive Attack 
and Tricky in the Bristol-based trip-hop 
scene, and their introspective songs like 
Sour Times and Glory Box could not have 
been more at odds with happy-go-lucky 
Britpop anthems like Supergrass’ Alright. 
PJ Harvey, meanwhile, had always chosen 
her own alternative route, but found her-
self courted by the establishment, which 
culminated in her sleek and streamlined 
Mercury Music Prize-winning album, 
Stories From The City, Stories From The 
Sea (2001), a sound against which she has 
since (true to form) rebelled.

Both referential and reverential, the 
women of Britpop owed much to their 
predecessors and rock pioneers like Patti 
Smith, Debbie Harry and Chrissie Hynde, 
with Sleeper even recycling Blondie’s 
Atomic for the celebrated Trainspotting 
soundtrack. Even though Britpop had 
usurped grunge in the affections of many 
music buyers, it also owed much to the sis-
ters across the pond with Throwing Mus-
es, Hole, Smashing Pumpkins, The Pixies 
and Sonic Youth all featuring prominent 
female members. Bands like L7, Babes 
In Toyland and Bikini Kill went further 
and featured all-girl line-ups, subscribing 
to the fashionable riot grrrl movement, 
which instilled a new brand of feminism 
into America’s disaffected youth. How-
ever, many of the riot grrrl bands failed to 
capitalise on the initial enthusiasm, and 

by the end of the decade, public interest 
in the movement had all but dissipated. 
These days, the legacy of those bands lives 
on in the likes of Sleater-Kinney and any 
number of bands to be found on the bill of 
the regular all-woman Ladyfest events. 

By 1996, the UK was about to experi-
ence a new form of cartoon-lite feminism 
as the Spice Girls introduced the term “girl 
power” into the global lexicon. Empower-
ing teenagers and spawning the start of a 
new pop revolution, by the time Geri Hal-
liwell sported a Union Jack dress at the Brit 
Awards in 1997, the bubble of Britpop was 
ready to burst. The naked ambition that 
had once made these new bands so excit-
ing had for the most part degenerated into 
a cocaine blizzard of self-indulgence, and 
the dilution of quality was an unhappy 
consequence. In 1995, Britpop seemed to 
have a purpose, and coupled with a re-
naissance in British art and fashion, there 
was an idealism to encourage change, 
not least after fifteen years of Conserva-
tive rule. By the time of the 1997 election, 
however, the New Labour machine had hi-
jacked the cultural cache, with campaign 
literature proclaiming ‘New Labour, New 
Britpop’. Music was always meant to be a 
reactionary force, but as Noel Gallagher 
schmoozed with the reds at 10 Downing 
Street, it seemed to have lost its way.

While bands like Blur began to look to 
the US again to inspire their eponymous 
1997 album, the spirit of Britpop remained 
in a select few acts, notably the sister duo 
Alisha’s Attic and pop-punkers Kenickie, 
who eschewed feminist politics in favour 
of blindingly good pop tunes. Kenickie 
had a brief but bright time at the top be-
fore internal frictions led to their break-
up in 1998, with singer Lauren Laverne 
departing to forge a successful career as 
a music TV presenter, while Alisha’s Attic 
soon grew tired of a chart environment 
ever more polluted by pop puppets mim-
ing to the songs of Swedish hit factories 
and quit in 2001. In a last gasp attempt to 
stay the execution of Britpop, the scene’s 
great white hope came blasting out of the 
provinces of Wales. 

Achieving underground success since 
1993, Catatonia released their debut al-
bum Way Beyond Blue in 1996, which fea-
tured a number of instantly appealing pop 
gems, including the singles You’ve Got A Lot 
To Answer For and Bleed. However, despite 
encouraging airplay on Jo Whiley’s Radio 
One show, none of the singles had any im-
pact. Any column inches in the music press 
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were instead dedicated to their irrepress-
ible singer Cerys Matthews, whose legend-
ary drinking sessions and fighting prowess 
unfairly detracted from their music. By 
1998, while many of their contemporaries 
were suffering from some pre-millennial 
tension, Catatonia were scoring top-ten 
hits with the anthemic Mulder & Scully and 

Road Rage, and Matthews’s exaggerated 
Welsh tones did nothing but endear her to 
the nation. Before long, however, and like 
many bands before them, the success that 
had eluded them for so long went straight 
to their livers. Plunging headlong into the 
excesses of the lifestyle to make up for lost 
time, a particular low point came when 

Matthews posed for a provocative photo-
shoot for beery lads’ mag, FHM. Ultimate-
ly, the toll was taken and after cancelled 
tours in 2001, the band called it a day with 
Matthews citing “anxiety and exhaustion”. 
A happier Cerys returned in 2003 with an 
understated and unjustly underrated solo 
album, Cockahoop, dipping a toe in the 
world of country. Having taken some time 
off to become a first-time mother, Mat-
thews’s second solo effort is due for release 
in 2006.

By the time the year 2000 rolled 
around, the Britpop dream was over. 
After 74 years at the forefront of Brit-
ish music, Melody Maker published its 
final issue as nu-metal and skate-punk 
took the mantle of soundtracking teen-
age rebellion. By 2001, the UK music 
press had turned its attention back to 
the US, fawning over the New York 
scene epitomised by bands like The 
Strokes and Kings Of Leon, while the 
home charts became dominated by pop 
phoenix Kylie Minogue, Britpop hanger-
on-turned-last-laugher Robbie Williams 
and, of course, whoever had won the lat-
est reality TV show. Blighted by heroin 
addiction, Elastica shuffled line-ups and 
stalled on the “difficult” second album 
before their split in 2001. These days, 
Justine Frischmann is returning to uni-
versity to study psychology of art, and 
occasionally crops up on TV discussing 
modern architecture. She’s not entirely 
done with music either, however; she 
recently wrote songs with former flat-
mate Maya Arulpragasam, better known 
as MIA, whose debut album Arular was 
among those nominated for this year’s 
Mercury Music Prize. Donna Matthews, 
meanwhile, has formed a new band, 
Klang, who released their debut mini-
album No Sound Is Heard in May 2004 to 
mixed reviews.

With Franz Ferdinand, Babyshambles 
and the Kaiser Chiefs sprucing up the 
sales figures nicely, the once again salivat-
ing homegrown music press have felt the 
urge to proclaim a Britpop revival. Who 
are we to argue, but it begs the ques-
tion yet again, where are all the women? 
Who will step up and be the UK’s answer 
to the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, Sleater-Kinney 
et al? Fearsome Scottish rockers Sons & 
Daughters? The artsy, difficult Electrel-
ane? How about the underachieving Duke 
Spirit? The Go! Team? If a Britpop revival 
is really on the cards, an Elastica-shaped 
breakthrough is urgently required. <
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