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Performing Englishness. Identity and politicsin a contemporary folk resurgence. By Trish
Winter and Simon Keegan-Phipps. Manchester: Manchester University Presss 2013,
+185pp. ISBN978-0-7190-8539-0

Nick Drake Dreaming England. By Nathan Wisemaiirowse London: Reaktion, 2013,
165pp.ISBN 978-1-78023-176-1

In 2005, the Northumbrian folk singer Rachel Unthank and her bhedMVinterset covered

Nick Drake’s Riverman'. Its opening linesBetty came by on her way, said she had a word

to say, about things today and fallen leaves' serve to underline the preoccupations of two
books whose central theme is England and Englishness, both as a contemporarya®t of ide
and complexities and as something ‘fallen’. Unthank makes an appearance in both Trish
Winters anl Smon KeegarPhipps’ study into the contemporary English folk resurgemck

in Nathan WisemaiTrowse’s workon Nick Drake, which, althoudtugely different in remit

and tone, are linked by an enquiry into how popular music might engage with and be
representative of, national identity.

In this fascinating and meticulously researched study, Wirterising from a Cultural

Studies’ perspective) and KeegRBhipps (an ethnomusicologistetail the current English

folk scene’s ‘shift in profile and popularity’ (p.1). The book begins with ttlaim thatthe
resurgence in Englishness across contemporary folk music and dancesgsliiene with
broader scholarly, social and political concerns over national identity. Nbogrigcrease in
folk festivals, avards academic recognition (Newcastle University’s ‘folk degrsjthe
‘foregrounding [of] Englishness’ (p.by participants andrtists theyinvestigate grass roots
practicesmedia involvement and folk’s relationships to and intersections with national and
regional identity and politics.

The book is structured into two sections, with Part 1 focusing on the specificities of t
contemporary folk scene, itgstorical contextindustry,representatioand instrumentation.
Part Il broadens out the scope of enquiry to sitthase'folk resurgence’ as part of a wider
cultural and political shift towards conceptualising Englishness and the contbooiteerns
over inclusion/ exclusion, ethnicity and the politics of the far-right.

This organisation wokkwellas Part 1 offers ach andin-depth account of a thriving music
and dance cultur€hapterl maps this resurgence onto a continuum of folk revivals,
continuing on from Cecil Sharp’s early twentieth century vision of folk as a pure ofusi
rural England and the 1960s’ revival whigtonfiguredt as the musical vehicle for
working-classexperience

Chapter 2 offers a detailed description of the tensions at play around the contgrgora
industry. With itscontinued adherence to amateurism and authenticity, the authors highlight
the potentiatlisjuncture between contemporary folk’s underlypmiciplesascounterpoint
andor antidote tahe perceved commercialisation of contemporary popular culture (p 39)
and its position withira current industryhat expectgrofessionalism and commercialism.



Chapter 3 and 4 are case study driven, the first focusing on cwtleattists engagenent

with andrepresentation by, the mainstreésnchas Seth Lakemadim Moray TheDemon
Barber Roadshoand Morris Offsprinyy Chapter 4 continues the case study model, this time
emphasising the musical styles, melodic structures and instrumental chatamggtht be
construed as ‘English’.

Part Il positionsthe folk resurgence as part of a broader cultural and politigalirgninto
nation and belonging, ithh Chapter Snvestigatingfolk as part of awider cultural interest in
Englishness’ (p.21), responses to which from within the folk scene, the authdys céari
range fronradical, orapolitical to right wing. Chapter 6 concen&abn Englishness’s
position in the national imaginary as rural idyll, and folk music’s role and respotisat
construct. Akey featuren this analysis is that for many folk musicidahe focus on locality
(Devon, Northumberland, Esséag)ar more significanthan nation, anonolithseemingly
intersected with distindbcal narratives. What emerges frdine author’'sesearch
(interviews with members of the folkcene’, musicians, producers and fans) is how
contemporary folk music and dance is characterised by both rootedness and dwarkiy
by inherent complexitiesna heterogeneities thherald'multiple Englands’(p.130).

The final chapter highlights the struggles that many folk musiciansviélveationdism and
the spectre of fascismhere Englishness remains implicitly white (p.136).r€he an
acknowledgement that elements within contemporary folk music veer betweermatetebr
and guilt (p.144), and mention is givenfwk against fascism’started in 2009, whiclvas
anattempt by bandsuch as Bellowhead to reclafislk musicfrom its appropriation by the
far-right. It is with tis spectre of thaseof political extremismacross Europe th#éhe book
ends statinghow importart it is to engagavith these issues, howevemnpalatable(p.167)

they may beAnd indeed it does feel like an important book, as its reach and scholarliness
add greatly to an understanding of a current folk resurgence whose politicatationfare
multiple and complex.

WisemanTrowse’s monograph & much more contained affair. It as attempt to
deconstruct Nick Drake’s posthumous incarnation as shy, romantic trouladibustrating
the memorialising processes that have markedoliras the introspective pastoral English
artist. It is not helped in this respect by its cover, which shows a profile of Drakeeildl @ff
long grass with a tree in the background and its typeface, ‘Dreamingiéhglagreen.
WisemanTrowse uses medeccounts of his early releases, frienédgallections and
discursive analyseofselected tracki piece together an account that tries to inject into the
Drake narrativesomething other than the tortured genius myth thaabasmulatecdround
him. In this respectDreaming England is an archaeological attemptéacavateDrake
focusing on contexts from which his music arose in ordeg-fpwesenthim as a musician
whose work is about collisions; between modernity and tradition, town ané&gdlishness
and the Other.

Chapterl sets out t@stablish avorking definition of Englishnessgainst whictDrake can
be mappedFor such a key identifier, the pool from which Wisermaowse draws seems a
little small(Miller,1995)as there are a number of seminal accounts of Englishne$gsap)d



identity that would help shore up this foundational benchmark more (Hall, 1996; Cloonan,
1997; Aughey, 2005But WisemanTrowsemoves swiftly on to make hisy intervention,
which isthat Drake'represents a point of articulation or ambivalence between England and
its ‘others’ that works tolepe Englishness itselip.32). This ischaracterised by a sense of
rootlessness and losat isrelated to empire and Drake’s placement withifpi87). Much

of the chapter is biographical, focusing on Drake’s upper middle class background and
educatimn (Marlborough and Cambridge). How his music then comes to define msatimn
subject of Chapter 2, which is where we start to see thegonabht Wisemaslrowse has

By his own admissiorDrakes’ work is elusive, andteempts to configure him ‘as’ English

are largely driven by posthumous ‘iconographic framthgtignorethe ‘lack of specificity’
(p-39) within his workWhat Wisemaslrowsedoes iscontextualisédrakewithin the 1960s,
noting hs diverse influence@nodal jazzUS psychedelia anénglishliturgical works), to
arguethathe articulatetatenttensions over whahightbe understood as Englishness,
especially when there wassense of an Englafphssing away’ (p.65)wvhich we hear in his
uppermiddle class accendp different to the American and Northern English intonations
prevalentin popular musi@t the timeThis offers us a richer contexbm which to

understand Die’s contribution, but the subsequergumenthathis three albumssive

Leaves Left, Bryter Later andPink Moon, are sonic landscapes of the rural, the urban and the
interiorremain under theorised and unconvincing

In Chapter 3ve aretakenon a tour othe places Drake lived amavited to map out the
relationship between place and sound, country and city to investigatbdospresents
moments of negotiation and conciliation between competing mythologies of Endimhaha
character(p.68) and between Romanticism and modermilhough it is still not cleanow.
Loss appearagainin Chapter 4vhere Drake’s musiis placed within a lineage of English
melancholytraceabléback through English art, music (Dowland and Brittem] literature¢o
Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy. Using Freud’s 191 Mourning and Melancholia,
WisemanTrowse argues thalhe key to understanding Drake’s on-going importance is how
his musicenablesa reflection on lossnirelation to national identityAgain this seems
unsubstantiated and subjective, although potentially plausible.

The book ends with a discussion of Drake’s ‘posthumous popularity’ (p His2nusicis

now used to soutirackBritish TV cooking and countryside shows irationalistic or
defensive’(p.120)ways. Documentaries on him have repeatedly fixated on his relationship
with the EnglisHandscape, budt the same timeK, US and Europeanlin makershave

usedhis musicto convey ‘intimacy, not nation’ (p.123prake is therefore what we want him

to be anddespitemy misgivings ovehis methodologyWisemanTrowse’s book is a

thoughtful account of the ways in which the accumulated media piled up over his grave, once
levelled, leave little with which to work but muchdeeam of.
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