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Lawrence of Belgravia

+ Q&A with Paul Kelly and Lawrence

By turns funny and bleak, Lawrence of Belgravia is a finally moving portrait of
an artist who has combined an unabashed but theoretical desire to achieve
fame with an eccentric kind of integrity that has kept success out of reach.
Lawrence (he doesn’t use a surname) founded his first band Felt in 1979, but
failed to capitalise on their 1985 indie hit ‘Primitive Painters’, and when he
returned it was in the guise of fake comeback glam-rock band Denim, which
acted ‘as if the 1980s never happened’. Sharing a retro sensibility with bands
such as Saint Etienne and Pulp, Denim were conscripted by the music press
into the Britpop movement in its early and arty phase; but Lawrence’s avowed
ambition — ‘I'll make a million: my generation’s slow’ — went unfulfilled. Their
second album, Denim on Ice, led off with “The Great Pub Rock Revival’, an
attack on what Britpop had become by 1996 that didn’t catch the public
imagination in the way the likes of Ocean Colour Scene apparently did.

Paul Kelly’s film joins Lawrence in 2005, around the time of the release of
Tearing up the Album Charts, his second album as Go Kart Mozart, and
leaves him in 2011 on the completion of its follow-up, On the Hot Dog
Streets. He lives hand-to-mouth in temporary accommodation — initially in
Belgravia — and contends with mental health and drug problems. Though the
recording of the new long-player — and for Lawrence a record doesn’t really
exist unless it’s on vinyl — provides the film with a frame, there isn’t much
direction within it, and nor are the histories of Lawrence’s bands explored in
depth.

Instead, Lawrence of Belgravia is a character study in the present tense,
partly realised through Kelly’s cityscapes, rather less romantic here than in his
Saint Etienne film Finisterre (2003) — and appropriately so, given the tenor of
Lawrence tracks such as ‘City Centre’. Lawrence’s current band dominates
the soundtrack, but Kelly’s use of Denim’s brilliant, nostalgia-skewering ‘The
Osmonds’, over shots of Lawrence’s Birmingham, stands out. Information
about the past comes through indirectly, as in a quick montage of press
cuttings and posters in which we see that at one point in the 1980s Felt were
billed above Primal Scream, or when Lawrence reads an article about the
band, probably based on an interview with its gifted guitarist Maurice
Deebank, alternately scoffing and reminiscing. Then again, much about the
present is conveyed quite obliquely too, as in an echoing montage of
threatening letters from various social care and housing authorities. A
voicemall lets Kelly know that his quarry is in hospital for reasons undisclosed.

Though ‘completely obsessed with being famous’ and convinced that his
music is highly commercial — he affects bafflement at the idea of internet
journalists writing for free — Lawrence is unwilling to make concessions even
to his devotees. Early on he recounts telling a Parisian concert promoter that
under no circumstances would he play any Denim songs; later he tells Kelly
that unlike every other band with surviving members and the slightest claim on
posterity, he will never reform Felt (‘I wouldn’t do it: ’'m stronger than Lou
Reed’). Of course, this self-denial only burnishes his cult laurels, but there
comes a point when even the cultists can see that the myth is sustaining an



unhappy reality, and what keeps the film from indulgence is Lawrence’s
recognition that he has gone past it. ‘“There must be something wrong with
me,’ he reflects at the end, without self-pity (or pride). ‘There’s no one that’s

gone this far and failed.’

In an age when no band ever seems to split up, all pop careers end in creative
failure; Lawrence’s isn’t that. But there’s a brief glimpse of him presenting a
radio show that hints at a reasonable compromise with the rest of the world.

No one would blame him if he made it.

Henry K. Miller, Sight & Sound, July 2012
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