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24 Hour Party People

There can be few more defunct currencies in cinema than nostalgia. Films that
trade in the past without yearning for its unreachable pleasures are so rare that
when one does arrive, it may feel as collectible as a newly minted coin.

24 Hour Party People is one such picture. Its director Michael Winterbottom
has some experience of rescuing period pieces from the nullifying furnace of
history: his two Thomas Hardy adaptations, Jude (1996) and The Claim (2000),
a version of The Mayor of Casterbridge, shared an immediacy that refused to
recognise distinctions between past and present. The case of 24 Hour Party
People is slightly more complicated — this is history so close you can smell it,
touch it and, if you're of a certain age, even remember how you participated in
it. Beginning in 1976 with a Sex Pistols gig in Manchester which apparently
inspired the foppish television presenter Tony Wilson to establish Factory
Records and open the Hacienda, and ending in 1992 with the demise of both
enterprises, the film has a unique advantage over other music biopics: it
immortalises an era so recent that, unlike punk or jazz, it has not yet acquired
the protective shell that can form after decades of memoirs, documentaries
and reunion tours. In other words, the rules are waiting to be written.

That might account for the film'’s jubilant tone, which suggests a smash-and-
grab raid on a period that was never intended to be preserved for posterity.
Frank Cottrell-Boyce’s catch-all screenplay and Winterbottom’s direction, which
veers between cinéma vérité and a kind of knockabout, Richard Lesteresque
irreverence, don’t work towards that sense of definitive truth that is commonly
sought by biopics. At times they actively undermine their own film’s
authenticity. When Wilson (a mixture of fond impersonation and character
assassination by Steve Coogan) finds his wife Lindsay (Shirley Henderson)
having sex in a toilet cubicle with the Buzzcocks’ Howard Devoto (Martin
Hancock), the camera drifts over to a cleaner, played by the real Devoto, who
bluntly assures us that the incident we have just withessed never happened.
Vacillation is not something associated with the biopic. Nor does the genre
commonly countenance wilful oversights, such as the moment late in the
narrative when Wilson introduces the eight-year-old son he had forgotten to tell
us about earlier in the film.

Audiences look to the biopic genre to see legends being systematically
authorised by cinema, as in Ali (2001), or to watch the dirt being dished, as in
Mommie Dearest (1981) or Tina: What's Love Got to Do with It? (1993). At the
very least they expect that the information they are presented with will be
dependable. An unreliable narrator does not preclude an audience’s
identification, but when that volatile element is introduced into a biopic, the
assumption of truth implicit in the genre is jeopardised. Does a biopic that plays
games with its audience’s trust forfeit its right to be recognised as part of that
genre?

If so, then the makers of 24 Hour Party People will not be unduly perturbed.
The picture is interested in Factory, not facts; it evokes the general spirit of the
era, and if that means absorbing into its fabric all the folklore, gossip and self-
aggrandisement inherent in any atmosphere of fierce creativity, then the
conventions of the genre will just have to suffer. This makes the movie sound
organic, puritanical even, but of course it’s more calculated than that. The film
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has at its disposal an element that is guaranteed to stem or at least
compromise any flow of nostalgia. It’s called irony.

This quality does not in itself make Winterbottom’s film unique — recent
comedies such as The Brady Bunch Movie (1995) and The Wedding Singer
(1997) have scrutinised their decades of choice through a gauze of irony and
kitsch that relegates the filmic experience to the level of flicking through an old
student yearbook to laugh at the tassled corduroy jackets, the crimped fringes.
What distinguishes 24 Hour Party People is that it mixes its dollops of irony and
nostalgia on the same palette, on the same brush, creating vivid new tones.
The irony prevents the nostalgia from blurring into sentimentality; there’s always
an outlandish touch — like the flying saucer that descends to herald the arrival
of Happy Mondays’ resident bug-eyed dancer Bez, or God appearing to Tony
Wilson in the form of Tony Wilson to act as a distancing device. And when the
opposite effect is required, as during the funeral of lan Curtis (Sean Harris), the
Joy Division singer who committed suicide, a compassionate glow temporarily
defrosts the film’s crisp layer of cool. As they gather around the open casket,
Curtis’s grandmother commends Wilson on being so well dressed whenever he
appears on television, before Wilson plants a kiss on the dead man'’s forelock,
a striking counterpoint to the brittle relationship he enjoyed with him in life.

In the assumed hierarchy of artforms, cinema is still some way above pop
music, and when the two are fused there can be a thrilling frisson in that
meeting between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art, whether it's an experimental exercise like
Godard’s Sympathy for the Devil (aka One Plus One, 1968) or a narrative one
such as Velvet Goldmine (1998). Unlike film, music has always been regarded
as a disposable artform, and when its practitioners are captured on celluloid, a
process of authentication takes place — cinema confers a stamp of approval
that is pleasantly at odds with the nature of the material, the value of which has
always been assessed largely by the individual consumer, or in the pages of the
NME. Once it has been adopted as a fitting subject for a movie, the music
ceases to be something played on hi-fis in the bedrooms of taciturn teenagers,
as Joy Division predominantly was, and takes its place in a less ephemeral roll
call.

The process of putting the Manchester scene on film is therefore an important
act of validation. It places those bands in the company of other musicians who
have been endorsed by cinema — Glenn Miller, Charlie Parker, the Beatles, the
Doors. To anyone who brooded over Joy Division’s Unknown Pleasures (1979),
or did their homework to The Durutti Column’s The Guitar and Other Machines
(1987), or let down their hair, parted in curtains, naturally, to Happy Mondays’
Pills ‘n’ Thrills and Bellyaches (1990), an edifying transformation will have taken
place. The fact that it has been effected in a fim that largely rejects the
emasculating power of blind nostalgia is reflected by the choice of music over
the closing credits: a New Order song, yes, but a new composition (‘Here to
Stay’, 2002) rendered, for added freshness, in a Chemical Brothers remix. Did
any film about the past ever lean so affectionately towards the future?

Ryan Gilbey, Sight and Sound, April 2002
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