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Abstract 

To mark the 40th anniversary of punk rock, The British Library ran a free exhibition and a series of 
associated live spoken-word events in the summer of 2016. Punk was always both outsider (rhetoric, 
sound, fashion) and insider (the big names of the first generation UK bands mostly signed to major 
labels). Using Simon Frith's framework of three overlapping discourses in popular music (folk, pop 
and art) I argue that the contradictory strands of ideology in and around punk made the British Library 
the perfect site for this show. 

Introduction 
 
The British Library (BL) is the National Library of the United Kingdom and one of the 
largest libraries in the world, with a history dating back to 1756 (British Library 2018). 
The  Library's exhibition, Punk 1976-781 ran from 13 May until 2 October 2016 in the 
Library's Entrance Hall Gallery and was accompanied by a series of live spoken 
word events as part of the 40th anniversary Punk London programme, with 
participants including Tessa Pollitt (The Slits), Gina Birch (The Raincoats), John 
Lydon and Glen Matlock (Sex Pistols), and Bernard Rhodes (former manager of The 
Clash)2.  Despite this long history as a major British institution,  the BL’s status as a 
library is what makes Punk 1976-78 work in ways that it would not have done in a 
similar, but different UK museum context.  
 
This a non-trivial distinction. The BL is best known to scholars and researchers as 
place of archival study both in its Reading Rooms (for which formal membership is 
required) and in its extensive and well-used public study spaces in the open central 
atrium. These atrium areas are crucial in understanding the space in which Punk 
1976-78 ran as a place of regular work and study - they are typically used by a wide 
range of visitors on a daily basis: school and university students, as well as 
academic and other kinds of researchers, tourists and  professional writers amongst 
them.3 With the nature of these atrium spaces being more open, free-flowing and 
dynamic, they are essentially then much closer in feel to a town library than a 
national institution. For the purposes of this article, I am concerned with exploring the 
relationship between a curated exhibition (Punk, 1976-78) and the spaces in which it 
is being exhibited. In this essay I use Simon Frith's (1996) concept of three 
overlapping grids of popular music discourse (folk, pop and art) to frame an 
argument that the British Library's unique status as both shared ownership public 

                                                 
1 Punk 1976-78 was curated by Andy Linehan (Curator, Popular Music Collections, British Library) along with 
colleagues Steve Cleary (Lead Curator, Literary and Creative Recordings, British Library) and Colin Fallows 
(Professor of Sound and Visual Arts, Liverpool John Moores University). 
 
2 The British Library press release features, amongst other information, the full list of live events accompanying 
the exhibition: https://www.bl.uk/press-releases/2016/may/punk-1976-78-at-the-british-library. Accessed 29 
July 2019. 
3 Facts and figures of the British Library: Our Users (https://www.bl.uk/about-us/our-story/facts-and-figures-
of-the-british-library) 

https://www.bl.uk/press-releases/2016/may/punk-1976-78-at-the-british-library
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workspace and authorised heritage institution (Roberts and Cohen, 2014) lead to an 
alignment of values that made it exactly the right place to host Punk 1976-78.  
 
Discourse and curation  
 
Simon Frith argues in Performing Rites, that there are three key "overlapping and 
contradictory" (1996: 26) discourses around popular music: folk, pop and art. This 
framework allows for the contradictions in the multiple, often conflicting narratives 
and myth constructions around punk, both contemporaneously. It is also possible to 
conceptualise the British Library itself within the field defined by these three poles of 
discourse. It is these overlapping, socially constructed notions of both cultural value 
and 'authenticity' that allow the British Library to host a punk exhibition that works in 
a particular shared public space clearly distinct from that of a museum or art gallery.  
Library spaces (and the British Library is in this sense simply a large municipal 
library) are understood by their publics in very different way to the spaces that 
constitute museums or art galleries – a point to which I'll return later. What then are 
Frith's three discourses of pop, and why do they matter to the practice of curation? 
 
For Frith, these discourses are not just about describing particular world views, they 
are processes that produce (and reproduce) institutions and genres. Folk discourse 
is a view of popular music that understands the commercial world, the 
industrialisation of production, mediation and consumption of music as inimical to 
music's true function as a social process that both emerges from and produces 
community. One of the key constructions of punk 'authenticity' is that it represents 
music of the people, for the people, regardless of evidence to the contrary (Laing, 
1985). Access to the British Library’s main atrium area is free, with its hundreds of 
desk spaces used daily by local and visiting students, scholars and general readers. 
In this sense, it is a shared space occupied by multiple publics and its status as 
publicly-owned, publicly-funded institution can be read as resistance to the 
commercial forces of a neoliberal free market in much the same way that punk can 
be read as oppositional to a commercial mainstream. From a curatorial perspective, 
placing selected objects representing fragments of the material memory of punk in 
these free-to-access public spaces works to situate a shared cultural history in a 
community space. 
 
Frith's second overlapping grid of discourse is that of art (Frith, 1996:36). He argues 
that art, as a discursive practice, has its origins in the high culture / low culture divide 
that emerged in the 19th century from the authorised and authenticating institutions of 
the academy, to validate cultural products with particular desirable values as ‘art’, 
and to reject other cultural artefacts that fell outside their subjective gaze as 
aesthetically inferior. In these terms, the British Library is more conventionally 
understood as an authorised (and authorising) heritage institution, as Roberts and 
Cohen would argue, and while it is not the academy as such, it is an adjunct to and 
enabler of academic activity. It is within this framework that the practice of curation 
for the BL's Punk exhibition implicitly occupies a liminal space within which the 
process of artefact selection must acknowledge the institutional context of the British 
Library alongside punk rock's tendency to simultaneously embody aspects of both 
high and low culture, and even the avant-garde. Curation here is not simply about 
selection and rejection of objects that represent informed, authorised and authorising 
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expertise. It is about an attempt to understand and as far as possible, represent the 
multiple, conflicting ideological positions claimed by, and for punk.  
 
The third of Frith's discourse grids is pop, in which the value of music is correlated 
with commercial success as defined within mainstream economic free market 
neoliberalism. A 'good' record is one that generates a profit or sustainable revenue 
stream (value is understood in terms of the music industry) (Frith, 1996: 41). 
Accordingly, many first generation punk bands focused on major label deals and 
conventional industry values of success, through a lens of record sales.4 In this 
regard, curation of the British Library's punk exhibition can also be understood within 
a discourse of pop but the measure of 'success' is in visitor numbers and inclusivity, 
even for free entry exhibitions. 
 
In this section, I have established that curation of the BL’s Punk 1976-78 exhibition 
can be evidenced in each of Frith’s three strands of popular cultural discourse. By 
considering curation as an outcome of a ‘folk’ discourse, I am arguing that the 
curatorial process must not only align with institutional positioning of the BL central 
atrium as a public, community space but also with punk's often confusing and 
contradictory narratives of a people's music that resists mainstream social attitudes 
and high culture music styles or genres. 
 
In seeking to understand the BL’s curation of the punk exhibition, the concept of art 
as first a discursive process and second as a discursive object is important because, 
once again the range of contradictory ideological positions within punk mean that is 
can be read as a dynamic process that produces both high and low cultural artefacts 
whose meanings are discursively constructed according multiple subjectivities. 
These layers of meaning must then be represented in the context of exhibition as 
object. 
 
Lastly, in making the case that Punk 1976-78 can be seen as an outcome of a 
discourse of pop’s value as defined through economic profits and revenue streams, I 
am arguing here that the process of curation must take into account the inherent 
tension between ‘art’ and ‘pop’, between the need to tell an accurate story of punk, 
but one that also works to fulfil the BL’s measures and metrics of ‘success'. 
 
In the next section, I extend this definition of curation to include the ways in which 
exhibition spaces can also influence the curational process. 
 
Library space 
 
I want to return to the argument I touched on in my introduction - that the British 
Library is precisely the right place to hold an exhibition celebrating the contradictory 
ideology and contested history of punk. Central to the this argument is the shared 
ownership of the main atrium space that visitors and library users move into when 
they enter the building. An authorised pass is required to access the formal Reading 
Room areas of the Library but the atrium area is freely accessible to any visitor. Of 
course most major museums in London also have free basic access but there is a 
significant difference: the British Library is where large numbers of students, scholars 

                                                 
4 Examples include The Clash and CBS, Siouxsie and the Banshees and Polydor (Savage, 1991) 
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and general readers go regularly to research and study, many of them on a daily 
basis.  
 
Whilst there are the requisite security checks upon entry to the building, access to 
the main atrium space is unrestricted. The British Library is not a museum, gallery or 
hall of fame. The Library atrium space in which the punk exhibition took place is 
open, airy and public. The show was situated in the middle of the space on the upper 
ground floor, and became part of the daily buzz of activity in the atrium. 
 
Of course one of the more 'punk' aspects of the exhibition itself is that there is some 
enjoyable irony in placing punk (a stereotypically noisy movement) in a library, where 
the popular cultural stereotype is the presence of signage demanding silence. 
However, whilst the formal Reading Room areas are indeed quiet, the British Library 
atrium hums with movement, conversation and at times music played live or by DJs.5 
In terms of curation then, the point I am making is that not only is the work of the 
curator to tell an impactful story through the objects and artefacts displayed, but also 
to consider the space in which the exhibition is held (Calosci, 2017; Mckay, 2007). 
 
I've argued so far that punk and the British Library worked well together in part 
because the atrium space in which the exhibition was situated was a publicly owned, 
co-curated space with few formal barriers to entry and particular atmosphere of 
collective (intellectual) activity, in clear contrast to museum space.  Additionally I've 
suggested that the British Library and punk itself can be read as aligned within 
Simon Frith's three discourses of pop. There is however another ongoing process 
that helped make the show work - the way in which punk can be both co-opted and 
resistant at the same time. 
 
Is resistance futile? 
 
There has been over the last decade or so a growing body of scholarship that deals 
with notions of heritage and the relationship between popular music and cultural 
institutions like museums and galleries. Most notably, Marion Leonard's work has 
been central to developing this field, with work on construction of histories through 
material artefacts (2007; 2010), the establishment and manipulation of 'authenticity' 
through museum exhibitions (2014) and the development and representation of 
notions of popular music heritage in institutions (2015, 2018). Elsewhere, a recent 
and comprehensive collection illustrates the breadth and depth of scholarship around 
heritage, pop, historiography and the role of the archive (Baker, et al, 2018), whilst 
Baker, Istvandity and Nowak's (2019) book focuses on the processes around 
curation and popular music.   
 
Much of this scholarship is interested in exploring ideas about memory and 
nostalgia, problematizing the notion of heritage, or addressing the relationship 
between popular music and institutions such as museums, and to a lesser extent, 
archives. The last of these is of course relevant to any discussion of Punk 1976-78, 
particularly given that the work of the British Library's Popular Music Collections 

                                                 
5 For example, at the opening event for the BL's 2018 exhibition, Windrush: Songs In A Strange Land  
(https://www.bl.uk/events/windrush-songs-in-a-strange-land). 
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curator, Andy Linehan was until relatively recently part of what had previously been 
known as the National Sound Archive.  
 
Nowak and Baker (2018) critically examine Music Halls of Fame (the prime example 
of which is the Rock and Roll Hall Of Fame in Cleveland, Ohio) as sites of 
recognition, legitimation, and canonisation of particular artists and music forms. This 
process is problematic in many ways, not least in the disproportionate weight given 
to rock and the values of the predominantly baby boomer generation that make 
decisions about inclusion and exclusion. Nowak and Baker also note 
 that critics of the idea of the Hall of Fame model argue that the induction of artists to 
an institutionally supported club undermines the symbolic resistance value of popular 
culture. This makes assumptions about about popular culture that tends to draw on 
subcultural theory and notions of resistance to 'mainstream' cultural messaging and 
norms. The 'mainstream' has however been successfully absorbing rock and its 
multiple strands of constructed authenticities since at least the mid-1960s. There are 
arguably any number of pre-punk and post-punk turning points in the narrative of 
rock as resistance, but the early 1980s emergence of 'new pop' in the wake of punk 
and post-punk perhaps most clearly illustrates this process (Rimmer, 1985). 

One of these institutions is not like the others: Punk, DIY and Curation  
 
The 'appropriateness' or otherwise of the BL as host of a punk exhibition was central 
to much of the media coverage of Punk 1976-78 but it was notable that most of the 
scene participants appearing at the live spoken word events accompanying the 
exhibition in the summer of 2016 seemed sanguine, if not happy to see punk rock in 
the British Library. Curator Andy Linehan described the positive feedback he had 
from original Sex Pistols bassist, Glen Matlock and the enthusiastic participation of 
key figures like John Lydon, Pete Shelley and Steve Diggle (Buzzcocks), Gina Birch 
(The Raincoats), Tessa Pollitt (The Slits), Pauline Murray (Penetration) and Jordan 
(model and designer), amongst others (Personal interview, 2019). These former 
punks were central to the process of authenticating the event. As representatives of 
a specific, historically authorised community they are part of Frith's folk discourse 
grid. Their presence works not only to authenticate the exhibition but also arguably to 
allow the exhibition to authenticate the roles played by these original punk scene 
participants in a particular historical narrative. 
 
In his review of the exhibition for The Spectator magazine, Sex Pistols drummer, 
Paul Cook said: 
 

There have been many punk exhibitions over the years so I can’t help but 
chuckle at the ‘experts’ who are getting hot under the collar about the 
‘sacrilege’ of housing punk memorabilia in museums. Hasn’t it always been 
the case that anything considered culturally significant ends up in a ‘cultural 
establishment’ of sorts? Joe Corré, son of Dame Vivienne Westwood and 
Malcolm McLaren, is even threatening to burn his punk collection in protest. 
Really!! The experts I know, i.e. band members, don’t seem too bothered 
about it. In fact, many will be turning up to do Q&As at the British Library’s 
tasteful if limited Punk 1976-78 exhibition. (The Spectator, 2016). 
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I would argue that this an example of the significance of the BL's status as a library, 
something very different to the heritage industry world of the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame in Cleveland Ohio or even to an exhibition space in a museum. The symbolic 
importance of the public library is clear in a comment made by John Lydon in his 
live-on-stage interview appearance at the British Library on 24 June 2016. He said, 
"When I came out of hospital, reading and libraries saved me"6, referring to his 
recovery from a childhood encounter with spinal meningitis. The British Library blog, 
discussing the live streaming of the Lydon interview to public libraries in Exeter and 
Middlesbrough, expands on Lydon's quote: 
 

The event was also a reminder of the empowering nature of public libraries, 
and their unique ability to provide access to knowledge to anyone who wants 
to learn. The get up and do-it-yourself message of punk (here are three 
chords, now form a band) resonates in public libraries. Advocates like Lydon 
remind us that public libraries are there for us all to enjoy and use. (British 
Library, 2016a) 

 
It is worth noting that not all museums are perceived by their users, bands or indeed 
their subjects as institutional, particularly if they are created by fans of the artist in 
question. The Ramones Museum in Berlin is in some ways an example what Roberts 
and Cohen (2014) refer to as unauthorised heritage, though through the patronage 
of former band member C.J. Ramone it also represents their category of self-
authorised heritage. The Ramones Museum is partly unauthorised, partly self-
authorised, and consequently is part of a move towards what Roberts and Cohen 
refer to as a democratisation of popular music heritage. Yet it is also a celebration of 
a band that was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of fame, so it is not the same as 
other unauthorised heritage projects whose objectives are to recognise and preserve 
music or artefacts that may have otherwise faded from popular cultural memory. The 
museum has hosted a number of gigs, including one by C.J. Ramone, and has 
alongside an impressive collection of artefacts (including a pair of Joey's Converse 
boots and one of Dee Dee's bass amps), a long list of celebrity visitors including 
Eddie Vedder, Billy Bragg and Johnny Marr.7 The Ramones Museum is a much 
bigger operation than those that do what Andy Bennett (2018) refers to as 'DIY 
preservationism' but it is by no means an institution. It falls somewhere between 
these two positions: small enough (and connected enough) to maintain DIY/Punk 
authenticity, big enough to legitimately claim to have the largest collection of 
Ramones artefacts in the world. The point here is that punk is not something that 
can't be represented as heritage or even that resists heritage. 
 
There may be another reason that Paul Cook and many of his contemporaries were 
relaxed about seeing their personal histories represented in a British Library 
exhibition: contextualisation. I have written elsewhere about the significance of new, 
young bands hearing their demos or early releases played on radio alongside 
records by established indie and alternative artists (Percival, 2009). For the young 
musician, radio play of their song on a BBC specialist music show, segued into and 
out of music by bands whose music they respected and in some cases loved, 

                                                 
6 https://blogs.bl.uk/living-knowledge/2016/07/never-mind-the-british-library-heres-punk.html. Accessed 03 
August 2019. 
7 https://www.ramonesmuseum.com. Accessed 11 August 2019. 

https://blogs.bl.uk/living-knowledge/2016/07/never-mind-the-british-library-heres-punk.html
https://www.ramonesmuseum.com/
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contextualised their record: as far as the presenter and the audience was concerned, 
this new band is being treated in exactly the same way as established artists. 
 
In Punk 1976-78, this process of contextualisation may also be at work in ways that it 
would not have done in for example, the British Museum. For mid-1970s UK punk 
scene artists, seeing their work and that of their contemporaries in a building that 
houses some of the most important examples of literature, art and culture in the 
world acknowledges the historical importance of that work, the significance of the 
countercultural activity involved and the consequences of those things for both music 
and other strands of popular culture. It is particularly important that the exhibition 
was a project of the Library's popular music collection and so drew on both sides of 
the high/low culture debate (Frith, 1996). Punk 1976-78 is popular culture in what 
might be represented as an institution of high culture (notwithstanding my earlier 
argument about the BL as a shared public space). Andy Linehan agrees that the 
context was significant: 'I think there was [...] somewhere in the back of their [Cook, 
Matlock, and others] minds, bloody hell, we're in the British Library' (Personal 
interview, 2019). 

Right Time, Right Place 
 
In her discussion of the British Library's Punk 1976-78 exhibition, Lucy Robinson 
(2018) concludes: 
 

Of course the BL exhibition was in the wrong place. That is what made it so 
punk rock. Punk was always in the wrong place. As soon as punk was visible, 
it was a sell-out ... There cannot be a right way of presenting punk because 
punk is a paradox. Punk combined rhetorics of nihilism and idealism, in its 
competing values of commodity and authenticity, and in its position across 
DIY cultures and the market. (p.316) 

 
Robinson's point is the contradictions of punk make the BL both the wrong and the 
right place for the exhibition - but 'wrong' in a good way. My argument is that there is 
another way of thinking about this: yes, the British Library is a national institution, 
representing the cultural memory of the complex patchwork of national and regional 
identities that make up the UK. But it is also, and this a crucial point still a library, not 
a museum. It is most definitely not, despite a close and on-going relationship 
between the two the British Museum with its legacy of international appropriation of 
artefacts during Britain's imperial period. Nor does the British Library have the British 
Museum's imposing architectural history, dating back to the late-17th century in its 
oldest sections.   
 
So, whilst it is true at the time of writing that Britain's public libraries system 
continues to suffer from funding cuts that have been a consequence of the 'austerity' 
policies originating in 2010 under the Conservative and Liberal Democrat Coalition 
UK government libraries remain part of the social and cultural fabric of most British 
towns and cities. As part of a national cultural life that cuts across socio-economic 
and class divides, libraries can be understood as accessible in ways that museums 
sometimes are not (fairly or otherwise). In other words, the British Library is not so 
much the 'wrong' place for showing and celebrating the punk movement of 1976-78, 
it is exactly the right place for an exhibition that has to be free to view and accessible 
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to very broad audience, from school-age students to veteran survivors of punk and 
visiting international tourists. 
 
Punk is often characterized in scholarship as a marriage of contradictions, but it is 
also more than that - it is both ideologically specific and vague at the same time, 
which allows practitioners, fans and casual observers the flexibility to position 
themselves in relation the three poles of Frith's discourses, according to their 
personal history, knowledge and passion (or otherwise) for music and popular 
culture. 
 
Punk 1976-78 worked so well at The British Library because the Library itself fits 
within the discourses of folk, pop and art. Folk discourse works for Library because, 
despite its origins in the British Museum it represents the British public library system 
albeit as its biggest and most culturally significant example. The British Library is a 
physically imposing, beautifully constructed example of a public library space, and in 
this it benefits from the relatively youth of the current building (opened in 1998). For 
even the most committed punk ideologue there is likely to be significantly less 
trepidation in visiting (and being seen to visit) a library whose public space is free to 
access and an institution that is predicated around knowledge and culture rather 
than one that is a symbol of British imperial history like, for example, the British 
Museum). 
 
The British Library also works within a pop discourse in that it is interested as an 
institution in attracting audiences for both paid-for and free exhibitions. An example 
of the former is the sell-out (in the economic, rather than cultural sense) Harry Potter 
themed exhibition, Harry Potter: A History of Magic8, which ran from 20 October 
2017 to 28 February 2018 with an adult ticket price of £16.00, accompanied by a 
pop-up Harry Potter merchandise shop. An example of the latter was Listen: 140 
Years Of Recorded Sound9, running from 6 Oct 2017 until 13 May 2018. Robinson 
(2018) notes that the BL's punk show was also popular: 
 

During its run from May to October 2016, the exhibition attracted 117,531 
visitors. Its popularity was on a par with their recent exhibition on Alice in 
Wonderland making it one of the most popular free exhibitions at the BL. 
(p.311)  

 
Attendance at free exhibitions clearly matters to the Library. Good attendance figure 
for a free exhibition at the BL probably work in much the same way as good 
audience ratings work for the BBC, that is, they are not directly related to financial 
income. A critically successful and high profile free exhibition at the BL is a visible 
symbol of the Library's mission 'to make our intellectual heritage accessible to 
everyone, for research, inspiration and enjoyment' (British Library, 2015). 
 
Andy Linehan, reflecting on Punk 1976-78, sees the exhibition as being in line with 
the British Library's broader cultural and institutional objectives, but with an 
emphasis on aspects of culture that are implicit, rather than explicit: 
 

                                                 
8 https://www.bl.uk/events/harry-potter-a-history-of-magic. Accessed 10 August 2019. 
9 https://www.bl.uk/events/listen-140-years-of-recorded-sound. Accessed 10 August 2019. 

https://www.bl.uk/events/harry-potter-a-history-of-magic
https://www.bl.uk/events/listen-140-years-of-recorded-sound
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The British Library is meant to be the cultural memory of a nation, and that 
includes the counterculture. So we've always collected the underground 
press, from the '60s [onwards],  fanzines, self-published magazines, 
independent record labels. And so, if you think about it, it's absolutely natural 
that the British Library should have this stuff and to have an exhibition saying 
that we've got [it]. But I completely understand that if you think that punk was 
all about rebellion and [being] anti-establishment, there is an irony in it being 
in a government-funded institution. [However] just because we are 
government-funded doesn't mean that we can't recognize subcultures and 
counter-cultures. (Personal interview, 2019) 

 
Another key objective for Linehan was using the popular success of the exhibition 
and associated media interest to think about the show as part of on-going project, 
rather than as a single summer event in 2016. Preliminary press and other media 
coverage of the planned exhibition brought the work of the British Library as cultural 
archive to the attention of a number of key players in punk and the music industry 
more generally, helping Linehan to build new networks with potential future 
collaborators and donors to the popular music collections: 
 

One of the reasons [we] do exhibitions is to attract people who were involved 
in that world. For example, I now know Andrew Czezowski, co-founder of the 
[legendary early punk London venue] The Roxy, who then went on to run The 
Fridge in Brixton, where I went myself for many years. I've seen his archives 
and it's fantastic stuff. He's aware of our interest now and that just wouldn't 
have happened without the exhibition. (Personal interview, 2019) 

 
It is possible to read Punk 1976-78 as an example of the democratising effect that is 
increasingly identified in curatorial practice (Jansson and Hracs, 2018) - it is 
reflective of the Library's on-going commitment to working with stakeholders from 
diverse communities and to addressing a problem identified by Lobley (2018): that 
"even today, much of the material housed in [sound] archives is often still accessible 
only to specialists" (p.275). Punk 1976-78 not only made some of this material 
available (for free) to a visiting public but it also was able to work with external 
partners to bring in items from private collections. including Damned Drummer Rat 
Scabies' leather jacket and former BBC DJ John Peel's personal copy of The 
Undertones' 1978 debut release, Teenage Kicks (British Library, 2016b). This 
exhibition was not DIY in the sense that the term is used in discussions of curation 
processes that happen outside of conventional institutional structures (Long, et al, 
2017). It represents something related but different: curators Linehan, Cleary and 
Fallows are fans, enthusiasts and professionals working at the heart of two major 
institutions, the British Library and Liverpool John Moores University. Not so different 
perhaps to many first generation punk bands signing to major record labels. 
 
Frith's art discourse is clearly present around the work of the British Library. Many of 
the Library's exhibitions over the years have foregrounded the visual power or 
graphic content of its collections. Whilst this is often framed in traditional high art or 
formal intellectual discourse (a defining characteristic of Frith's classification), it has 
also included key artefacts and examples from popular culture - in some case both in 
the same exhibition. With Punk 1976-78 this fusion of high and low culture is 
particularly evident in the display of one hundred punk 7-inch singles where many of 
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the picture sleeves featured the work of avant-gardist artists like Jamie Reid (The 
Sex Pistols' God Save The Queen) and Malcolm Garrett / Linder Sterling 
(Buzzcocks' Orgasm Addict). 
 
Indeed, one of the aspects of punk that made its diversity in its early years so 
fascinating was the presence of overtly intellectual ideas like Situationism in the art 
of Jamie Reid and in the thinking of 1960s art school graduate and Sex Pistols 
manager, Malcolm McLaren. In the New York CBGB punk rock scene, Patti Smith 
was quoting French poet Arthur Rimbaud and the band Television were drawing as 
much influence from Steve Reich and avant-garde jazz as they were from rock 
traditions. The intellectual wing of punk was just as important as the street level 
minimalism of the first Ramones album or the working class credibility of The Sex 
Pistols, and at least for a while both of these aspects of punk worked together. The 
British Library was then much more than an interesting or challenging place to host 
Punk 1976-78, it was the right place, both for punk and for the Library itself.  



Right Time, Right Place: The British Library's Punk 1976-78 Exhibition - J. Mark Percival 
 

Popular Music History 13.1-2 (2020) 113-125 

11 

References 
 
Baker, S., Strong, C., Istvandity, L. and Cantillon, Z. eds. 2018. The Routledge 
Companion to Popular Music History and Heritage. London: Routledge. 
 
Baker, S., Istvandity, L. and Nowak, R. 2019. Curating Pop: Exhibiting Popular Music 
in the Museum. London: Bloomsbury Academic. 
 
Bennett, A. 2018. DIY preservationism and recorded music – saving lost sounds, in 
The Routledge Companion to Popular Music History and Heritage, eds Sarah Baker, 
Catherine Strong, Lauren Istvandity and Zelmarie Cantillon, 163–171. London: 
Routledge. 
 
British Library, 2015. Living Knowledge: The British Library 2015–2023. London: 
British Library. 
https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/projects/living-
knowledge/documents/living-knowledge-the-british-library-2015-2023.pdf 
Downloaded 01 August 2019. 
 
British Library, 2016. Never mind the British Library, here’s Punk. Blog, 25 July 2016. 
https://blogs.bl.uk/living-knowledge/2016/07/never-mind-the-british-library-heres-
punk.html. 
Accessed 03 August 2019. 
 
British Library, 2016. Punk 1976-78 at the British Library: a new 40th anniversary 
exhibition exploring the formative years of this musical phenomenon. 
https://www.bl.uk/press-releases/2016/may/punk-1976-78-at-the-british-library 
Accessed 01 October 2020. 
 
British Library. 2018. Annual Report and Accounts 2017/18. London: British Library. 
https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/about%20us/annual%20reports/45th
%20annual%20report%202017-18.pdf 
Downloaded 01 March 2019. 
 
Calosci, A., 2017. 'Places, communities and knowledge. You’ll be part of an 
upcoming exhibition'. The Design Journal, 20(sup1), pp.S3393-S3400. 
 
Frith, S. 1996. Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Jansson, J. and Hracs, B.J., 2018. 'Conceptualizing curation in the age of 
abundance: The case of recorded music.' Environment and Planning A: Economy 
and Space, 50(8), pp.1602-1625. 
 
Laing, D. 1985. One Chord Wonders: Power and Meaning In Punk Rock. Milton 
Keynes: Open University Press. 
 
Leonard, M. 2007. ‘Constructing Histories through Material Culture: Popular Music, 
Museums and Collecting’, Popular Music History, 2/2: 147–67. 
 

https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/projects/living-knowledge/documents/living-knowledge-the-british-library-2015-2023.pdf
https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/projects/living-knowledge/documents/living-knowledge-the-british-library-2015-2023.pdf
https://blogs.bl.uk/living-knowledge/2016/07/never-mind-the-british-library-heres-punk.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/living-knowledge/2016/07/never-mind-the-british-library-heres-punk.html
https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/about%20us/annual%20reports/45th%20annual%20report%202017-18.pdf
https://www.bl.uk/britishlibrary/~/media/bl/global/about%20us/annual%20reports/45th%20annual%20report%202017-18.pdf


Right Time, Right Place: The British Library's Punk 1976-78 Exhibition - J. Mark Percival 
 

Popular Music History 13.1-2 (2020) 113-125 

12 

Leonard, M. 2010. ‘Exhibiting Popular Music: Museum Audiences, Inclusion and 
Social History’. Journal of New Music Research, 39/2: 171–81. 
 
Leonard, M. 2014. ‘Staging the Beatles: Ephemerality, Materiality and the Production 
of Authenticity in the Museum’. International Journal of Heritage Studies. 20/4: 357-
375. 
 
Leonard, M. 2015. ‘The Shaping of Heritage: Collaborations Between Independent 
Popular Music Heritage Practitioners and the Museum Sector’, in Preserving Popular 
Music Heritage: Do-it-yourself, Do-it-together, ed Sarah Baker, 19–30. New York: 
Routledge. 
 
Leonard, M. 2018. ‘Representing Popular Music Histories and Heritage in Museums’, 
in The Routledge Companion to Popular Music History and Heritage, eds Sarah 
Baker, Catherine Strong, Lauren Istvandity and Zelmarie Cantillon, 261–70. London: 
Routledge. 
 
Lobley, N. 2018. 'Sound archives, ethnography and sonic heritage', 
in The Routledge Companion to Popular Music History and Heritage, eds Sarah 
Baker, Catherine Strong, Lauren Istvandity and Zelmarie Cantillon, 271–282. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Long, P., Baker, S., Istvandity, L. & Collins, J. 2017. 'A labour of love: the affective 
archives of popular music culture', Archives and Records, 38:1, 61-79,  
 
Mckay, A., 2007. 'Affective communication: towards the personalisation of a museum 
exhibition'. CoDesign, 3(S1), pp.163-173. 
 
Nowak, R. and Baker, S. 2018. Popular Music Halls of Fame As Institutions of 
Cultural Heritage, in The Routledge Companion to Popular Music History and 
Heritage, eds Sarah Baker, Catherine Strong, Lauren Istvandity and Zelmarie 
Cantillon, 283–293. London: Routledge. 
  
Percival, J.M. 2009. 'Scottish Indie Music and BBC Radio's Beat Patrol (1995-2000)', 
Popular Music History, 4/1: 24-38. 
 
Rimmer, D. 1985. Like Punk Never Happened: Culture Club and the New Pop. 
London: Faber. 
 
Roberts, L. and Cohen, S. 2014. Unauthorising popular music heritage: outline of a 
critical framework, International Journal of Heritage Studies, 20/3: 241-261. 
DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2012.750619 
 
Robinson, L. 2018. 'Exhibition Review: Punk’s 40th Anniversary - An Itchy Sort of 
Heritage.' Twentieth Century British History, 29/2, June 2018: 309–317.  
https://doi.org/10.1093/tcbh/hwx047 
 
Savage, J. 1991. England's Dreaming: Sex Pistols and Punk Rock. London: Faber. 
 

https://doi.org/10.1093/tcbh/hwx047


Right Time, Right Place: The British Library's Punk 1976-78 Exhibition - J. Mark Percival 
 

Popular Music History 13.1-2 (2020) 113-125 

13 

The Spectator. 2016. Nothing sacrilegious about this British Library Punk show, says 
Paul Cook of the Sex Pistols. The Spectator, May 2016. 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/05/nothing-sacrilegious-about-this-british-library-
punk-show-says-paul-cook-of-the-sex-pistols 
Accessed 01 August 2019. 


