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Better than ever onhis 12th album, and
the Queen, Billy Braggison theupandu

knighthood, he tells James Butler

rofessionally speaking,
Billy Bragg isn't one for
regrets. However, the Bard
of Barking will admit that
his 25-year career has
brought about one
disappointment: that the
quintessential Carry On...
actor Bernard Bresslaw didn't live long
enough to play him in a production of Bragg's
life story.

“The inner me that seeisa bit like
Bernard Bresslaw,” he laughs in his warm
Cockney rasp, as he sits in the bar of a London
hotel drinking coffee. ] think he would have
been ideal. And Charles Hawtrey as Morrissey.”

But then, why should he have cause for
remorse? Having recently turned 50 ("It only
matters in the sense that I now have to think
about how I'm going to get to 60."), his
standing has arguably never been higher. Not
only does he remain a favourite of the
recalcitrant for his continued presence as a
thorn in the side of the establishment, he's
also assumed, according to The Times -
hardly one of his most obvious champions —
the position of national treasure.

“Unfortunately it doesn't come with any
funding,” he says of the moniker. “No, it's nice
when people think of me like that, but if I'ma
treasure, I'ma dissenting treasure. You won't
see me queuing up for
a knighthood.”

Saying that, last year he did meet the
Queen - or, in his version of events, she met
him - following a performance of Beethoven's
Symphony No. 9 (he had rewritten the lyrics)
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at the Royal Festival Hall. And rather than cut
her down in an act of treason, as many might
imagine would be his wish (falsely as it turns
out, he'd rather aholish the House of Lords
than the monarchy), he shook her hand.

“To not take the opportunity to shake her
hand and look her right in the eye would have
been a waste. It was just out of pure curiosity.
For someone like me, who's written what I've
written and thought about identity and
Britishness — well, I defy anyone not to think
that way.

“She's ubiquitous all through our lives and
it's something beyond fame; David Beckham
pales into insignificance beside her. So to get
up close... and the look on her face as well.”

Which was?

“ihat the f++king hell are you doing here?!”

She knew who you were then? Do you think
she's seen the file?

“Oh, she knew. 1 don't know whether she's
seen the file, but she knows the spec! Her
people know the spec.”

Tt's this cheeky, charming and slightly
geezerish loquaciousness that characterises
his new album - his first in six years - Mr
Love & Justice. His best since 1988's Workers
Playtime, it could also be his most personal.

Having explored the grand narratives of

u) don't think soul is
necessarily about being
black or wearing asuit”

having recently shaken hands with

p-buthe isn't abouttoaccepta

1AM

jdentity, both personal and national, in

his absorbing and illuminating book, The
Progressive Patriot, Mr Love & Justice seeks
to shine a light on more mundane matters
including family and love.

“And 1 don't think that's a bad thing,”
he avows, not unre asonably.

Asg hefits his reputation as a Renaissance
man and cultural polymath, musically, it is his
most adventurous album since Don’t Try This
At Home. Incorporating his more traditional
pursuits of rock, folk, pop and punk, with the
soul music of his youth ("T've always been a
soul boy at heart,”), the album is at once
rambunctious and uplifting, stirring and joyous.

Nowhere is this better exemplified than on
I Keep Faith. An inspirational ode to the
human spirit, not only does it sound like Bragg
backed by The Staple Singers, but his voice,
the butt of many a joke, isa revelation. It's
a proper soul singer’s voice - emotive,
passionate, haunting and truthful.

“[t's funny you should use that word
because I've always thought of myselfasa soul
singer,” he explains. * don't think soul is
necessarily about being black or wearing a
suit. But, yeah, my voice is a lot better than it
used to be.”

Recently, he started performing his first
album, Life's A Riot With Spy Vs Spy, as an
encore if the occasion demanded it. At15
minutes long, it is perfect. One of the first
times he did it, his keyboardist, lan McLagan,
formerly of the Small Faces, turned to Bragg's
manager back stage and told him he now knew
what people saw in the young Billy Bragg in
the early 1980s — when he was known as the
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