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Regeneration: Hefty Slabs of Examined Life  

Alex Brianson 

 

Foreword 

An Alice band sat on the manatee’s sofa, channelling the voice of reason (Surrey solipsistic 

mix). ‘If they were all like you, Alex, things would be different.’ The subject was gay rights. 

The venue was the manatee’s studio flat above a bar in Toulon. The time was Spring 1992, 

her name was Belinda, and underneath the black stripe was insipid light brown hair, a broad, 

impassive face without distinction, and the manner of an unkind mother in a Mary Wesley 

novel. Class put her out of place in that studio, but because of who she was, and who I was, 

her assumption was that I was the one on the margins.  

Our host, a sweet but bewildered Brummie on the run from a violent home, and taking 

refuge, as many of us do, in the acquisition of surplus flesh, was as always two notes behind 

the tune, incapable of addressing conflict. Of all non-marine things she most resembled 

George from Rainbow. I liked her a lot. So I piped down. In any case, the argument had been 

won and lost simultaneously. I was fine, which meant other gays might be too, but only those 

who looked and acted normal. Once again I was doing my unofficial job: poster boy for the 

gays. Not literally. My pecs were far too small and my waistline far too big for that. No. My 

task was to be reasonable. Polite. Firm, brave maybe, but conventional. Acceptable, if not 

respectable. Which, as my two favourite Cockney princesses had recently and repeatedly 

pointed out, was something we were never gonna be. 

 It’s the kind of thing I was schooled for, literally and as a matter of metaphor. My 

parents, beneficiaries of the brief moment that real social mobility was possible in the UK, 

emphasised the getting of pieces of paper that would permit me, and my siblings, to enter a 

profession. I went to state school, but swallowed the logic, and aimed wholeheartedly at a 

top-flight university. I was from the wrong class, but had the right education, or at least 

enough of it to go toe-to-toe with the public schoolkids in adult life. Figuratively, I was 

conventional, at least for those who did not see my gayness as ipso facto seditious. I grew up 

in the era of Boy George, Pete Burns, Jimi Somerville, and Andy Bell; I shared Jimi’s 

politics, but none of the visual flair of the others. I tried. But somehow red plastic stars in my 

ears did not amount to anything more than Bet Lynch knock-off. My sisters had flair; I had 

hands that were cack. 
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I have always been liminal. Born in the midlands, I lived in Hampshire until I was 

eight, when cataclysmically my family moved to North Wales. I was too Southern to fit in, 

but by the time I left for university I had Northern vocabulary and syntax and what somebody 

dubbed a ‘posh Chester accent.’ I am from a lower-middle class family with left-wing 

politics, in itself an oddity; but my education, at least from university onwards, was as Forster 

as you got in the late 1980s and early 1990s. I knew which cutlery to use, and to say ‘scone’ 

with a short O. Because I read French for my BA, I pronounced it better than most. But I had 

such different life experience from many fellow students; my holidays were spent doing 

exploitative jobs with long hours and low pay, whereas for them even to spend a weekend in 

Bristol was unusual – one girl, whose family name began with a de, asked me what it was 

like to do that half way through our fourth year. 

I was too creative for the social sciences, and always told to tone down my writing 

style; I was too empirical for the humanities, and, with my steeping in political philosophy 

and nineteenth century literature, sceptical of what it loosely termed ‘theory’. I was too young 

to suffer many losses from the Plague, but old enough for it to shape not just my psyche but 

how I, and others like me, were seen in society; I volunteered for an HIV charity, and did 

training for students in tackling homophobia, and marched, and organised, and risked jail to 

help bring about law reform. I was too fat to be what they now call thirsty, but not fat enough 

to attract chasers: Moomintroll with a goatee. I liked glitter and Stock/Aitken/Waterman and 

ABBA too much to be ‘alternative’ and proto-queer, but was too left-wing to be mainstream. 

I knew about Virginia Woolf, but I put the common back in to the Common Reader. 

Earnest to a fault, I worked terribly hard. For much of the time I was terribly lonely; 

liminality often brings rejection, not acceptance. The world has always baffled me, though I 

have learned more and more about how it works. Other people are often illegible documents, 

topography with unrecognisable features. I understand it, and them, by ascending to the 

abstract plane of ideas, working things out, and coming back down to apply what I’ve 

gleaned. And yet I have enormous compassion for others’ suffering. And I love very deeply. 

I developed depression early on, but don’t worry: I’m not going to plunge you into a 

miseryfest in which the Black Dog is the only friend I had. Sob. No. I’m going to tell you a 

different story. This is the story of how I survived, which has frequently seemed undesirable, 

and how I’ve regenerated, which has frequently seemed improbable. Nearly fifty now, I’m 

feeling avuncular, even while I rebuild my life after an unwanted divorce and the loss of my 
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career. Because I’m rebuilding my life. I’ve done a lot of thinking. Read quantities of books, 

trekked hundreds of miles, seen a dozen therapists, made some sense of things. So here’s my 

story, and I hope you’ll read it with as much love as it is offered. It has beatings, and loss, and 

love, and Myers-Briggs, and politics, and pharmaceuticals. But also Dr Who, and Kylie. 

Thank God.  

Who will probably also crop up. Sorry, but there it is. 

 


