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The Mediation Of Memory: 'Grunge' Remembered And Reconstructed 
 
Catherine Strong 
Australian National University 
Catherine.strong@anu.edu.au 
 

On April 5th 1994, Kurt Cobain, lead singer and songwriter for Nirvana, at the time one 

of the bands most closely associated with the ‘grunge’ label, shot himself in his Seattle 

home. In April 2004, Cobain’s face again filled the magazine racks as special editions 

marking the 10th anniversary of this event were released. One such magazine, Spin, 

printed an article entitled “The Ghost of Saint Kurt”(Norris, 2004). After describing 

Cobain as “a ghost” and drawing analogies between Nirvana and various religions such 

as Shintoism, Buddhism and Christianity, the author, Chris Norris, discusses how people 

listening to the music today supposedly react: 

 

“Nirvana may sound somewhat like today’s modern-rock playlist, but their music feels 

very strange. The songs elicit perplexing emotions. For one thing, it’s hard to headbang 

to a saint. And this guy’s image pushes some hard-wired buttons. I mean, look at him. 

The striking clear-blue eyes. The sharp, nobly set features. The thousand-yard smirk 

coming out of the photos and videos. The unkemptness almost makes him more dusty-

prophet biblical. And listen to the oblique, electrifying lyrics and airy vocal lines, the way 

they waft of surprising harmonies over a neo-heavy-metal roar, leaving melodic vapour 

trails. In a way, the cynicism you feel you should have about all the grunge 

mythologizing smacks of a naysayer’s denial.” (56) 
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This paper will examine the ways in which Kurt Cobain is remembered differently in the 

mass media and among fans, but also how these accounts intersect and engage with each 

other. The different narratives of fans and journalists will be presented, with the accounts 

of fans being theorised as a form of collective memory, itself inherently shaped, but not 

dominated by, the media. Theories will also be put forward as to why these narratives 

developed the way they did and what functions they serve for these groups, examining 

how “both memory and media constitute intermediaries between individual and society, 

and between past and present”(van Dijck, 2004: 263). While ‘fans’ and ‘journalists’ are 

hardly mutually exclusive groups – music journalists are, in most cases, music fans who 

have been differently labelled due to their success in converting their love of music into 

economic capital (Jenson, 1992, Fiske, 1992) – it will be demonstrated that they do give 

accounts of grunge that differ enough to justify separating them out to examine memory. 

 

For the purposes of this paper, ‘grunge’ was a musical style (with associated cultural 

trappings such as clothing and certain attitudinal/ political elements) which first came to 

prominence on a large scale when Nirvana’s album Nevermind unexpectedly became a 

worldwide hit in late 1991. Prior to this, the grunge ‘scene’ had been centred on Seattle 

and the Sub Pop label. Often described as a cross between punk and heavy metal 

(Mazullo, 2000), musically grunge had a ‘dark’, guitar-based sound based around a 

traditional rock line up (guitar, bass and drums). The huge success of Nirvana and other 

grunge bands such as Pearl Jam, Soundgarden and Alice in Chains led its 

commercialisation and eventual decline. Some people believe grunge ‘died’ at the same 

time as Cobain in 1994 (DeRogatis, 2003: 56); others believe it lasted until the demise of 
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Soundgarden in 1997 (Shuker, 2005: 130). Regardless of the exact timing, grunge is 

generally considered to have been ‘over’ by the late 1990s. 

 

The empirical evidence used as the basis for this argument is the result of 43 interviews 

conducted with Australian residents who identified themselves as fans of grunge during 

the early 1990s. These interviews were held in Canberra, Perth and Sydney between 

May 2004 and February 2005. The respondents were aged between 21 and 45 years of 

age, with more than half aged between 26 and 35, meaning they were in their mid to late 

teens during the height of the grunge ‘movement’. Two-thirds of the respondents were 

male and one-third were female. Respondents were recruited in a number of ways – 

through personal contacts, via advertisements in the street press and on music based 

websites, and through fliers left in music stores or distributed at relevant events. 

‘Snowballing’ was also used to obtain further contacts from respondents reached through 

these methods. Interviews, which typically lasted between 1-1.5 hours, were based 

around what the respondent remembered about their engagement with grunge and 

impacts that this engagement had on their identity formation at the time and since. One 

of the questions asked was how they felt about the death of Kurt Cobain, and most of the 

data presented here are answers to that question.  

 

Collective Memory 

 

Collective memory refers to memories that are shared by a group of people and help to 

shape their identities as a part of that group. The study of this field is generally 
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considered to have originated with Maurice Halbwachs, a student of Durkheim, in the 

1930s. Halbwachs went against previous studies of memory which treated it as an 

entirely individual creation, arguing instead that “the greatest number of memories come 

back to us when our parent, our friends, or other persons recall them to us…it is in 

society that people normally acquire their memories. It is also in society that they recall, 

recognize and localize their memories” (Halbwachs, 1992: 38). He also theorised the 

ways in which memories are not immutable truths, or exact reproductions of the past, by 

looking at how their meanings, and indeed content, can change over time depending on 

what is important to remember for our social identities at any given point. Collective 

memories are ‘shared’ memories which help to create group membership and collective 

identity by making people feel they are linked to a common past. According to Zelizer 

(1995: 214), “by definition, collective memory thereby presumes activities of sharing, 

discussion, negotiation, and, often, contestation.”. This work is relevant to this current 

study in that it is not looking at a current phenomenon – grunge has been considered 

‘dead’ by most people since the mid-90s. The question that therefore needs to be asked 

is how memories of grunge may have changed over time and why, to what ends and via 

which intervening forces? 

 

The memories of respondents in regards to grunge can be considered ‘collective’ in that 

by responding to a call for ‘grunge fans’1

                                                 
1 The term ‘fan’ is used in a value-free manner in this paper. It does not imply a particularly ‘obsessive’ or 
overly passionate relationship with grunge, and did not have such meanings for the majority of respondents.  

 to be interviewed they are identifying 

themselves as members of this group, and the basic details of what ‘grunge’ is and the 

important events associated with it are in many respects uniform across this group. The 
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reason for this is that respondents would have gained most of their knowledge of grunge 

from the same sources, the music press, radio, television and other mass media, as only 

three respondents had any direct contact with the people or places central to grunge. 

However, this knowledge is not simply that of historical facts, as it has been interwoven 

with the autobiographical memories of the fans, and is connected to emotions and lived 

experience – the respondents feel grunge was something they were a part of, and this 

involvement is a part of their identity formation. To these people grunge is neither dead 

history (Radstone, 2000: 84) nor individual autobiographical memory – it is a significant 

experience with shared meanings. Occasions marked by commemoration serve an 

important role in maintaining and reinforcing the symbolic elements of collective 

identity (Schwartz, 1997, Fentress and Wickham, 1992), and this anniversary was such 

an occasion.  

 

It should be remembered that neither journalists nor respondents are developing their 

conceptualisation of Cobain from nothing, or from scratch. As much as memories are 

constantly reshaped by their use and meaning for the present, they are also constrained 

by certain ‘base lines’ of factual events, and frames of remembering which limit what 

can and cannot be remembered on any given topic (Irwin-Zarecka, 1994, Schwartz, 

1997). 

 

The Media accounts 
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The commemorative anniversary journalism2

 

 dealing with the 10th Anniversary of 

Cobain’s death took four basic article forms. Firstly, there were reprints, of interviews, 

articles and photos from the time, republished in relatively untouched form without 

additional commentary. Secondly, there were articles which consisted of quotes from 

non-journalists, either ‘people who were there’ or people such as current musicians 

saying how their lives had been affected by Cobain. Thirdly, there were historical 

articles, relatively straightforward accounts of what happened when. Finally, there were 

articles discussing the legacy of Cobain, and it is these which will be concentrated on 

here, for while all four types of article perform important commemorative functions, 

these give the most explicit representations of how the media portrays Cobain (the use of 

the other 3 types is also relevant, especially in examining what is included and what is 

left out in such articles, and who is deemed to be authoritative or interesting, but there 

this paper does not have the scope to cover these in depth). The anniversary editions are 

useful to concentrate on here in that they were published within a year of any of my 

interviews taking place, making the perspectives of the media and the respondents more 

comparable. 

The description of Cobain found in these articles is that of an exceptional, extraordinary 

human being – in some cases, as in the Spin article quoted at the beginning of this paper, 

he is portrayed as having a status beyond that of human, becoming a more supernatural or 

godlike figure. For example, in the Record Collector’s commemorative edition, which 

otherwise deals mainly with the price of rare Nirvana memorabilia, they say “Nirvana 

have become an industry which, ten years to the month after the suicide of their 
                                                 
2 The articles examined here are all from ‘mainstream’, international magazines. 
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frontman, still seems to be gaining the sort of momentum from which religions start” 

(Kennedy, 2004: 82). Uncut magazine devoted an entire edition of it’s ‘Legends’ series to 

Cobain, leaving no doubt as to their position on his status. In here can be found examples 

of a different construction of Cobain’s exceptional status – instead of simple assertion, 

examples are found from his lifetime which illustrate how special he was. One article 

traces his life, seemingly to work out how he became so “abnormal”, concluding with “It 

all pointed to a bad end – his family history, his initial high and free spirit suppressed by 

Ritalin, leaving him a profoundly disaffected, morbidly weird anti-boy.” (Stubbs, 2004: 

25) – that is, not like one of us. He is portrayed as a moody ‘artist’, who could not be 

comprehended by even those close to him, as demonstrated in this quote from Uncut 

Legends - “You could be sitting next to him, but he still seemed a million miles away” 

(Lamacq, 2004), or from Revolver - “Even to those who knew him best, Cobain was 

almost spectral” (Cross, 2004: 52). The impression given is of someone beyond 

comprehension by ‘normal’ people, inevitably destined for greatness and eventual 

tragedy, on a trajectory unavailable to mere mortals. The ‘reluctant icon/generational 

spokesperson’ tag surfaces often, with the idea of his reluctance never negating the 

veracity of his apparent iconicity, and in fact usually enhancing it through the impression 

of humility, an important element of the grunge working class anti-commercial ethos, 

and, for that matter, a trait of most religious figures.  

 

The account of respondents 
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In a huge contrast to the media accounts, the respondents in this study portray Cobain as 

profoundly unexceptional. The respondents for the most part feel positively towards him, 

and more than half reported experiencing strong feelings at the time of his death, with 

two still clearly finding the subject a difficult one to talk about. However, despite 

acknowledging the influence he had on them in various ways, respondents rejected 

attempts to construct Cobain as anything other than human, and a flawed human at that.  

 

Uma, 34, said “I just remember feeling really shocked, and just feeling a bit empty, not 

because he was a big hero of mine, I thought he was cute and a good musician, and all 

that stuff, but, basically I just thought the circumstances were sad you know,” while Lily, 

26, said “I just felt this sadness, it wasn’t like, oh my god the grunge hero is dead kind of 

thing, it was just sad.” Many people related their sorrow at his passing not to the loss of a 

great individual, but directly to the loss of future musical releases – Claud, 30, said “it 

was a shock to think that, oh, he’s not going to put out any more music than he’s actually 

dead…it’s more that he’s not going to write any more songs.” 

 

Importantly, though, respondents explicitly reject the ‘Cobain as religious figure’ concept 

– Dean, 32 explained that he “didn’t become disillusioned or anything, I didn’t shed tears 

over him or anything, have a little shrine set up in the back yard or anything like that”, 

and Trevor, 22 said “Nirvana wasn’t the religious experience for me, they were just a 

band I thought was good…I heard about people who were just, took it as, it’s just like the 

death of Jesus or something”, while Janie, 28, made the point that she “didn’t kind of go 

out and build a shrine or take a pilgrimage anywhere, but, yeah, it was really sad.” 
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Discussion 

Having established that the way Cobain is remembered by fans stands in opposition to his 

construction in the music press, the question remains as to why this is. What functions do 

these accounts serve for the groups involved? 

 

Schudson (1990) shows how journalists can portray their own world-view as being 

universal, especially when embedded in a culture that reinforces this view. Once certain 

views are put into print as fact this then becomes a point of reference for other writers. As 

well as this, the portrayal of Cobain as super-human fits in with a well-established 

narrative in rock journalism, that of the tragic artist who dies young. However, Jones 

(1995), in his paper “Covering Cobain: Narrative patterns in Journalism and Rock 

Criticism”, notes that Cobain’s death initially represented a challenge to this normalising 

narrative due to the unusual manner of his death, but was eventually subsumed into a 

stereotype of “youth gone wrong” and moral decay which were used to explain so many 

other rock deaths. Jones says “(a)s Simon Firth notes, the music press and music critics 

(and, I would add, the mainstream press when it reports on popular music) have a 

“general image of the world” and a “general interpretation of rock” (173) that provides 

space only for particular narratives. When circumstances fall outside the parameter of 

those narratives, reporters and critics make sense of them in ways that essentially 

recapitulate the dominance of those narratives”. This process is described by Zerubavel 

as “emplotment”, creating a logically structured story with “essentially conventional 

structures” out of past events (2003: 14). I would argue that an important part of such 
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narratives is the mythologizing that creates gods and saints, as demonstrated in the 

articles quoted earlier. I would also argue that Jones has perhaps understated a particular 

narrative associated with the suicide of artists, one that can be traced historically back to 

19th century romantic traditions - that of the artist as tragic other-worldly figure who 

never fits in. This can be found in accounts of other musicians who committed suicide, 

such as Ian Curtis, Nick Drake or Elliott Smith (see Stubbs, 2000: 41), and artists such as 

Van Gogh. It is also worth remembering that such accounts play into effective marketing 

strategies – ‘tragic rock god genius who forever changed the world’ must be easier to sell 

than ‘ordinary bloke who’s really just like you’.  

 

On the other hand, identification was central to the accounts of respondents. Of great 

importance to their positive feelings towards Cobain was an impression that, as Gordon, 

29, put it “he was on our level, he was really no different to us except 50 million times 

more talented possibly, but he was one of us and he died”, someone who could be related 

to in his anger and suffering and humanity. Respondents often gave examples of the 

places Cobain’s biography fitted in with their own. They felt that the only thing that set 

him apart from them was his musical talent and ability to express these shared emotions 

in a recognisable way, but even here the lack of musical prowess he displayed made 

being like him an attainable goal, and made him more mundane and less exceptional. A 

number of respondents who are themselves musicians were actually quite disparaging 

about Cobain’s musical abilities (while still not denying his talent). The whole grunge 

scene was based around egalitarian ideals, and during his life Cobain was portrayed in 

line with the accounts respondents still give – an authentic, ordinary, flawed person 
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struggling with a difficult situation. While the media has shifted its emphasis to stay in 

line with its own narrative forms, it is still vital to fans that their idol (the term is used 

advisedly in this context) is someone close to them, that they could talk to, be friends 

with, or even be. Few people feel they can aspire to be a genius, or a saint, and the media 

account presented in the anniversary magazines thus fails to gain a hold in the collective 

memory of fans.  

 

The question of contestation is important here as it appears to show the creation of an 

alternative truth to the accounts of the powerful, those in control of the means of mass 

communication, and therefore one of the means of creating memories. Thus we see, at 

this time, conflict between ‘official’ and private/collective accounts of the meaning of 

Cobain’s life. However, a pivotal point to bear in mind is that the respondent’s account 

are not completely removed from media accounts; instead, they continue to align with an 

earlier account of Cobain, that used by the media during his lifetime, when there was less 

call for his sanctification and he was, indeed, still just a man. This perception is central to 

their ability to identify with him, and as a result still maintains a strong hold. Thus, 

respondents are not creating something new; rather, they are preserving an earlier set of 

symbols that retain importance to them. 

 

Furthermore, the media accounts themselves have not become set in concrete. For 

example, Mazzarella’s (1995) research on what was being written in the media 

immediately after Cobain’s death found that a major theme focused on how the suicide 

was portrayed as an image of all that was wrong with ‘Generation X’, and was used by 
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the media to try to explain and understand this generation, which they mostly were not a 

part of. This theme is still present in the anniversary media, but only as a marginal theme, 

which at least partly seems to be because the journalists writing at this point are younger, 

part of what is called ‘Generation X’ themselves, meaning they are less likely to accept 

the veracity of such an all encompassing label (Pecora and Mazzarella, 1995). The 

complicated relationship between ‘fans’ and ‘media’ (see Thornton (1995)) is evident 

here, as many of the journalists contributing to the 10th anniversary magazines were 

themselves (only) fans of Nirvana at the time of Cobain’s death (although some were the 

same people who were reporting at the time). Although it might be expected that these 

younger journalists would interpret and remember this event differently to the baby 

boomer journalists who wrote the earlier accounts of Cobain’s death, the generic ‘rock 

death’ template appears to exert the stronger influence. Given the shift towards this 

account, it appears that overall the accounts of fans have remained more constant than 

that of the media.  

 

An interesting question to raise is whether one of these accounts will eventually oust the 

other. Will the image of Cobain as merely one of us fade as the people who lived 

through the time of his popularity and death lose their feeling of group membership in 

regards to this time and do not tell this story anymore, and as new fans who ‘discover’ 

Nirvana take on the media’s contemporary account as the only one available to them? 

Or, will the marginal account cross into the media and become the dominant narrative? 

Interestingly, Rolling Stone’s commemorative issue makes no mythologizing statements, 

and says of its attempts to gather quotes on people’s current feelings on Cobain – “Some 
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are dismissive, and the reverence afforded Cobain does invite some retrospective 

scepticism” (Wooldridge, 2004: 56). Similarly, a letter printed in NME notes “over the 

last decade the man has been transformed into something beyond human…Let us all try 

to remember him as a real human being. Not as a dead rock star. Not as a god.” (Marsh, 

2004: 17). The latter draws out quite a sarcastic response from the editor; but these 

voices are being given some space, showing the interaction between dominant and 

marginal accounts, and that the hegemonic dominance of the mass media is perhaps not 

as solid as we are sometimes lead to believe. However, this paper has attempted to show, 

the relationship between what people remember and how they are told to remember is 

hardly straightforward. Dominant and marginal accounts play off each other and those 

involved retain or discard what they need to in order to maintain their own sense of 

continuity and identity. The idea of categorising media accounts as ‘history’ and fan’s 

accounts as ‘memory’, as described earlier, is shown to blur when the media are fans and 

fans’ memories originate in the media. 

 

To conclude, I would like to offer the following quote from Dylan, 30, as a counterpoint 

to the St Kurt article quoted at the beginning – “there was all this stuff about him being 

this new sort of super-duper dude and the saviour of everything and it’s just like ‘yeah, 

bah!’ He’s a skinny little guy from a place that rains a lot and he’s written some bloody 

great rock, but he’s, you know, (laughs) he’s not the messiah, he’s just a naughty boy !” 
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