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Bouvard and Pécuchet, the two eponymous heroes of Flaubert’s last unfinished book,
are both middle-aged copy clerks who, at the start of the novel, are resident in Paris.
After Bouvard inherits money they decide to retire to the countryside and pursue their
intellectual interests. In chapter one, as the two autodidacts design their newly pur-
chased garden, they begin by considering the theories laid out in a book titled The Gar-
den Architect. This manual divides gardens into an endless number of types ranging
from “The ‘Dreadful Type’ […] composed of hanging rocks, shattered trees, and burnt
out shacks” to “the ‘Exotic type’ designed to inspire memories in a colonist or trav-
eler.” Buoyed up by their reading matter, a vast range of technical manuals, literature
and magazines, in each chapter they adopt a series of different roles from gardeners,
to farmers, chemists, anatomists, medical doctors, biologists, geologists, historians,
archeologists, architects, curators of their own museum, literary critics, dramaturges,
politicians, economists, lovers, utopian socialists, gymnasts, mystics, philosophers, edu-
cationalists (adopting two orphaned children), urban planners, until finally they argue
with everyone around them and contemplate suicide.

The book is a travel narrative of sorts, and there are parallels with earlier satirical/
utopian odysseys such as Voltaire’s Candide. However if Candide is an ‘everyman’ for
the age of Enlightenment—expanding his knowledge of the world whilst participating
in European colonial expansion—Bouvard and Pécuchet are firmly located in their own
time. They are bourgeois men of the nineteenth century and subsequently their pur-
suit of the good life involves an attempt to educate themselves, according to all the
principles and ideas already available in print. Confused by all the competing theories,
the scope of Bouvard and Pécuchet’s reading is encyclopedic. However, the two men
consistently fail to learn from experience being unable to recognise the value of knowl-
edge that is not learnt from a book, such as that of the local farmer. Whereas Candide
ends in defeat and subsequently returns to a simple life in the garden tilling the soil,
for Bouvard and Pécuchet defeat means giving up the pursuit for knowledge and return-
ing to their former life as copy clerks.



Meeting, fri endsh ip ,

Bouvard’s inheritance

c h a p t e r i They meet on the Boulevard Bourdon by the Canal Saint Martin, one coming from
the direction of Bastille and the other from the Jardin des Plantes.

When they reached the middle of the boulevard, they both sat down, at the same
moment, on the same bench.
To wipe their foreheads they removed their hats, which each man placed next to him.
The short man noticed the name Bouvard written in his neighbour’s, while the latter
made out the word Pécuchet in the cap belonging to the fellow in the coat.
“Fancy that!” he said. “We both had the idea of writing our names in our hats.”
[...]
He let out a sigh, “It would be so much nicer in the country!”



François Denys Bartholomée Bouvard

Age: 47
Friendly appearance,
bluish, heavy lidded eyes,
florid face.
He wears a linen suit,
his hat pushed back,
vest unbuttoned, his tie in hand.
Blond hair, waving into soft curls,
he looks like an overgrown child.
He is tall,
liberal,
lazy,
illegitimate,
indulgent,
he is obviously the richer of the two.
His laugh is continuous and resonant.
He likes writers,
he wanted to be an actor in his youth.
He is friends with Barberou who was formerly a travelling salesman and is now a stock-
broker — a good natured patriot, a ladies man who affects to use popular slang in his
speech.
Job:
Copy clerk in business office, Descambros Bros. Alsatian Fabrics, 92 Rue Hautefeuille.
Formerly owner of a confectioners shop.
Marital status:
Claims to be a widower, but in fact his wife disappeared with the shop’s cash box after
only six months of marriage.
Apartment:
Tidy.
Decorating the apartment are a liquor service in the middle of a sideboard, daguerreo-
types of friends, an oil painting of his uncle/father, percale curtains,
walnut furniture.
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Juste Romaine Cyrille Pécuchet

Age: 47
He is short,
his body disappears into a brown frock coat,
he wears a cap with a pointed visor,
he has a serious demeanour.
He seems to be wearing a wig, so flat and black is his hair, covering a high skull.
His long nose makes his face seem in constant profile.
His legs are disproportionate to his torso and encased in twill stovepipes.
He has a strong, cavernous voice,
a peculiar laugh: a single low note emitted at intervals.
He has deference for religion,
deplores conspicuous luxury,
dismisses the newspapers,
he relaxes on Sundays by inspecting public works,
he never knew his mother.
His friend, Professor Dumouchel, is the author of a brief mnemonic, who taught liter-
ature in a primary school. Dumouchel’s opinions are orthodox and he is conservative
in dress.
Job:
Copy clerk in the Naval Ministry.
Son of a small shopkeeper, he first worked in a real estate office, then became a student
of pharmacology, a school teacher, and an accountant on a steamship travelling the
Upper Seine.
Marital status:
Single
Apartment:
Messy.
Pécuchet owns several volumes of Roret’s Encyclopedia, a hypnotists’ manual and a
volume by Feneon. His apartment is decorated with stacks of papers, two coconuts,
medallions, a fez and shells brought back from Le Havre by Dumouchel.
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They visited the Arts and Crafts Conservatory, Saint-Denis church, the Gobelins tapestry
mill, the Invalides and all the public museums. When asked for their identification papers,
they pretend to have lost them, claiming to be two foreigners, two English men.
In the galleries at Natural History Museum they passed in astonishment before the stuffed
quadrupeds, in pleasure before the butterflies, in indifference before the metals. The fossils
set them dreaming; conchology bored them. They examined the hothouses through the glass
and shuddered to think that all those leaves distilled poisons. What they admired most
about the cedar tree was that it had been transported there in a hat.
At the Louvre, they did their best to admire Raphael. At the National Library they wanted
to know the exact number of volumes.

On January 20, 1839 Bouvard receives a letter telling of his inheritance.
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Already they picture themselves in shirtsleeves at the edge of a flowerbed, pruning rose
bushes, hoeing, harrowing, handling the earth, transplanting tulips. They would awake
with the meadowlark’s song to follow the plows, would go with their baskets to pick apples,
watch butter being churned, grain being threshed, sheep being shorn, beehives being cared
for, and would delight in the lowing of cows and the aroma of fresh-cut hay. No more writ-
ing! No more bosses! Not even rent to pay! For they would own a house of their own!
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Agriculture,

landscape garden ing,

food pre servation

c h a p t e r i i

Since they knew how to garden, they could easily succeed in agriculture; and they were
seized by the ambition of cultivating their farm. With common sense and a little study,
they couldn’t fail, no question about it.

Everything they had seen enchanted them; their decision was made. That very evening,
they pulled from their library the four volumes of The Country Home, sent away for
Gasparin’s course, and took out a subscription to a farming journal… Dressed in blue
smocks and wide brimmed hats, gaiters to their knees and crops in their hands, they
prowled among the beasts, questioned the labourers, and never missed a single agri-
cultural fair.

[…]

After much thought, Bouvard admitted he had made a mistake. His property required
large-scale farming, the intensive system, and he invested what remained of his avail-
able capital, some thirty thousand francs.
Egged on by Pécuchet, he caught fertilizer fever. In the compost ditch he piled branches,
blood, entrails, feathers, and whatever else he could find. He used Belgian liqueur,
Swiss fertilizer, lye, pickled herrings, wrack, and rags; had guano brought in and tried
to make his own – and, standing firm on his principles, did not tolerate any waste of
urine; he got rid of the commodes. Into his farmyard they brought animal cadavers,
with which he manured his lands. Their dismembered corpses littered the countryside.
Bouvard smiled in the midst of this infection. A pump installed in a tipcart spat puree
on the crops. To those who didn’t hide their disgust, he said, “But it’s gold! Pure gold!”

Sometimes Pécuchet pulled his manual from his pocket and studied a paragraph, stand-
ing, with his spade beside him, in the pose of the gardener decorating the book’s fron-
tispiece. He found the resemblance quite flattering, and his respect for the author
increased.

[…] “Gasparin says that profit cannot be greater than one-tenth of the investment.
We’d be better off putting the money in a savings bank. At the end of fifteen years, we
would have twice as much just from the accrued interest, without driving ourselves crazy.”
Pécuchet lowered his head.
“Fruit farming must be a joke!”
“Like agronomy!” Bouvard shot back.

When they were again able to speak, they wondered what the cause could be of so many
misfortunes, and especially the latest one? And they didn’t understand a thing, except
that they had narrowly escaped death.
Pécuchet concluded with these words: “Maybe we just don’t know enough chemistry!”



’m sure there must be more ludicrous situ-
ations in the world than a twenty-six year
old jobbing-actor interviewing an ex-Euro-

pean commissioner about Common Agricultural
Policy reform on behalf of two Swedish artists…
The trouble was, I couldn’t think of any as I sank
back into my second-class seat on the Eurostar
out of London’s St Pancras en route to Vienna
for my meeting with Franz Fischler.
Just two days earlier, I had become drawn into

the tangled web of weirdness that was Goldin+
Senneby’s latest collaborative art project, called
“Shifting Ground”. A leading London-based the-
atre director called Charlie Westenra had called
me up and had asked if I was interested in
getting involved with something “a bit differ-
ent”. Charlie is well known in London for her
sharply-focused and penetrating political dra-
mas, but this project seemed a little off-beat, to
say the least.
The climax of the project was to be a forty-

five minute lecture, which I would make to an
informal meeting of agriculture ministers in
Växjö as part of the Swedish Presidency of the
European Union. This lecture would be deliv-
ered, notionally at least, on behalf of Goldin+
Senneby, or by a character that bore some prox-
imity to Goldin+Senneby. It would discuss agri-
cultural funding policies as an allegory for
cultural funding, looking in particular at the
relationship between bureaucratic policy devel-
opments, the practice of farming and the pro-
duction of landscape.
Phew! No pressure there then.
Charlie must have seen the blood rush from

my face as she started sketching out the brief
because she instantly tried to calm me down,
making all the right reassuring noises. “Don’t
worry”, she said. Goldin+Senneby had already
carried out all of the research, interviewing all
sorts of farmers, academics, civil servants and
so on. Plus, they had also recruited Britain’s
top political speech writer, Simon Lancaster, to
write the speech. “I should just talk to these
guys”, she said.
Skype is not the clearest of channels at the

best of times. When you speak to Goldin+Sen-
neby on Skype, you enter a whole new world of
ambiguity and mis-meaning. I felt sure it was me
that was missing the point. Surely they would
not be looking to misdirect or confuse me, as
they spoke with their oozing charm and impec-
cable English?
Goldin+Senneby had already secured an

interview with Franz Fischler, the ex-Commis-
sioner for Agriculture who had pioneered the
ground breaking 2003 reform of the Common
Agricultural Policy.
Fischler was an impressive man. By reforming

the Common Agricultural Policy, he achieved
what many had said was the impossible, estab-
lishing a common position between two polar
opposite camps, the British and the French, and
decoupling agricultural subsidies from produc-
tion. By linking payments to environmental pro-
tection, he changed the whole nature of farming.
Instead of encouraging farmers to produce, they
were being incentivised to perform a service. At
a stroke, he transformed Europe’s political and
geographic landscape.
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“ActorTom McKay meets former agricultural commissioner Franz Fischler inAbsam,Austria” Photo: Richard John Jones

Franz Fischler, I presume...
gold i n+ s e n n e by
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power struggles in Hamlet look like a walk in
the park.
Second, I was struck by the importance of

language as an instrument of power and the
challenges this presents within a multi-lingual
community such as Europe. For a start, Europe
has this unique lexicon of its own, completely
separate from the citizens of Europe—subsidiar-
ity and so on—which might as well be a foreign
language to most of us. It seems to work well
enough within the confines of Europe, but
to those outside, it’s very alienating. So when
Fischler was trying to build up this pro-reform
coalition, he had to make a real effort to break
out of that language and strike the right tone
with whomever he was addressing.
This is where he had to dig really deep into

his rhetorical tool-box. Different audiences
were going to admire different credentials in a
speaker. And different audiences would also
respond better to different impressions and
images. As Mr Fischler said, “[Farmers] like
somebody who is able to speak the same lan-
guage and who knows how to milk a cow.” He
added, “It doesn’t make sense if you speak to a
farmer and you use pictures from a philoso-
pher.” Mr Fischler needed professional help in
making sure he found the right words. He
explained that when he had been a minister in
Vienna, he always wrote his own speeches. But
when he arrived in Brussels, he always had at
least one speech writer and usually two. They
were usually native English speakers. He talked
about how dependent he was on them and how
they need to be able to “think with your head…
Otherwise you’ll have to rewrite it all.”
The other thing that struck me was how im-

personal and distant this whole process seemed,
both from the people of Europe it was suppos-
edly for and from the farmlands it was aiming
to protect. All of the players seemed several
steps removed from their actions and therefore
from owning responsibility for their actions. It
felt like a closed shop to me. My attempts to
challenge were sharply swiped away. “I think
that is not your job to go into the specific parts

of the policy… You don’t know what you are
talking about.”
Whenever I tried to steer the conversation to

the personal—how do you feel about farming,
what do you think about the aesthetics of farm-
ing—Fischler kept returning to the political. It
made me question whether Franz Fischler was
acting on his own account, on account of the
interests of the European Council as he best saw
them, or in the interest of the people of Europe
as he saw them? Within the whole story of the
negotiations, everyone and everything seemed
to be involved in game-play and tactics, far re-
moved from the real people and farmlands who
were at stake.
It was only when we left the room that any

heart-felt human interaction took place. For in-
stance, Franz Fischler spoke about one touch-
ingly warm meeting with Tony Blair at the
height of the IraqWar controversy, as well as an
explosive phone call with Jacques Chirac. At
these points you felt that people once again con-
nected up their feelings and their actions, so
they were no longer being controlled by the
position that their official status demanded.
It was through a process of dismantling the

elaborate political structures which had been
built up that Fischler was finally able to secure
an agreement on the reform package. He told
each minister that they could only be supported
by one official. By stripping the room down to a
group of ministers without all their support
staff, it became a real meeting where people felt
more inclined to collaborate, not compete.
This threw up certain questions for me. The

European Union is one of the biggest collabo-
rative processes the world has ever known. But
I couldn’t help wondering whether the bigger
the collaborative process, the lesser the sense of
personal responsibility on the part of the par-
ticipants. Must any exercise in collaboration
always dilute feeling? Must it always diminish
personal responsibility? Must it always create
distance with the very essence of the thing it is
attempting to protect?
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This raised questions about the way that new
policies can create new landscape. His proposal
that farmers should become guardians of the
landscape seemed distinctly 19th century. It also
opened new ways for looking at arts funding.
But then came the crunch. Goldin+Senneby

were unable to attend the interview. So, why
didn’t I go and interview Fischler, they said?
Why didn’t I just go and pretend to be them?
Now, look. These guys were paying me. You

never want to appear uncooperative. But I found
their request slightly problematic from both an
ethical and legal viewpoint. There was also the
practical problem that a single London-based
actor might struggle to put on a convincing per-
formance as two Swedish artists, not least be-
cause there was only one of me. And I told them
so, in the politest way possible, bearing in mind
they were my patrons at present.
They just laughed a little. “It is up to you! But

it is not necessarily a problem if there is a bit of
friction at the beginning of the meeting! That
might make it interesting!”
“Interesting?!”
I gulped down the last of my wine and looked

out of the window. The fields of France rumbled
past, neatly combed as ever. I felt like the third
man by the time we headed into Austria.
Absam is about thirteen kilometres east of

Innsbruck. Surrounded by high mountains, the
Nordkette, Patscherkofel and Serles on every
side, it is such a picture perfect archetypal Aus-
trian village that you half expect to see the Trapp
family skipping past you singing Edelweiss any
second. Absam is where Franz Fischler was born
and it is where he still lives, in a wonderful
house in the hills.
I was instantly struck by how charming he is,

with that wonderful politician’s knack of being
able to make me feel like I was the centre of his
attention, putting me completely at ease. He
seemed genuinely intrigued by the project, en-
couraging about the reception it was likely to
receive from ministers and completely uncon-
cerned with the fact that he was meeting an
actor rather than Goldin+Senneby in person

(although it’s not impossible that he might have
thought I was Goldin or Senneby).
I’d scribbled down some questions in ad-

vance. I wanted to really dig into his personal
motivations, away from the politics: not only
because I felt that this would generate more
interesting insights, but also because it was the
ground that made me feel most comfortable.
But I’m no Jeremy Paxman or even any David

Frost, and I couldn’t be quite sure how the inter-
view would pan out. It turned out that I didn’t
need to worry. Franz Fischler was obviously
quite used to talking about the negotiations
which led to the reform of the Common Agri-
cultural Policy in 2003. All I had to do was press
play and then give him some nudges in the right
direction.
Fischler’s act of political genius was to effec-

tively go over the heads of the Council and the
European Parliament and to appeal directly to
the citizens of Europe to support the reform
proposals, forcing the politicians’ hands. So he
addressed the consumer groups, the processors,
the retailers and so on directly about his reform
proposals, won them over and secured their sup-
port. His smart tactics made a resolution in-
evitable as it forced an agreement through. He
also worked the politics of the situation with
extraordinary skill.
During the course of our conversation, three

things struck me. First, how mind-shatteringly
complex the process of European negotiations
are. I had told him at the beginning of the inter-
view that I was keen to hear his personal reflec-
tions rather than dwelling too much upon the
political machinations. But still, whatever I asked
about his childhood, his house or his view on
beauty, he always seemed to steer the conversa-
tion back as quickly as he could to the political
manoeuvring and gamesmanship. I suppose this
should not have been so surprising. The systems
are incredibly complex and are bound to be dis-
tracting. His talk about co-decision, mid-term
reviews and qualified majority voting left my
head spinning. Modern European negotiations
are so tortuously tangled that they make the
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This article was written by Simon Lancaster, speech writer to Goldin+Senneby on the “Shifting Ground” project, on behalf of Tom McKay, who
will be playing a character in proximity to Goldin+Senneby in a production to be directed by Charlie Westenra. The production is funded by the
European Cultural Foundation, Almost Real, stage 5 and curated by Maria Lind.



Chemi stry,

anatomy, medic ine,

geology

c h a p t e r i i i What a marvel it was to find that human beings were composed of the same substance as
minerals. Still, they felt a kind of humiliation at the thought that their persons contained
phosphorous like matches, albumen like egg whites, and hydrogen gas like street lamps.

What a country! You couldn’t find more inept, uncivilised, and backward people. The
comparison they made between themselves and the others consoled them, and they
aspired to suffer for science.

When they grew tired of one organ, they simply moved on to another, thus tackling and
abandoning in turn the heart, stomach, ear, and intestines – for the cardboard man had
become unspeakably boring, despite their best efforts to take an interest in it. Finally,
one day, the doctor found them nailing it back into its box.
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n Bouvard and Pécuchet, Gustave Flaubert
distills the curse of the middle class into a
deadly poison. Comfortable after a finan-

cial windfall, the two leisured bureaucrats, Bou-
vard and Pécuchet retire to the countryside to
indulge their pleasure in knowledge. They buy,
devour and study books on every subject that
drifts through their attention. They read on agri-
culture, landscape gardening and food preser-
vation, whereupon every animal they buy dies,
crops wither, rot or burn, fruits waste and pre-
serves are not. They read chemistry, anatomy,
medicine, biology and think themselves doctors,
whereupon they fail to treat or cure any patients,
make themselves ill and estrange the local doc-
tor. They read Romances, have romantic inter-
ests and quickly contract venereal disease. They
study gymnastics, occultism, theology, philoso-
phy and religion; they adopt two orphaned
children to ‘improve’ who run away, they fall
out with the parish priest, argue with everyone
around them, and finally contemplate suicide.
Bouvard and Pécuchet live amidst a pre-indus-

trial culture of embedded knowledge, where an-
cient practices endure, even flourish. On the
other hand, everything they know is learned vic-
ariously, acquired, studied and accumulated as a
capital to be re-invested. And yet, as their finan-
cial capital dwindles, all their knowledge is re-
turned to them as failure; incapable of feeding
themselves, unable to socialize, Bouvard and
Pécuchet are alienated from life itself.1

Karl Marx’s succinct description of the 19th
century industrial proletariat, were those whose
means of reproduction — in this case labour —

was ruthlessly expropriated. Flaubert’s satire fore-
saw the middle class as a new cognitive prole-
tariat. Adrift in a world of their own making and
alienated by knowledge, this is the curse of the
middle class, and we are all middle class now.2

MARKETS

A market connects peoples’ needs and desires,
through material things, via mediums of ex-
change. Markets are a bundle of simple tech-
nologies interlocked to form an ecology.
And an ecology is not controlled by a se-

quence of genetic programmes — like a species.
An ecology integrates a variety of different ani-
mals, plants, resources and energy into a net-
work of related interests. Similarly, an ancient
bazaar or a contemporary distributive market
enables the interaction of people, ‘goods’, knowl-
edge, resources, energy and waste to be net-
worked into a sustainable, self-organized and
decentralized system.
A market is not designed, and yet there is a

recognizable coherence, a beautiful logic of prac-
tice at work; from an ancient bazaar,3 through
the 19th century marché aux puces, on to the 20th
century flea, thrift and street markets, and even
in contemporary peer-to-peer digital exchanges.
In London’s Brick Lane, as in markets every-

where, a sophisticated adjacency of products
evolves. Stolen bicycles for instance: their vari-
ous parts and sub parts — and the feral youth
that traffic them — accrue to one another near
the edges of the market, where lines of vision
and routes of escape are relatively accessible.
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Financialization
n e i l cumm i ng s
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Olivia Plender, ‘TheWorldTurned Upside Down’, ink on paper, 2009



reciprocal equivalent in an endless chain of
exchange is remote; barter therefore is a severely
limited social practice. Tokens — like monies —
offset the need for transactual reciprocity and
give desire a value, a number, a price. The price
of desire extruded in any given transaction can
itself be transacted through money. Money
abstracts and defers desire, enabling desire to
move through space and time; to be transacted
for other desires elsewhere.7 Monies multiply
need and desire. Monies weave the linear chain
of barter into super-dense transactual networks.
Some routes in the network thicken and congeal
into supply routes: of resources, manufactured
things, money or services. Infrastructures evolve
to facilitate the flows and institutions grow to
administer these libidinal economies.

BANKS

Banks are one such institution. Banks evolved
to structure the flow of money generated by
transactions in distributive markets. And yet in
no time at all, money is itself transformed from
a unit of account — signifying the value of a
desire — into a medium of exchange: a com-
modity in itself, a ‘good’ to be transacted.
Trading the price of money enables billions

of US dollars of financial speculation to roam
the globe, looking for competitive advantage.
Released from the post World War II Bretton-
Woods8 agreement in 1971 and devolved of
national political management during the un-
precedented ‘free market’ ideology of the 1980s,
money markets have exploded in size, ubiquity
and liquidity.9 The scale of the market is truly
staggering, turnover was estimated at 2.4 trillion
US dollars a day in April 2008,10 which meant
that two month’s trading dwarfs the annual
turnover from material production of the entire
world. That’s more financial profit in two
months than that generated from the produc-
tion, transaction and consumption of every
material thing on the planet in a year. And the
markets in money are but one of the five princi-
ple competitive financial markets — bonds, stock,

derivatives and commodities, being the others.11

The miracle of banking, the mysterious value-
creating function of banks resides in the gap
between what depositors or savers deposit — the
banks assets — and what they loan as credit to
borrowers. Borrowers want something now that
they cannot fully pay the price of. So credit sub-
limates the present of a desire. Desires trans-
acted for a deferred price cost more. Much more.
Banks (and others) charge a fee, an ‘interest’ in
the extension of credit. And it is in the cost of
this interest that money gains a price.
Fractional-reserve banking is the practice in

which banks keep only a fraction of their de-
posits in reserve — as liquid assets — and lend out
the remainder to borrowers. This difference is
called the money multiplier, a multiplier that
expands the money deposited anywhere between
8 or 30 times.12 The multiplier is also a gamble, or
in banking terminology a risk, a calculated risk,
based on the assumption that not all the deposi-
tors will want their deposits back simultaneously.
According to the United States’ Federal Re-

serve, fractional reserve banking provides bene-
fits to the economy and the banking system:

“The fact that banks are required to keep
on hand only a fraction of the funds de-
posited with them is a function of the bank-
ing business. Banks borrow funds from
their depositors (those with savings) and in
turn lend those funds to the banks’ borrow-
ers (those in need of funds). Banks make
money by charging borrowers more for a
loan (a higher percentage interest rate) than
is paid to depositors for use of their money.
If banks did not lend out their available
funds after meeting their reserve require-
ments, depositors might have to pay banks
to provide safekeeping services for their
money. For the economy and the banking
system as a whole, the practice of keeping
only a fraction of deposits on hand has an
important cumulative effect. Referred to as
the fractional reserve system, it permits the
banking system to create money.”13
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Stolen goods, counterfeit perfumes and pick-a-
cup touts share these easy-access border zones
with milling groups of Albanians offering crum-
pled packets, while muttering “cigarettes, ciga-
rettes, cigarettes”. Further in, out of date-stamp
comestibles, food without provenance, bizarrely
named sweets, piles of bruised or misshapen
vegetables, damaged delicacies and mountains
of cakes, stick together in a sick parody of super-
market aisles. A milling crowd of men browse
stalls piled with new and old tools, and tools
for tasks long forgotten. So long forgotten the
implements take on the patina of museum arti-
facts from cultures long deceased. Household
goods merged with an array of furniture — from
broken rubbish to high-design collectibles — are
all washed-up on the market from capsized
businesses and sinking domestic arrangements.
Pirated software, games and pornography com-
pete with carelessly copied dvd’s — their pres-
ence in the market so premature they precede
the official product release — cell phones, sim
cards and ‘instant unblocking’—a guy with a lap-
top —merge into piles of ‘remotes’, black goods
and tv’s, to form a recycled silicon valley.
Distributive markets develop through a kind

of creative drift, like a suppressed bacteria within
its host, always awaiting the optimum condi-
tions to flourish. A distributive market, unlike a
competitive market, is based on mutuality. In
such markets, participants recognize themselves
as — simultaneously— producer, distributor and
‘consumer’. These are peer-to-peer markets, and
everybody participating in peer-to-peer exchange
recognizes the imperative of co-dependency.
What’s more, this co-dependency extends
through networked transactions out into wider
social and finite ‘natural’ resources. A distribu-
tive market is sustainable, like an ecology.
In competitive markets, participants seek to

eradicate others in the drive to monopolize
resources and maximize financial profit. In such
markets, the ‘best’ financial price exploits the
difference between the cost of resources, pro-
duction and distribution, and the price paid by
the ‘consumer’.4 Within distributive markets this

logic looses its force. The ‘best’ financial price is
that which reflects the co-dependency of the
network of networked interests, and the aim of
participants is not to destroy one another —
antagonism — but like wrestlers wrestling, to
recognize the reciprocity necessary in any ex-
change. It’s an agonistic market.5

“Exchange”, wrote sociologist Georg Simmel in
1907 is:

“[…] one of the purest and most primitive
forms of human socialization; it creates a
society, in place of a mere collection of
individuals.”6

Distributive markets are networks of interre-
lated interests, which can only function — obvi-
ously — in useful combination with others.
Markets therefore, as Simmel so perceptively
observed, are a social mechanism that enable
people to swap, trade, bargain, compete and
cooperate. Which makes transactions first and
foremost a communication praxis, and distribu-
tive markets communications technologies. Peo-
ple come together to transact, perhaps for quite
different reasons; they do not need to exchange
equitably, or even to communicate in the same
language; all that is required is that they have
some ‘goods’ to transact and social conventions
to enable the transaction — a distributive market.
Transactions are possible without ownership.

All that is necessary — like language itself — is
that one value be substituted for another, and
that interested parties can apprehend the sub-
stitution. Values of all kinds can be made pres-
ent, substituted and transacted. A transaction is
not even attached to the ‘goods’ transacted; it’s
the ability to make present or real, relationships
between people. Social relations as embedded,
archaic, subtle and complex as this could never
be subsumed or erased by financialization.
Transactions confer temporal assessments of

value, that, like the desires they represent, are
always in the process of becoming. Of course,
the probability of two desires finding their exact
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Banks based on the fractional-reserve banking
system have two major structural weaknesses.
The first is where many depositors decide to
withdraw their money over and above the ‘frac-
tion’ kept by the bank as liquid assets — it trig-
gers a ‘run on the bank’.14 The second is the
credit risk; the risk that borrowers are not able
to repay the ‘interest’ on their loans, and there-
fore default. Default on credit, and a loan
becomes a debt.
Every loan or debt extended multiplies the

multiplier and increases the amount of value in
circulation. Simple, slow, traditional Deposit
and Loan banks began to multiply the multi-
pliers with ever more sophisticated instruments
for trading ever more abstract loans, debts and
investments. They began investing in invest-
ments and inventing investments to invest in.
They developed ‘securities’ and bonds.15 A secu-
rity is anything that can represent a financial
value: like assortments of debt, promises, con-
tracts and options to trade. They began to trade
these securities and bonds in different kinds of
markets and to experiment with increasingly
arcane instruments for trading. One such arcane
instrument is a derivative contract. Rather than
simply trade a security (which could of course
be a promise), traders in derivatives enter into
an agreement to transact cash or assets over an
agreed time-period, based on an evaluation of
the future value of that security. Simply, the
securities value might go up or down, and that
potential can be traded. The multiplier is multi-
plied. In turn, derivatives trades themselves are
often ‘leveraged’, which means that multiple bor-
rowings facilitate the multiple transactions. So
even a small movement in the value of the ‘secu-
rity’, amplified by the borrowings on top-of the
derivatives contract can cause vast shifts in
profit and loss. To mitigate against any seismic
consequences lurking in a derivatives contract,
a bank might ‘hedge’ the trade. A ‘hedge’ is a
transaction or series of transactions to offset
some of the risk, by entering into another deriv-
ative contract that anticipates shifts in value in
the exact opposite direction to the original

trades. The ‘hedge’ serves to cancel part of any
potential loss or profit. To develop these ‘secu-
rities’ and the financial technologies to trade
them in markets, banks borrow capital from
other banks or financial institutions. They bor-
row against other assets or securities. The mul-
tiplier is multiplied. The cost of these borrow-
ings, the risk of the cost of these borrowings and
these borrowings themselves are traded. Or, on-
leant to other banks and financial institutions
and traded.16 And so on, endlessly.
Multipliers multiplied and fiendish complex-

ity contributed to the systemic collapse of the
Stock Market in 1929. Nation states intervened
and broke banks into two distinct entities: slow,
steady traditional savings and loans had to be
protected from the risk inherent in arcane in-
vestments. Traditional Savings and Loan insti-
tutions became Commercial Banks and those
underwriting and trading in securities and bonds
became Investment Banks. The differences held
for seventy years until the ‘free market’ ideology
of the 1980s slowly eroded and finally in 1999
abolished the distinctions. From then on all
banks could take deposits or grow an invest-
ment division and become Universal Banks.17

Transacted value spirals out from the black hole
of existential debt into modern financialization.
Since the late 1990s we have re-entered the

hall of mirrors of self-replicating financial value:
autogenesis.

SUBPR IME

In the summer of 2007 many leading banks in
the US and Europe were hit by a collapse in the
value of mortgage-backed securities. Mortgage-
backed securities or Collateralised Mortgage
Obligations (CMO’s) were just one of the re-
cently developed debt instruments that banks
were creatively trading. Consumer debt had
grown exponentially and was profitable, very
profitable, especially loans ‘secured’ against the
twenty year increase in house prices.18

Subprime mortgages are defined by the finan-
cial and credit profile of the consumers to which
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Olivia Plender, ‘TheWorldTurned Upside Down’, ink on paper, 2009



N o t e s

1. It is interesting to note that there is little mention or

study of finance in Bouvard and Pécuchet.

2. A phrase attributed to prime Minister Tony Blair, in a

speech to the Labour Party in 1999.

3. A bazaar is an ancient word for a market, the word

derives from the Persian bãzãr, whose etymology goes

back to the Pahlavi word baha-char meaning “the place

of value”.

4. It was in Manchester, England in the mid-nineteenth

century that the social experiment to emancipate com-

petitive economic life from social, political and envi-

ronmental consequence began. A new form of social

exchange was pioneered, a ‘free market’ from which

financial profit could be generated without regard to its

wider effects on society and its resources. In 1812 the

anti-corn law league set out to break the restrictive prac-

tices of the aristocratic landowners and their ability to

lobby Parliament to impose import duty on grain. The

middle class who advocated Free Trade understood that

cheap food would mean cheap labour and increased

profits.

5. Agonism is a term developed by political philosopher

Chantal Mouffe in The Democratic Paradox, London:

Verso, 2000

6. Simmel, Georg, The Philosophy of Money, London:

Routledge, 2009 (1907)

7. It is the last great Enlightenment myth, that all needs

and desires can be brought to the competitive ‘Market’

and have their equivalence determined.

8. The Bretton Woods system of international economic

management established the rules for commercial and

financial relations among the major industrial states in

July 1944. The agreement anchored national currencies

to the US dollar, linked the value of the dollar to the

price of gold thereby facilitating the first truly global

market.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bretton_Woods_Confer-

ence

9. During the Thatcher/Reagan years of rampant ‘free

market’ ideology, public assets were sold off into ‘pri-

vate’ ownership and financial markets ‘freed’ of state

oversight; deregulated. This was the acceleration of

‘popular capitalism’ and ‘share-holder democracies’ of

the Anglo-Saxon economies. It was also a way of suck-

ing capital into financial markets.

10. Wall Street Journal Europe, (2/9/08 p. 20).

11. In 2007, 75% of currency trading was dominated by five

Investment Banks.

12. When fractional reserve banking is deployed by Cen-

tral Banks, a nation’s money supply is expanded, and

when Central Banks network, a global acceleration

occurs.

13. Page 57 of ‘The FED today’, a publication designed to

educate people on the history and purpose of the

United States Federal Reserve system. http://www.fed-

eralreserveeducation.org/fed101/fedtoday/FedToday-

All.pdf

14. The latest ‘run’ on a bank in Britain was Northern Rock

in 2007. The ‘run’ was contained by the state guaran-

teeing depositors deposits by injecting £24bn of tax-

payers money into the bank.

15. A bond is a form of debt security, where the ‘bond’

guarantees the issuer will repay borrowed money with

‘interest’ at fixed intervals until the debt is repaid, i.e.

the bond matures.

16. London Interbank Offered Rate, The LIBOR is a debt

market through which banks lend to one another. The

interest rates set here benchmark the cost of billions of

transactions, as well as the price of interbank debt.

17. Even companies that were not Investment Banks began

trading like them, most infamously Enron. A company

that began as a gas and electricity utility, morphed into

a market maker for energy provision, and then a mar-

ket maker of some 500 ‘goods’, including credit deriva-

tives. Enron went bankrupt in 2001 after the disclosure

of the largest corporate fraud in history.

18. The invention of Collateralised Mortgage Obligations

(CMO’s) and the market for trading them is terrifyingly

recounted in Michael Lewis’s Liar’s Poker, London:

Hodder, 1989

19. The Honorable Sheila C Bair, Assistant Secretary of the

Treasury, Remarks on Predatory Lending, February 21,

2002 http://www.treas.gov/press/releases/po1034.htm

20.As its name implies, a Hedge Fund is an investment

fund that seeks to hedge some of the risks inherent in

its investments. Hedge Funds use a variety of strategies,

most notably ‘short selling’ and derivatives trading.

21. The philosopher Bernard Stiegler provocatively sug-

gested that Alan Greenspan, recent and longest serving

chairman of the Federal Reserve — 1987 to 2006 — was

exemplar of the new cognitive proletariat. Bernard

Stiegler in a seminar on The Economy of Contribution

Centre for Cultural Studies, Goldsmiths College, Lon-

don on February 10th, 11th 2009.
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they are marketed. According to the U.S. Depart-
ment of the Treasury, “Subprime borrowers typ-
ically have weakened credit histories that in-
clude payment delinquencies, and possibly more
severe problems […]”. Subprime mortgages were
clearly pushing the edge of the market.19

Mortgage and Consumer debt, debt of all
kinds, including the riskiest subprime debt —
was bought up by banks and turned into varie-
gated securities. These securities, Collateralised
Debt Obligations (CDO’s), were bundled-up
and packaged so that different portions of risk —
the risk being that of default on repayment —
attracted different prices. Variegated bundles
of mortgage debt were transacted, again using
sophisticated trading instruments, principally to
other banks and financial institutions. In turn,
banks re-bundled the securities and sold them
on again, in the financial equivalent of the pop-
ular children’s game of pass-the-parcel. In order
to finance the acquisition of these securities,
packaging and sales, banks borrowed more,
assuming that the profits generated on traded
CDO’s would comfortably be above the cost of
their increasingly expensive borrowing.
And then the unthinkable happened, house

prices stalled, then nosedived. As the property
price bubble burst, a tsunami of defaults on
mortgage repayments followed and trillions of
dollars were wiped from debt markets. The first
of the structural weaknesses running through
our banks — debt-defaults — was triggered. By
August 2007, mortgage-based securities were dif-
ficult to sell and those bundled with subprime
simply could not be traded. They could scarcely
be given away. They were literally worthless.
Giant mega-banks with household names —
meaning all of our money is implicated through
savings, insurance schemes, loans, pensions or
mortgages — whose assets were overloaded with
CDO’s teetered on the brink of bankruptcy.
Frightened by the scale of the unknown obli-

gations buried in bundles of debt, seriously
overleveraged, banks began to struggle to keep
passing the parcel. The LIBOR market seized.
Banks stopped lending even to one another and

started stockpiling cash, desperate for liquidity.
In response, Hedge Funds began to ‘short’ bank
stocks.20 To ‘short’ is to bet negatively against
the banks share value: Hedge Funds borrow,
buy and then sell shares with the obligation to
buy them back at a lower price at some future
date. Shorting sucks liquidity from a bank, espe-
cially from those already overstretched in serv-
icing debt repayments. The second of the struc-
tural weaknesses running through our banks,
a shortage of liquid assets, was also triggered.
Shorting exacerbates the crisis. Less liquidity,
lower asset values and a seized credit market cre-
ates a deadly vortex. Confidence was sucked out
of competitive financial markets and their insti-
tutions, and a systemic collapse of the whole
financial system loomed.
No one would want to deny the financial

market’s role in the development of legal and
economic instruments — like fractional-reserve
banking and the mortgaging of assets — that
expand the money supply. And no one would
want to deny the benefits competitive financial
markets bring in the development and delivery
of certain goods and services. Our mistake is to
deploy the competitive market as a universal
technology and to reconfigure the whole world
as its plaything.
The great long wave of financialization, in

which every need and desire is reconfigured as
an asset to be securitized and competitively
traded, only succeeded in submerging the world
in a deluge of financial technologies. Flaubert’s
19th century satire of Bouvard and Pécuchet has
returned as tragedy. Adrift in a world of our own
making, alienated by a knowledge that returns
to us as failure, we, the financialized middle-
class, are indeed the new cognitive proletariat.21

And all the while, distributive markets endure,
even flourish. Connecting peoples’ needs and
desires through material things, via mediums of
exchange, interlocked to form an ecology.
To imagine the world as a competitive market

was to invite our own alienation from it.
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Six months later they had become archaeologists, and their home looked like a museum.

To form an impartial judgment, they would have to read every history, every memoir,
every newspaper and manuscript, for the slightest omission could foster an error that
would lead to others, and on unto infinity. They gave up.
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VESTI BULE

1. A set of eight mahogany benches in the
William IV style, carved scroll side sup-
ports, with square tapered legs terminating in
lion’s paw feet. Circa 1920. h. 78cm w. 173cm
d. 60cm

2. A set of four George III style ebonised jar-
dinières on stands, with polished brass fit-
tings including lion mask rings and bucket
bracings. The separate stands with étagère
shelf, three squared tapered legs terminat-
ing in brass pads. 4th quarter nineteenth cen-
tury, h. 126cm w. 48cm

3. A pair of large twentieth century mahogany
reception pedestal desks, each with two large
drawers and six small drawers, with polished
brass handles. Blind embossed green leather
tops with Greek key motif. Worn. h. 76cm
w. 180cm d. 72cm

4. A group of heavy brass rope holders on
round base, modern, h. 86cm

COURTYARD GARDEN

5. A set of ten mid-twentieth century composite
stone jardinières in the classical manner,
each bearing s-grooved surfaced exterior with
central blank roundel, on raised pedestal
base. h. 60cm w. 98cm d. 35cm

6. A large late Victorian cast iron boot scraper,
painted green. h. 44cm

LANDING AND STAIRS (main rear )

7. A group of nineteenth century engravings
depicting interior views of the Bank of Eng-
land, foxed. Polished mahogany frames.

GREEN OCTAGON ROOM

8. A significant late regency mahogany round-
cornered dining table attributable to Gillows,

with two four-legged turned and carved
pedestal legs terminating in original brass
castors. Good colour. h. 74cm length. 302cm
w. 198cm (at widest)

9. A set of ten mid-nineteenth century ma-
hogany dining chairs in the Queen Anne
style, comprising two armchairs and eight
side chairs, well carved ball and clasp feet.
Height of carver 120cm

10. A large George II well-proportioned ebonized
bracket clock by John Moorcroft, Clerken-
well, London, ca. 1740. Ebonised case deco-
rated with inlaid brass florets, corner guards
and banding. Arched top and glass front door
with painted face with three dials; strike,
speed and time, painted in black in Roman
numerals. Side with pierced fish scale vest
over red silk cloth. Clock raised on short
fluted base with squared base, also with inlay.
Raised on bun feet. h. 57cm w. 38cm d. 26cm

11. James Banbury, R.A (1868 – 1927) Portrait of
Sir Humphrey Dreyton, 1913. Three-quarter
length, Dreyton is seen standing against a
dark green background holding a notepaper
next to a white mantelpiece. Pierced com-
posite gilt frame in neoclassical style with
dragoon swags and raised corners. h. 178cm
w. 122cm

BALLROOM

12. A rare set of fifteen cream, gilt and green
painted caned side chairs in George III style,
based on designs by Thomas Sheraton. The
finely carved backs with lyre motifs, top rail
with floral basket, carved tapered straight
legs terminating in delicate twist feet. Early
twentieth century. Condition varies. h. 70cm
w. 36cm d. 38cm

13. A large Victorian gilt composition overman-
tel mirror in the rococo taste, having plaster
laurel leaves and clusters of grapes. Arched
original plate. h. 211cm w. 226cm

14. Robert Jones, R.A (1816– 1869) Portrait of
Sir Charles Mackees. Three-quarter length,
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Mackees is portrayed seated next to a side
table bearing a model of the Aberdeen Bridge,
c. 1847, Gilt frame. h. 155cm w. 120cm

15. Helmer Smith (c. 1772 – 1801) Lord Doncourt.
Full-length portrait, Doncourt is seen in uni-
form with the royal palace of Jaipur, India, in
the background, and pointer dog at his feet,
circa 1795. Magnificent carved gilt frame with
intertwining palm leaves and fielded corners.
Some gilding missing. h. 237cm w. 130cm

16. James Dendy, R.A (1859– 1920) Portrait of
Sir Henry Wotton, 4th Earl Dewsbury, 1908.
Half-length, Wotton is portrayed seated at
work behind his desk. Gilt frame. h. 185cm
w. 170cm

17. James Dendy, R.A (1859 – 1920) Sir Charles
Baybridge with his dog, 1903. Full-length, Bay-
bridge stands holding stick on promontory
with background of mountainous landscape,
the dog to the side bearing collar. Gilt frame.
h. 196cm w. 97cm

18. A highly important English needlepoint car-
pet, Axminster, in the Adams taste. The pas-
tel pink and green ground alternates with
griffin motifs and palmettes. The central
octagonal medallion with stylised flowers
against a light blue ground, within charcoal
key pattern border. Considerable wear, par-
ticularly to the extremities, with some struc-
ture showing through in places, circa 1770
Length 612cm w. 380cm

19. A set of eight French late nineteenth century
ormolu two-light sconces in the Louis XVI
style, with floral swags bearing trophies.
Wired for electricity. h. 64cm w. 26cm

STAIRCASE

20.A set of four early 19th century oval moulded
plaster plaque reliefs depicting allegories of
the arts, trade, war and industry, later painted.
h. 76cm w. 60cm d. 8cm

DIRECTOR’S OFF ICE

21. A matched pair of regency mahogany side-
boards, each with lions leg supports culmi-
nating in carved rams heads, Greek patterned
central section with carved taenia, and side
panels with same. h. 89cm w. 128cm& h. 87cm
w. 129cm

22.A magnificent Sterling silver George III
tureen and cover on supporting base, by
Andrew Fogeberg, London 1777, 42ozs in all.
The lid with cast and chased decorations with
fruit etc and engraved with the motto Pro
Rege et Patria, and having cast artichoke finials
above repoussé leaf banding and applied
beading, the base with beaded borders and
swagged bucrania on fluted supports with
hoof feet adjoined by headed stretchers.
h. 34cm w. 67cm

23. A large Victorian mahogany pedestal writing
desk, with four side drawers below two upper
drawers and leather surface, gilt embossing
to edge. The rear with simulated drawers.
h. 72cm w. 168cm d. 78cm

24. James Moondy R.A (1948 – ) Portrait of Mer-
vyn King, Seated, 2005. Half-length, King
seated at a desk, hand on newspaper, against
a dark yellow background. Gilt frame.
h. 137cm w. 130cm

25. An early twentieth century brass and onyx
inkwell with original fittings. Chips and
minor losses. h. 14cm
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After lunch, they settled in the small living room, at either side of the fireplace; and
facing each other, book in hand, they read silently.

Pécuchet consulted the Universal Biography and decided to correct Dumas from the
standpoint of scientific accuracy. The author, in The Two Dianas was mistaken in his
dates. The marriage of the dauphin François took place on April 24, 1558, and not
May 20, 1557.

Finally they decided to write a play of their own.

“Purge yourself!” said the doctor, giving him two little pats, as if to a child. “Too much
excitement, too much art!”



ducation is the main subject of the
tenth chapter of Bouvard et Pécuchet —
the last, yet unfinished work by French

nineteenth century writer Gustave Flaubert—
whose narrative structure has informed the or-
ganisation of content in this present issue of
A Prior. The theme of education could be seen
as the main conceptual framework for the whole
novel, which tells the story — or the “odyssey”,
in the words of French poet and novelist Ray-
mond Queneau — of two Frenchmen who leave
behind their unsatisfying Parisian lives to move
to the countryside and lead a life dedicated to
the pleasures of cultivating their minds. In this
tragicomical tale depicting essential aspects of
nineteenth century French society, we come to
be aware of the relationships between education,
culture, politics, concepts of knowledge and the
dynamics of social interaction, all of which are
crucial to Olivia Plender’s overarching work.
In this context, one of the challenges of this

essay is to embrace the remarkable ability of
Plender’s work to construct rich and complex
narratives that reveal the inherent relationships
between education, art, economy or politics,
among other key issues. This text will focus
on a number of works that have developed a
defined research interest, more specifically the
question of education and pedagogy, and the

role and status of art in that context, notably in
relation to the history of the British Broadcast-
ing Corporation (BBC) and its arts program-
ming in the 1950s and 1960s. Through the lens of
works including: the performances and video in-
stallations Ken Russell in conversation with Olivia
Plender (2005–2007) and Monitor (2006–2007);
the exhibition Information, Education, Entertain-
ment (Marabou Park, Stockholm, 2007); and the
installations Slowly Learning to Survive the Desire
to Simplify (Iaspis, Stockholm, 2006) and News-
room (Hessel Museum, Bard College, NY, 2008),
I will try to unpack the numerous questions that
Plender puts forward and that appear to map a
set of political ideas she is concerned with. This
text will further examine the formal and aes-
thetic strategies she uses to disseminate her
ideas both in the context of her exhibitions, and
beyond the gallery walls, through her performa-
tive interventions and engagement with comic
books and popular print.

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT OF
PLENDER’S I NVESTIGATION

In the interview with critic and curator Kim
Einarsson, published on the occasion of her solo
exhibition Information, Education, Entertainment
at Marabou Park — whose title borrows from the
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stalled in a village barn in the Lake District
in 2005 — is of special interest to Plender’s in-
vestigation. Through Plender’s interview, and
through examples from the films and biopics
that Russell directed under the umbrella of
Monitor, we become aware of a unique empiri-
cal situation by which Russell’s films, although
made to serve an educational or informational
purpose in the context of the BBC, gradually
transgressed a certain conception of documen-
tary filmmaking and how history should be told.
Russell’s films on composers — including Elgar
(1962), Delius: Song of Summer (1968) or Mahler
(1974) — all three discussed in the conversation,
appear to bring semi-fictionalised elements and
blur the boundary between biographical facts
and fantasy. Yet in Plender’s questioning we
slowly understand that although Russell may
have represented an inspirational voice of dis-
sensus within the context of more traditional
discourses from that period, he might also be
seen as someone who perpetuated a certain
romantic idea of the artist as a visionary or
genius. This very conception of the artist as
genius lies at the centre of Plender’s critical dis-
course as it has initially manifested in the series
of comics titled The Masterpiece (2001–2006),
as well as later inMonitor.

The works mentioned in the introduction —
as well as The Masterpiece whose narrative is set
in the backdrop of a fictionalised 1960s London
art scene — set up a context from which we can
draw a map of political concerns and positions
that are key to Plender’s artistic practice. Plen-
der’s critical investigation, which she relevantly
describes as a work in progress that punctually
becomes manifest through her works and ex-
hibitions, continuously goes back to the ideo-
logical foundations of contemporary society,
and particularly to the Enlightenment as a key
moment in the ideology of modernity. Democ-
racy, education and social advancement all
appear to be ideological products of that period,
and despite the changes that society has been
through in the last decades, these principles are
still very much foundational to our public insti-
tutions. It is less these principles as such that
many thinkers (on the questions of feminism,
post-colonialism or gender studies particularly),
political activists and art practitioners like Plen-
der question, but rather the ideological frame-
work within which these ideas are set, and how
these ideas have been able to adapt to the
changes that society has been going through.
The questions of what constitutes knowledge,
who has the authority to determine what knowl-
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BBC’s original mission statement — Plender
points out two main elements to account for her
interest in the BBC as a public institution. In
Plender’s view, looking at BBC programming
from the 1960s onwards highlights “changes in
attitudes to the place of the arts within society”.2

The artist is further interested in the way the
type of discourse disseminated through the BBC
programmes reveals “how history is told”,3 or
in other words, sheds light on “the ideological
framework around the narration of history”.4

BBC programming in the 1960s and more par-
ticularly its arts programmeMonitor (which ran
from 1958 to 1964) in that sense carries grounds
for both sharp critique and inspiration. Through
the choice of her field of investigation, Plender
clearly rejects one directional reading of history,
and instead opens up the possibility for a diver-
sity of ideological positions to cohabit in the
production of her discourse. We soon become
aware that the works she creates out of her re-
search are far from basic accounts of an investi-
gation, but instead complex constructions of an
artistic world that puts in motion factual and his-
torical information in the context of the pro-
duction of new narratives.
With the performances and video works

Monitor and Ken Russell in conversation with

Olivia Plender, which were both presented in In-
formation, Education, Entertainment, Plender does
not directly question television as a potential
medium for art itself, but rather investigates
another set of questions. One is about how, in
the context of public services, television — as a
media able to communicate to the people as a
mass — has been used in the service of educa-
tion, according to a democratic principle inher-
ited from the nineteenth century, in the same
way that school was made free and compulsory
for all children up to the age of fifteen or six-
teen. Within this particular question, Plender
already touches upon a subject that constitutes
a red thread throughout many of her works, con-
fronting the idea that although access to knowl-
edge is essential to provide people with the
means for independent thinking and political
agency (“knowledge is power”5), it is also crucial
to question what constitutes “knowledge” and
who has the authority to produce such knowl-
edge within society. In short, the democratic
potential of a massive dissemination of knowl-
edge cannot be discussed outside of a given ide-
ological framework.
This is why the figure of Ken Russell — which

she explored in a live conversation with the
British filmmaker in a 1960s-styled TV set in-

c h a p t e r v70

Olivia Plender, ‘Monitor’, Performance,TateTriennial,Tate Britain 2006

Photo: Christian McDonald

Olivia Plender, ‘Ken Russell in Conversation with Olivia Plender’,

video installation, Maraboupark, Stockholm, 2007



Olivia Plender, ‘The Masterpiece – part one, StrangeAdventures’, comic book, 2002

edge is and isn’t, and of who has the ability to
tell history, have a fundamental role to play in
shaping the future of society and in defining the
type of democracy we live — and will live — in.
As an alternative to the didactic positions of

the schoolmaster, the academic, the historian or
their institutional counterparts (school, univer-
sity, museum, television, etc.), Plender suggests
the figure of the amateur or the autodidact. This
figure that Plender cherishes produces subjec-
tivity and radical thinking in contrast with the
conservative structure of authority. Plender’s
emancipated figure, who varies from project to
project, could in that sense parallel philosopher
Jacques Rancière’s idea of the “ignorant master”,
which foregrounds the possibility of an alter-
native to school’s “phantasmagorical power to
realise social equality”.6 He opposes the “peda-
gogical reason that lifts the veil on the obscurity
of things”7 and whose topography is vertical —
high versus low, surface versus depth — with the
horizontal topography of other types of learn-
ing, for example autodidacticism. He argues that
our democracies are founded on a consensus, on
inequality as an empirical fact and on the ideal
of equality as society’s collective aim, which
constitute the conceptual grounds for what he
calls the “pedagogical reason”. To pedagogy,
Rancière opposes the “virtue of ignorance”, as
in ignoring the knowledge of inequality. It is by
ignoring inequality that we establish equality as
a fundament, and that we offer the possibility
for individuals and collectives alike to invent
new forms of actions to test this foundational
idea of equality against reality.

PLENDER’S POETICS OF H I STORY

In both Rancière and Plender’s modes of
thought, the role of language and narration
appear to be central. The production of subjec-
tivity that is necessary to enable people to nego-
tiate and interpret contemporary society, and
thus gain political agency, is intimately linked
to a relationship to discourse. Rancière uses the
term of the poetics of knowledge, putting for-

ward the idea of a discourse deprived of a posi-
tion of legitimacy, a discourse that gives itself
its own poetic, narrative quality and relation-
ship between speech and choice of words. In
Plender’s works, the constant re-invention of
her own discourse goes through many different
forms and strategies that nevertheless have in
common narration and role-playing.
Many aspects of Plender’s artistic practice can

be looked at from the perspective of perform-
ance or the performative. It might be worth
highlighting here that performance is a loose
term that refers to how some of Plender’s works
had a first manifestation through a live event.
Another important element is that the staging
of these events had been formally thought
through. However, the format of these perform-
ances or events very much vary according to
context and Plender has used the forms of the
live interview in Ken Russell in conversation with
Olivia Plender; the combination of live music,
slideshow and voice-over inMonitor; the board
game, the historical guided tour and interven-
tions in the street in other of her works. What
the space of performance allows that other for-
mats do not do with the same intensity is social
interaction and the ability for the artist to cap-
ture an immediate reaction from the audience,
or even from the protagonists of the piece itself
in the case of Ken Russell. The performances
in that sense appear as a continuation of the in-
vestigation through other means, a moment in
which the information accumulated by Plender
through her research is activated and appropri-
ated by the artist to construct her own narrative
and open it up for the viewer/spectator’s inter-
pretation. The particular features of Plender’s
performances are their embracing of the theatri-
cality of history through the idea of role-playing.
Her detailed attention to the aesthetic aspects of
the narration of history — through décor, cos-
tumes, tone of language or music for example —
play a huge part in immersing herself and the
audience in her fictionalised discourses. It is not
simply about narration but about space and a
sense of existing in that particular place for the
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was a space where historical re-enactment, per-
formed through the use of furniture arrange-
ment and historical images, met fictional narra-
tive through the use of cut out comics imagery
representing figures and objects blown up to
human scale, recalling Plender’s previous use
of comics imagery in her comics series The
Masterpiece.
This use of comics imagery can also be found

in the installations Slowly Learning to Survive the
Desire to Simplify (Iaspis, 2006) and Newsroom
(Hessel Museum, 2008), both commissions for
spaces in which to host discursive events. In
these installations, Plender pushed the function
of her installations as structures within which
discourse can be produced, bearing in mind the
potential for these structures to shape this very
process of production in these contexts. Plen-
der’s attempt to use design and architecture to
that end is particularly evident inNewsroom, for
which she imagined a space where the speakers
would sit in the centre of the installation, on the
same level as the audience, rather than above
them in a traditional stage situation. In these
situations, Plender confronts the viewer with a
multiplicity of perspectives, processes of pro-
duction and levels of discourses, using a lan-
guage that always tries to include the audience

rather than position them outside of the work.
In the manner of Öyvind Fahlström, Plender’s
work seems to “acknowledge the fact that the
viewer tries to “read” a collection of images and
to make sense of them, and does this using a
common visual language, a socialized language”.9
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time of the event. In his text on Swedish artist
Öyvind Fahlström, an artist Plender often refers
to as a source of inspiration, Mike Kelley sug-
gests that “historical facts are as mythic as liter-
ary constructs, art, on the psychic level, is just
as ‘real’ as this wordly data”.8 The sense of “real-
ity” in Plender’s performances is strong because
her performances sit on the edge of two worlds,
the imaginary and the everyday, creating spaces
of social interaction that challenge traditional
divisions between the field of art and the field of
politics, between visual language and political
discourse.
In her performances and installations for

exhibitions, Plender has often focused on the
space in which discourse is produced. Here we
again touch upon the question of staging and
how Plender uses décor, props, costumes and
music as key protagonists in her works. Space
is not a mere backdrop; it often appears as a
crucial element in the production of discourse,
on one hand, and in creating a space for the
viewer’s reception of information, on the other.
In the context of the particular body of works
that I have been looking at in this essay, we can
see how Plender’s exploration of the space of
the television studio has provided different per-
spectives on its relationship with both produc-

tion and reception of information and knowl-
edge. The question of the production of dis-
course in television is the subject of the per-
formanceMonitor staged during the Tate Trien-
nial 2006 at Tate Britain. Plender combined
elements referring to the original TV pro-
gramme —Monitor’s logo was shown on a large
billboard panel; she staged a live jazz band play-
ing the soundtrack of the programme, thus re-
producing what happened in the TV studio; and
used as a script for the performance the tran-
script of one of Monitor’s programmes — with
photographs of the places described by the pro-
tagonists and the narrator, taken by Plender in
2006 [visual elements including images of art-
works, architecture and artefacts borrowed from
the picture library of Tate]. Through this tem-
plate, Plender restaged a type of experience that
contemporary audiences are no longer familiar
with, although the context of the performance —
a museum setting —might have implicitly mir-
rored a similar type of didactic discourse. In the
later exhibition at Marabou Park, Plender set up
a large installation that also recalled the context
of television studios in the 1960s within which
she displayed the video version of Monitor as
well as the video recording of her interview with
Ken Russell. The set in which the visitor evolved
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en Russell has often been referred
to in the past as the enfant terrible of
British cinema, and has been lauded

and vilified in equal measure for films such as
Women in Love (1969), The Devils (1971), Tommy
(1975), Altered States (1980) and The Lair of the
White Worm (1988). However, he began his film-
making career with biographical documentaries
about artists, writers and composers for Moni-
tor, the BBC’s original arts programme, now
considered to be one of the high points of ex-
perimental television and a training ground for
filmmakers (including John Schlesinger). More
recently Russell is, by his own admission, con-
sidered ‘un-bankable’ by the film industry but is
unstoppable as ever having returned to making
amateur films in his own back garden with a
video camera. Here Olivia Plender speaks to
him about documentary making, his controver-
sial career and whether, in the words of Dilys
Powell — film critic for the Sunday Times in the
1970s — “the talent is there in him alright but it’s
an appalling talent.”

Olivia Plender: How did you start making films?

Ken Russell: I tried to get into the film industry
when I was in my teens, but unless you knew
somebody in the industry already you didn’t
stand a chance. You couldn’t get past the studio
gates even. But by the time I’d done a variety of
things, from ballet dancing, acting and photog-
raphy to cinematography… and finally applied
to the BBC for a job as a film director, all the
studios that had turned me away were owned by

the BBC and doing television. They wanted new
talent.

OP: Why did you start making films about
artists, was it because of the format of the pro-
gramme?

KR: I started by making amateur movies with
family and friends… I did one documentary on
Lourdes, when I was converted to catholicism.
And then I did a film that was rather like the
Jean Cocteau movie, Beauty and the Beast (1946).
It was called Amelia and the Angel (1957), it was
about a little girl in a school nativity play who
takes her wings home after a rehearsal to show
her mum and her brother breaks them. She has
twenty-four hours to find another pair of angel’s
wings in London before the performance. That
was one of the films I submitted to the BBC. It
was a very sought after job. Dozens of people
submitted films and ninety nine percent of them
were about barrow boys at the Elephant and
Castle. Mine was the only fantasy. Out of sheer
desperation HuwWeldon [the editor of the pro-
gramme] took me on. He was my mentor…
Huw also influenced people like Lord [Melvyn]
Bragg, half a dozen brilliant stage producers,
film producers and musicians.
When I joined Monitor it was a forty-five

minute magazine programme. It was on every
Sunday night after the feature film at nine thirty.
Now when you see arts programmes they’re usu-
ally on at two in the morning because they’re
not very popular. But Huw really encouraged
the producers on it to express themselves and
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that alive. So from the age of ten or eleven I
knew the power of music and image and that’s
always stayed with me.

OP: Throughout your films you’ve introduced
references to popular culture. InWomen in Love
Ursula sings the tune I’m Forever Blowing Bub-
bles and you situate D.H. Lawrence’s metaphys-
ical characters in relation to the everyday world
and popular material. Do you think that is an
important tendency within your work?

KR: I do. We’re all living mixed up in popular
culture, for better or for worse. I’m Forever Blow-
ing Bubbles was written the same year that
Lawrence wrote Women in Love (1920) and he
may have heard it. He wasn’t against popular
culture. He often went to movies. For me I’m
Forever Blowing Bubbles represents the 1920s era
of fantasy and dreams just blowing away, pop-
ping like bubbles. The girls in the story have a
romantic notion of love, the men do as well, and
it turns out in the end to be just bubbles.

OP: A lot of the criticism directed against your
films — particularly in the 1970s by Alexander
Walker [Evening Standard film critic] and Dilys
Powell — seems to be about that ‘vulgar’ popular
material. Do you have a fascination with vulgar-
ity?

KR: In a film I did on myself [in which] my
four and a half year old son played me aged fifty-
five, there’s a sequence when his wife (played by
my six year old daughter) reads out a whole lot
of arbitrary horrible criticism — “A fiend of the
senses” — degrading, desolate, horrible reviews.
He’s looking through a whole sheaf of photo-
graphs of his films, he’s so depressed that he
gets up to throw them into the fire and she says,
“Hey, they’re not about you they’re about De-
bussy”. We all know Debussy, one of the great
geniuses of music, but in his time these were the
opinions of so called music critics. Well they
[the critics] lie. Barry Norman [the former BBC
film critic] gave The Lair of the White Worm —

probably one of the funniest horror films ever
made — a terrible review. He hates films.

OP: Is there a degree of satire in what you are
doing? In The Lair of the White Worm are you
satirising the horror genre?

KR: Yes in a way, it’s tongue in cheek. The hero
[Hugh Grant] is supposed to be Prince Charles.
There’s something unique about that film which
nobody has ever discovered. Maybe it’s not
worth discovering. The film is like a snake. Each
cut is linked to the next cut, like a snake, a con-
tinuous form and it’s either joined to it visually
— so you’ll see a car leaving one scene driving
into the next — or you will hear a unique sound
in one scene and it carries into the next. So the
whole thing has a form.

OP: Do you think the horror genre can contain
‘vulgarity’ better than the high cultural film
product?

KR: I think anything is fair game if you know
how to do it. Horror is probably the easiest
genre. Recently I was doing a film for the BBC,
a lot of which took place in Southampton,
where I was born, at the Broadway cinema where
I spent the formative years of my childhood. I
told them about a film I saw in 1935 — now I am
sort of parodying it — called The Secret of the
Loch (1934). It was about the Loch Ness monster.
I was five years old and I’d been taken to the cin-
ema. I knew that I would eventually see the
monster. There was a sort of cave — actually a
cracked flowerpot — that the monster would
come out of. When finally he did, I totally
freaked out… Do you know what the monster
looked like? What is the most horrifying image
of a monster you can imagine? It was a plucked
chicken. Can you imagine anything more hor-
rific?
Anyway I saw it again recently and it wasn’t a

plucked chicken at all it was an iguana. But
who’s seen an iguana when you’re five years old?
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concentrate on subjects that they were mad
about. Well I was mad about music… so I was
encouraged to make films about composers.

OP: Of the programmes that you made for
‘Monitor’, the film on Elgar (1962) was the most
popular one, however you said, retrospectively,
that your representation of Elgar was too Ro-
mantic — too much of a PR job — in direct con-
trast with Delius: Song of Summer (1968), the
biopic that you made about the composer Fred-
erick Delius. The latter film abandoned the doc-
umentary style entirely and dramatised Delius’s
dominating relationship with the young com-
poser Eric Fenby.

KR: I had done many films in between and
HuwWeldon would always say, “We want facts”.
The first film I made on a composer was about
Prokoviev, so I said to Huw, “Can I have an
actor?”… [He replied], “An Actor playing him?
But he’s dead isn’t he? No you can’t have an
actor, that’s madness.” And I said, “What if I had
a pond and you see the reflection of a man?”

OP: Was that somehow permitted within Wel-
don’s very strict idea of what documentary
should be?

KR: He said, “Well maybe, as long as it’s a
muddy pond and you stir it with a stick to get
the reflection all broken up”. By the time we got
to Elgar he allowed me to have seven people
impersonating Elgar, from a little boy to an old
man, as long as they were in long shot.

OP: In your biographical films about artists and
composers you increasingly introduced semi-
fictionalised ‘visionary’ scenes — such as the
sequence in Mahler (1974) in which the com-
poser undergoes symbolic religious conversion
on a mountainside at the hands of Cosima
Wagner, wearing a Nazi uniform. Do you see
yourself as a visionary?

KR: Well it’s the visual equivalent of a conduc-

tor. I can play a Bernstein record of Mahler or
I can play a Klaus Tenstead version and then
you’d think it was almost a different composer.
I had a sequence in Mahler where he imagines
himself being burned by the Gestapo. Well he
died in 1910 and the Gestapo didn’t come along
until much later so I was accused of fantasy and
all the usual embarrassing stuff… then I discov-
ered that one of the greatest conductors of
Mahler was looking for me — I thought he
wanted to kill me — but when he [Tenstead]
finally tracked me down he invited me for an
audience. He said, “That scene where you have
Mahler being burned by the Gestapo is exactly
what I think of when I’m conducting the sixth
symphony”.

OP: Within the British context you have been
criticised for taking those leaps of fantasy and
not conforming to the conventions of realist cin-
ema…

KR: But I’m not interested in realist cinema.
There are plenty of people doing realist cinema.
And I’ve often been accused of being operatic.
Well England’s the only country in the world
where operatic is a dirty word… I think some of
the most powerful scenes in my films have been
just the music and the image… I don’t know if
you’ve had the good fortune of attending a silent
film with an orchestra playing? Well the impact
is indescribable. That’s how movies were born.
In the 1920s some of the greatest films were

made by Germans. During the war I had a little
hand-cranked projector and the library where I
used to go only had German Expressionist films.
I had one gramophone record, on one side it
had a march by Arthur Bliss from a marvellous
English sci-fi movie called Things to Come (1936)
and on the reverse it had a march by Grieg. The
two things that I played mostly in my Dad’s cin-
ema, raising money for the spitfire fund, were
Fritz Lang’s Siegfried (1924) andMetropolis (1927).
I found that the Grieg march fitted and brought
the picture alive and when I played Metropolis,
the march from the English sci-fi movie brought
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OP: In many of your films there is a parallel
between a human body and a dead body. Physi-
cality is quite disgusting, especially in The Dev-
ils andWomen in Love, where you cut from a sex
scene to two drowned bodies in the lake.

KR: Well it’s life and death. The events in The
Devils did take place, according to Aldous Hux-
ley, at the height of the plague in Loudon (in
Medieval France) so there was death every-
where. They’d be burning people at the stake
one day and then they were shovelling bodies
into a pit… Life was cheap and it was all mixed
up together. People were killed at the drop of the
hat. Death was no stranger to the people of the
city. So if I hadn’t mixed them up it wouldn’t
have been a true picture.

OP: It seems part of a recurring assault on the
idea of the autonomous or ‘true’ self and a step
towards post-modernity. An early example of
post-modernity in your work appears in Dante’s
Inferno (1967) — a Monitor film about Dante
Gabrielle Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelite Broth-
erhood. The costumes and settings are all his-
torically accurate, however one character breaks
the linear historical narrative for a split second
by throwing a yo-yo.

KR: That’s a deliberate ploy to start you think-
ing, because it’s only a film and what is real? It’s
only an opinion.

OP: Can you tell me a bit about the process of
making your most recent film The Fall of the
Louse of Usher (2001), and how it came about?

KR: It’s a compendium of several tales of mys-
tery and imagination by Edgar Alan Poe. I tried
for ten years to get it set up as a feature film but
there were always too many hang ups, they [the
studios] wanted the actors I didn’t want or they
wanted a pop group. Also I wanted to find out
whether it’s possible to make a film in the gar-
den with friends. I’m not sure it was to be per-
fectly honest.

OP: The Fall of the Louse of Usher is full of ref-
erences to your previous films; for example, the
scene in which Roderick Usher is wearing a bird
mask surrounded by nuns, seems to mirror the
sequence in The Devils in which the protestants,
dressed as black birds, are being shot…

KR: I guess I’m scraping the barrel.

OP: I was wondering whether it was a conscious
deconstruction of your own oeuvre?

KR: Well there’s a subconscious element, I sup-
pose…

OP: Do you always work with the same troupe
of actors?

KR: Especially these days… my wife, myself
and the man up the road.

OP: But even in the 1960s Oliver Reed appeared
in most of your films or Christopher Gabel…

KR: Or someone like Murray Melvin who’s
lesser known. He was a debauched priest in The
Devils and a dancer in The Boyfriend (1971). For
a long time I considered it to be like a travelling
show, I took my family around and you could
see my five children (the first five) growing up in
all the films… Ingmar Bergman made a very
good film that I have never seen reissued called
Sawdust and Tinsel (1956). It’s about a group of
players going around putting on a show. With
these little films I’m making in my back garden,
I’m still doing the same thing.

OP: Is it important that people see them or is it
more about the process of filmmaking?

KR: Yes, I hope they do get a showing. I still
hope they have a life in one form or another.
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[MUSICAL INTRODUCTION]

Narrator: A launching ceremony, or the meeting of a secret society? A secret certainly; this
is the private language of a connoisseur.
For some art is sacred, to others it’s a commodity and like all commodities it

has its market place, at once discreet and prosperous. It is here above all that
the private language must be spoken and understood.

Male Gallerist: It came up to us about two months ago and we’ve only just put it on show for
the first time.

Male Collector: It is very different from his earlier style of colours, isn’t it?
Male Gallerist: He was very influenced by Rothko, but Rothko empties out his painting, whereas

Heron has started to fill in.
Narrator: To become a painter in demand is a difficult journey, and it begins on foot.
Artist: Might I show you some pictures?
Female Gallerist: Yes, you might.
Male Gallerist: That one’s too big I think.
Female Gallerist: Yes, it’s rather too big for the next exhibition, but you could bring back some

more that size later.
Narrator: The canvas is catalogued and stored. Now it must wait for the miracle; someone

who will find it beautiful or a good investment, or simply the right colour to go
with their new curtains. A strange commodity which ends as a business transac-
tion but begins in some obscure moment of pain or exhilaration.
To understand it, we study the lives of four people. Anthony Wishaw, age 28.

Home, a Kensington studio. He shares it with his wife who is a sculptress. He has
already won a critics’ prize but is deeply suspicious of early success.

Anthony Wishaw: There are great difficulties I think in maturing young. The worst thing that can
happen is one can mature and have a success, and because you have this success
you can rely on it and in fact not go on reaching into yourself and finding out
new things.
I think it’s dreadfully important to go on experimenting always. Always seek-

ing, all the time, something much more than you’ve done already. And as soon
as you stop that you’ve had it. As soon as you get a cliché and you cling onto it,
you may make pots of money but I don’t think it’ll do very much as a painter.

Narrator: James Howie, aged 28, Scottish. He now lives in the Portobello Road, London.
His wife is a painter. They live and work over an antique shop. Howie has taken
many jobs with one aim — to keep alive.

James Howie: The thought of a hand to mouth existence doesn’t really worry me. It never has
worried me. The important thing is that I must be able to paint. I’m often wor-
ried in my painting, but that has nothing to do with the existence that this is
bringing about. I’m often irritated, very irritated, especially when I have to go and
do things which have no consequence to me but are unfortunately necessary if
I’m to get the wherewithal to go on painting.

Narrator: Sonia Lawson, aged 25, born in Yorkshire. Both her parents are artists. She stud-
ied at the Royal College of Art and lives and works in a lodging house near
Notting Hill Gate. Her attitude to life, like her surroundings, is decidedly un-
romantic.

Sonia Lawson: All of this business about the artist’s life being romantic, I think it’s nonsense
myself. My life isn’t really colourful, I think it’s just hard work. I think people
have read too many books on the life of Toulouse Lautrec or something.

Narrator: Alan Rawlinson, aged 21. Home, a Northolt housing estate. He lives with his par-
ents, and uses his back garden as a studio.
Rawlinson is a silversmith. He works in Soho. It’s a job which holds little sat-

isfaction for him.
Alan Rawlinson: As I went on and I had new ideas I began to get very dissatisfied with the work

I was doing — reproducing antiques and sort of trash stuff. So I felt I had to try
and do something of my own.

Narrator: After hours, the workshop becomes his private studio.
Alan Rawlinson: I used to work in the evenings making my sculpture. They gave me the key

you see, so I could go in Saturday, all day Saturday, and sometimes even Sunday.
I felt so stifled after working six years of an apprenticeship, and now I’m just
beginning to get a little freedom.
My next objective really is to get a studio to work in, so that I can be com-

pletely free. I can always go back to silversmithing if I need a job, or if I need the
money.

Narrator: This is one point they all have in common, a need for money. Or at least a job
that can keep them alive without standing in the way of what matters most. James

c h a p t e r v 83c h a p t e r v82



Howie solved the problem temporarily by working as a frame maker.
James Howie: If possible, the jobs which I would choose to do part-time to exist as a painter

would be jobs in which I had to use my hands, because I am a great believer
in craft.
When I was making frames in London I had by that time put some pictures

into a gallery, and I’d promised myself that as soon as the first one sold I should
then give up the job I was doing and paint for as long as the money from that
would last.

Narrator: Another alternative is to teach.
James Howie: I don’t think I would like to teach. I say that without ever having done it, but I

feel that I should possibly be a little too impatient as a teacher.
Narrator: Wishaw does teach. Three evenings and one afternoon a week.
Anthony Wishaw: Teaching itself is very difficult. One can teach a certain amount. One can’t teach

vision very well because it’s such a personal thing.
I want very much to enthuse people, because I think it’s very important. It

depends a tremendous amount on the mood you are on the particular day of
teaching whether you’re going to communicate anything with the students or not.
And, in a sense, one’s got to give a tremendous amount. You’ve either got to

give a lot or be bored, or just go round and say rather mundane things.
It’s impossible I think to, every day be at a certain pitch of teaching in which

you can really enthuse people or get them to be excited about what they are
doing. And this depends on how one’s own painting is going.

Narrator: LikeWishaw, Sonia Lawson is also a part-time teacher. Once a week she takes her
students to the British Museum.

Sonia Lawson: I take my class to the museum because I think it’s good for them to be able to
draw three-dimensional solid things, and pieces of sculpture are an exercise for
them in this field.

Narrator: But for her the museum is not merely a workshop; it has its own private meaning.
Sonia Lawson: Myself, I’m able to look at the colossal head of King Amen, and I find the same

serenity and monumental quality that I do in the Yorkshire landscape.
There is a certain power in the Northern landscape, I think, in colour and in

structure. You’re nothing up there, you’re just a speck compared with the ele-
ments.

I’ve lived here most of my life. My parents are both artists. My mother paints
from her imagination. My father is more traditional. Together they introduced
me to art.
I don’t think one has to search the wide world over to find inspiration or an

idyllic spot to paint. I think the inspiration is within oneself really.
I like being with people and observing them. I don’t paint them as they are,

rather I pick and choose certain qualities which I’ve seen in a face or a head, and
later create something from them. It all happens very spontaneously.
To me, abstract painting is a free expression. I don’t expect people necessar-

ily to understand it because it’s such a personal thing.
My landlady, for instance, doesn’t really understand what I’m doing but she

accepts it, she looks at it as though well, “I like this colour and that colour”, and
because she knows me I suppose she trusts it. Probably if she saw it in a gallery
she wouldn’t accept it.
I don’t think there is any conclusion to it, and I don’t think there should be.

Narrator: The pub is just round the corner from where she lives.
Sonia Lawson: I go every Saturday night, although not for company. More or less to relax and

listen to the music, and be detached.
I don’t expect these people to accept what I’m painting, but it’s because I like

them that I want to do something about it.
Narrator: Kensington. Aloof, well ordered. Wishaw found a studio here which was cheap,

but it contrasts strangely with other places where he has lived. Notting Hill Gate,
and the crowded back streets of Spain. Here, the streets seem deserted, the peo-
ple withdrawn.

Anthony Wishaw: The area’s kind of a little bit stuffy almost because people don’t really accept
that you’re another human being who’s living here. You’re almost like as some-
body with a mask walking around. They’re not at all inquisitive.
They seem to live in cubicles. It’s as if they’re shutting themselves away from

all sorts of realities. I think it’s a thing that might come with a lot of work, but
they’re pretty rich round here. The richer you are, the easier you can defend
yourself against reality.

Narrator: Wishaw’s problem as a painter is to understand himself.
Anthony Wishaw: I think painting is not so much a question of just looking at an object and then
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putting it down, I think it’s much more a question of trying to find one’s own per-
sonality, trying to find out what it is that one really likes, and then having the
struggle of trying to put that down. But it’s not a mere copying process, it’s linked
also with just finding oneself and painting things that are in a sense important
to you.

Narrator: Nearly all his work is dominated by the idea of tension. He works on large can-
vases, several at a time. Originally he was occupied by tensions at their most
swift and violent.
He also found tension in stillness. Bones suggest the framework on which

action is hung.
The museum absorbs him. Skeletons suggest the tension of which the flesh

is capable.
Anthony Wishaw: I like very much seeing the people doing something which implies action; per-

haps I am most impressed by things that give me a sense of potential energy.
Also, I think of potential energy in the form of somebody just sitting down or

lying down or leaning, or doing something which implies that they are capable
of something else. The whole idea of weight or massiveness or Stonehenge-like
quality, I like to find in this particular sort of subject.
I very much like old heads. Visually I find them most exciting, rather like

rocks and, although it might come unconsciously into the painting, I feel that
they have lived, that they have suffered a lot.

Narrator: One of his largest canvases, The Last Supper.
Anthony Wishaw: I was trying very much to get a feeling of simplicity within the people, that they

weren’t any particular individual but more a feeling of each one almost being a
potential Judas, so that it’s not so much a painting about individual saints or half
saints, but just people who would react under similar situations, and I think
they’d react now just as they did then.

Narrator: Finally, there are his personal tensions. Repeatedly, he examines his way of
working, how to develop in the right direction and at the right speed.

Anthony Wishaw: I can work solidly for about three days, four days, moving from picture to pic-
ture, and then I’ll find myself completely exhausted and, try as hard as I can, I
cannot force myself to work say for another day. Particularly if I work ‘til 4
o’clock in the morning, the next day has more or less had it. There’s nothing

better I should like to do than to work, say, from 8 to 8 rather than be at the
whims of my own emotions.
My painting matures slowly. I think the main reason for this is that as a per-

son I mature slowly and, having in fact spent the first 25 years of my life just
becoming a man and realising, or even realising just a little bit what goes on in
the world or what things are about. I think, particularly speaking for myself, but
I’d love to be, you know, not ‘til about 40 or 50 that I’ll even paint a picture that’s
getting somewhere near anything.
I find the most important problem for me is just trying to find out what it is

that is important to me, and this will go hand in hand I think with maturing as
a person.

Narrator: For six years Alan Rawlinson has tried to develop both as a professional silver-
smith and as an artist in his own right.
His skill as a craftsman has given him confidence.

Alan Rawlinson: In the first instance, my parents were not really sure about my work. They were
not absolutely convinced that I was doing the right thing.
But now they’ve come to the conclusion that I have got something worth doing,
and they support me wholeheartedly. And they can appreciate to a certain extent
what I’m doing.
My neighbours may not appreciate exactly what I’m trying to do, and they

look at it and try and connect it with something around them, such as space-
ships, aeroplanes and things of that sort of nature. But, as far as I’m concerned,
if they appreciate it even a little in their own way that’s sufficient, it’s a beginning.
They can go on from there.
And if more modern art is brought in for the ordinary people so they can see

much more of it, I think they will begin to like it and it won’t be quite so pecu-
liar and people won’t laugh at it so much and scorn it if there’s more of it.

Narrator: He knows security. He’s also aware of the danger that goes with it; the danger of
being a full-time silversmith and a part-time sculptor. He welcomes the fact that
his job uproots him daily.

Alan Rawlinson: I feel that, if I had always stayed in a suburban district, I could never have really
produced the same work as I’m doing now. Coming up to London and being in
London, working here, really being involved in so much excitement and life,
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and the masses of people and the movement, and the whole atmosphere of Lon-
don has inspired my sculpture.

Narrator: But London also means regularity; his worst enemy.
Alan Rawlinson: No, I don’t like routine at all. All of a sudden I get the feeling that I want to do

something different. How I like to work is really for a month properly very hard
every day, a very long day, and then a couple of weeks off, completely away from
it. I’ve been disciplined for the last six years and become stifled, absolutely sti-
fled by it. I feel I can’t really work and be happy working like that.

Narrator: For James Howie, London is a temporary workshop, the commercial centre of
his world.
It’s a place not of people but of things. Above all, the quality of light and the

things which reflect it.
Like Wishaw and Sonia Lawson, he often goes to a museum, but simply to

admire fine craftsmanship.
In the crowded streets, Howie feels alone, not as an outcast but simply as

someone utterly indifferent to the life and bustle around him.
James Howie: I’ve found that in London people couldn’t care so much about what you do.

They’re not very interested, they’re all going about their own business. They’re
not so interested in the fact you’re an artist. They may think you’re a trifle odd
but they don’t interfere. As they don’t want you to interfere with them.
I came here with a certain philosophy, and it would have to be something

inside me which changed that philosophy, the place alone would not do that.
Basically I’m a very romantic person, that’s why I like the North.
London, for me is too cluttered up. Man-made things cluttering up nature.

Nature is the basic source of everything I do unfortunately. It’s the power of
nature.

Narrator: The sense of community is strongest where there are fewest people.
In the village of Auchnissy, which is his home, his feelings of isolation vanish.

He sketches constantly.
James Howie: Things and places often seem clearer when you’re away from them. By that time

things have assumed their correct perspective, they’ve sorted themselves out,
become clearer.

Narrator: Back in London he develops his ideas.

James Howie: In my painting I’m trying to get something back, I’m not trying to spit anything
out. I’m trying to put into a visible, tangible form something which is abstract.
Something which has a very strong feeling.
I work quite slowly and very steadily, always trying to build up my picture,

always trying to get a bit more back. I wish to hell I could work quicker, I could
say more in more things.
For me, craft is the thing upon which a good painting is built. This is brought

out for me by the work of the old masters. Their craftsmanship was so good that
they obviously could forget about it.
I’ve decided that the only real thing to do was to make my own materials. And

that way I knew exactly what they were, what are their limits, and I could make
things which were suited to the way in which I wanted to work so that as little as
possible stood between me and the feeling that I was trying to give to a painting.

Narrator: Howie has lived in London for a year. He’s explored the world of galleries
and sold some canvases. Now, he has time and peace to work steadily. All that
matters now is to accumulate enough paintings to fill the gallery when the time
comes.
This is a problem which confronts them all. Each of these four young artists

has to meet the challenge of his first one man show in London this year.
The private vision must be judged in public. The vision of a Scot who in his

own way is trying to get something back from nature.
The vision of a Northolt boy stifled by the routine of producing antiques.
Of the young woman who doesn’t think that there is any conclusion to paint-

ing, and who is content to go on adventuring and discovering all the time.
Of a man of 28 who may have to wait until he’s 40 before one of his paintings

satisfies him.
For each of them, the private vision will become a number in a catalogue.

How much will it communicate to the dealer, critic, casual visitor?
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Pol it ic s : 1848

On the morning of February 25, 1848, the residents of Chavignolles learned, from a
man coming from Falaise, that Paris was covered with barricades – and the next day,
the Proclamation of the Republic was posted on the town hall.
The momentous event stupefied the bourgeois […] and since they were planting the liberty
tree in Paris, the town council decided they needed one as well.
Bouvard donated one, his sense of patriotism delighted by the triumph of the people.
As for Pécuchet, he could only be pleased by the fall of the monarchy, as it confirmed
his worst predictions.

“Bees are proof of the monarchy.”
“And anthills of the Republic!” The doctor couldn’t take any more.
“You’re absolutely right,” said the sub-prefect. “The actual form of government is un-
important!”
“As long as there’s freedom!” objected Pécuchet.

When the spat had passed, they realized that they were lacking a foundation to their
studies: political economy. They looked into supply and demand, capital and rent,
imports and prohibition.
[…]
Soon they were studying the question of progress.



This piece was first presented in June 2007. The
title of the work ‘Prairial, Year 215’ indicates the
date, according to the French Revolutionary calen-
dar, on which it was first performed.

Actor 1: (wearing a suit)
Actor 2: (wearing pajamas)

Actors 1 and 2 are sitting at a small table reading
the paper.

Against the back wall of the stage, a Modernist
painting is hanging on a brass chain. Two more
chains without paintings are hanging on either side.
Paintings are propped up against the chairs of actor
1 and 2.

Actor 2: (recites)
Walking through the halls of history
I spied a curtain next to me.
I pulled it aside, stepped in the next room,
and stood on the stage of the theatrum.

1: The summer is beautiful, isn’t it? (to audi-
ence) Only last week it was gloomy yet now the
sky is so clear. Last week, on a rainy afternoon
I was ambling through one of our grand muse-
ums. At the end of one room I turned and found
myself in a long and narrow corridor. The air
was cool, the light dim. Along one wall was a
row of white marble busts. Each bust was lit by
a spotlight like an actor on stage. As I walked
through I passed many great faces of Western
history: Homer, Pythagoras and when reason
truly reigned Plato and Aristotle, Cicero and

then Caligula and Nero; plunged into darkness
were Charlemagne, Thomas Aquinas, until with
Kepler and Descartes I finally reached the En-
lightenment; Voltaire’s marble eyes scrutinized
me blindly, Rousseau, Diderot with his broad
brow. Beside them were the heroes of the French
Revolution: Robespierre, Marat, and Danton…

I came to the last bust in the row. It was titled
Revolution. Rather than resembling anyone in
particular, the face was like several of those that
I had just passed. Let me put it this way: while a
bust is normally an ideal representation, this
one was ideal to the point of being totally gen-
eral and abstract. It was as if the marble of the
face was not quite solid. Other expressions
began to flicker across it. The lips fluttered with
tiny movements as if speaking infinitely fast.
The shape of the face shifted and twitched. A
sudden burst shows a heavy, pronounced brow
— first a sharp then a rounded nose, a gentle
smile becomes a smirk, and then the round
cheeks of a young child, all rolling across the
white pristine surface. In short stabbing rhythms
I saw a fiery look, parted lips; then the face con-
tracted in a grimace; now an elderly woman
dominated only to be engulfed by a plump
young man.

Standing there mesmerized, I watch this push-
ing and pulling turn the skin of the marble bust
inside out and gradually flatten it like a screen.
On its surface is a vast scene where thousands of
frightened people run through a chaotic and
crumbling city. Everywhere, ferocious levity and
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Prairial, Year 215
me l an i e g i l l i g a n

YYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY

Emblematically set forth & described — featuring a dialogue between two actors, one of which being invisible to the audience. 
In the sketch that follows, the part of England shall be played by an actor in the character of three crusading lions, whereas Iceland shall be  

represented by a dried and salted cod fish unseen by the audience.
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crowds of poor sans-culottes who had just been
awoken to action. Those angry throngs were
valuable as the strong arms of the revolution but
they made demands which went beyond what
the new state was ready to concede. So the bour-
geois set up a system that, like theatre, brought
people closer to the political process and in-
volved them while limiting their ability to affect
its outcome: that is the same representative
democracy we have today.

1: All these details make you miss the bigger
picture. This was a revolution of the self. In their
new roles, the bourgeoisie must have felt like
actors getting into character, watching their own
performances as they convinced the nation that
Reason and Judgment alone had the right to
overturn what came before and rule society.
Later on that theatre of Terror left us with more
peaceful lessons —moral and aesthetic revolu-
tion — which soon became formalized as the
modern aesthetic principle that one must reject
all previous conventions.

2: I dare say that today such a principle has ex-
panded to dominate everything, especially com-
merce. Revolution is a game one plays with time
and the market. We never talk about it, yet we
structure our lives around multiple little revolu-
tions.

1: What do you mean exactly?

2: Perhaps the best way to explain it would be
to act it out. Would you help me? (pulls two scripts
out from behind him and hands one to Actor 1) I’m
a contemporary artist and I’ve come to speak
with you. You’re an Intellectual Property lawyer.
OK?

(Actor 1 takes the script, seemingly pleased with his
role)

2: I’ll begin…(clears throat) I think this gives
me grounds for a complaint in your court, don’t
you?

1: Yes, indeed, the Small Claims Court for In-
tellectual Property was created so that everyone
can defend himself from this kind of crime.
Property is sanctified but there is nothing more
valuable and more difficult to protect than the
property one carries inside oneself.

2: I still can hardly believe it. I want to make
him pay for this!

1: Certainly. But first, you must tell me what
happened, from the beginning.

2: Well, I was in my studio reading a book
about the French Revolution. He came in and
we ended up talking about my new project.
I told him my show wouldn’t be until Septem-
ber. (Actor 1 writes this down) I said I had just
read how during the revolution, as head of the
Committee for Public Instruction, the painter
Jacques-Louis David proposed a monument to
the fearsome might of the people. The sculp-
ture’s base was to be made up of the trun-
cated remains of destroyed monuments from
the Ancien Régime: statues of the aristocracy
and churchmen. A metal sculpture would stand
upon that base, cast from confiscated metal
weapons and other spoils of the revolutionary
war. The sculpture would have LIGHT written
on its forehead, NATURE and TRUTH across
its breast, STRENGTH on its arms and on its
hands LABOUR. I told him that after reading
this I dreamt of a similar monument to the peo-
ple also built on the rubble of destroyed monu-
ments. On top of it was a huge bronze skull
whose contents poured out and enveloped the
base of broken arms, legs and torsos. Not all the
bronze weapons and spoils of war had melted
down so that they too appeared as fragments
among the insides of the skull: a metal terrine
here, a scabbard there.

Then I explained that I was going to make a
series of paintings about the French Revolution.
A month later I went to his solo show at Vilma
Gold and saw that he had made nearly a hundred
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madness prevail. Order disappears and society
dissolves in the terror of absolute freedom. The
fragile tissues that held the social body together
are irreparably torn since man has elected his
own Reason as the foundation for knowing and
judging all things. With the breakdown of social
order, so too does the mind lose its structure,
becoming awash in scattered impressions and
furies — especially the fury of doubt. It ques-
tions and measures everything and so it cancels
everything out. Everything is dissected, negated
and destroyed. A fury has overcome the people,
driving them to pulverize, eliminate, desecrate.
Every corner pours blood. Panicked children
wade through the soup of broken civilization.
Then, from below, a rumbling erupts, gaping fis-
sures open wide and everything around is pulled
in. They look up for aid, beneath them the
ground peels into shreds. Everything anchored
is unmoored and the buildings, streets and hills
tumble, splitting and collapsing…

All that seemed permanent becomes insubstan-
tial, all that was inevitable becomes meaning-
less. Tradition replaced by destruction. Order
turns to anarchy.

Towards the end of the above monologue, the actors
perform tableau-like actions inspired by Hogarth’s
print The Battle of The Paintings. Actor 1 holds up
a painting as he is speaking. Actor 2 picks up another
painting and thrusts the sharp corner of its frame
through the first painting’s surface. He repeatedly tears
the painting. Actor 2 carries both paintings away,
hangs them up on the back wall and proceeds to de-
stroy them in a similar fashion. Afterwards, Actor 2
returns his seat as Actor 1 finishes his monologue.

2: But that’s not the revolution, you reactionary
fool! This is a counter-revolutionary portrait.
The French Revolution was not some meta-
physical or unnatural event, nor was it natural
for that matter!

1: Of course, it was the sacred rise of the mid-
dle class!

2: Well, yes, that’s true. The National Assembly
was a bourgeois enterprise, and of course the
middle class held sway over the nation’s econ-
omy long before the revolution. But what drove
the people to the streets was the widespread
famine and poverty resulting from the negli-
gence of Louis XVI. That was the French Revo-
lution!

1: “Let the body be beautiful or hideous as it
chooses?”…(2 looks questioningly) Buchner…
Danton’s Death.

2: Theatrical references aside, the French Rev-
olution tells us a great deal about today. I’d say
we’re still in the midst of a middle-class revolu-
tion, with the same representative democracy
born of that momentous event. The people
seized power but they were forced to hand it
over to representatives. Instead of the tyranny of
kings it became what we have today, the tyranny
of an elite minority. We watch as politics play
out in front of us. A bit like going to the theatre.

1: You’re right. You know, in France up until
the 18th-century spectators at a play could sit on
the stage, walk about below, chatting, and speak-
ing to the actors. Then, with the beginnings of
modernity, came the naturalistic illusions like
the imaginary fourth wall and actors who be-
have as if the audience isn’t there. And so the
audience learnt to watch and listen, full stop.
(looks to the audience) Around the same time, the
French Revolution became one big public the-
atre with its large-scale pageants and political
arenas built like playhouses. Prominent actors
became politicians. It was rumoured that mem-
bers of the National Assembly were taking act-
ing lessons and even planting people in the
audience to applaud for them. They must have
been trying to find a new political language for
speaking to the masses now that power had to
be legitimized by public opinion.

2: Yes, but it’s worse than that. The new middle-
class representatives wanted to placate the
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as false as I like. And with that the actor took off
his wig and the farmer, shocked to see the
woman before him become a man, fainted at the
side of the road.

1: But enough skirting around the point. Let’s
imagine again that long cool corridor, the busts
of great figures of the history in a long line be-
fore us. Once we’ve passed the bust of revolu-
tion, who are the great men of the present? Who
are the great artists and rebels?

2: Well, anyone who reads the papers today will
have heard of that all-powerful coterie of great
financiers called hedge fundmanagers. Although
their numbers are few, each of them owns incon-
ceivably great chunks of the world’s wealth. One
manager, who like many others exhibits an enor-
mous appetite for contemporary art, has an un-
believably vast art collection. One night this
man sits in one of his many homes and thinks
about art. He thinks to himself that nowadays
anything can be art as long as it hasn’t been
done before or at least if it’s redone in a slightly
different way. He thinks:

1: I like how I can express myself by being an
art collector but I want it to be something more.
You know, I can relate to artists today. We both
devise inspired coups by using the relations and
differences within a system to exceed what came
before and redefine that system. We both over-
see large groups of people who put our plans
into action. Wait a minute. I’m an artist!

2: With that, a period of feverish activity en-
sues: he buys ads in Artforum, Frieze and Flash
Art announcing that he’s an artist and that his
mammoth art collection is just the beginning of
a much larger total work of art. The newspapers
are calling everyday and that is a work of art; the
art market is shaped by his enormous purchas-
ing power and that is, of course, a work of art; he
is making more money annually than nearly the
whole of Africa and that… is a poignant and
oh so telling indictment of capitalism. But not

satisfied with simply recasting his life as art,
he wants to make a mega-project whose scale
would dwarf Disney and Dubailand together,
whose scope would be more all-encompassing
than Koons, Barney and Schnabel combined.
He decides that it isn’t enough for him to mas-
ter all planetary wealth but that he wants to re-
write history. He buys hundreds of satellites
orbiting the earth and real estate all over the
world to house his interminable artwork-cum-
collections. His acquisition agencies, historical
recreation teams and traders put everything they
touch in the present and past into more prof-
itable relations, proliferating endless projects
and vast warehouses across the globe. And some-
where lost in the midst of it all, one finds a clas-
sical-looking building. In it is a long hall lined
with busts of all the great figures of Western
Civilization and at the very end sits an in-
congruously hi-tech synthetic, animatronic bust
called Revolution.

1: I hate to be the one to say it but the whole
business and revolution thing is really so late
1990s.

They return to reading their newspapers, and
only now do we see the day’s headline. When
the piece was first performed on June 2nd and
3rd 2007 in London the front page of both dif-
ferent papers featured photos of Damien Hirst’s
diamond encrusted skull ‘For the Love of God’.
By the second performance at the end of Janu-
ary in New York both papers read ‘CRASH’
after problems in the financial markets. Subse-
quent performances in April and October 2008
used other dramatic headlines pertaining to the
events of the current ongoing financial crisis
and in the last performance the set was strewn
with piles of newspapers.
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small paintings about the French Revolution
using many of the ideas I had told him about.
There was one which looked like Delacroix’s
Liberty Leading the People but with the figure of
Liberty standing on a pile of torn and destroyed
paintings. There was another where the behead-
ing of Louis XVI was taking place in an 18th-
century art salon. Every single painting sold!

1: No wonder, they sound quite good… This
man may have taken your idea, but I’m sorry to
say that he did it in such a way that he cannot be
brought to trial. There’s nothing I can do for
you except offer some good advice. The French
Revolution wasn’t just about freedom and ideas,
you see, it was also about money… (It begins to
dawn on Actor 1 that he might not like Actor 2’s
script) The people didn’t have enough so they
revolted. Later, too much money was in circula-
tion, inflation skyrocketed, no one could buy
anything and so they revolted again. (Actor 1 is
becoming increasingly disconcerted with the script)
The high inflation resulted from the state over-
producing its new paper money — the assignat —
which acted as credit notes based on the value of
lands the revolutionaries had confiscated from
the church. The new revolutionary state was
made possible by this widespread lending; in
other words, the revolution was driven by inno-
vations in debt. (Actor 1 ends his speech, appalled.
Meanwhile Actor 2 seems pleased with the way the
conversation is progressing.)

2: There’s another skit I know which would also
elucidate this theme. (pulls out another script
and hands it to Actor 1) A farmer (indicates that
Actor 1 will play the role) is making his way to
town to sell some cows on the market. On the
road he passes a merchant (indicates himself ).
The merchant pulls the farmer aside and asks
him: Would you like to buy some linen?

1: Yes, perhaps. Let me see your linens… These
are poor quality and obviously took little work.
I will only buy them if the are very cheap.

2: But sir, they fetch a high price on the market
since linen is scarce and it’s highly prized. Other
factors beyond quality influence price, you know.

1: I don’t care about these other factors. I only
pay what an object is worth.

2: An object’s worth depends on what others
will pay.

1: I won’t stand for such sophistry!

2: And with that the two men were about to
go their separate ways when I asked the mer-
chant…

1: Wait a minute. You couldn’t have asked the
merchant anything. You weren’t there.

2: (checks the script) Oh, sorry, you’re right, quite
right… They went their separate ways. Further
along the farmer came across a troupe of actors
at the side of the road trying on costumes and
making merry. They greeted him, inviting him
to stop and watch their rehearsal and so the
farmer sat down and the performance began.
In one tragic scene the noble heroine wept
when she heard that her knight would return no
longer. The farmer’s heart nearly broke and
when the performers took a rest he asked the
heroine:

1: Is your heart still aching from the loss you
felt? Your doleful weeping was so deeply mov-
ing. It must be difficult to conceal your sorrows
now.

2: No, I feel nothing at all. I used to think that
the only way to convince the audience was to
feel the emotions I portrayed but today I have
learnt that I can show one set of emotions to the
audience and still have others inside me. It’s
a bit like when linen has a high price on the
market even though it was made with shoddy
craftsmanship. As long as I can give a genuine
appearance to the audience my feelings can be
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Love

Bouvard started drawing up a catalogue of the museum, only to declare that their
knickknacks were stupid.

The two friends had hidden their passions from each other.
Pécuchet counted on keeping his affair with the maid a secret […] Bouvard planned
to turn the museum into a conjugal bedroom, unless Pécuchet refused; in which case,
he would live in his bride’s house.



Through the use of an axe this 
female miscreant placed a ragged 
bruise upon the lovely victim’s 
most important part. Thereby it 
was revealed to all the world’s sur- 
prise that she is in fact a flat painted 
canvas and not a three dimen- 
sional female form as was for-
merly supposed. Miss Richardson 
insists on its fabrication and states 
that the work of art is in fact the 
visible face of that secret idol: 
private property. Thus has she 
rendered England unattractive 

to tourists (through the ensuing 
closure of public museums and 
galleries) and hence unprofitable 
to business. Appropriate meas-
ures as to the best preventative of 
the destruction of art by Suffra- 
gettes had previously been dis-
cussed (by representatives of 
the National Gallery, Wallace 
Collection, Tate Gallery, Brit-
ish Museum, Natural History 
Museum, Geological Museum, 
National Portrait Gallery and the 
Victoria and Albert Museum), 

to no avail. This including a de-
bate on the question of closing 
museums to the whole pub-
lic, excepting known persons, 
or more simply to all women. 
Though this was found to be 
most undesirable,  evidence 
here presented indicates that 
amongst the august persons was 
one at least who viewed every  
grown woman or young girl in  
England as a potential terror- 
ist and menace to the body of  
the nation. 

141 acts of destruction by Suffragettes were 
chronicled in the press during the first seven 
months of 1914. Other acts of violence by 
women which have affected the symbolic order 
include the destruction of Bellini’s Madonna 
and Child, The Agony in the Garden, Death of St 
Peter the Martyr, Portrait of Girolamo Malatini,  
The Virgin with Child with Doge Supplicating 
at the National Gallery, Romney’s Master 
Thornhill at Birmingham Art Gallery, Sargent’s 
portrait of Henry James and Hubert von 
Herkomer’s Duke of Wellington at the Royal 
Academy summer show, Millais’ portrait 
of Carlyle at the National Portrait Gallery, 
Clausen’s Primavera, a Bartollozzi exhibition at 
the Dore Gallery and the destruction of pictures 
at Manchester City Art Museum.
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PUBLIC NOTICE
 

Don’t take any 

WOODEN 
NUTMEGS!

A NOTICE TO THE PUBLIC INTENDED AS A WARNING  
AGAINST FALSE REPRESENTATIONS 

Recently it has come to the attention of the authorities that  
there has been a  proliferation of

PEDLARS 
about the place selling a variety of 

BOGUS 
or otherwise false goods &

VICTUALS 
Amongst these profligate products you will find

CARVED WOODEN NUTMEGS, 
PAINTED PINK HAMS FIT TO BREAK YOUR TEETH, 

CARVED CIGARS, WOODEN PUMPKIN SEEDS &  
STOCK PORTRAIT PAINTINGS.

Who is responsible? It is generally thought that Nobody is responsible, 
though a small minority say that it may be Somebody. 

Any information leading to the capture of the aforementioned Nobody will be rewarded.
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Gymnastic s ,

occulti sm, theology,

ph i losophy, su ic ide

And so Bouvard learned of the new vogue of the séance tables. He teased the clerk
about it.
Still, all over Europe, as well as in America, Australia, and India, millions of mortals
were spending their time holding séances at similar tables – and discovering ways of
making canaries prophetic, of giving concerts without a single instrument, and of
corresponding via snails.

Petit a believer in progress, had found the doctor’s explanations pedestrian and bour-
geois. Science was a monopoly held by the rich. It excluded the people. It was high time
that the old analysis of the Middle Ages be replaced by spontaneous, broad-ranging
synthesis! Truth must be captured with the heart – and declaring himself a spiritualist,
he suggested several books, which weren’t perfect but pointed towards a new dawn.
They ordered copies.



rom amongst the winding trees of the
natural park — a park cultivated by na-
ture — a couple of seekers emerged, im-

perceptibly, and stopped. They stood, dismally,
casting looks. They had fetched up at Something
Awful. Although strangers, each found an ebul-
lient greeting for the other. They affected to be
pleased with the vast unmarked space that was
so given to pitiless and shining spans on every
side. This was at the cost of the inward confu-
sion and torpor they could not help but feel in a
natural park that offered prospects so unlike the
years of urban dawdling that had shaped them.

They had exited the city with the other burnt-
out residents of the Transition Town. Stripped
of all pretenses and prostheses, they couldn’t
turn their minds to anything more apt for
their situation than walking over the roads. This
Town was governed by the policy of cycling
back through every stage of human civilisation
so as not to overlook any lessons in sustainabil-
ity. Regeneration in the early days had been one
thing as far as plagues go, comparable to the
wood louse, the bureaucrat, and the smart-casual
angel of paper claims. Yet the austerity-era focus

on regeneration in its sense of moral salvation
had ended up with troglodytes spending most
of their time in a network of agricultural tunnels
beneath the shuttered remains of the High Street
organic trade. This was the stage selectively en-
forced as Transition. The canalside blocks still
had their takers, but these yearned to pack it in
and get to the caves that now honeycombed
large sections of the east, though with little ap-
preciable impact on house prices. Yet the canal
lingered on, promising happiness, reaching out
with sumptuous foliage to shelter the increas-
ingly tender faces and hearty laughter of the
troglodytes foraging in their kayaks.

It was all so confusing. They had been walking
for a long time and their minds had glanced
over many things. Some of them were desultory
traces of what they saw or snatches of other
times, and some of these in turn froze into the
most audacious paradoxes. As the two in the
field didn’t know each other, they thought to
measure these paradoxes in dialogue, where
each paradox could stand as a self-enclosed
peroration along the model of classical rhetoric
that their arcadian surroundings could not but
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End Days on the Astral Plane
A DIALOGUE ON THE CRIS IS OF VALUE, SOME ASPECTS OF FORM, AND
MATTERS SPIRITUAL, TRAVERS ING THE INVIS I BLE THREADS BETWEEN
WORK AND CLAIRVOYANCE, NOT TO MENTION PERSONAL REDEMPTION

ON THE EVE OF THE COLLAPSE OF THE PURPORTED LI FEWORLD.

(In Tribute to the Pioneering Researches by Olivia Plender, c f. Key to The Summerland, TINA)

mar i n a v i s hm i dt
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Olivia Plender, ‘The Medium and Daybreak’,

detail of installation with fabric banner, Castlefield Gallery, Manchester, 2005
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evoke. Figures of speech could solicit corre-
sponding challenges. All forms invite challenges.

– “Why, for example, do I feel such a strong
affinity between this vast unmarked space
stretching out so vastly on every side as to
negate my centrality to this perception, and
what I term a sense of self or an inner being? I
know this is the doxa of the sublime, but yet:
How do I square the limitlessness presupposed
by this link, and value? What is the economic
index of that which is undefined, or becomes
infinite as a relation?”

This was the one who had entered upper stage
to the somewhat under-determined but perfectly
empty space. She veered, somewhat past her
conversation partner, around and around in the
landscape, until she tired and faced her again.

– “Well...”

– “Well, I have often been struck, and I think
this might have some bearing upon the prob-
lematic you raise, by the analogy between cre-
ativity and ectoplasm. The spiritualist ectoplasm
as intangible, but productive of real effects and
real ticket sales, as well as spiritual credit. Is it
the intangibility that is the value, or the pro-
ductivist prejudice that seems to live on in the
notion of creation? Aren’t we just talking about
something that exceeds the value form through
its indeterminate nature, something that cannot
be measured, but is at once the most subject to
the value-form, makes the value-form by conta-
gion a liberating agent? Since some of its own
freedom rubs of on it and ties them together in
a hangman’s knot?”

She pirouetted, and faced her interlocutor, with-
out expectation but not without hope. A sheep
ran by, glowing feebly.

– “A conditional clasp. You mentioned credit.
I like that. If we never gave credit to anything,
we would not know what it looked like. In other

words, without didacticism, there would be no
autodidacts. There has to be an inspiration, even
if it’s revulsion, the inspiration to resist, an
edifice of some kind. No punks without BBC
documentaries, no counter-knowledge without
pompous voice-overs. And nothing like the
deadly passivity of your filter-and-mod culture.

– “It sounds like radical cultural grousing, but
one could use the same arguments to justify the
draft, never did me any harm?”

– “It’s not just the old and suffering principle
of growth as antagonism to the environment,
the positive negation, of having something to
fight against, no integrity without repression,
and more in that vein. Arid acres of self-cultiva-
tion in the absence of the ideological whip! It’s
being exposed to a definite form that elicits the
setting of another definite form against it — not
just as reaction, but on impulse. Empty squares
pullulate, menacing the sky they vouchsafe us
glimpses of. And in any case, credit depends on
the belief that the sucker is not you; when we
credit something, we accept a world where that
makes sense, where the coin of our credulity
has credibility. They say that attitudes towards
money verge on the religious but that can’t be
true; religion wants you to fight against it,
whereas money is the medium of your self-
expression, it is the alienation that makes free-
dom possible. Shadow-boxing. This is why it’s
more a spiritualism than a religion. Ectoplastic.”

– “Solecism?”

– “Solipsism.”

– “The nature of the medium. We are told that
working-class girls became clairvoyants to get
out of the factory, but not whether they lifted
the veil to see that in the future we would all be
mediums of a valorisation without end.1 What
was the opposite of hard labour for them is a life
sentence for us. Another scratchy, stifling inti-
macy, like a person turned sheep below the
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The Summerland is a country you cannot find on any  
map. It is the paradise of every working man and woman.

Some say it is housed in the rainbow belt amongst the 
stars of the Milky Way.

Others say that each planet has seven spheres encircling 
its body, imperceptible to the human eye. 

It is a world turned upside down, where the city is in  
the clouds and the sun, moon and stars upon the ground. 

Here life is what we make it. Each individual has the 
same opportunity to ascend through the seven spheres. 

The lower sphere, or borderland, is much like the 
earth plane. 

The Structure and Institutions of the Universal Summerland

The second sphere is better and is accessible through the 
influence of the spiritually advanced of both worlds. 

The third sphere is where that beautiful region begins  
and good people of all nations dwell together in love. 

Olivia Plender, ‘A Stellar Key to the Summerland’, ink on paper, 2007



neck, is that between knowledge and alienation.
It’s form again — being able to see something
from far away. The first psychologists were called
‘alienists’ and they must have tussled for pro-
fessional accreditation with spiritualist mediums.
All search for knowledge is a way of making an
incision between what is and what could be.”

The landscape stretched out on all sides under
the sun.

– “Then flexible accumulation as they call it,
was one way of separating out one’s soul into
profit centers, while the measure of that soul
that was based in the rhythms of living from day
to day with other people was the first to be sub-
ject to the rigidity of other people’s profit. So
far, so flexible, like garroting by telephone cord.
And the troglodytes, well, they were just look-
ing to alienate themselves in an old-fashioned
way, to see if the whole history could be re-writ-
ten from scratch, never mind the contradictions
staying wholly intact, and how could they not
be? They burrowed, they made the structures
more flexible by filling them with openings.
Take heart for rapt token incision along a de-
fined track. This is a transition that will never
change the sense of the possible in people’s
lives — it adds an option, like adding an egg.”

The sound of car doors closing in sequence, like
the declaration of the end of a game of domi-
noes, suddenly became a part of the meadow.

– “All, pronounced the speaker in the lower-left
corner, desires for knowledge are a desire to
leave the body. Everything you do, everything
you start to understand, is part of programme
for not being what you are anymore. This is
the beautiful compact — or mirror — between
alienated labour and the development of the
human. I like that, well, I read that, subjectivity
emerges in the little incision made by exploita-
tion. Which is why I’m so interested in record-
ing.”

– “Recording...”

– “Yes, on one side you have a medium who is
transcribing the ether, sustaining herself from
the traffic of souls which virtually everyone
accepts are there bar the recording technology.
Finally, we don’t have to believe. On the other,
you have the speculation with money, which is
just the grim and sorry institutionalization of
the human drive to know and to traffic with the
spirits, they are anything that is out of your
hands and beyond you. They don’t call it the
lifeblood of capital for nothing, or just to say
something. We cannot divorce capital from ecto-
plasm because both are based on the irrational,
and the irrational is too close to knowledge to
be touched.”

A sheep ran by, then another, covered in the
kind of soft wool that could be, and often was,
distilled into ectoplasm. Grey-goo technicians
had ensured that their fleece bore smart direc-
tions to nearby market towns, smart because the
arrows would change depending on where the
sheep stood with relation to the magnetic axis
of the earth.

– “This is why I get fed up when the discussion
turns to the utopian potentials of snatching spir-
its and plunging them into the boiling water of
discourse. The margin of distastefulness borne
by academic table-turning is I hope not simply
a matter of it being ‘off ’, it could maybe be
stated in terms like: there are too many fos-
silized interests for you to sail beatifically over
in your sieve.”

– “But surely it’s not really speculation since it
depends on things remaining the same. That’s
why they call it a bubble, it’s like the flecks of
foam on the lips of the dying. Or on the rabid
jaws of something else that’s not long for it.
Whereas speculation, as I would like to say,
proper, is an invention, not one which will make
things work better now, but which depends2 on
things not working at all, on the loss of the
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Spirits live according to the principle of Brotherhood, 
thereby transcending differences of race. 

 Male and female work side by side so that all can reap 
the benefits of labour, in a world without wage slavery. 

 The children’s lessons are so amusing that they cannot 
lay them aside. Each evening they meet to sing and dance. 

 There is no need for government as each spirit accepts 
personal responsibility.

 As spirits grow wiser they are able to ascend to the 
next highest sphere. 

 Progress is quick or slow depending on their efforts to 
master shortcomings and assist those on the earth plane. 

 The central principle is harmony.  This whole structure from centre to circumference is 
governed by one law of energy and attractive force.

(as described through spirit communication)

Olivia Plender, ‘A Stellar Key to the Summerland’, ink on paper, 2007
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things that work, things like us. We don’t want
there to be work. We want a new kind of alien-
ation. But we would never know one without the
other, those forms that cancel each other out,
and will hopefully someday turn their violence
on us.

– “And for things to remain the same there has
to be a transvaluation of all values and also a
separation. Both things had to have taken place
for a process like a piece of art that doesn’t care
where it is because anywhere it goes it is still art.
Where it is, that’s just prejudice. Naming where
you are is making a form to trap yourself with,
the thinking goes.”

– “And for the one who made it, and for any-
thing she does. Actually, once it becomes any-
thing she does, that gets a little bit rawer, because
then it becomes a point about division of labor,
and then there’s something that can be done
with that, peut-être. Poetry should increase the
sum of the world’s available reality.”

– “The popular narrative of transformation
is based on forces coming from the outside,
wrenching forcibly the subject from her circuits
of copying.”

– “And yet it isn’t just the change imposed from
the outside, but the form, the form that provides
resistance. We have to assume form to speculate
collectively, otherwise what we don’t even think
about will always be valorized, and that will be
speculation. Our poor ontic errands. That’s the
only way they understand it, even now.Well, it is
fungibility, not change. We are still exchanging.”

– “Well, shall we make a garden of teeth, fed by
unemployed springs?”

All the car doors closed one after the other, a
spread-out doppler drawl. Birds cross-hatched
the sky. The sky was belaboured by a surfeit of
thinness.

– “In the heyday of learning, the body was
thought to be an acrostic for the mind, and that
is why people participated in acrobatics and
thought of themselves chopping wood when
faced with catastrophic axioms.

– “Have we..?”

– “...been careful to de-animate one subject
before reanimating the next?”

– “The two faces of materialism: one that
patiently determines the material conditions for
knowledge, the other lets sensation act as the
base of reference. And the base materialist is
more sensationalist. And then neither predicts
the politics of ectoplasm.”

– “Except for the factory girl.”3

– “No, not her. It’s only because we think we’re
actually in communication with spirits that they
ever got us into the factory in the first place.
They glitter in mid-air behind her back beneath
the artificial sunbeam, presenting itself to her
view in the half-moon of her so amazingly
reflective thumbnail.”

These reflections prompted them to exit the
frame, and hover uncertainly just out of sight.
And that’s where they are to this day.

N o t e s

1. This draws on Olivia Plender’sA Stellar Key to the Sum-

merland, London: Book Works, 2007.
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Einarsson with Olivia Plender for the Information, Edu-
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Olivia Plender: So, where are you based?

Dr John Walliss: Chesterfield, UK.

OP: And why Spiritualism?

JW: There hasn’t been a sociological study of
British Spiritualism for years. I began this project
in May 2004, interviewing mediums, observing
demonstrations [of mediumship] and so on…

OP: What are the parametres of your study? As
a sociologist I presume it’s very different from
how a psychologist or even a parapsychologist
would look at Spiritualism?

JW: A parapsychologist would look at the phe-
nomena —messages [from the ‘dead’] and table
rapping for example — and try to prove or dis-
prove it. A psychologist would look at it in terms
of mental processes/cognitive patterns — for ex-
ample, howmediums use language — or examine
it as a kind of mental trick, as a form of persua-
sion. Sociologically all I can really do is look at
the group dynamics — it’s based on empiricism,
so I’m looking at what’s actually there — and
the history. How Spiritualism emerged within
a kind of historical and social setting and what
led to the demise or falling off of Spiritualism
over time.

OP: Do you think it has fallen off ?

JW: If you look at the statistics, then [British]
Spiritualism has been in decline since the 1930s.

OP: Since the Second World War?

JW: Yes, but the problem is that these are the
statistics we have are from the SNU (the Spiri-
tualists National Union).

OP: So they are not necessarily reliable?

JW: That’s the problem. Not all Spiritualists are
SNU members and I’ve found that what we see
in public is only the surface. There are a lot of
circles that take place behind closed doors and
I think that we have to rely on statistics too
much when it comes to religious belief. In many
ways what people claim to believe statistically
doesn’t match up with the reality.

OP: I would like to ask you a bit about your
methods…

JW: Really there are three things I’m doing at
the moment. The first is participant observation,
I go along to a centre in Chesterfield in order to
participate and observe and I sit in an open cir-
cle. The second is that I have a set of interview
questions that I ask mediums. The third is that
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Olivia Plender in conversation with
British sociologist Dr John Walliss
on his f ield-work related to the modern spirituali st movement (2004)
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Olivia Plender, ‘In Search of the New Republic (or the tables turned)’, performance, Serpentine Gallery, London, 2006



along to a development circle and within a cou-
ple of years they’re on the platform. What they
say is that, “In our days you’d sit in the close cir-
cle for fifteen years before going on the platform
and you got a better quality of mediumship”. It’s
very colloquial evidence, but they believe that
TV and the speed of modern life have ruined
mediumship. They argue that in the past you
didn’t have all this entertainment and there was
a slow speed of life, so people didn’t mind sit-
ting for fifteen years in a circle whereas now
people go away on a weekend course and come
back thinking, “I can go on the platform now”.
People want it to be instantaneous. The older
mediums say that the new mediums aren’t as
good because they haven’t trained as long, and
that’s why you don’t get the phenomena that
you used to have, the ectoplasm and so on. Ecto-
plasm takes time, transfiguration mediumship
takes time and if people can’t transfigure over
the weekend they’re not interested.

OP: It’s interesting that the older generation do
place that emphasis on training, rather than say-
ing that a medium has an innate gift and can
immediately jump onto the platform and start
communicating with spirits.

JW: A lot of the older ones are ‘natural’ medi-
ums; they are mediums that believe that they
were born with a gift. Theoretically that should
mean that they can jump up on the platform
from birth, but they still have this idea of train-
ing and development.

OP: I’m wondering how much if differs from
what a priest does, or a psychologist even, be-
cause mediums are talking to people about their
emotional experiences and sometimes it could
bring up a heavy emotional problem?

JW: Some of the people that I’ve interviewed
think that mediums need really good interper-
sonal or counselling skills. When you compare
their situation with that of a priest, mediums are
in a very dubious position because, in a sense,

they are religious virtuosos — if you’re in the
congregation then the medium is professing
some sort of skill. But the thing about their posi-
tion — their role — is that they are intermediaries,
they are the mouthpiece of the spirit.

OP: So they have a strange sort of active/pas-
sive role.

JW: Definitely, yes.

OP: When did materialisation mediums and
ectoplasm begin to disappear?

JW: After Helen Duncan2 it really died out, and
looking at her pictures now, and even the early
spirit photographs, it’s very easy to be cynical.
One argument would be that we became less
credulous in the 1960s. The other would be that
after the 1960s people didn’t want to take the
time to develop their mediumship, therefore
when that generation of physical mediums died
out, they weren’t replaced. Behind closed doors
you still get physical mediums but not a lot of
ectoplasm. It’s not as popular or it’s not as pres-
ent as mental mediumship. I think the history
of Spiritualism goes in waves — the first one was
obviously table rapping, then you had trance
messages, then ectoplasm, then mental medi-
umship and more recently trance messages have
begun to come back again. Spiritualists say that
the medium chooses which way to communicate
at different times. But historically you can see
how different forms of mediumship or Spiritu-
alism would be popular. So for example table
rapping wouldn’t work as well now, as it takes
ages and isn’t particularly interesting to watch.
And because mental mediumship has now
passed its ‘sell by date’, trance mediumship has
become the thing to see.

OP: What is trance mediumship?

JW: It’s when a group goes into a trance, and
start speaking in the voice and using the man-
nerisms, the postures of the [dead] person who’s
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I subscribe to the Psychic News (the Spiritualist
newspaper) — what I try to do there is a qualita-
tive content analysis of it. By simply looking at
eight or nine issues you can see themes emerg-
ing. Some themes recur a lot, for example when
that Mel Gibson film came out, The Passion of the
Christ (2004), there were a lot of articles in Psy-
chic News containing a sort of critique of Chris-
tianity — how ‘we’ don’t want to be church-ified.

OP: To an outsider going to a Spiritualist
Church it does seem to follow the pattern of a
traditional Christian church service, for exam-
ple, they do sing hymns.

JW: Christian Spiritualists mirror the Christian
service exactly and they will talk about hymns.
SNU churches will collect in the same kind of
structure you’d expect in a church service but
they talk about ‘songs’ instead. It’s all about use
of language, instead of talking about ‘readings’
they talk about ‘reading something’. There’s an
SNU approved Christmas ‘song book’ for which
someone must have gone through all the carols,
ditched any lines that relate to Christianity or
Jesus and replaced them with the word ‘spirits’ —
i.e. ‘God Bless Ye Merry Spirits’. It’s really
Orwellian.

OP: When you approach the churches, are they
happy to speak to you, or has there been hostil-
ity to your presence?

JW: In my last project I worked with the Chris-
tian Spiritualist church in Sheffield and they
were very unaccommodating. They said, “Well
you have to sit at the back, behind a pillar where
nobody can see you”. However, the church in
the centre in Chesterfield let me put my dicta-
phone on the platform so that I could record the
messages.

OP: There is an idea that Spiritualism is pre-
dominantly a working class church of the British
North, to what extent do you think that’s true?

JW: Well, Geoffrey Nelson1 in his book argues
that Spiritualism is an urban religion. What’s
interesting about Spiritualism is that when it
came to Britain (from the USA) it didn’t start in
London. It began in Keighley, Yorkshire, and
then spread to Nottingham. It was only later that
it became popular in London where it became
‘psychical research’. This was unlike the north
where, as far as I’m aware, it became far more
religious and linked to popular protest.

OP: How do people go about constructing an
identity as a medium?

JW: I’m still looking at that in my interviews
but it’s a problem because we retrospectively
create identity. What people say is that as a child
they either had very overt brutal experiences —
for example someone dying who they later saw
— or that they felt that they were unusually sen-
sitive. Most people fall into Spiritualism when
something traumatic happens, like a bereave-
ment or an illness. Mediumship is a way for
them to make sense of their experience.

OP: So, instead of people working systemati-
cally to develop their mediumship, the phe-
nomena comes first?

JW: Yes.

OP: There is a lot of encouragement from the
Spiritualist platform for people to go off and
develop their mediumship — a lot of people
who are told, “Oh you’ve always been sensitive,
haven’t you. You have a gift; you should develop
this”. It’s not difficult for a person on the floor
to become the person on the platform.

JW: It’s not difficult at all. It’s not what we used
to call in sociology the ‘religious virtuoso’, the
priest who’s there, who’s the qualified person
and then the plebs in the ranks. In Spiritualism
you can progress up and become the medium.
But again the older Spiritualists that I’ve inter-
viewed don’t like the way that someone can go
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in a way that the mainstream British Anglican
Church isn’t. There’s a lot of positive affirma-
tion, for example a medium might say, “You’ve
thought about going into teaching, haven’t you?
We have a spirit here that says that. And he says
you should, because you’d be good at it”. There’s
a quality in it that is similar to self-help books.

JW: Yes. You never get a message coming
through from someone who says, “You’re wast-
ing your life”. It is very feel good. It is about self-
making. But what’s interesting is that because
Spiritualism is fundamentally very individualis-
tic it creates massive problems for it. The history
of Spiritualism is really a history of failed or-
ganisations and one of the reasons Spiritualism
failed badly in America is because it couldn’t or-
ganise. However, the SNU succeeded over here
[in the UK] to an extent. It seems that Spiritu-
alism, within a working class culture, feeds off
the self-making. Having your own say on things
and also autodidacticism — the idea that you
don’t need experts, you don’t need these people
telling you what to do, you just go the library
and read a couple books and you know as much
as they do.

OP: Do you get Spiritualism in European coun-
tries with a socialist history, such as Sweden, or
even Russia, or is it largely in England?

JW: I’m not aware of it in Russia, but I know
there’s a book about it in Iceland. I suppose
Spiritualism took off mainly in the countries
that were just becoming individualised. Amer-
ica in the 1840s was witnessing the birth pangs
of Modernity.4 This something that Bret Caroll
talks about very well — society in America was
in that transitional moment from a pre-modern
society to what we would recognise as a modern
society built on individualism, technology, sci-
ence, progress and the beginning of a split
between science and religion. Spiritualism was
there at that time.

OP: What kind of conclusions are you hoping
to reach from your study?

JW: I’d like to look at Spiritualism historically,
at how it emerged and developed in relation to
modern society. The aim of the ethnographic
side of the project is to simply document what
Spiritualism is about now, and the kind of ‘life
world’, or intellectual world that is inhabited by
Spiritualists. If somebody claims to be a medium
how does s/he work as a medium? How does
s/he claim to develop as a medium, what does it
means to be a medium, and how does s/he nego-
tiate some of the things that being a medium
brings to one’s life?
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trying to communicate. For example if it’s a Na-
tive American spirit then you get the medium,
an old lady for example, taking on the posture
and the voice of a Native American. Often it’s
very canny, and it’s very easy to pick holes in it.
But to go back to what you said about active/pas-
sive, there is a kind of tension within medium-
ship and Spiritualism because some people don’t
like the loss of control within trance medium-
ship. In mental mediumship the medium is in
control.

OP: I thought that the phenomena of speaking
with the voice of the dead person was part of
material mediumship, and therefore part of the
past and now hidden?

JW: The Fox sisters3 are credited with being the
first Spiritualists, they were doing a brisk trade
with table wrapping but all of a sudden trans-
mediumship took off and very much sidelined
them. The methods they were using were slow
and you couldn’t really get a lot of information
through. Whereas the trans-mediums would, for
example, get a fourteen-year-old girl on the plat-
form, put her in a trance and get her to talk
about developments in radio technology or the
telegraph for an hour. Then the people in the
audience would say, “This is convincing”. The
Fox sisters couldn’t compete with that. They
then had their recantation period, where they
said they’d made it all up. But really they were
sidelined because they couldn’t keep up with
developments in mediumship.

OP: Many mediums claim to have Native
American spirit guides. I wondered whether that
is due to the fact that Spiritualism originated in
New York State, USA, and was therefore part of
the romanticisation of the American West by
urban New Yorkers?

JW: Yes. It could be related to the idea of the
noble savage and the exotic other, or it could be
a kind of guilt coming through about what hap-
pened to the Native Americans.

OP: Another thing I’m curious about is the
image of the other world within Spiritualism. It
seems to be exactly like this world only better, as
there’s no illness. In addition to which Spiritu-
alists don’t talk about dying, they simply ‘pass’
to the other side.

JW: It’s very easy to say, “Yes the wife has
passed over and she’s going to be reunited with
her husband”. But what if she’s married and
divorced four times, which husband does she go
to, does the husband really want his new wife
and his ex-wife in Spirit with him? A wife may
have cut up all her husband’s clothes in this life,
but in the other world she doesn’t really mind
him. Everything’s forgiven. According to some
people this is one of the things that heralded the
death of Spiritualism — the image of the after
world was too sweet. Spirits gardening and sit-
ting out on the lawn on hot days.

OP: It’s as if we go and live in a nice 1950s gar-
den suburb when we die.

JW: …which is so easy to parody. Maybe that
kind of twee image of the other world was a
response to the First World War when, perhaps,
the bereaved wanted mediums to say that death
is just like this life. That helped people to think
that there was still a connection. At that time it
was part of the appeal of Spiritualism that the
‘other world’ was so homely. In his book on
Spiritualism, Brett Carol talks about how the
other world that the antebellum Americans visu-
alised was a mirror image of the world that
they lived in. You could die and then progress
through the spheres, in the same way that you
could go out to the American West and make
your fortune. It was democratic but there was
deference — if you were in sphere three you’d
have deference from those below you, and you’d
show deference to those above.

OP: The idea of the other world mirroring the
journey west is interesting as there’s something
within Spiritualism that’s very individualistic,
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‘Invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of prac-
tices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted
rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek
to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour
by repetition, which automatically implies conti-
nuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they
normally attempt to establish continuity with a
suitable historical past.

— Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983)

The spirit of Robin Hood came down
All clothed in Lincoln green
And though he went o’er hill and town
By no man was he seen.
Through fell and dale,
Through fog and smoke,
No answering call to his awoke,
For the good in man was turned to bad
And the spirit of Robin Hood was sad.

Where forest and heath erstwhile had stood
He saw but grime and smoke;
Weird clothes replaced good cloth and hood
And then the spirit spoke:
“Where are the men in all these towns
Who follow the luring call of downs?”

But a silence seemed to greet his call
And the spirit was sad for each and all.

Then swiftly an arrow passed o’er head
And cleared the smoke in twain.
“The Archers of my time” he said
“Are thriving here again”.
With jerkin green and staff in hand
They forced their way across the land
And to make the tally sticks agree
They worked beneath the greenwood tree.

The spirit of Robin laughed aloud
To see such men on earth.
He knew these few would lead the crowd
To clearness and rebirth.
He saw a time, a coming day
Where men should have time for work
and play:
So up he took their Archers song
And hiked with the Kibbo Kift along.

REGENERATION

This spring a piece of graffiti appeared opposite
the London flat in which I live and work.

Though it may seem incongruous to refer to the
famous man of Sherwood Forest in this urban
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Bring Back Robin Hood

Notes on an imagined community (2008 )
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The name Kibbo Kift was alleged to be in an
ancient Kentish dialect, meaning ‘proof of great
strength’.

At its inception, the movement was intended as
a left wing alternative to Baden Powell’s conser-
vative Boy Scouts, for a generation disillusioned
by World War I and the machine age.

On becoming ‘Head Man’ of this new society
the twenty-six year old Hargrave (known as
White Fox) pronounced that the ‘key to health
and well being is to be found in the natural play-
impulse of the child.’ He joined forces with
the Co-operative movement and veterans of
the campaign for women’s suffrage, including
Emmeline Pethick Lawrence.

Unusually for the time, female members had
equal status.

Today I read a report stating that since last year
the number of women attaining top jobs in

Britain have gone down. That means fewer
women MPs (currently 19.3%), cabinet mem-
bers (down from 34.8% to 26.1%), health serv-
ice and local authority chief executives, senior
police officers, judges and heads of professional
bodies.

It seems that we in the arts are also following
this trend. In the Tate Triennial 2009, 25% of the
exhibiting artists are female. This means that
women have 11% less representation than in
2006 at the previous Triennial.

The early interests of the Kibbo Kift ranged from
the cultural to the emancipatory: handicrafts,
poetry and theatre, archery, animal and child
welfare, educational reform, naturism, clothing
reform, Esperanto, yoga, vegetarian and health
food diets, theosophy, anthroposophy and eu-
rhythmic dance.

Hargrave’s charismatic leadership style soon be-
came autocratic and so in 1924 the Co-operators
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setting, the intended meaning of the text is
unambiguous.

The land is part of a large estate of dilapidated
social housing, the ownership and management
of which was recently transferred from the local
government to a charitable (private) company
with close links to the construction industry.

This is an example of the policy of privatising
public services, which was initiated by a Con-
servative government under Margaret Thatcher;
and of free market capitalism that she inaugu-
rated in the 1980s with the notorious statement
“there is no alternative”.

In the London Borough of Hackney (where I am
writing these words) less than a mile form Lon-
don’s financial district, the local government is
pursuing a policy of urban ‘regeneration’.

Last week a new food shop selling organic and
locally sourced produce had an apology in the

window. The high price of wheat has regretfully
given them no choice but to raise the price of a
rustic style loaf of bread to £5.25.

On the radio today I hear that in the UK the
income gap between rich and poor is larger than
at any point since the 1920s.

In August 1920 The Kindred of the Kibbo Kift
was established in England by a renegade group
of Boy Scouts led by the charismatic John Har-
grave.

This now largely forgotten British youth move-
ment was short lived, laden with mysticism and
bordered on being a religious cult for whom
camping was a ritualised spiritual activity. But
they defy categorisation having evolved in the
1930s into a uniformed group (Green Shirt Move-
ment for Social Credit) and later a political party
(the Social Credit Party of Great Britain), who
campaigned for a now discredited monetary re-
form theory.

c h a p t e r v i i i126



In September 2005 I arrange to meet H____
W____ in the village of Coniston in England’s
Lake District, at a ‘living history’ event. H____
W____ arrives in a Kibbo Kift travelling outfit,
distinguishable by its dark green hood and
wooden staff.

THE NORMAN YOKE

The last time England was invaded by a hostile
foreign power was in 1066 when she fell at the
battle of Hastings to William the Conqueror,
of Normandy.

In the story Robin Hood is a plucky Anglo-
Saxon pitted against a foreign oppressor, the
wicked Sheriff of Nottingham.

This Norman was part of a colonial administra-
tion that had dispossessed the ‘free born’ Anglo-
Saxon, with unjust laws written in a foreign
language.

It was a convenient nationalist myth to resurrect
in the 16th century at the time of the reforma-
tion and again in the 17th century, at the time of
the English civil war.

Gerrard Winstanley, the radical leader of the
Levellers, described the execution of King
Charles I by Oliver Cromwell’s republican
forces thus: “William the Conqueror’s successor,
which was Charles, was cast out; and thereby
we have recovered ourselves from under the
Norman yoke”.

The origins of the British credit system can be
traced back to these troubled decades.

Following the ‘bloodless’ Glorious Revolution
of 1688 when the Dutch protestant William of
Orange was invited to invade England, he over-
saw (as king) the importation of the Dutch sys-
tem of a national public debt and founded both
the Bank of England and the London stock
exchange.

With these new financial innovations long-term
bonds could easily be bought and sold. It was
now possible for the government to raise large
sums, kick starting the era of British colonial
expansion.

MAURICE

At the end of the novel Maurice, written in
secret in 1914 but unpublished until after its
author E.M. Forster’s death in 1970, the epony-
mous hero Maurice Hall and his male lover dis-
appear into the greenwood.

They have broken two of the major taboos of
their time, love between those of the same gen-
der and across class boundaries.

Maurice is from a respectable bourgeois family.
He is a political conformist by inclination but
in moments of loneliness, prior to meeting the
working class gamekeeper Alec Scudder, he
thinks of himself as ‘an outlaw in disguise’.

He invokes the spirit of Robin Hood and yearns
for a pre-industrial England.

Perhaps among those who took to the greenwood in
old time there had been two men like himself — two.

Despite his initial appearance as “an untamed
son of the woods”, the enterprising Alec plans
to emigrate to The Argentine, “as woods contain
no ‘openings’ and young men who wanted to get
on must leave them.”

In common with Maurice, he too yearns for a
land that “isn’t all built over and policed”, so like
generations of other Europeans before him he
seeks liberty and social mobility in the colonies.

At the time when Alec Scudder was planning to
emigrate to the republic of Argentina, a-sym-
metric power in trade relations ensured that the
country was becoming part of Britain’s informal
empire.
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left to establish the Woodcraft Folk along dem-
ocratic lines.

Hargrave’s Kibbo Kift was intended as “an im-
plement for social regeneration”; a vanguard
that would show people the way out of the spiri-
tual and physical inertia that resulted frommod-
ern urban living.

This would be achieved through open-air edu-
cation for children, training in woodcraft as a
means of gaining a healthy body and mind, dis-
armament of all nations and a number of now
obscure economic policies that would result in
world peace.

Throughout the 1920s the Kibbo Kift Kindred
indulged in a variety of folk revivalist activities
at ceremonial occasions such as Gleemote and
Althing, which marked the different times of
year.

Along with most of the Kindred, Hargrave had
a day job. He worked as a commercial illustrator
during the week and headed for the countryside
each weekend clad in peculiar costume: Saxon
style jerkin, green hood and a series of futurist
inspired colourful capes and smocks for cere-
monial use.

These surcoats, or silk-embroidered robes, were
worn by the various office-holders such as the
Tallykeeper, Campswarden, Ritesmaster and
Gleeman. Each member took a new Woodcraft
name, for example, Angus McBean, later famous
as a theatrical photographer, became Angus Og.

Appropriately Hargrave had spent some of the
formative years of his childhood in the English
Lake District, where his Quaker parents were
moderately successful landscape painters.

The home of the English Romantic movement.

During the nineteenth century the effect of
Wordsworth’s poetry and the presence of art

historian and social reformer John Ruskin (in
self-imposed exile from the modern industrial
world) combined, in the national imagination, to
transform this poor rural backwater into an idyll.

On a visit to the Museum of London in the
winter of 2003, I see an exhibition on the 1920s
metropole which mentions this obscure youth
movement. In an effort to learn more about
them I make contact with the Kibbo Kift Foun-
dation and enquire whether any of the Kindred
are still alive.

I learn that the last remaining member died just
a few months ago and that all documents are
stored at the Youth Movement Archive at Lon-
don School of Economics.

I enquire whether anyone at the foundation is
willing to be interviewed.

I receive a reply from H____ W____.

He tells me that there are three people involved:
J____ S____ (the original founder member),
“a social creditor of long standing” whom he
doesn’t name, and himself.

The foundation was established in the 1970s
when J____ S____, a musician, wrote a rock opera
about the Kibbo Kift. He made contact with
John Hargrave and together they organised a re-
union of the former members at the Edinburgh
Festival, where J____ S____ was performing.

I ask for a meeting with J____ S____ but I am
refused.

H____W____ on the other hand seems open to
questioning.

He tells me that his involvement in the founda-
tion began only after Hargrave’s death. Origi-
nally a member of the Woodcraft Folk, he had
become intrigued by their early history and the
cultural aspects of the movement.
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so I am happy to hear from the historian.

We meet in the café at the British Library.

He is a small man in his late thirties or early 40s
who, dressed in a brown suit, conforms exactly
to my mental picture of what a historian should
look like.

The historian has travelled here from Birming-
ham.

The foundation are delaying publication of his
book, by refusing permission to use the photos
in the LSE archive. He wants to know if I have
come across any other source of images.

I suggest that he try the archives at the White-
chapel Gallery, in the east end of London, as
the Kibbo Kift made an educational exhibition
there in 1929.

Today I read a letter hand written in 1934 by Kath-

leen Milnes (known as Blue Falcon), addressed
to the curator of the Whitechapel Gallery. She
reminds him that it has been five years since the
exhibition and invites him to a viewing of the
Kin Log— the annals or ‘history’ of the Kibbo
Kift —which she spent seven years elaborately
illustrating.

The historian’s work is a comparison between
the Kibbo Kift and the German Lebensreform
movement. He addresses some of the less
savoury aspects of their history, such as under-
lying anti-Semitism in the Social Credit move-
ment.

We speculate that the foundation doesn’t like
this version of history.
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In 1933, after signing the Roca-Runciman Treaty,
vice president Julio A. Roca Jnr. declared that,
“…from an economic point of view Argentina
is a part of the British Empire”.

Visiting Argentina in October 2005 (four years
after an economic crisis), I am resident in an
industrial suburb of Buenos Aires where the
majority of the factories are now derelict.

On each bus journey into the centre of the
city we pass a proliferation of new Evangelical
churches, a working factory emblazoned with
the logo of the Quaker food company and a
storefront spelling out the word SANTERIA in
bold letters on its sign. The shop sells plaster fig-
urines representing saints, most of who would
not be recognised by the Catholic Church.

These are West African gods brought to the
‘New World’ by slaves and disguised as evan-
gelists and martyrs. But my attention is drawn
to a figure called Santa Gauchito Gil— the little

gaucho who roamed the Pampas stealing cattle
from the rich and giving to the poor.

Eventually a policeman caught up with him and
he met his end strung upside down from a tree.

A handkerchief that had been soaked in Gau-
chito Gil’s blood cured his assassin’s son of a
terrible illness, posthumously ensuring his place
as a ‘saint’ and folk hero.

Whilst I am in Argentina I receive an email from
the elusive J____ S____.

H____ W____ has unexpectedly died.

In 2006 I receive an email from a historian who
has written a book about the Kibbo Kift. He has
heard that I am researching the movement and
requests a meeting.

After H____ W____’s death I had wondered
how to re-establish contact with the foundation,
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Regeneration
Recapitulation
Racial betterment

In the introduction to the Penguin edition of
Maurice, I read that in 1913 E.M. Forster visited
the sexual theorist Edward Carpenter and his
‘Uranian comrade’ George Merrill. Carpenter
was a pacifist who had opposed the Anglo-Boer
war— a brutal Imperialist escapade in what is
now South Africa.

In his book ‘Civilisation, its Cause and Cure’ he
proposes that civilisation is a form of disease
that human societies pass through.

Having made his name at the siege of Mafeking
in the Anglo-Boer War, the social Darwinist and
chief Boy Scout Baden Powell would have had
little in common with the socialist Carpenter.

However, influenced by the writings of the
American E.T. Seaton, he too sought the regen-

eration of Western civilisation through recla-
mation of ‘uncivilised’ native practices

A new Rosicrucian Brotherhood:
1) Draw apart from the majority
2) Shape an active minority
3) Go back into, and influence, the majority

During the economic crisis of 1931, after the gold
standard was abandoned, Hargrave announced
the ‘great work’ for which he had been preparing
the Kibbo Kift.

Social Credit now became the Kibbo Kift’s cen-
tral tenet. They abandoned camping and took
to the cities wearing the new ‘Green Shirt’ uni-
form, with the intention of becoming a mass
movement.

‘Social Credit’ was an economic theory devel-
oped by Major C.H. Douglas—a former railway
engineer who had worked in both Argentina
and India.
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Olivia Plender, ‘Social Credit Diagram’, ink on paper, 2008



Next Stage:
a) Propaganda
b) Agitational Demonstration
c) Final Conflict

Banish depression: the Dawn is Here!

When a movement lacks political power to achieve
its ends… it can still attempt to operate in the
domain of symbols. By manipulating the symbolic
order, it is possible to develop a counterverity that
challenges official doctrine. Since the battle is being
fought only on the level of symbols, victory can be
achieved through sustained and clever campaign-
ing, even when the two sides have highly unequal
resources and access to the public.

— Alland and Alland (1994)

Greenshirt numbers dwindled when an act of
parliament was passed, banning political groups
from wearing uniform in public places.

Their activities were suspended during World
War II.

In 1950Hargrave made a final attempt to get into
parliament as the Social Credit Party candidate
for Stoke Newington and Hackney North, Lon-
don.

But after a disastrous lack of interest from the
electorate he wound the organisation up in 1951
and retreated into mysticism, by becoming a
faith healer.

He subsequently spent his spare time writing a
biography of the medieval occultist Paracelsus.
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Social Credit theory states that in a capitalist
society the community can never buy all of the
goods that it produces because financiers take
money out of the system.

Douglas sought to balance production and con-
sumption by applying the ideas of the just price
and the social dividend.

Awake! Awake!
The torch of truth is alight
In the hands of the men in green
Follow the green
Follow the torch of truth

And the truth is this:
That poverty in the midst of plenty is a tragic
absurdity that no free community will tolerate
indefinitely.

Down with Money Power!

In the Middle Ages theologians debated economic
issues. The Catholic Schoolmen struggled over ques-
tions of justice and morality in the market place.
In particular they devised the doctrine of the ‘just
price’ and refined the Church view of usury. Whereas
the Old Testament specifically forbade lending at
interest to members of the same community, medieval
theologians tried to separate the different components
of interest such as risk, opportunity cost, inflation
and inconvenience in order to perforate the solid
prohibition and permit loopholes. If they continued
to deliver orthodox biblical interpretations that
challenged commercial activity, the Schoolmen would
lose their relevance, because many people were will-
ing to take their chances with divine retribution…
When Protestants split the flock, the task grew even
less manageable.

— Buchholz (1989)

On Sunday October 30th 1932 the Kibbo Kift
entered their third phase when a detachment of
kinsmen and ‘Green Shirt’ associates joined the
hunger demonstration in Trafalgar square.
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Rel ig ion

Pilgrimages should be taken on foot. But twenty-six miles was a long way to walk; and
as public transportation was ill-suited to meditation they rented an old cabriolet, which
after a twelve-hour ride deposited them at the inn.



The friar told him that, if he would only believe what he was
now hearing, he would go to Heaven there to enjoy glory and
eternal rest, but that, if he would not, he would be consigned
to Hell, where he would endure everlasting pain and torment.
The lord Hatuey thought for a short while and then asked the
friar whether Christians went to Heaven.
When the reply came that good ones do, he retorted, without
need for further reflection, that, if that was the case, then he
chose to go to Hell to ensure that he would never again have
to clap eyes on those cruel brutes.

this conversation could be in black/white or in (techni)colour.

Quote from: A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies by Bartolomé De Las Casas (1542)
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Education, mus ic ,

urban plann ing,

arguments with

everyone around them

They procured several books about education and settled on a system. All metaphysical
ideas would be banned. They would use the experimental method to let nature take its
course. There was no hurry: first the children had to forget what they had previously learned.

Rousseau, in Emile, advises the tutor to have the student create his own toys, with as
little guidance as possible. But Bouvard couldn’t manage to make a hoop, nor Pécuchet
to sew a ball.

Meanwhile the innkeeper had taken a liking to Bouvard […] He had some queer ideas
about education. By the end of school, one should know how to treat the sick, under-
stand scientific discoveries, and take an interest in the arts! The demands of his program
caused friction with Petit; and he hurt the captain’s feelings by claiming that soldiers,
instead of wasting their time in manoeuvres, would do better to grow vegetables.
When the topic turned to free trade, he brought Pécuchet along with him – and during
the entire winter, the café was filled with furious faces, scornful gestures, insults, and
shouts, plus some bangs on the table that made the beer glasses jump.

And so everything has fallen apart in their hands.
They no longer have any interest in life.
A good idea nurtured by each one in secret. They hide it from one another. Now and
again they smile when they think of it; then they tell each other about it simultane-
ously: to copy.
[…]
They set to it.



hroughout their long history, board
games have stood as simplifying meta-
phors for human interaction. The

board game maps out a limited set of relation-
ships, provides them with a set of rules and thus
orchestrates an intense examination of a partic-
ular aspect of life. The power of the board game
lies in simplicity and repetition. Although the
metaphor embodied in the game has historically
been related to warfare (chess, drafts and gomost
obviously), the relationship between the game
board and the economy is also long-standing.
This is particularly explicit in the popular com-
mercial games published from the end of the
nineteenth century onwards (primarily in the
US) which combined simulated commercial
activity with simple moral messages. Games
such as The Game of the District Messenger Boy
(McLoughlin 1896), The Amusing Game of Inno-
cence Abroad (Parker 1889), Across the Continent
(Parker 1899), Broadway (Parker 1917) and of
course Monopoly (Parker 1935) all used the
domain of the game board actively to promote
ideas of personal advancement, virtuous com-
petitiveness and, occasionally, commercial phi-
lanthropy. The relationship between the game
board and economic activity is, however, more
complex and of far longer standing than these
caricatures of capitalism suggest.

THE GAME BOARD ECONOMY

In around 1180 Richard FitzNeal, Treasurer to
Henry II of England, published The Dialogue
Concerning the Exchequer. TheDialogue takes the

classical form of a didactic debate between a
Master and his Disciple. At the outset, the Dis-
ciple enquires after the origins of the name ‘ex-
chequer’ to which the Master replies:

“…[ J]ust as, in a game of chess, there are
certain grades of combatants and they pro-
ceed or stand still by certain laws or limi-
tations, some presiding and others advanc-
ing: so, in this, some preside, some assist
by reason of their office, and no one is free
to exceed the fixed laws.”

By the time this was written, the use of the
exchequer was already widespread in the gover-
nance of the British feudal economy. The ex-
chequer itself consisted of a large cloth marked
with a rectilinear grid upon which counters and
tallies standing for various assets and debts were
placed and reconciled against each other. As the
Dialogue continues, a cast of players and the
rules of the game are introduced, which together
formed the fiscal structure of medieval England.
As the Master suggests, the use of the exchequer
allowed the complex and often opaque econ-
omy of a feudal system to be ‘played’ as though
it were a board game.
The exchequer proved so enduring as a prac-

tical metaphor because from the outset it did
what all game boards do: it made the multiple,
overlapping dynamics of a real political econ-
omy visible and, because of its simplicity, legi-
ble. But the simplicity of the exchequer is de-
ceptive. Not only does the quietly ordered sur-
face of the chequerboard mask the power rela-
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Games of Exception
a ngu s c am e ron
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Olivia Plender, ‘Set Sail for the Levant’, ink on paper, 2007



tent — has changed according to the predilec-
tions of the time and the purposes of its maker.
The winning square can, for example, represent
a relatively simple appeal to material success,
such as the golden goose egg in Singer’s 1890
‘traditional’ version. Elsewhere, the game takes
the form of an elaborate morality tale. In The
Mansion of Happiness (Parker 1894, based on an
1843 original) players race for the eponymous
mansion (which, of course, also carries the im-
plication of material wealth) by overcoming a
series of moral challenges (the inn, passion,
idleness, the road of folly, summit of dissipa-
tion, etc.) and obstacles (the robber, the pillory,
prison, etc.) and benefiting from positive squares
(truth, modesty, humanity, charity, etc.). Not all
players of the game are guaranteed entry to the
mansion — certain combinations of the dice and
the rules of squares would condemn a player to
‘remain as he was’ indefinitely — condemned to
moral turpitude.
If the game can be adapted to stifling conser-

vatism and sledgehammer moralism, it could
also, on occasions, take on a more explicitly
political purpose. In Pank-a-squith (c.1909, pub-
lisher unknown), the spiral path of the game
leads towards a seat in the British House of
Commons and tracks the progress of the Suf-

fragette Movement towards female emancipa-
tion and political power. The name is a contrac-
tion of the names of the chief protagonists of
the time—Emmeline Pankhurst and Prime Min-
ister Herbert Asquith— though the sympathies
of the game are clearly with the Suffragettes.
The board carries the green and purple colours
of the movement and landing on square 16 re-
quires the player to donate a penny to Suffra-
gette funds. A more sinister version of the Game
of the Goose was distributed by Nazi Germany
after Western allied forces invaded Italy during
the Second World War. In Gioco delle 3 (com-
plete with printed dice and counters) players spi-
ralled in towards an Axis victory and the ‘ordine
nuovo’ of a fascist Europe past symbolic obsta-
cles including Churchill, Stalin, a Menorah, the
Star of David and Uncle Sam.

SET SAI L FOR THE LEVANT

Olivia Plender’s most recent version, Set Sail
for the Levant, combines the spatio-economic
metaphorization of the Exchequer with the moral
directedness (and ambiguity) of the original
Game of the Goose. As with The Mansion of Hap-
piness, this is a game of high moral and financial
stakes: you win great wealth (and escape) or you
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tions it seeks to simplify but, in making them
legible in particular ways, also actively structures
that which it claims merely to represent. The
dialogue between economy and exchequer runs
in both directions.

LINES AND GRIDS

Any game board, whether its purpose is domes-
tic entertainment or fiscal governance, is a visual
systematization of rule. In all cases, the system
is represented as a series of lines dividing the
game plane as a whole from the wider world,
and the various elements within it from each
other. In the case of the exchequer, the gridded
cloth had an external boundary marked by a
raised wooden bar. This physical edge to the
domain of the exchequer, whilst eminently prac-
tical because it prevented counters falling off the
table, also achieved the conceptually far more
significant process of ‘framing’. The bounded
space of the medieval exchequer cloth antici-
pates the flat isotropics of the modern(ist) politi-
cal map by imposing an element of cartographic
rationalism onto a conceptual abstraction. The
wooden border of the exchequer table may have
been a practical convenience, but it also nor-
malised a particular species of boundary — lin-
ear, discontinuous, legible — that would only
centuries later be adopted by nation states. Al-
though impossible to plot on a map (which for
all their apparent abstraction always retain some
analogous relationship with a territory) eco-
nomic spaces are and always have been digital —
ordered, serial, replicable, systemic represen-
tations. The semiotic device of the border lends
to the indeterminate domain of an economy the
comforting appearance of an ordered and clearly
bounded spatial reality.
If the frame of the game board distinguishes

inside and outside, the internal grid establishes
its hierarchies and regions. On the chess board
so beloved of our Master of the Exchequer the
squares constrain the movement of the pieces
and partially determine territory (more so in the
Chinese variants), but the more formal rules

apply to classes (in every sense) of pieces. Al-
though the impersonal and identical counters
on a go board do not move around, and sit on
the junctions of lines rather than the spaces
between them, they nevertheless enclose and
contain territories in ways constrained by the
game’s few rules.
The prevalence of grids on board games

clearly has an affinity with the map. Tropics and
meridians, the equator, the rhumb lines of por-
tolan charts and, latterly, latitude and longitude
have all come to be accepted as necessary, na-
tural even, in the functional representation of
space. Translated onto the game board, however,
these lines often have a different purpose. Here
they do not even pretend to be a neutral con-
ceptual architecture to help us locate objects and
events in space, but are an active element in the
moral domain of game space. Game boards ‘bor-
row’ the cartographic convention of the coordi-
nate grid to shape the play — giving the digital
abstraction of the exchequer cloth the illusion
of an analogue cartographic representation.

GAMES OF THE GOOSE

Many games use combinations of spatial repre-
sentation and the visual semiotic of the grid to
create game spaces oriented towards particular
moral, political and/or economic outcomes. Of
these, the many variants of the Game of the
Goose (c.16th century onwards) convert and
extend the grid into a linear track along which
the players race, overcoming various obstacles
on the way, as they spiral in towards the winning
square at the centre of the board. Here the grid
is no longer an open space of (relatively) free
movement, but a disciplining, normative con-
duit along which, whatever the comings and
goings of actual play, only one direction leads
to the telos of victory.
The game has many ancient precursors, the

modern version probably originating as a meta-
phor for religious pilgrimage. Although the form
of the game has remained constant, its mean-
ing — its narrative and moral and political con-
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Olivia Plender, ‘Set Sail for the Levant’,

installation view,The Drawing Room, London, 2008
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are cast into poverty and are ‘greeted by death’.
Progress through the game is determined by the
usual combination of luck and rules (the latter
determined by detailed instructions for each
square of the spiral grid) with the added com-
ponent of individual ruthlessness (players can
choose to pay bribes to get round particular pro-
hibitions or obstacles). While the metaphoric
space of the exchequer abstracted and simplified
the messy reality of economic activity, here com-
plexity is restored. Although dominated by the
rigours of money and industrial capital, Plen-
der’s moral political economy is also populated,
for good or ill, by the Church, the City, the Uni-
versity, knowledge, mutual association, taxation
and politics all of which carry various temp-
tations, rewards and penalties. The spectres of
Hegel, Marx, Proudhon and Gramsci share the
board with the ghosts of SirWilliam Petty, Adam
Smith, John Maynard Keynes and Milton Fried-
man. The game is rigged, however, so that ori-
entalism, cynical rationalism and capitalism
combine to overcome agrarian and industrial
associationalism to produce the ultimate winner
of the game — the sinister figure of ‘the Levant’.
The Levant wins in more ways than one.

Within the confines of the game, the Levant
(etymologically alluding to stealing, fleeing, fly-
ing) not only absconds with all the cash, he also
evades his debts and escapes the law. His victory
is complete, crushing. But in realising this total
victory the Levant also breaks out of the con-
ventional rules of the game board itself. The
Levant does not spiral into a fixed point on the
board where he stays smugly in his ‘mansion of
happiness’. The Levant passes out of the rule
bound space of the game into a different legal
domain altogether — he goes ‘offshore’. Accord-
ing to the rules he can return to his (newly lib-
eralised) economic homeland, welcomed despite
his nefarious past by the waiting embrace of
government to lend his ‘ill-gotten gains’ to other
players — but only if he chooses to. The moment
of his ultimate victory signals not merely an end
to a game, therefore, but the transfer of power
over the game to the one player who no longer

inhabits it. The victor in Set Sail for the Levant
does not merely win the game by beating the
other players, but suborns the sovereign power
of the game’s internal world: ‘Sovereign is he’,
in Carl Schmitt’s oft-cited formulation, ‘who
decides on the exception’.
Legal boundaries are not the only ones rep-

resented by Set Sail for the Levant not least
because this board game is also an art object.
Like the ‘economic’ board games cited above,
Set Sail for the Levant is both a commodity in its
own right and a narrative on processes of com-
modification. Further, Plender’s ‘game’ straddles
two contrasting modes of commodification —
the printed mass market object and the singu-
lar, hand-crafted objet d’art. Both are also, of
course, present in the metaphoric economic
spaces of the game itself — the Levant as both
person and destination embodying the morally
and spatially transcendent power of money.
This game could be printed in its thousands and
packaged up for Christmas or bought from a
chic gallery by a real-life Levant splashing out
on ironic cultural credibility and a tax break.
Ultimately it is this unsettling polyvalence

that lends Set Sail for the Levant not just its inter-
est as an object, but its mimetic power. Like the
Exchequer cloth, it is an object that occupies the
nested spatialities it represents. Unlike the Ex-
chequer, which provided an open-ended meta-
phorization for the spatio-legal conception of
‘the’ economy, Set Sail for the Levant turns legi-
bility back on itself to confound the comfortable
illusion of the bounded grid. For all their famil-
iarity the simple grids of economy/game/map
are not contained, not regular or isotropic and
not neutral with respect to that upon which they
impose structure. Assaulted by power of money,
the sovereign space of the game economy is
burst apart and instantly remade in a recursive
loop in which, for all the violence and passion
unleashed, nothing really changes. The Levant
always wins, the bankers get their bonuses, we
go back to the start and we play the game again.
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Set Sail for the Levant
Based on the ancient Royal and Entertaining Game of the Goose
played by Francesco de’ Medici, the Grand Duke of Tuscany.

LUNAR METE
The fault is great in man or woman
Who steals a goose from off a common;
But who can plead that man’s excuse
Who steals a common from a goose?

The Game begins and you find yourself in the unfortunate position of being a poor Commoner, whom
circumstances have forced off the Land and obliged to take to the road. The Rural Mansions which by
ancient right you once enjoyed have been enclosed; that pretty Plot of Ground like a Meadow, the lit-
tle Rib of Tillage for Bread-Corn and Slender Orchards where formerly you grazed your Goose. An
Act of Parliament dictates that henceforth profit-à-prendre is no more and in this Golden Valley (as in
every other) the Fields, Fens and Forests are now for the sole use of The Gentry and The Clergy. You
stand accused of laziness, being independent of the Cash Economy and therefore unwilling to make
your labour available for hire. Common Custom is destroyed, Good Neighbours can no longer offer
succour in times of want, so throw yourself naked on the Charity of The Parish or migrate to The City
in order to seek The Wage. At the start of The Game you receive ten Gold Pieces and a Loaf of Bread
from the sale of all your possessions, but are immediately obliged to pay two Gold Pieces to the author-
ities in lieu of rent before you can embark on a Journey.

RULES OF THE GAME

Casting a NINE in the first throw entitles you to move immediately to the space so marked. If by
chance the following throw yields the same, then you may advance yet again to the next square marked
as a nine.

A piece landing on the figure of the WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN may cast the dice again.
If this brings you to anotherWORLD TURNEDUPSIDE DOWN you may cast again and so on until
you reach a different figure.

In order to enter SOLE VINCE the throw must be exact, otherwise you are obliged to advance and
recede back down the board in accordance with the number of steps represented by the figure on
the dice.
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WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN A piece landing on the figure of the
WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN may cast the dice again. If this brings
you to another WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN you may cast again and
so on until you reach a different figure.

BRIDGE Pay a toll to the value of two gold pieces and advance to the font of
KNOWLEDGE.

PORTIONE Pay a tithe to the value of one Gold Piece to THE CHURCH.

THE DANCE You succumb to the allurement of irregularities and miss a turn.
Or if you are smarted by the accusation of Laziness and wish to advance, you
may pay a bribe to the value of one Gold Piece to whomsoever is willing to take
your place at THE DANCE and cast the dice again.

WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN A piece landing on the figure of the
WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN may cast the dice again. If this brings
you to another WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN you may cast again and
so on until you reach a different figure.

POACHING Whilst looking for nuts you successfully poach a rabbit from
Church Lands worth one Gold Piece. If another player lands on the same square
they are obliged to pay you to the value of one Gold Piece for a taste of the meat.

LAETITIA Joy, delight, gladness, beauty, grace, sanity, health, matters of the
head, bearded, a very good geomantic figure. You assist a Farmer to bring in his
Harvest. Receive two bottles of Beer in payment, valued together at one Gold
Piece.

Should you at any time be obliged to return to the village at LUNARMETE, you
will receive a loaf of bread from your family.

If at any point you want for succour or funds you may go back to the square
marked THE CHURCH to beg for monies and miss a turn. If you have no cap-
ital to secure the loan then the interest is equal to the loan itself and your debt
doubles, at which point you may beg for more monies to repay the increased
debt and so on.

So it would seem that there is only one way out of this predicament: to set sail
for lands where the law can’t reach you. The winner absconds to the edge of the
known world leaving their debts unpaid. The losers are financially ruined and
cast into a state of penury where they are greeted by DEATH.

You may also use this board for the purposes of fortune telling.

PRAEDIUM (farm)
Stand (says the Philosopher) from betwixt
Me and the Sun, lest thou take away
What thou can’st not give me. For,
In those places where the Poor are
Deprived of their Common Pasturage,
The most comfortable Gift of a Free
Country is taken away.

VIA Path, way, street, highway, journey, direction, ways and means, the ways of
one’s life. Affects other good figures unfavourably, but is beneficial when the
question concerns journeys. Ruled by the waxing side of the lunar cycle, the
East and Day.

PREDIAL Agrarian (historical) of a tithe relating to agricultural produce. Relat-
ing to or denoting a slave or tenant attached to Farms or the Land.

FARROW Litter of Pigs, of a sow, give birth to. Your journey is a weary one so
you rest for the night in a Pig-sty and awake refreshed. Having lost the ties of vil-
lage obligation that once bound you to your fellows, you are free to steal a Pig
to the value of two Gold Pieces.
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MOUNTEBANK Unused to the ways of the road you meet a Trickster and lose
all your money. This Buccaneer was once a Commoner like yourself. Pay every-
thing you have to the authorities and go back to square one.

CITY GATE Pay a bribe to the value of one Gold Piece to the Gate-Keeper to
allow you entry.

THE STREET You are obliged to seek a place to stay. Pay two Gold Pieces to the
authorities in rent or go to PRISON for the charge of vagrancy.

SOCIAL ASPIRATION Be aware that you are now a member of the newly cre-
ated industrial Working Class and go to THE FACTORY.

THE FACTORY Industrial Slavery. Miss a turn or become a Soldier and go to
the WAR.

CAUDA DRACONIS The dragon’s tail, the exit, the underworld, harbinger of
evil and disaster. An extremely bad figure. If you have previously borrowed
monies in the guise of alms from THE CHURCH then now is the time to return
them.

NINES Casting a NINE in the first throw entitles you to move immediately to
the space so marked. If by chance the following throw yields the same, then you
may advance yet again to the next square marked as a nine.

KNOWLEDGE You meet a wandering Mystic who teaches you to read. Go to
SCHOOL.

AMISSIO Loss, taken away, loss through death, theft, bankruptcy, a bad figure.
Your purse is stolen. Give up everything you have to the authorities and go back
to square one.

WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN A piece landing on the figure of the
WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN may cast the dice again. If this brings
you to another WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN you may cast again and
so on until you reach a different figure.

THE CHURCH (Vox Dei). Miss a turn to listen to the sermon and if you are in
need you may beg for monies. If you have no Capital to secure the loan then the
interest is equal to the loan itself and your debt doubles.

CONJUNCTION Uniting, connection, recovery of lost things, gathering
together, reunion, collection, treaties, contracts, marriage. Conjunction is on the
positive side of neutral. Remembering the customary behaviour of the village,
the companionship of the Open Field and the Common Culture of joint agri-
cultural practise, you may borrow without interest from whomsoever will grant
you a loan. But be warned that Social Ties are now so weakened that they may
demand a return of the loan at whatsoever moment suits them.

CAPUT DRACONIS The dragon’s head (in astrology), the northern node of
the moon, an entrance, the upper threshold, the upper world. If you have pre-
viously borrowed monies in the guise of alms from THE CHURCH then now
is the time to return them and advance to the CITY GATE.

TAVERN Idleness that fell Root on which VICE always finds it easy to graft her
most favourite plants! The lure of warm discourse entices you to drink a bottle
of Beer and miss two turns. But if a player enters the tavern while you are in res-
idence, steal all their money and advance to the CITY GATE.
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TRISTITIA Sadness, misery, melancholy, humiliation, diminution, poverty,
damnation, the bad side of all things, change for the worse. After an unsuccess-
ful industrial action your family go hungry and you lose your home. Pay every-
thing you have to the authorities and go back to THE STREET.

THE MARKET Having lost the ties of village obligation that once bound you
to your fellows, you are free to steal a cooked ham valued at one Gold Piece. Go
to FORTUNA MINOR.

WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN A piece landing on the figure of the
WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN may cast the dice again. If this brings
you to another WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN you may cast again and
so on until you reach a different figure.

PENSARE – SEATOF EXPECTATION Ponder, moment of reflection, thought.
Miss a turn. If another player lands on the same figure whilst you are there, you
form a Friendly Society that obliges you both to share your funds so that each
has the equal amount of monies.

TAXATION – RATES Pay a tax on your house of one Gold Piece to the city
authorities.

FORTUNA MINOR The lesser fortune, external aid, protection. Ruled by the
sun at night. Beneficial but not as good as FORTUNA MAJOR. After a suc-
cessful industrial action your pay increases and your working hours decrease.
Receive a pig worth two Gold Pieces.

SCHOOL Plod, work slowly, persevering at dull task. Miss a turn.

RUBEUS – WAR Redness, passion, vice, temper, destructive fire, bad omen, a
sign, slaughter, rape. An extremely bad figure. You are conscripted into the army.
Miss a turn or pay a bribe to the value of five Gold Pieces in order to try your
luck with the dice again.

PUER A boy, son, servant, employee, beardless, rash, inconsiderate, liberal, a
fighter, a malevolent figure, except in combat or love. You may exchange places
with any player on the board that you so choose.

PUELLA A girl, daughter young wife, nurse, pleasant pure, clean, immaculate,
unfortunate figure. A beneficial external appearance may hide an underlying
harmfulness. You may exchange places with any player on the board that you so
choose.

THEWELL Pay a stake to the value of one Gold Piece for a wash and miss two
turns. But if another player lands on the same space whilst you are in residence,
you may charge them the price of one Gold Piece for a taste of any Victuals that
you have and cast the dice again.

WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN A piece landing on the WORLD
TURNEDUPSIDE DOWNmay move forward again the same distance. If this
brings it to another WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN, it moves forward
the same distance again and so on, until it reaches a different figure.

MUTUAL ASSOCIATION
Feast of the Happy Village! Where art Thou?
Phshaw! Thou wert vulgar — we are splendid now.
Yet poor man’s pudding — rich with spicy crumbs,
And tiers of currants, thick as both my thumbs,
Where art thou, festal pudding of our sires?
Gone, to feed fat the heirs of thieves and liars.

You remember the companionship of the village and establish a trade union in
order to fight for better working conditions. Pay one Gold Piece in membership
fees and go to FORTUNA MINOR.
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POPULUS An assembly, the people, union, society, crowd, gang, congregation,
the figure has a mutable character, sometimes good and sometimes bad depend-
ing on circumstance. Ruled by the waning side of the moons cycle, the west and
the night. After leading the insurrection you become a member of the new rul-
ing elite. Go to FORTUNA MAJOR.

CARCER – A PRISON Enclosure, confinement, arrest, delay, servitude,
bondage. If CARCER a malevolent figure appears in the first house, the chart is
to be destroyed and no divination attempted that day. Miss two turns and then
return to square one as a discredited and broken figure, or pay a bribe to the
value of five Gold Pieces to stay where you were.

HUSTINGS The Great Profanum Vulgus speaks. Democracy is established but
you are accused of corruption by your enemies. Go to PRISON.

FORTUNAMAJOR The greater fortune, good luck, safeguard, success, victory,
prosperity, position in society, entry. Ruled by the sun during its daylight period.
An extremely Good figure. You are now a member of government. Receive a fat
Goose valued at five Gold Pieces.

THE MARKET So dramatic have the changes to the Oeconomy been of late
that food is now unaffordable, prices having been pushed up by innovation and
speculation in the Money MARKET. New faces have set out their Stalls and as
you have no Education you cannot take part and sell your Services. Go back to
SCHOOL.

THE CASTLE Return to THE CITY to find THE CASTLE rebuilt and your
home now returned to the hands of a private landlord. Repay everything you
owe to THE CHURCH and go to prison for your role in the Revolutionary Gov-
ernment.

SOCIAL ASPIRATION Go back to PRISON.

WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN A piece landing on the figure of the
WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN may cast the dice again. If this brings
you to another WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN you may cast again and
so on until you reach a different figure.

PRIEST You are advised to go to UNIVERSITY. Move forward one step.

UNIVERSITY You discover that this is a place only for Priests and the Sons of
Merchants. Go back to square one.

PILLORY The bitter fruits of Dearth combine with the denial of Moral Oecon-
omy and force you to steal. The Commoner stands accused by those better, as
one of a sordid race, lazy and dangerous, wild and unproductive like the com-
mons themselves, foreign and uncultivated as the land that once fed you. Miss
a turn.

WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN A piece landing on the figure of the
WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN may cast the dice again. If this brings
you to another WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN you may cast again and
so on until you reach a different figure.

REVOLUTIO THE CHURCH and THE CASTLE are destroyed, move forward
five paces.

ACQUISITIO All land is seized from THE CHURCH and The Aristocracy,
becoming property of the newly formed State. The means of getting those essen-
tials necessary for life (food, fuel and a house to live in) are now held in com-
mon and the prices controlled. You may forcibly take five Gold Pieces from The
Church, which has pledged it unconditionally in order to ensure the survival of
religion.



PROLOGUE

“We have begun another campaign against the Foreign Enemies of the Country. Why should we not
attempt a campaign also against our great domestic foe, by which I mean the hitherto unconquered
sterility of so large a proportion of the surface of this kingdom? Let us not be satisfied with the liber-
ation of Egypt or the subjugation of Malta, but let us subdue Finchley Common; let us conquer Houn-
slow Heath; let us compel Epping Forest to submit to the yoke of improvement.’

After some years in the Near Orient waging War and building Business Interests, the one time Debtor
is transformed into a Wealthy Merchant. Owing to an auspicious period of Oeconomic Liberalisation
in your homelands the Government is now willing to welcome you back with open arms, so that you
might in your turn declare war on those Commoners who wish to continue the Barbaric and Primitive
practise of sharing Land in Common.

Now that you have friends in government and have found respectability sitting on the board of a
recently founded Museum, you are able to own those things that once were held in Common and
establish a monopoly on Banking. In the next round of the game you may lend your ill-gotten gains
to the other players in place of THE CHURCH. But if you run out of money THE CHURCH will
abandon you as a partner in order to ensure it’s own survival, and you must re-enter the Game at the
beginning again.

c h a p t e r x 157

DEATH Pay fifteen Gold Pieces in order to engage a Priest to intercede with
God on your behalf, or leave the board. You may not beg for Alms from THE
CHURCH upon this occasion.

BATTLE Restoration of the former Social Order. Pay everything you have to the
authorities or become a Soldier and go to fight in a counter revolutionary WAR
sponsored by a foreign Government with interests in your country.

ALBUSWhite, fair, dazzling beauty, illumination, wisdom, sagaciousness, prof-
itable. Good in business and entering somewhere. Pay the carter to the value of
one Gold Piece to carry your bags and advance to meet the QUARTERMAS-
TER. Or if another player lands on this figure when you are in residence then
you may carry their bags and take the fee yourself.

QUARTERMASTER You receive Victuals for the journey and pause to taste
them. Miss a turn or pay a bribe to the value of five Gold Pieces for a chance to
try your luck with the dice again. Throwing a double of any number enables you
to advance to SOLE VINCE. If another player lands on this figure when you are
in residence then you are at liberty to receive the bribe yourself, on the proviso
that you have Victuals left.

SOLE VINCE Steal the entirety of Gold belonging to the other players and Set
Sail for The Levant leaving your own Debts unpaid.
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The ir copy

They copy haphazardly, whatever falls into their hands, all the newspapers and man-
uscripts they come across, tobacco packets, old newspapers, lost letters, believing it all
to be important and worth preserving. Notes from authors previously read. They have
plenty to copy, for on the outskirts of the town is a bankrupt paper mill, from which
they buy masses of old papers.
But soon they feel the need to make some sort of classification […] so they copy everything
over in a large business register. The pleasure they feel in the physical act of copying.



1 st august 2009

I am in Helsinki but Helsinki is more like Istan-
bul. We are at the post office. I go in, stand in
line and suddenly see that the floor is covered in
water. It’s as if I am standing in the sea... the
waves are coming in and then the tide rushes
away. Everyone in the post-office starts scream-
ing because there are fish in the water that are a
little like leeches sucking blood through shoes...
I pick the fish off my feet, throw them towards
the coming tide and start running for the eleva-
tor...

4 th august 2009

I am trying to catch a plane to America. I am
nervous because in the past I have been working
illegally in that country and so I am afraid that
the authorities won’t let me back in. Instead of
the airport I am in a large and attractive park or
garden full of people. I am with my mother, who
is being very nice to me. I have to walk all over
different areas of the park in order to organise
my departure. First I try to get a visa. It gets
ripped by mistake so I have to get another, then
I lose my suitcase. I am running out of time…
there is only half an hour to catch the plane. I
look for the check in and it turns out that it is in
the Tate Gallery, which is like a big pavilion in

the middle of the park. A group of artists have
made a very aggressive exhibition inside. I enter
and I am immediately met by a very loud noise,
bright lights, sudden darkness. My senses are
deranged. I exit and find a guard who shows me
a way of getting around the exhibition. Eventu-
ally I make it to the airplane on time and every-
thing is fine. I am worried about my visa but to
my surprise all the American customs officers
are extremely nice to me. Then I realise that this
is because I have travelled to the 1970s.

4 th august 2009

I was moving to the countryside, to a farm of
some kind. It was not in Iceland but it was not
the house in the picture either… The next thing
I know, there was some kind of an election and
politicians all over the place making speeches
and trying to recruit voters, smiling and shaking
hands. They were all in a small room in this new
house of mine and I was in the kitchen making
food for a political rally, baking and making cof-
fee. I was bitching about politics and the absurd-
ity of democracy and pointing at the room full
of politicians as an example. I had to feed all the
voters who were in the other room and fit stuff
into bottles. I opened one of the cupboards in
the kitchen and it was full of funnels of different
shapes and sizes. I picked out a really big one
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begin behaving as if the hut is a shop and they
have a right to be in there. They look through
my clothes in order to take some of them, but
there is no lock on the door and so we can’t stop
them. I think to myself,
“I can’t look after everything. I will just remove
my favourite things.” But as I am doing this, a
girl starts telling me,
“We might take some things, you should be
more careful.”
To which I reply,
“I am trusting you.”
She tells me that I should put labels next to my
clothes telling people not to take them. This
makes me angry. I don’t see the need as I have
taken a decision to trust people, because this is
the kind of world that I want to live in. I would
rather lose some of my things than waste time
writing labels, as maintaining my sense of trust
in people is more important than the objects
themselves.

19 th august 2009

I was staying in Venice at a friend’s house, which
was really more like a pavilion. The house was
really big, with a garden in the middle, a balcony
and three floors. I was travelling between all
these places, always having interesting conver-
sations with different groups of people. We were
talking about art history, the power of art histo-
rians. While we were talking we were watching a
women called E working. We could peek into

the window of her study from the balcony.
She was typing on a typewriter and looking for
books in her library. In the dream she was an
art-historian and we on the balcony talked about
her as one of those that really manipulate his-
tory and misuse power. I remember a long dis-
cussion about knowledge but mostly about how
to hold it inside, as if knowledge is something
you store in your body. There were different
opinions on where and how to store it. One
thing was strange… it was really clear that I was
in Venice but there were no canals that I could
see. The next thing I remember, I was in a penal
colony, with a similar group of people. We were
digging some holes and making a road. I went
with a group up onto the grass roof of one of the
houses. It was really one of those green archi-
tecture houses, almost built into the ground. We
were emptying some bags that were stored up
there—actually it was bags of cat-food. One bag
was full of bees and when emptied they started
chasing us. They were all over us and then we
realised that we were basically on top of a bee-
hive. I started running up a hill and from there
I noticed that this place has all the seasons.
Upon the hill I turned 360 degrees and saw
spring, summer, autumn and winter. I decided
to run into the winter part, because I was sure
that the bees cannot survive there but I was
wrong. They were there but died when they hit
the snow, so I dug myself in.
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and was pouring coffee and pancake dough into
bottles to feed the people…

7 th august 2009

I was in a surprise party at an unknown house.
The food was all over the house and you had to
pair it in some way. Let’s say that if you picked
up some chips in the kitchen, you had to go to
the bathroom and dip them into the dressing
there before you could eat them. It was played
out as some sort of a game but I knew that you
had to make the right pairings, otherwise some-
thing really horrible would happen. The pair-
ings where not obvious at all, nothing as simple
as the chip and the dressing thing, but much
more elaborate, like chicken wing under the bed
and a guacamole dip behind the sofa or break-
fast cereal in the garden and cranberry juice in
the hallway under the floorboards.

14 th august 2009

I dream that I arrive in a town that I don’t know
and I am hailed as some kind of messiah. I have
to persuade them that I am not a messiah. We
are on a rooftop, where the organisers of the
event role out a lot of mats and cushions for the
people to sit on. They have some financial prob-
lems. I have to tell them that I can’t help them
with this.

18 th august 2009

I am staying in the countryside with my parents.
We are at their holiday home. It may be in
Japan. S describes an incident to me, something
that happens there a few weeks before I arrived.
They are swimming in the sea, having a nice
time, when suddenly a chemical change comes
about. A disaster related to nitrogen has caused
the hydrogen molecules in the water to sud-
denly stop working. From one moment to the
next the whole sea, all the water in it, has con-
tracted to the size of a pea. It is terrible. I see
them wearing bathing suits, standing on the sand
in the dry seabed next to some rocks, looking at
a tiny water molecule on the ground which was
once the whole of the worlds oceans… I am try-
ing to get some sleep because I know that I have
to go back to London. In the dream I have a
job that starts on Thursday. A young man has
arrived. He’s into drugs. He is travelling to the
Isle of Man and tries to persuade me to come
too. I think that I can’t go as my Dad would
worry about me, but my sister has already gone
there, so I think to myself, “I can do whatever I
like and besides the job doesn’t start for a few
days.” We end up in a wooden house by the sea,
a temporary looking structure like a beach hut.
The next part is erotic. I tell him that I want to
have sex with him. It is a lot of fun but then after
a while the tide starts rising. We are lying on the
sand. I have all my clothes in the hut, so we
begin moving some of my favourite things to
higher ground. A group of tourists pass by and

c h a p t e r x i162



big chimney which functions like an oven with
several settings to adjust the temperature. The
problem is that you can’t use most of the set-
tings because if you do you get blown up.
The woman says,
“All our children blown up the chimney.”
She lost all her children that way.
It is night -time and it is dark outside. I am on an
island waiting to perform some task. I have for-
gotten the nature of the task.
“It is said that I had a dream on Monday. I sus-
pect crazy beasts of taking her.”
I am having a conversation with a Native Amer-
ican man about the correct way of catching a
dream. The technique is to catch a bit at a time.
We are in his tipi. It is his community (the rest
of his tribe), who says that he had a dream on
Monday. He doesn’t remember whether he did
or not. His wife is the one who he suspects has
been taken by crazy beasts. She looks very placid
and is silent. It’s hard to imagine her having any-
thing to do with crazy beasts.
I am still trying find out what the question is. I
am in a room in London and again I hear Dr
Freud’s disembodied voice,
“The answer lies with the severed table.”
There is a round table in the room, so I put my
ear close and I ‘listen’ to the table.

25 th august 2009

Pretty uneventful and work related dream… I
am staying in the house of two designers. It is

really big and they seem to have a good deal on
their rent. I keep trying to go into the toilet but
it is always occupied. I open the door to the toi-
let and I see one of the guys crouching on all
fours like a dog. I quickly shut the door, as it is
obviously a private moment. But I am shocked
by what I have seen because it appears as if he is
becoming an animal.

27 th august 2009

A friend, who is a musician, was opening an
exhibition in a prison…He was under some sort
of a sleep spell. He woke up and people were
watching him as if he was a part of the installa-
tion. This is something that he really hated, so
he ran out and that’s when I met him in the hall-
way. I went to look at the piece and was exam-
ining it to find out the cause of his sleep spell. I
was looking at the water and examining the dirt
on the floor, taking samples like a private inves-
tigator. When I woke up I remember finding
this scientific approach both a relief and funny.

28 th august 2009

I am in a house in Paris at some sort of a party.
The host was a super rich Asian artist. I am with
a group of people that I don’t know. Soon after
we enter the room, the artist starts pouring
champagne into a tower of glasses, for the guests
to sip. The whole room was an orange colour.
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25 th august 2009

E and I are moving into a new flat, similar to our
real flat but much bigger and like a mixture of all
the flats that we have lived in over the last few
years. One day when I am sitting on the toilet
reading I see someone coming out of the shower.
It’s a man in his fifties and he is just as surprised
to see me as I am to see him. He goes back into
the shower, closes the curtain and is gone. I
stand up and look into the shower but nobody
is there. I don’t tell anyone and kind of think
that I am going crazy or that I have seen a ghost.
Time passes, I am working, sleeping, eating,
watching television and so on. Then a couple of
months later this happens again. This time I am
just entering the bathroom and see somebody
closing the shower curtain behind them. It is not
the same guy but a girl in her twenties. I jump
into the shower and nobody is there. So I stand
there, drawing the curtains and opening them
again, I do it a couple of times and then all of a
sudden I am in another apartment. The bath-
room is black and the door is closed. I step out
of the shower and turn on the light. I see that
it’s not my flat, but really similar. It was either
the same flat a long time ago, a parallel universe,
or in the same building but on another floor. I
really try to figure this out but give up and open
the door of the bathroom. Outside is a guy in
his twenties at a table, studying. He is startled
when I open the door. I tell him what has hap-
pened. He calms down and tells me he has
known about this for years but never uses it

because the previous neighbours really hated
that. He forgot about it but now that there are
new neighbours he thinks that maybe we should
start to use this means of transportation again.
He lives in the flat alone and is a student, study-
ing engineering or maths. We decide to try to go
back to my flat using the shower, but we end up
in another flat, where both the man and the girl
that I saw in my bathroom live. They are part of
a big family and they all get really upset about
the news of the shower. But they calm down
quickly when the man and the girl tell them that
they have already done it, without knowing what
it was. I end up eating dinner with this family.
Some time passes and everyone is using the
shower to travel between the flats and it almost
becomes like a commune, as if we are living in
one big house.

25 th august 2009

One morning, having dozed off whilst reading
The Interpretation of Dreams, I hear the disem-
bodied voice of Dr Freud:
“The answer to the dream lies on the fence.”
I look over to my right and see a row of super-
heroes perched on a wooden fence. They are
adults, short and tall, fat and thin, all dressed as
Batman or Spiderman. I think to myself,
“This may be the answer, but I don’t know what
the question is.”
I am in an old fashioned house in the woods,
like in the Hansel and Gretel fairy tale. It has a
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her to stop her hitting the other girl and as we
walk along like this as I continue trying to rea-
son with her. Eventually it becomes an embrace,
something more sexual. We arrive in the living
room where a lot of the other women are watch-
ing the riot on the TV news and sit very close to
each other on the sofa. We decide to run away.

31 st august 2009

I am with an artist that I used to know called M.
I am sleeping in a room next to a big box of
bananas. We are naturalists and we are investi-
gating the bananas. A strange thing happens to
M when he is in the middle of his investigation.
The ghost of a dead naturalist bursts out of the
box. M has a lot of equipment with him. We are
in a dark room that feels like a cave. I see M
shouting and screaming, running towards the
box as a floating ghostly head rushes out of the
door of the room. Afterwards we discuss it and
M says that he’d like to get a job as a psychical
investigator. I tell him that it is hard to earn a
living at that unless you go into television.

1 st september 2009

I was an undercover reporter trying to uncover
some sort of a corruption case, something to do
with drugs and city officials. I had to go to a
Gothic church where I was supposed to meet an
informant. The church had a really high ceiling,

almost so high that you could not see where it
ended. I arrived there with a baby stroller and
pretended to have a baby in there, but really I
had a recorder and some supplies, like lunch
and building materials. The church was empty
and really quiet when I arrived, but soon people
started flocking in. I asked what was happening
and somebody told me that a concert was just
about to start with one of the biggest hardcore
rock bands in the world. I noticed that the fans
lining up were all dressed in real death/black
metal clothing (black and gothic, painted faces),
which I had not noticed when they came in. The
church was really transforming and the crowd
were changing into zombies. I had the feeling
that someone was watching me or following me
and so I started to run, first with the stroller but
then I threw it at the guy who was following me.
He lost sight of me. He looked like a secret
agent, wearing a suit and sunglasses. I was in an
alley behind the church. I was pulled into a dark
corner. It was the man that I was supposed to
meet. He was really secretive and told me that
the people were under some sort of a spell and
that I should get out of there. He started to talk
about some island that I had to go to. He de-
scribed it as being a tropical island really far
from any continent, which you had to travel to
by boat. I don’t remember much more, except
that I start my journey and I buy supplies in a
supermarket.
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The carpet and all the walls and curtains, furni-
ture and so on, even the flowers and the food
are coloured orange. I am suspicious about this
party and the host. I know from the moment
that I walk into the house that there is some-
thing going on. I can read the colour in some
way and orange stands for decadence and cor-
ruption.

31 st august 2009

I dream that I am involved with some kind of
issue related to freedom of speech, or defending
human rights in some way. It is a morally com-
plex problem as the guy that I am defending has
committed some horrible crime (equivalent to
paedophilia), and so he is not someone that
I would naturally feel sympathetic towards. I
never meet this man, but rather he remains as
an abstract cause, a prisoner whose existence
you know of through the media. All the people
that appear in the dream are women. The dream
begins when I first hear about his situation at a
friend’s house. When she tells me what has hap-
pened to him, I am so shocked by his treatment
at the hands of the government that at that
moment I immediately take to the street and
begin protesting. There is something about the
way in which he has been treated by the crimi-
nal justice system that I feel violates his human
rights. My defence of him therefore becomes a
matter of principle: everyone, no matter how
terrible their crimes are, should be treated the

same by the law. My friend and I lean out of the
window of her apartment and shout through a
megaphone at passers by, in order to inform
them of the case. A woman that we know, who
lives in the house opposite comes over to com-
plain about the noise. When she hears what it is
that we are protesting about, she gets outraged at
our defence of this criminal. More and more
women come into the street and begin arguing
about the issue, until the road is full of angry
people; half of whom believe that he should be
defended, whilst the other half take the position
that his crimes are so terrible that he no longer
has human rights. Both sides become very vio-
lent and so eventually I withdraw from the
protest altogether in disgust. In a conversation
with M, I am made to feel that I have perhaps
been naïve. I become embarrassed and don’t
want to talk about the issue anymore. I am
wracked with doubt and feel unsure whether I
have taken the right side. It is such a morally
complex problem that maybe I should have
taken the time to think clearly. I reacted so
quickly that perhaps I was too influenced by the
opinions of the friend who first told me of the
case. Meanwhile I try to break up the fight. I see
one girl who believes in my side of the argu-
ment pushing another, who stands for the oppo-
site view point. I grab her, saying, “Listen, we are
fighting over democracy so we have to protest
by democratic means.” I tell her that we are
defending the whole principle of democracy, so
we can’t resort to violence. I decide to take her
back to the house. I still have my arms around
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10 th september 2009

I’m in some kind of a factory on a ship. I am
working there but at the same time I am not
really a part of the crew. I see myself at the
beginning walking around the ship. There is fish
processing equipment andmachines everywhere,
which the crew are operating. I participate and
make some sort of a roll of fish that has some
stuffing. Something happens… there is an acci-
dent. One of the employees is hurt and after-
wards I start arguing with a supervisor about
employees and their security.

2nd september 2009

I’m at a huge house somewhere in Iceland, like
a giant ranch or farm. It seems that one part of
the house is a mental asylum. I am there… I
don’t think that I am a patient but I am snoop-
ing around, walking between rooms and avoid-
ing people, like I’m trying to escape. I look into
one room in which all the patients are wearing
white clothes and watching an 8mm film on a
screen. There are guards. You are there in the
room, not as a patient but taking care of the film
screening. We form some sort of a resistance.
We are trying to find something out about this
asylum. You see me and we give each other sig-
nals about meeting in the bathroom. I leave the
room, meet some people in the hallway that are
a part of our group and tell them the place
where we are supposed to meet. I have to find
some more of the people that are a part of this
group but they are scattered all over the building
and some are even in the garden. I find most of
them but in the end I go from room to room
looking for someone that is missing. It is a man
who is some sort of a leader. I give up and go to
the bathroom were we have agreed to gather.
When I enter the room everyone is on the floor
in some sort of a coma. Some are really halluci-
nating and trying to get up. I figure out that
everyone has been drugged with LSD. I try to
talk to some people on the floor but realise that

they drank the water and that there was some-
thing in it. I also start to hallucinate—mostly I
see really small blue lizards and white spiders.
They are hiding around the room but also in my
pockets and under my arms.

14 th september 2009

I dream that I wake up in the middle of the night
and I am excited because I remember a long
and elaborate dream that I have just had about
dogs. I start to write it down. The things in the
dream are so important, something to do with
the evolution of dogs and humans and how they
are intertwined. I remember writing something
down about taming a wolf and a dingo and that
I was a dog trainer, kind of a hermit living and
talking to the dogs. After I write the dream down
I am wide awake so I get up, make some coffee
and read my mail. I decide to call you and let
you know about this dog dream, because I really
think it has changed everything with our dream
diary and that we have to develop some new
angle… it has taken us to another level of dream-
ing. You answer the phone but when I start to
tell you about the dream I don’t remember any
of it. I go to the book but there are no details
there, just a simple description about me dream-
ing dogs and taking dogs out for a walk, as if
I was a dog-sitter. We discuss this and conclude
that I must have fallen asleep when I was writ-
ing down my dreams and dreamt the whole
thing. We discuss further the difference between
dreaming and being awake and our conclusion
is that it was just a dream! We disregard the
whole dog evolution idea and don’t want to talk
about it at all, because it was just a dream.When
I wake up (really wake up that is) I am surprised
that nothing is written in my dream log.
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