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Preface



A voice comes to one in the dark.
Imagine. 1

In Ingmar Bergman’s film, The Hour of the Wolf (1967), an 
artist and his heavily pregnant wife move to a house on 
a remote island. During the course of the film, the artist 
becomes increasingly isolated within his own internal 
world: we see him going out every morning with his bag 
of paints and easel, clambering across rocky outcrops, 
climbing hills and crossing streams to set up his work for 
the day. More and more frequently he is visited by an array 
of different characters so that, even as viewers of the 
film (onlookers witnessing events unfolding at a point of 
remove), we become caught up in the confusion between 
reality and the imaginary within the artist’s strange world. 
As the cast of characters and events unfold, it becomes 
evident that Bergman is asking us to consider the creative 
process as a visitation (and at times a battle) of differing 
voices and impulses. The question becomes – who (or 
what) does the artist keep company with?

The Hour of the Wolf explores the idea of ‘having 
company’ where the company is perhaps phantom, 
demon, obsession, hallucination or projection of the 
mind or psyche – we never quite know the constitution 
of the phantoms themselves. Through the film Bergman 
explores the nature of the artist’s inner self and asks: 
‘Can you ever be alone and without company?’ whether 
that company be of real or spirit manifestation. As the 
film unfolds we see the artist undergo a battle that 
seems to lie at the core of his self – it’s a battle of making 
visible the invisible. And perhaps it’s a struggle for a kind 
of ‘pure’ creativity as Bergman introduces the figure 

1. Samuel Beckett / Company / London / John Calder / 1980 / p.7

of a young boy who becomes caught up in the violent 
unfurling of the artist’s confusion: within the film he 
could be seen as representing a pure creative impulse in 
contrast to the demonic spirits’ machiavellian activities, 
and therefore an internal struggle to make visible the 
creativity that the artist ultimately gives over to the 
phantoms/demons. 

But this romantic notion of the uncanny aspect of the 
artistic process is perhaps somewhat old-fashioned 
and antithetical to today’s socially inscribed artist 
– embedded and engaging with his or her social reality 
or context rather than being visited by a world of ghosts 
and spirits. But it is still something that (as a frequent 
viewer of contemporary art) I often wonder about – who 
or what motivates a particular artist underneath the 
visible indicators, the visible marks of social and cultural 
association and engagement? Or alternatively, the 
question might be – what motivates the artist’s creative 
drive? In this collection of conversations, 8 artists try 
not to talk about art, the question – ‘who do you keep 
company with?’ is answered through the choice of 
conversationalist, the topic of conversation and at times 
the form of the conversation itself. All of these things 
combine to enable us to build a different picture of the 
artists’ practices through the cast of characters that they 
introduce us to throughout the conversations.

Conversely 8 artists try not to talk about art, could also 
be seen as a kind of almanac: something to dip into, 
flick through, something to keep in your back pocket 
and return to again and again, something to use as an 
oblique kind of measure. It might be a way of reading 
through the current moment not only in terms of these 
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artists’ practices but perhaps, more broadly, a social 
moment. The fact that the artists chose to represent 
themselves and their practices through the form of 
a conversation not about art indicates their wish to 
position themselves within the world at large (rather 
than within Bergman’s artist’s hermetic, individualistic 
trajectory). Yet the often searching nature of the 
conversations brings a distinctively personal flavour to 
the book, allowing us a glimpse of both the artists’ social 
and cultural preoccupations along with the question 
of what drives them. This ubiquitous not is a quiet but 
important statement about the ethical responsibility 
of the role of ‘artist’ as part of the world, not separate 
or apart from social or ethical engagement. 8 artists try 
not to talk about art is an eclectic collection that ranges 
from a conversation on the nature of collaboration, to 
a discussion of natural disasters, religion and belief, to 
motherhood, our relationship with the built environment 
of the city and finally ‘how one thing leads to another’…

Bridget Crone
Editor, 8 artists try not to talk about art
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1/ 
Ansuman 
Biswas & 
Stephen 

Batchelor
/

Security and 
Freedom



You might have an interesting take on the word 
‘uncertainty’. Not being sure of… of… well, anything 
seems to be a fundamental part of my practise.

Your practise as an artist?

Well, yes but…

…but in a broader sense?

…that step of calling it a ‘practise as an artist’ is 
something I’d like to talk about. Why is it necessary to 
call myself an ‘artist’? What do you call yourself? I know 
you’ve been a monk and then you stopped being a monk.

Well I have to call myself all sorts of things given the 
different projects on which I’m working. Actually I’m 
resistant to subsuming what I do under a particular 
definition, but we live in a world in which discourse is 
driven by definition so there’s no way to avoid it. It’s a 
question really of learning to live more lightly with it and 
not being tied to it so explicitly. 

I remember hearing about a Taoist farmer describing 
his work. He said something like: ‘In the spring I throw 
some rice seed in the field by the stream. Sometime in 
the autumn I notice it is growing. I harvest it and bring it 
to market. Then I continue with my life. Years go by and I 
forget I’m a farmer.’ I suppose I aspire to that lightness. 

Just letting stuff grow. I’d like to forget about being an 
artist. Mostly I’m not an artist. I’m only an artist when I do 
art or perhaps at the market.

I feel there’s a huge pressure to be taken seriously. And 
it seems like the bigger and grander my title is the more 
seriously I’m taken. I’m wondering what kind of livelihood 
I can create. How can I make a living without this sort of 
self-aggrandisement? Or is there a kind of professional 
category one could adopt that isn’t cumbersome and 
even dangerous?

Yes, I have been finding more and more recently 
that my different roles are becoming more and more 
burdensome. Meditation teacher is one of them. That’s 
one of my main forms of livelihood. Writer is another. My 
freedom is thereby considerably limited. And I struggle 
continuously to create space and time in which I can 
pursue what I want. But I find that it becomes more and 
more difficult. It’s a dilemma. I don’t think there’s any way 
round it really.

The problem with being self-employed is an underlying 
fear that if you don’t keep refuelling this system of self-
aggrandisement and putting yourself out in the world 
people will forget about you. And then your whole ability 
to survive on any level would be compromised. I think 
that’s probably an irrational fear. But it’s one that drives 
me to agree to do X, agree to do Y, agree to do Z at some 
point in the future. I’m fully booked now until the end of 
2007. This is the usual kind of time-scale I work on, and 
as the years go by I find that increasingly depressing.

18 / 19

1 / Ansuman Biswas & Stephen Batchelor ⁄ Security and Freedom



1. Batchelor, Stephen / Buddhism Without Beliefs  / Riverhead Trade Paperbacks / 1998

What would you be doing if you weren’t fully booked?

Well I would stay at home in France, and I would write 
anyway. But I would write things that I really deeply want 
to communicate without any feeling that it has to be 
published, that I have to get an advance, that I have to get 
a contract. I would also spend more time on the different 
kinds of artwork I do. I don’t perceive that in any public 
sense whatsoever. It’s a purely private thing. When I have 
free time that’s what I do.

But on the other hand, I often wonder whether if I didn’t 
have that kind of dilemma, if I just had endless free 
time, would I then somehow lack the kind of tension 
that actually enables me to use my time in a way that I 
call productive? I’ve a feeling that if I was independently 
resourced, I’d probably not have done things that (in 
retrospect) I realise to have been extraordinarily valuable. 
I wouldn’t have written half of the books I’ve written.  
I wouldn’t have written Buddhism Without Beliefs 1.  
I did that because somebody dangled a huge wad of 
cash in front of me and said: ‘Write an introduction to 
Buddhism. Here’s $20,000.’ Which at the time was a 
huge amount of money. It is a huge amount of money. 
And so I did it. But I would never have written that book 
had I not had that financial incentive and needed the 
money in order to survive. And that’s happened on more 
than one occasion. A lot of the projects that I’ve taken 
up on commission, I’ve found to have opened doors 
which have been extraordinarily enriching that I don’t 
think otherwise I would have considered.

If I cut myself off, retreated to my house in France and 
just wrote my own ideas, did my collage work (whatever 
it is), I have a feeling that I would lose touch and become 
introverted to the point of obscurity.

Yes. And then actually the creative work itself would 
gradually evaporate.

Or it could become so self-referential that it would have 
decreasing significance, and I suspect I would wind up 
in a dead end. I feel that my work as a writer and as a 
teacher is invariably a dialectic between an audience, 
an implied reader, an implied listener and my own inner 
work, the pursuit of my own inner interests. So I accept 
it despite my frustration with having to play that role 
and despite the amount of time that gets eaten up doing 
these things. I feel that that’s probably in the bigger 
picture an unavoidable aspect of this sort of thing.

So there’s this tension all the time between having to 
work in order to survive – and in fact that urge to survive 
actually generating some of the ideas – and yet the 
persistent fantasy that there’s some kind of free space in 
which one can just play purely.

Yes play. Play is a word I would use.

That tension is interesting. I mean, I wonder if I were a 
beggar in the street would I then have the freedom in my 
mind to contemplate and create?
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Well there’s only one way to find out…

Yes! Try it!

Even when I was a monk I used to fantasise about 
becoming more radically a monk. In other words, literally, 
you know, not having any money, living out-of-doors…

Not having any clothes? Not having any shelter? 

Well, clothes maybe: clothes and minimal shelter. I was in 
India at the time. I had a nice little hut that I lived in. I had 
all sorts of luxuries. But if you go back to say the early 
hermitic tradition of Buddhism, these guys had nothing. 
They would just beg every day with a bowl, and they 
would sleep wherever they could find shelter, and they 
lived a life, really, of homelessness.

The core of monasticism, at least in the Buddhist context, 
is homelessness at every level. That’s an ideal I fantasise 
about, but I wonder if in fact I could actually do it. I 
don’t know. I’ve never tried. I’ve never had the courage. 
But there is something very attractive to me about, for 
example, the Indian tradition of the sadhu: the wandering 
mendicant who just sort of goes off without any plan 
for the morrow. Simply to trust in the beneficence of the 
society to at least provide enough to eat, a place to sleep. 
I think that’s an enormously attractive idea. But I feel it’s 
probably more of a fantasy than a reality. I would feel 
an extraordinary sense of limitation were I to actually 
think through the implications. I’ve a feeling that it would 
probably actually be a constraint. That’s my hunch. Also, 

begging on the street – I suspect that the initial novelty of 
it would wear off after a couple of weeks.
 

Yes, a couple of minutes maybe… Although as an artist 
it does sometimes feel like that’s what one’s doing… and 
perhaps that’s a conscious choice: to choose to be poor 
in some senses in order to be rich in others. I could have 
a great job with a nice salary and security and social 
standing. But I’ve chosen not to. And yet I want those 
things. That’s a huge tension. I feel petulant that I don’t 
have everything I want and yet noble in my sacrifice. I 
wonder if there’s a similarity in the positions of the… 

…the artist and the monk? I think there is. And I would say 
that in many respects the role of the monk in Britain or in 
the West has become a role with a very defined identity 
and a high degree of security, which is entirely anomalous.

My role is as an itinerant meditation teacher, an itinerant 
preacher. I don’t have a centre. I don’t have a following. 
I accept invitations when they come. I don’t make an 
effort to get  work. I respond to what people ask. I have no 
pension. I have no assurance that in a couple of years’ time 
I’ll have any work whatsoever. I would say that the itinerant 
meditation teaching community of which I’m a part, which 
is largely a lay community, is actually more homeless than 
anyone who’s adopted a formal monastic lifestyle.

And likewise, anyone who pursues a creative impulse – to 
create something that hasn’t been done before, that has 
no clear trajectory in terms of outcome, in terms of any 
kind of result – is actually embarking on a contemporary 
equivalent of homelessness. You are accepting that there 
is a deep insecurity and uncertainty built into that choice.
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But in fact most people, perhaps, fall into the trap 
of becoming very identified, very at home with being 
a monk, say, or very attached to and secure in one’s 
proficiency and identity as a painter or a musician or a 
dancer or a live artist, or a member of the avant-garde, or 
as someone very risky…

A heretic.

A heretic, yes exactly. Identifying as unorthodox, as a 
member of a clique. Is that just inevitable? I worry that I’m 
becoming like that, or am already like that. Do I actually 
take pride in my risky-ness, insecurity?

My feeling is that there is an almost unavoidable slippage 
back into structures of security. And anything can be 
adopted as a form of identity, as you say. In my own work 
for example I’ve published things that have upset a lot 
of Buddhists and so I get the label of heretic. And that 
forges a kind of identity to which one can become rather 
attached. Then I become a little upset if I lose that radical 
edge. I feel somehow I’m slipping.

It seems inevitable that we gravitate towards situations 
in which we find status, identity and a role. Is it possible 
to engage in a lifestyle in which one is consciously and 
constantly undermining any move towards crystallisation 
and ossification? Maybe that’s idealistic. Perhaps in 
the course of a human lifetime, no matter how free and 
radical you start out as, you end up being just the creator 
of a new establishment, another kind of fixity that then is 
necessary for the following generation to rebel against.

Do you think there might be something in our biology, 
almost, that makes that happen: our bones harden and 
our skin becomes less elastic?

I’ve a feeling that’s the case. The person I admire a lot 
in this respect is St Francis of Assisi who founded the 
Franciscan Order. But before he died he left it and went 
back on the road. To me that’s exemplary: Someone who 
is true to the particular initial vision, and sees how as 
soon as you institutionalise it you’re inevitably going to 
establish a kind of closure.

There’s a joke that Krishnamurti used to tell about God 
and the Devil walking down the road and God says: ‘Look! 
The Truth, I’ve found the Truth!’ And the Devil says, ‘Give it 
to me and I’ll organise it.’

So what’s culture then? How can anything be cultivated 
without building on previous understandings, or growing 
something out of a seed? Or is there anything to be 
cultivated at all?

Oh I think there is. Cultivation and culture, as you 
correctly point out, are two sides of the same coin. What 
is culture? It’s that which is cultivated. There is an organic 
process at work. You start out with a new idea or a vision. 
You develop it. You cultivate it. You express it in the public 
sphere and it becomes something visible, recognised. 
And that initial free, visionary impulse seems somehow 
to get lost along the way. But that could simply be the 
socio-biological pattern within which we live. Perhaps 
it’s romantic and idealistic to think one can always 
remain the Peter Pan figure that is never attached to 
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anything and flies free of all conditions. There may be a 
dark side to that, which is actually a kind of adolescent 
refusal to accept the given-ness of the fact that you are 
participating in a social world.

Is there a means to help us to participate in this social 
world, to cultivate properly? Someone might stumble 
upon the appreciation of uncertainty and celebrate 
it. But if one isn’t lucky enough to do that is there a 
technique or technology to help? One can learn the 
techniques of dance or painting or film. Is there a 
technique to learn ‘homelessness’? Is it legitimate to 
speak about this as a technique?

I think you can talk about technique to a certain extent. 
If you take, for example, meditation, you can certainly 
become proficient in paying more attention or being more 
concentrated. You can actually learn this and get better 
at it. There are manuals and methodologies. 

So is it possible to learn to be loving?

I don’t think it is. For example Buddhism often gives the 
suggestion that if you become proficient in these stages 
of meditation and so forth then you’ll be wise and loving. 
I think all the things that really matter to us deep down 
are meta-technical. They’re beyond the reach of any 
kind of technical procedure. All people at some level 
have an innate capacity for love, compassion, wisdom 
and creativity. The important question to me is: ‘what 
is it that prevents that (innate capacity) from being 
embodied and realised?’

By doing certain disciplines, techniques, psycho-
therapies and all that, you can perhaps clear away 
blockages, some of those ‘hindrances’ as the Buddhists 
would say. So in that sense, yes, you could argue that 
techniques can precipitate those qualities. But I think it’s 
more that they allow what prevents you from feeling to 
get out of the way.

A clearing away…

It’s a clearing away, a stripping back.

So, coming back to homelessness, it’s actually 
demolishing the house, which allows one to feel at home 
everywhere.

That’s absolutely right. Home as a metaphor is not, 
obviously, just about bricks and mortar. It’s about 
attachments to beliefs, anxieties about identity and 
status. All of that is home. The extent to which you find 
the courage and the willingness to let go is what enables 
you to enter into a more homeless condition. But a 
homeless condition is also scary.

Professional suicide.
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It is professional suicide. When I first embarked on 
becoming a monk, at the age of 20 in India, my family 
thought this was quite literally the worst and most 
absurd thing it was possible to do: literally professional 
suicide. In a middle class English family this was not 
something that you do. But the irony is that 20 or 30 years 
later I can make a very good living out of this.

I do have a very strong faith that if you follow that 
deepest intuition that really seems to animate you to the 
core, everything else will resolve itself. You don’t actually 
have to worry. Your life, your income, your livelihood, will 
be provided for. I really do deeply believe that. I know it 
sounds weird but I’ve seen it play itself out. 
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2/ 
Gianluca 

Cosci & 
Nicholas 

Beech
/

On Minor 
Architectures



Thanks for sending me your thesis about the concept of 
‘corridor’, that was a really an interesting reading, to get a 
new perspective of what architecture can be.

The work that you have looked at started out from 
conversations with Jane Rendell at UCL. She asked me 
what my ‘real’ interest was and although having studied 
architecture, buildings are not strictly what I am interested 
in. At the end of that report, I go back to an experience that 
I had as a child: Greenham Common was taken over by the 
US military as a nuclear air-base in the late 1970s. So there 
was this large women’s protest movement that gathered in 
South Wales and moved to the air-base itself. My mother 
was one of them and I was there occasionally. And what 
remains for me is this idea that you can construct an entire 
social structure – spaces, environments, architectures 
– with very little. They used ditches and sticks, and the 
military used wire fences; and that was it. There was 
hardly anything there, but it was an extremely powerful 
representation of relationships.

I think you talk also about the possibility of constructing 
buildings just using words. That the act of talking about 
architecture it is not jut talking about it, but it is also 
’making‘ architecture like a sort of materialisation of 
architecture as well, and I think you are doing that in a way.

Well, texts are particular acts as Jane Rendell suggests, 
and I accept that suggestion, but I think it has to be 
put in the context of the idea of all actions. It’s not a 
question of writing or producing something that could 
be a building. It’s about attempting to put into the text a 
way of structuring and ordering the words and sentences, 

and the structuring of the text as a whole in such a 
fashion that when one is reading it, one is going into an 
experience as one would through a building.

So, are you suggesting that any reader or any user of a  
space plays a creative role in the process of enjoying a 
building or a piece of writing?

Yes, so in that text, rather than suggesting that I have 
made a piece of writing in which the reader has the 
experience of being in a corridor, I am suggesting that 
I am writing in such a fashion that the only way to get 
inside the writing properly is to construct in the reader’s 
mind what they would do in a real corridor. But to go back 
to the discussion I had with Jane, she asks: ‘I want a piece 
of writing that is not about a wall but is a wall.’ And so I 
take seriously the idea that architecture is not an object 
that we move around and about but something that is 
continuously being constructed everyday. Then if I am to 
write about a wall, I have to allow the reader to inhabit it 
and construct it.

I think in that sense (talking about cities), Rendell said 
that as artists and filmmakers, if we talk about cities in 
our work, we also contribute to building the ‘cityscape’: 
this ever-growing, organic system. In this respect, how do 
you see for example, recent urban projects? Specifically, 
I am thinking about experiences like Canary Wharf, 
in which there isn’t really any chance for the ordinary 
person to have a creative experience of place. Because 
its planning from ‘above’ is so strict, I think it’s not really 
possible to have an active experience when you are there. 
You have just to follow the given direction or behaviour 
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guidelines. In that sense we could talk about invisible 
corridors as well, because you are really forced to use 
the city in a certain way. In that respect you can feel 
behind all of that a certain concept of power, almost a 
totalitarian power...

That’s a typical experience in lots of cities where you’re 
walking around, you see buildings that you can’t enter, 
say office buildings, all marble, glass, steel and all the 
perfection in the detailing but you are exterior to them, 
you are outside and all of that is in the interior. So there 
is a barrier to that power that is the representation of 
power and its symbols. But Canary Wharf isn’t actually a 
collection of buildings and public spaces: Canary Wharf 
is the Isle of Dogs, it’s a total, gigantic building with lots of 
bits in it. So, when you think you are in the public domain, 
you actually are in a private network of power. But I think 
there is a process of erosion in that; I don’t think it’s 
sustainable. I think within that experience the question 
is: can you be bothered to search for it, look for that act 
of the erosion of power? Like the Norman Foster tube 
station, it’s so polished that it’s fascist really and there 
is something very dark within that, very oppressive. But 
I think if you spend enough time there you’ll begin to see 
how people play tricks with the material of buildings to 
start to tell their own stories.

You have mentioned an element of erosion within that 
urban system…

Yes, erosion and secretion suggest the ways in which 
people enact these apparently minor activities, which 

are outside the prescribed practices. There is the act 
in which the very material itself can begin to be worn 
away, just as a hunter’s tracks gradually erode a bit of 
the forest and then establish a path. I think that happens 
within the city fabric as well and at the same time there 
is secretion: people do start to drop things, to place 
things in particular places. These actions can be quite 
constructive as they allow you to build your story, your 
architecture within this monolithic machine.

These little actions or micro-architectures are, I suppose, 
totally subconscious, of course you don’t know that you 
are actually eroding a particular place or you are not really 
aware of your contribution to this. But do you think there is 
a more open possibility to do that or maybe a clearer way 
to do it? What I am really trying to say is that places like 
Canary Wharf of course are not for everyone really but just 
for a tiny fraction of our society. I that case, it’s a totally 
fascist concept because of their unspoken exclusion 
policy. Even if I have a strange sense of fascination for 
the place when I’m there I feel completely isolated, 
marginalised and angry because I am not really taken into 
account as ordinary person. I am wondering if there is any 
possibility to sabotage places like these…

Well, let’s say that you are in Canary Wharf and you feel 
not isolated but purposeless, meaningless because you 
are! You are not contributing to that environment, you 
are not shopping and you don’t work there. The only thing 
you should be doing is spending money. You could disrupt 
Canary Wharf just by taking 1,000 disenfranchised 
people there; well, you will be kicked out quite quickly but 
if you do that regularly you will cause a lot of problems! 
But who’s going to do it? With these kinds of ’dead zones‘ 
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within the city, the question is: do you want to engage 
in that, or do you want to engage in production and 
construction of another kind of city? The question is 
how you construct within a city that is so expensive? We 
should ask ourselves what the city is about. Is it the big 
skyscraper? Or actually is it a minor act, these tiny things 
that never really hold on, that are always swept back 
again by the next wave of activities?

I totally agree with you: the big, modern symbols are not 
actually the city at all. They are just a sort of showcase 
for outside viewers: glossy covers to show what a rich city 
looks like. But in your opinion, what could be the humus, 
the authentic fabric of the city? As you’re saying, in a 
place like London, which is almost impossible to build 
anything affordable apart from micro-architectures, are 
micro-architectures the answer to this situation?

I think what is needed is real connecting activities. Often, 
as you are saying, walking around the city can be very 
isolating but for me it’s about making more apparent 
that something else is possible. I think it’s about trying to 
show that cracks exist because there is so much around 
that is trying to say that they don’t. Every week I hear of 
more legislation tithing up our daily life, our practices but 
I think that can’t be true. It’s about trying to work out how 
to demonstrate to people that there is a wider open space 
that goes from intellectual practice, engagement on an 
academic level through more politically radical activities: 
anything that encourages people to believe that they 
actually can take control.

Nevertheless it is true that there is an increased 
restriction in personal liberties for example, and physical 
liberties. Our actions are constantly monitored through 
various credit cards, oyster cards, CCTVs and so on…

You’re right but at the same time the real beginning of this 
struggle between personal liberties and state control 
goes back to the development of private property. It 
comes with ownership. When you have a city like London 
there is a constant tension between different groups of 
owners and individuals who own land, the environment 
and the objects they adorn themselves with. Liberty is of 
course restricted, even in those environments that are 
supposed to be in the public domain. But I think that this 
has been going on for a very long time. What changes 
is the strategy employed by those who have more and 
those who have less. If one can consider oneself to be 
among those who have less, it’s a question of changing 
one’s tactics and dealing with the strategies of power. I 
don’t actually think liberties are more restricted, I think 
they have been changed but equally what it means to 
be free has changed. Whatever technique is employed 
by authority to restrain or control people, the question 
is: how am I going to use it, how can I subvert that and 
demonstrate its weaknesses?

Absolutely, but my perception is that the general situation 
with civil and personal liberties is getting worse lately.
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Worse, better, same. It’s probably all these things as 
well at the same time but is this useful? If it’s worse, 
is that what I am supposed to articulate as a critical 
thinker? Or am I supposed to work out what it was in 
the first place and then challenge it? Like the issue of 
terror, it’s so obviously dialectical that it almost becomes 
impossible to say anything without sounding like a cliché. 
To terrorise one’s own society in the name of fighting 
against terror, it seems so obvious you never imagine it 
would happen and yet here we are. But what is it then? It 
can’t be just that. What we should ask ourselves is: ‘are 
people really terrorised?’ Well, the real problem is that 
actually they are not! But to go back to the concept of the 
power of places, is it just architecture in this building that 
we are looking at? Or is it the representation of power? 
Is power actually held out there or do we have it? It’s just 
the question of getting around and using it. Very often 
we allow ourselves to be mesmerised by the mythology 
of power. It’s enticing because we imagine ourselves 
possibly being in that place of power. It’s a great story 
that we attach ourselves to. It is about realising that 
actually that’s not real, that it’s a ‘story’. There are other 
stories going on meanwhile: we are constructing every 
day, with our lives! We are living!
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What changed when you became a mother? You were well 
recognised as an artist, did things change at that point?

Completely and for the better. Did things change in my life 
or did things change in my practice?

Well both are important, but I was thinking about your 
practice because I’m thinking about ways the practice 
might change or become different with motherhood.

On the one hand, certain aspects of the themes which 
I was exploring in my work remained unchanged. For 
example, Laura Mulvey, in her essay where she writes 
about Birdsong (2004) (the film that my son Enzo is in) talks 
about the fact that my work has always had a very strong 
relationship to time. And so before Enzo was born, in fact 
when I was pregnant with Enzo but unaware at the time 
that I was, I was making things that were very much to do 
with time. For example, Untitled, the Trials and Tribulations 
of Mickey Baker (1997), shows a man in his mid to late 40s 
who is quite portly in physique and positioned standing 
in front of a window completely naked. He was asked to 
stand as still as he possibly could, but of course his body 
gently sways, as do the trees and shadows about him. For 
me that work is all about time. Then there’s another piece, 
Untitled, Women in Blue Weeping (1996), which again is 
very much about time. However, it is true to say that after 
Enzo was born, I went through some very life changing 
circumstances. My father passed away when Enzo was 
two, and so recently becoming a mother and then going 
through a rite of passage where you loose a parent, 
somebody you’re very close to and who’s been a very big 
influence in your life, well it just changed everything. 

It must have been all encompassing being a new mother 
and grieving at the same time?

It was very difficult, but of course you also find moments 
of consolation. For example, I remember that when my 
father came to spend some time with us (just before  he 
was diagnosed with cancer) on the morning that he left, 
he looked at me and said: ‘I’m really enjoying watching the 
way that you’re raising your son because you’re spending 
so much time speaking to him and explaining everything 
to him and that’s the way it should be’. I remember 
drawing breath at his remark, not only because I was very 
touched, but also because I remember thinking: ‘you’re 
saying this to me as if you know you might not have this 
conversation with me ever again, as if you know that you 
may never visit my home again.’ Apart from sensing the 
eeriness of his comment, my attention was drawn to the 
fact of what the resposibilities of being a parent entail: 
both enriching and scary at the same time.

So going back to your question, I think in terms of thinking 
about the relationship to the subject of time for instance, 
I think that being a mum amplified everything because 
quite simply time is of the essence and your encounter 
with the world is, often as if in slow motion. For me, it 
was fantastic to experience things on that level, and 
consequently it had a very profound impact on me.  

Yes that fascination with the minutiae of life… The form 
of my practice also changed because I’ve moved much 
more into a video and performance based practice, 
whereas before I was making quite a lot of sculptural 
or installation based work, more physical work. I still 
like to make that kind of work. I feel that I could go back 
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to it now… The change was purely from the economies 
of time, as you say: having a smaller space to work in, 
needing a big studio outside of the house in order to make 
big toxic sculptural things, all those things. So working in 
the house near my daughter made it much more logical 
just to work on screen and performance.

I think we should return to Birdsong now because I’m 
interested in hearing a bit more about that project and 
how it developed.

Well, in part it of came out of a conversation with my 
son… One of the most profound things that happened 
to me was that as soon as he was able to crawl and 
pick up a pen he would draw on everything which was 
mine, every little thing that came through my door: a 
letter, telephone messages, books. Initially I found that 
highly frustrating because I didn’t want that part of my 
life interfered with. You know, I wanted to maintain the 
divide between my ‘life as an artist’ and ‘my life as a 
mum’, which is obviously not possible. 

It’s completely impossible, isn’t it?

There is a distinction between the two roles I occupy, and 
maybe for some people the divide is possible. But for 
me, I am an artist and I’m also a mother. I actually began 
to relish my position, because I felt it was exciting and 
because it transformed the very way I looked at things. 

So with the work Birdsong, the idea came out of the 
very first sentence that my son articulated to me. It was 
strange because at the time there were two things that 

he was totally transfixed by: the film Wizard of Oz and the 
American film actor James Stewart. At 18 months, he 
said: ‘Mum, I would like a horse to live with us’. I thought 
what a fantastic notion that a child can have, this amazing 
idea that a horse can share his space. Of course, it made 
me think on all kinds of other levels: phenomenological 
and philosophical. But it made me stop in my tracks and 
ask myself what that meant in real terms? I continued 
to ask him: ‘well where do you think the horse is going to 
live?’ Not least because at the time we lived in a first floor 
apartment, and he said: ‘in our living room’. I just thought: 
wow, this is really quite extraordinary. His comment 
reminded me about a painting that I had seen by George 
Stubbs, Lord Holland and Lord Albemarle Shooting at 
Goodwood (1759), which sets up an interesting scenario. In 
it a black male servant is pictured tending to the horses: 
an onlooker to the central subject, that is of course, 
his masters at play. Stubb’s painting reminded me of 
something that Frantz Fanon had written in his book, Black 
Skin White Masks 1, in view of the relationship to desire and 
issues of identity. Perhaps because of my experience as 
an artist where issues of identity have been prevalent in 
terms of how critics have looked at my work until recently, 
and also, I guess, looking at mainstream art historical 
analysis that by and large is still very Eurocentric. For 
me, the magic of a young child who proposes such an 
extraordinary happening, or has such perceptions, moves 
in their mind’s eye beyond the boundaries of time and 
space. Left to their own devices, they are not governed 
by the kinds of parameters that were proposed by such 
Eurocentric traditions. They occupy a space where the 
idea of dreams, the idea of desire is something that is very 
real. This has a great deal to do with a child’s space, and 
for me, that was fascinating, and powerful.

1. Fanon, Frantz / Black Skin White Masks / London / Pluto Press / 1986
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And it came to a fantastic result. I’m interested in that 
also because Beata (my daughter) has driven some of my 
projects, for example Cherry Ripe (2003). When she saw 
the Millais painting Cherry Ripe (1879) in a book, she said: 
‘Mummy I look like that little girl … can I be her?’ She was 
about four at the time. I said: ‘okay, let’s give it a go’ and so 
we went off to the Kings Road, to Steinberg and Tolkien, 
and got the dress and then I made the other bits and 
pieces for it and we went off to four different locations to 
find the right one which ended up being Hampstead Heath 
and then shot the film. I have a complex relationship with 
that work though because of the whole Victorian notion of 
the little girl, it’s quite problematic…

In what way, what do you think?

Well Catherine Robson writes in Men in Wonderland: 
The Lost Girlhood of the Victorian Gentleman 2 about 
the idolization of the young girl in the Victorian poetic 
imagination. In the Millais painting, the girl has got these 
foxgloves next to her that symbolise narcosis or death 
and also some cherries which symbolise virginity. 

Like all the pre-Raphaelite images.

Millais was very aware of what he was doing. That painting 
was mass reproduced in the hundreds of thousands 
using the cheap offset lithography available at the end 
of the nineteenth century. It’s completely overblown. It’s 
interesting; I have an ambivalent relationship to that work. 

We’ve talked about the incorporation of the experience 
of motherhood into your practice; is there anything you 
would like to add about Birdsong?

Maybe that the title of the work was derived from the 
last conversation that I had with my father before he 
died. Bird-song was also the first sound I heard after his 
death. In Birdsong the work, there is no sound but in one’s 
imagination. It’s the sound that you might hear if you 
listen carefully.  

Many of my works are inspired by imaginary conversations 
with my dead mother. So here is another connection in our 
work-process: the relationship to grieving.

Yes. There’s something quite positive, even exciting 
about the set of personal experiences that connect the 
individual, as with yourself and your daughter, to the kinds 
of rituals, conversations or ideas we have shared with 
those close to us. For instance, in your daughter’s case, the 
recognition of a picture and the thought: ‘can I be that girl?’ 
It can be quite interesting to extrapolate these experiences 
and to allow them to be transformative. I think when you 
are a mum you spend so much time trying to listen to your 
child and being very receptive to their imaginings, your 
conversations, the words and the language that they use, 
it becomes for me, very transformative.

It can only enrich one’s practice. But one of the things I 
wanted to allude to was the kind of dark side of family life 
in the sense that I certainly get sometimes that I don’t 
have any kind of space for myself, and how do I actually 2. Robson, Catherine / Men in Wonderland: The Lost Girlhood of the  

Victorian Gentleman / New Jersey, USA / Princeton University Press / 2003
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get that space? As Virginia Wolfe famously asserted a 
space to withdraw and contemplate is essential to allow 
your practice to continue to flow and develop. Do you 
have strategies for that?

Of course there are grim moments. That’s part of being 
human. Generally, I probably find myself somewhere 
between feeling euphoric, and something that could 
be described as ‘the dark side’ or melancholy. Being a 
mother can be all encompassing; it’s complex and not 
necessarily what you need always. But, actually, if I have 
developed a strategy it is maybe to read the context 
of those moments that feel grim. I have been reading 
quite a lot of Freud’s writing, strangely enough. And 
even though I’m not a psychoanalyst, I am aware that 
psychoanalysis plays a deep part in the way in which I 
make my work. So, rather than feeling that the dark side 
is a dark side, I always feel that I try to turn that around 
and look at it in a very positive way, perhaps to try and 
find not necessarily a solution but an interesting way of 
looking at things. I think that everybody has their own 
way of dealing with the dark side, whatever that dark 
side might be. Some things are deeply private, and I’m 
not about to tell any one my secrets. Finding solutions is 
really paramount for me, that and taking a great deal of 
pleasure in the dark side.
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Birdsong was made with the generous support of the Institute of International Visual 
Arts (London), Film and Video Umbrella (London), the Arts and Humanities Research 
Council (UK), and Chelsea College of Art and Design, University of the Arts London.
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Since we last saw each other you have moved to New York…

Yes, I moved to New York about seven years ago. I was 
working on Frieze magazine and we needed a new editor, 
so I went there for three months to find someone and 
I really liked it. Here I was just doing business stuff; I 
was no longer working with artists or writers and I was 
really bored. To keep myself busy, as you know, I was 
producing a few films with Sarah Turner, which was a 
great outlet, but I needed more and going to America 
got me back working every day with artist and writers. 
I was looking at so much art. It was a good place to get 
things done because you could call anyone you wanted to 
and they would be interested in meeting up. Then if they 
liked you that was fine, and if they didn’t like you then 
they’d never take your call again. It was really simple. 
Being there worked really well because when we had the 
idea to do the Art Fair (which started in 2003), it became 
possible because of the relationships we had with all 
the American galleries. It was just a really nice set of 
little happy accidents that made it all happen. So I’ve 
had a rather lovely ten years. I’ve been really lucky. The 
magazine, I’m incredibly proud of, it’ll always be my baby. 
But the Art Fair has also opened up huge opportunities, 
to meet different kinds of people and I’ve learnt so much 
it’s ridiculous.

The Art Fair from my perspective… I was completely 
overwhelmed by it, it’s a big social whirlwind. You see 
people you haven’t seen in years. That’s really important. 

That was the starting point of the whole idea in a way. In 
the early 1990s when we were first doing the magazine 
we’d go to the Basel Art Fair, and you’d be sitting up ‘til 
four in the morning talking about art with people. It’s 
where I met all of the people who are now still the people 
I know in the art world. They’ve all developed galleries, 
their careers as artists or curators and it’s my network of 
relationships. We always thought of art fairs as meeting 
points, education and access to art; that you could see 
more art under one roof in one afternoon than you can 
maybe in every museum show in a year in London.

What’s talked about often amongst artists that I know is 
the ever-interesting issue of ‘the commercial’ and ‘the 
work itself’, and how that can clash.

Matthew, my business partner, and I were really 
interested in the point where commerce and culture 
meet, and how the two can help each other. I think 
there’s more conflict there in a way for the magazine 
than for the fair, because you’ve got advertising 
and editorial and you have to keep those two things 
completely separate. Whereas in an art fair there’s a 
market going on but then it’s also a site for production. 
We raise and spend about £300,000 on site-specific 
projects at the fair. The first person we employed 
was a curator; we set up a foundation before we even 
employed a fair manager. For us it was really important 
to make art the starting point (I hope that’s why you 
bump into people you know there) because if we’ve been 
a little bit successful with that then it’s become a place 
where artists can actually be. Because there seems to 
be more about it than just consumption or display, or all 
those criticisms one can make of something that was 
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just commerce in a venal way. I don’t think art actually 
ever is that. I mean galleries have to sell art to survive. 
Artists have to sell art to survive. You know, as long as 
you don’t demonise the market it can become about how 
you use money to help art.

That’s an interesting question for me because my work 
has been so performance-based. Last year The Wrong 
Gallery addressed that through the presentation of 100 
Chinese, which was much more about raising issues and 
questions about buying culture it seemed to me. I’ve not 
had to deal with commerce in a certain way. Obviously I’ve 
got to make a living and with performing there’s all those 
questions about how to do that. But recently I reached a 
crossroads and I’m also making paintings now so there’s 
this new flood of questions. Questions I did address when 
I left college because it was that time: 1989 and I was at 
Goldsmiths. I addressed them very clearly in my mind 
because of the nature of my practice: more issue-based 
rather than engaging in the market place. But now there 
are different kinds of questions in terms of making a 
living: how you sell, what you sell of yourself.

The galleries have been struggling with ways (very 
successfully in the last ten or twenty years) to figure out 
mechanisms by which artists and certain types of art 
can continue to exist with a commodifiable element that 
finances it. If you look at Matthew Barney, his gallerist 
came up with a really incredible financial structure by 
creating sculptures in editions of ten that are sold to then 
be able to finance each film. People now understand 
performance and conceptual art as collectible.

It’s interesting that you say that because one of my 
questions was whether you think there has been a 
change because there was such a divide, a separation. 
I’d go to art stuff (galleries/museums/fairs) and think: 
‘where’s the performance art?’.

I think since after the 70s there was. But I also think 
there’s a very strong interest in conceptual art, and 
there’s a bit of a renaissance of interest in performance. 
We’re even themeing one of the four days of panel 
discussions at the fair on performativity this year 
because it’s something we talk about so much at the 
magazine. An example is the Wrong Gallery who are one 
of the biggest highlights of the fair every year. They don’t 
pay for their stand. That was an idea I had, they were 
friends and I invited them in. There’s no commercial 
endgame on it. Except that the artist’s work could of 
course be sold and may well be for all I know at this point. 

I think that things are starting to shift. I spent a lot of 
years not looking at the art world, as in galleries etc. 
because I didn’t feel there was a place for me there, so I 
found my own place somewhere else. Now I feel lonely for 
that art context because that’s my roots or something! 
It’s a funny position to be in.

How does that affect your practice?

It’s been really healthy. I’m making much less work: 
only the work that I want to, in contexts that I want to 
make it in. So it’s quite a recent change, probably since 
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2002-2003. I probably ‘gigged’ once every two weeks on 
average around 1996 and now I make one performance 
every year, maybe less. I do it when I really want to. 
It interests me not to be in clubs and stuff like that 
anymore and to be back in galleries or gallery-related 
contexts – it’s a deliberate decision.

Donald Urquhart has sort of followed a route back. He’s 
now showing with Maureen Paley and Herald Street.

I think its something about the nature of how you shift 
in your personal life. And I had a choice to make about 
being entertaining or more considered about things and I 
chose ‘considered’. There was less money in it but much 
more satisfaction, so I’ve never been happier in terms of 
making work, thinking about where it’s placed. So new 
questions are coming up for me, which is why I was saying 
about that intersection of the commercial and the non-
commercial. It’s re-engaged me in that whole debate. 
I don’t have answers. I’m kind of flailing but it’s a joyful 
flailing. Have there been artists and makers and works 
that you’ve found completely compelling in the last few 
years, that stand out for you? 

That’s a really difficult question because there are works 
that you would live with, there are works that you saw at 
a point in your life which affect what you then do, there 
are artists who you are just interested to see every single 
thing that they are going to produce because there’s 
something there that resonates with you. And you also 
have tastes that pull you in certain directions – work you 

particularly respond to. There are a lot of artists that 
interest me and there are a lot of changes within art that 
interest me.

What sorts of changes?

A simple example like the artists that are influencing 
people who are coming out now, for example you see how 
strong the influence of Cady Noland is. What’s amazing is 
the most interesting artists who are under the influence of 
Cady Noland are probably coming from mainland Europe 
rather than America where you’d expect... She’s such an 
American artist! She’s making work that in some ways is all 
about American culture and yet her heirs are Europeans. 
Maybe it’s partly about access to information? Influences 
spread so widely and quickly now.

There’s such a burgeoning of opportunities for seeing 
work: galleries, the Internet, fairs, biennials. 

And it changes depending on which part of the world 
you’re in. In London you have to travel to look at 
something. Because it took you a while to get there you’re 
not going to walk straight out. Whereas in New York you 
could see 40 shows in a day, and if you’re not careful you 
could walk in and out and do pop-ins all the time and 
not spend time with the work. I think the way that art 
professionals work now is changing in a way that may or 
may not be healthy because of how regularly they see 
things, or how much there is to see. It’s interesting how 
you look at art and also how museums have become an 
entertainment industry. On the one hand it’s fantastic. 
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The Tate, it’s open all night, and you walk in at two in the 
morning and there are crowds to see a Matisse/Picasso 
show. How exciting is that?!

It’s great but odd. Art – people want it.

Yeah, people queuing for an hour-and-a-half in the rain 
to get into an art fair. I felt terrible – people queuing in the 
rain! And part of me was thinking: I can’t believe people 
are queuing in the rain to look at this! There’s a real 
hunger, which is fantastic.

What do you think that hunger is?

That’s a great question. I think it’s really complicated. I 
think contemporary art has pervaded culture in a way 
that we couldn’t have foreseen 15 years ago in Britain. The 
trickle down effect into adverts, TV shows, the clothes 
on your back; people think they’ve got no interest in art 
but art is affecting them. They’re seeing names of artists 
in newspapers, they’re sitting down with their mates at 
the pub having a drink and they might talk about art. That 
wouldn’t have happened before. Because it’s around them 
in the air maybe that makes it something that people 
are more inclined to do. But art is one of the few places 
where genuinely new ideas are aired and surely people will 
always want to look at it to have a new experience.

I think there’s a desire for spiritual connection. There’s 
some kind of lack.

So if you’re not worshipping at the church, you go and 
worship at the MOMA?

A little bit. Tate Modern is like a massive great 
cathedral. Epic.

It is. And people are told that there’s a reverie to looking 
at art, and certainly there is to looking at a Barnett 
Newman, a Rothko, or a Velasquez. I don’t know if there 
is to looking at a shark in the same way! Maybe there is 
actually. Maybe there is.

People are looking for something.

For me that’s not true. I certainly don’t interact with art 
that way.

What does it do for you?

Once in a blue moon it will hit you in the stomach and put 
you on your knees, and that’s the real thing. That’s really, 
really rare and when it happens, boy do you know it. 
That’s fantastic and that’s what you hope for. Once every 
three or five years you have that feeling.

Something I’ve been looking at is that uncertainty of 
the live moment: what happens in that moment of 
experience, exchange. It’s an unknown, an inarticulate 
something that then becomes a discourse in the mind. 
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It’s that uncertainty that disrupts the self when you witness 
art that reaches inside you. Only afterwards is it possible to 
add language, and process it into intellectual sense.

The initial reaction is both emotional and physical. David 
Sylvester was really good on this subject. I don’t know 
if it’s more through the brain before it’s even through 
the heart. The question is: is it possible to have the 
same response to an artwork that you do to walking 
out to Monument Valley? God’s work… something so 
extraordinary that takes your breath away. 

I do think that artists are striving to emulate God’s work. 
There’s a desire to have that impact, a certain power. 
There’s a great Hal Foster quote that relates to this 
somewhat: ‘…some art may attempt a trompe-l’oeil, a 
tricking of the eye, but all art aspires to a dompte-regard, 
a taming of the gaze.’1

There’s also a Thomas Mann idea about how art holds up 
a mirror to society that I think is really true as well. That’s 
what’s exciting about art when you see something and it 
changes how you think about things.

I think we should meet again in ten years time and have 
another chat!

God-willing.

1. Foster, Hal / The Return of the Real / Cambridge, Massachusetts &  
London, England / MIT Press / 1996 / p.140
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Could we begin by talking about what sparked your 
interest in disasters? 

I think because it seemed like an extreme case where 
the material was so active and had so many dynamic 
qualities as to impact on or erase any writing about it. The 
enormity of the Indian Ocean Tsunami seemed to wash 
away existing ideas and concepts. So rather than it being 
an event or what we might call a ‘disaster’ about which a 
theorist writes; the impact was so great that it, in some 
cases it quite literally, washed away the capacity to talk 
or write about it. 

Do you know Kara Walker’s work? She did a very 
interesting exhibition recently, After the Deluge, at the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York, about Hurricane 
Katrina and the way that impacted on race relations in 
the US, revealing a rent in the fabric of things, just as 
when, after a storm, all of the rubbish is thrown up.

Or a tsunami… I was reading about the Lisbon 
Earthquake in 1755, and after the earthquake, before 
the tsunami waves came in, the sea withdrew and people 
saw abandoned wrecks and cargo on the sea floor that 
they hadn’t ever seen before. And next came the tsunami. 
There are similar stories with the Indian Ocean Tsunami 
where people actually went down on to the sea bed to get 
at fish which were left flopping around and suddenly the 
waves came in. A kind of revealing and then obscuring of 
what is happening straight after each other.

That brings to mind an essay by Paul Carter, ‘Dark with 
Excess of Bright; Mapping the Coastlines of Knowledge’1, 
in which he talks about colonialism and the practical 
challenges of surveying the coast line of Australia with 
optical instruments, necessitating that much of it be 
drawn by eye. This is something, which, he suggests, 
resists ‘the classic ambition of Enlightenment science 
to map the world, preserving … a recognition of the 
refractory nature of the phenomenal world…’ 2 Where do 
you draw the line between land and sea, even from the 
air? Never mind the difficulties of looking back on the 
land from a boat: haze, light bouncing off of the surface 
water, the movement of the waves etc..

Carter’s ideas interested me in relation to my fascination 
with the liminal nature of coasts and also some work 
I was doing connected to physiognomy and the use of 
the camera to catalogue and fix the body that led me to 
experiment with using light to ‘dazzle’ the lens and defeat 
its capacity to corral things…

To focus them on to a single point…

Yes, interestingly in Techniques of the Observer Martin Jay 
suggests that the invention of optical technologies such 
as the camera obscura had the effect of disembodying 
the viewer, creating a detached and mechanical (rather 
than corporeal) surveying eye. 3 

1. Carter, Paul / ‘Dark with Excess of Bright; Mapping the Coastlines of Knowledge’   
in Cosgrove, Denis (ed), Mappings / London / Reaktion / 1999 / pp.125-147 
2. ibid, p.130 
3. Crary, Jonathan / Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 
Nineteenth Century / Cambridge, Massachusetts / MIT Press / 1992
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One of the questions that came to my mind when I first 
read Paul Carter’s writings about explorers mapping 
coastlines as they sailed by, was whether this was 
the first time anyone had taken images (made visual 
representations) from a moving vehicle? I have no idea. 
But it seemed like an early moment in a mobilising of 
vision that ends up with some of the roving, mechanical 
eyes we have today.  

I have become interested recently in the idea of going 
under the surface, and this has led me to research a 
range of things including underwater technologies. 
Interestingly bathymetric surveillance is done using 
sonar frequencies rather than optically, something 
that seems to underline the idea of the seabed being 
resistant to inscription. The other thing I have been 
thinking about is the idea of it as extra-geographic, or 
beyond place, perhaps because it is unsettled and to an 
extent unnamed, although increasingly colonisation, by 
for example the oil industry, is changing this. Surface 
navigation operates rather differently but in a popular 
sense at least, we think of the sea itself as other: 
uninhabited, unfathomable.  A bit like space. 

There are 200-mile economic and territorial zones 
around the coast, some of which roughly correspond 
to continental shelves. But once you get beyond those, 
it does drop off into the sea equivalent of terra nullius 
(empty land). I found out recently that the seabed is 
constantly being recreated by geological activity. As 
it wells up and out of trenches in the middle of the 
ocean it moves downwards elsewhere, generating the 
earthquakes that create tsunamis. In that sense the 
seabed itself is very active. To me the idea that bits of the 

earth’s surface are constantly disappearing back down 
into the depths is profoundly affecting. And that in order 
to balance the production of new surfaces the old is 
constantly vanishing with bits of the surface of the earth 
going under for god knows how many millions of years 
until it wells up again. This is extraordinary and demands 
that we think differently.  

The notion of inverting and over-turning binaries such 
as surface and depth reminds me of a dual screen video 
piece I made years ago, Above and Below (1998-2001), 
which was shot at the site of a wrecked cargo boat. One 
screen showed the remains of the bulkhead still visible 
above but gradually disappearing under the waterline. 
The other footage shot underwater, in which the camera 
was animated by the constant, teeming motion of the 
current, so that rather than revealing the wreck…

… the image is disturbed.
 

Yes, exactly.

I wanted to show you this short video clip of a woman 
swimming in an exercise pool. I shot it at the Ideal Home 
Exhibition and over the last two or three years I’ve 
become rather obsessed by it.

It’s amazing how different swimming looks when you take 
away movement and direction, and hold the person still. 
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For me it resonates with a number of things that I have 
been preoccupied with over quite a long time, one is gift 
economies and the need for certain things to be done 
endlessly over and over again …

Migration or moving horizontally across the earth’s 
surface from place to place has been the focus of so 
much discussion. But when you think about changes in 
the earth’s environment (life forms have come and gone, 
climates varied, sea levels altered and coastlines too) it 
suggests another kind of mobility. Human groups have 
often had to do a lot of moving to stay in more or less 
the same place. The pool shape is interesting too like a 
mould or coffin!

I presume it feeds the wave back into itself again.  It also 
has a sense of something ‘geological’ about it.  And I find 
the way in which she has become an exhibit, like a fish in 
a tank, disturbing. 

There’s a very atavistic feel about it: creatures coming out 
of and then being returned to the sea. It touches upon the 
idea that we still contain the sea within us in some way and 
that’s how any terrestrial organism, or we, can survive.

I feel that really strongly; you know part of me wants to go 
under the water and not come back again.  

Didn’t Freud call that the ‘oceanic feeling’?

Well, I’m sure its ultimately about some very primal 
things to do with birth, death and the womb etc… but at 
the same time there is a fear that accompanies it. It’s 
a bit like the idea of flight, that sense of wanting to go 
beyond one’s boundaries and at the same time feeling 
fearful of doing so.  In another piece of work, Tails 
my father told me (2003) I made myself into a swarm; 
the idea of becoming multiple and going beyond the 
individual is in a way quite ecstatic.

I wrote a little piece about that which I called Virus Envy 4 
that was about wanting, particularly in an information 
technology setting, to be in all places at all times. What 
would it be like to be a computer virus, replicating 
without control, without direction, without individuality, 
to be a swarm rather than an individual.

To be without a conscious need to determine anything 
but to just to be in motion.  At the same time, I think there 
is a real fear around loss of individuality. Thinking about 
the swarming piece what’s interesting to me about it now 
is that, whereas a lot of my work up until that point had 
been concerned with boundaries, it has no horizon. There 
is a sense of up and down, ascent and descent.

I think of the struggle to ride out the effects of living 
on a lively planet I was describing earlier, as a kind of 
vertical mobility.  

4. Clark, Nigel / Virus Envy / in Clark, N / Virus Envy, Monica Reviews Art (October/
November)  / 1996 / p.24
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Tails my father told me shifts between singular and plural 
and in parts you see a figure suspended in a kind of void 
tussling with gravity. I hadn’t thought before about of how 
that connects to the swimming piece where the edge of 
the exercise pool is never reached. 

It’s interesting in relation to the gift, generosity and 
closing the circle because there is no sense of calculation 
(you can’t count your lengths) but at the same time 
it is very controlled and encircled: there is a sense of 
openness, the unfathomable, the immeasurable but also 
of being absolutely contained, which is a kind of a tension 
that that person is trapped in.

The experience is boundless and yet there is also the 
need to be held, to have a border. Subsequently I’ve 
become fascinated by this space, which is up in Scotland. 
It’s a tidal swimming pool that’s now abandoned. I think I 
am drawn to it because of the way it is continually being 
flooded by the tide and the sense in which architecturally 
it is ‘drawn’ into the landscape and the seascape. And 
also the design of the building has this rather utopian, 
international modernist feel about it. 

Against the backdrop of global warming and sea-level 
changes it has a spectral quality. The whole modernist 
thing belongs to an era of we can draw the lines (between 
natural and technology), which another era has in a sense 
caught up with and overtaken. 

One of the things I have been experimenting with is 
putting a figure into that location. In my previous work 
the land has in a sense represented the civic, order (the 
symbolic, if you like) and water the imaginary. Here the 
figure kind of bridges those two domains.

And the body itself has those tensions and meetings  
as well.

You said something in your email about depth and the 
body.  I wonder if you could just say a bit more about that.

There has been so much thinking lately about how culture 
is inscribed on bodies and produced through them, and 
I am trying to push that further. To reclaim the idea that 
bodies come about through a whole lot of biological and 
geophysical processes, and that within all of us there are 
traces of what we’ve lived through, what our ancestors 
have lived through: traces of landscapes, of diseases, 
of epidemics, of biological life and that every human 
being is a collection of these traces. There are problems 
of course from the point of view of social science with 
a suspect past history of biological determinism. 
But I think there are much more interesting ways of 
approaching it, which is to go back, not so much to a 
biology that determines or a geology that determines, but 
to something that is changeable and restless and then 
work through that. 

I’m currently experimenting with distorted architectural 
models. In part I think this has arisen as a reaction 
against working responsively to specific communities 
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and localities and the sense of responsibility towards 
the different narratives contained therein that this 
engenders. Perhaps in a manner that parallels your need 
to think beyond the cultural construction of identity, I 
wanted to find a way of thinking beyond place. This is I 
think what has propelled me towards both the idea of 
immersion and modelling spaces of the imagination. 

I suppose for me what that opens up is that when you get 
an individual’s narrative or story that ties into a broader 
historical, cultural narrative and that also ties into a 
narrative of the earth, of the region.  

In these newer pieces there is still a preoccupation with 
edges and with engineering but over time these strange 
‘geological’ sub structures have emerged. Various people 
have commented on how bodily they are, suggesting a 
space in which the body could be immersed and one that 
equally might be part of it. 

That connects to the way I have been thinking about 
difference, which is that it goes all the way down into 
the depths of the ocean, into the depths of geology. 
That once you start looking at difference, at human 
difference, then culture just sinks down into whatever 
is beneath it, around it and beyond it. I guess what I am 
trying to get away from is the idea that culture is just 
something on the surface and that geology and biology 
are underneath. I want the layers to be constantly blurred 
so that sometimes culture might be buried and geology 
might be very much on the surface, as in the tsunami 
where sediment was being put down on top of bodies in 

real time, in minutes. So it is not necessarily that culture 
floats on the surface and the other things are slow and 
deep but that they are constantly mixing. Sometimes 
the timescale of culture is quite slow and sometimes the 
timescale of biology and geology is frighteningly rapid. 

That’s a really helpful idea because I’ve wanted to avoid 
thinking about known and unknown in an essential way and 
in so doing reinforcing hierarchies of nature and culture.

And for me when you delve into biological and 
geological traces in human bodies it’s not just a matter 
of science revealing what happened, it’s also about 
things that we can’t uncover or even imagine which 
people have endured. It’s about buried secrets as much 
as another level of truth.  
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We have both extensively collaborated with artists from 
all manner of fields. Was there ever a conscious decision 
for you to follow this direction?

To begin with I don’t think that collaboration was 
something that I planned on but I definitely valued the 
opportunities once people started inviting me to work 
with them. My own history of collaboration is really in two 
stages. In 1989 I started to meet a lot of video artists. Up 
until that time, I had played in bands and made my own 
soundtracks for imagined films but never had any outlet 
for the personal work. In 1989, Peter Callas, the Australian 
artist, asked me to do a soundtrack for a short animation. 
At about that time Tony Oursler invited me to work on an 
installation with him as well, and for the next nine years 
or so I really specialised in creating sound for visual 
artists. Along the way, I picked up a lot of ideas for my 
own working methods. By 1998 or so, I was getting a bit 
tired of just being known as the guy who works with this 
person and that person and always being in the ’support‘ 
position. It was just then that Anthony Moore (director of 
KHM, the Academy of Media Arts, Cologne) invited me to 
participate in the four-night festival, per-SON, with you, 
Pauline Oliveros and Frances-Marie Uitti 1.

Yes, that was a formative experience for me too. The 
association with the liberal and inspiring KHM was 
exciting too, so it wasn’t only a collaboration with key 
creative figures but also with an institution of such status.

1. Scanner, Pauline Oliveros, Frances-Marie Uitti and Stephen Vitiello / per-SON  
KHM, Germany / 1998

That’s true. Anthony had heard soundtracks I had done 
for the Brazilian video artist Eder Santos and thought I’d 
make a good edition to the lineup. For that, I owe Anthony 
a lifetime of thanks as all three of you have ended up 
being friends as well as frequent collaborators. Another 
amazing collaborative aspect of that event was the role 
of Andres Bosshard. Andres had set up a 64-channel 
sound system. Andres then became involved in the 
spatialisation of each of our performances. Beyond his 
electronic setup, we were also in a church with a unique 
set of acoustic properties. It may have been the first time 
I was really aware of playing to and with a space. 

And at the moment…

Well, at this present time I don’t see collaboration as 
central as I did in the 90s but it is still very important to me 
both artistically but also socially! You and Andrew Deutsch 
are probably my most consistent musicians to work with. 
I look forward to working with you for new ideas as well as 
just for the opportunity to stay connected.

Yes, it seems that once you have established a strong 
connection with a collaborator then this can continue 
in the future in a very positive manner. I think it’s this 
element of trust and understanding. Yet new possibilities 
continually open up, don’t they? I suppose in many ways 
even this conversation itself is about collaboration.
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Absolutely, in fact in the visual arts I just did a 
collaboration with the artist Julie Mehretu for the Sydney 
Biennale 2, and last year I worked with Joan Jonas on a 
performance piece of hers 3. Julie and I will work together 
again this fall in Vienna and then next summer in Los 
Angeles. A useful lesson for the two of us came from 
Christian Haye, the director of The Project, the gallery 
that we both work with in NY. Christian arrived in Sydney 
about six days into the install. Julie was working on the 
wall drawing, listening to my sound; I was mixing the 
sound to her drawing. Christian’s immediate comment 
was: ’great, now stop collaborating’. In other words, we 
were working so carefully to each other that we had 
created a very good bridge but now needed to go off and 
finish on our own and get back to our own solo process.  
It’s easy to become so diplomatic that you may not push 
something forward as aggressively as if you were working 
on it as a solo project.

I’ve often wondered about the idea of losing of yourself 
in collaboration, even a concern diluting your work and 
sometimes even secretly hoping towards this. Do you 
know what I mean? 

I’ve found that the most important thing that I can do is to 
speak with the person at the beginning of the project and 
determine what the relationship is. Very often working 
with visual artists it is called a collaboration but there is 
some predetermined rule that the visual is dominant, and 
therefore it is their work with my creative participation. 
The project with Julie was ideal as we agreed from the 
outset that it was a work by both of us. I created sounds 

2. Julie Mehretu and Stephen Vitiello / Untitled / The Sydney Biennale / 2006 
3. Joan Jonas and Stephen Vitiello / Lines in the Sand / Tate Modern, London / 2006

that she listened to while creating a wall drawing. I then 
mixed in the gallery space a bit differently each day to 
respond to her drawing. We then worked together on a 
sculptural element that hung around the wall drawing. I 
have done projects with Pauline Oliveros as well as with 
you, in which I came in knowing it was your concert or 
CD but the roles have also been flipped at times when 
either of you might be supporting me. And then there is 
the perfect middle again where it is a work by Scanner/
Vitiello. In any case, each situation is different. I try to do 
my best to keep ego in a creative place. Occasionally I’ve 
thought I might have done a project better by myself than 
as a duo or trio but the benefits of collaboration have far 
outweighed the more negative side of the coin. 

This sounds almost idealistic but presumably, you’ve 
experience failure?

I have for sure. At least what comes to mind at the 
moment is my own failures more than other people failing 
me. I remember I had an opportunity to make a CD for 
a label that I was excited about. I invited two musicians 
who I admire greatly (Pauline Oliveros and Joe McPhee) 
to work with me. I had them for one afternoon and 
realised that I was in no way prepared for the session. 
I then spent months trying to make something of it and 
ended up scrapping it. Equally there have been a couple 
of instances where I was working with a video maker who 
wanted something very specific from me. The problems 
either arose because I couldn’t understand the language 
they were using (‘make the sound here more blue!’), or I 
wasn’t able to work in a style that they were after.  
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That’s interesting. I’ve had more problems collaborating 
with film more than any other medium, where not only the 
production pressures you into an intimidating position, but 
also there’s no clear understanding of my role. Rather than 
a collaboration with a film director it feels more frequently 
as if you are simply forced to reproduce a piece of music 
that they like but don’t want to license for the film, or 
can’t afford to! Failure is clearly a way of learning about 
possibilities and intentions, that’s for sure.

Yes, just as establishing the roles in a working 
partnership are critical so is finding an understood 
vocabulary. When I work with the videomaker, Eder 
Santos for example, he will say, ’make it nervous‘ and 
I know instantly what that means to him (from the way 
he feels with an upset stomach to driving too fast in 
Brazil). I’ve also worked in situations where the tension, 
discomfort, even dislike has produced something 
positive! I often think of the way that Merce Cunningham 
and John Cage worked for so many years. At least as I 
understand it, Cunningham would suggest a piece and 
present Cage with the title and length. They would then 
work independently up until the dress rehearsal. Their 
trust, knowledge of the other’s work and maybe even 
psychic connection allowed them to produce remarkably 
cohesive pieces without in any way having to be overly 
aware of the other or work one’s style to the other.  

I remember when I worked with Cunningham last year 
on his E:vent series of performances I understood this 
psychic connection, where I was collaborating with both 
classical musicians, Stephen Montague for example, and 

Phil Selway of Radiohead 4. Our creative worlds collided 
in impossibly complex ways, beyond an idea of language 
and direction. Most significantly we were told not to 
watch or respond to the dance or each other!

As much as you and I have worked together and I’m aware 
of many other people you’ve worked with, I think of you as 
a very singular artist. Do you agree? Do you find you think 
differently when working on a project with someone else? 
Is it different if their medium is visual rather than auditory?

Well, I’ve often become attracted to the idea of 
collaboration on different levels, some more personal than 
others. Though I also like to think of myself as offering 
a unique voice and approach to works (be they visual, 
audio, or written), collaboration has offered a chance to 
dissolve the ego in many ways, to play around with altering 
the focus. I’ve had a concern from early on in my career 
regarding the omnipresent role and position of the artist 
as a kind of minor dictator manipulating like in that the 
Gursky photograph of the DJ spinning records in front of 
an arena style crowd 5. Collaboration has offered a method 
of reducing the focus, or removing the glare of ego and 
suggesting another reading or balance in some ways.

I’ve collaborated with pop singers, visual artists, 
writers, philosophers, graphic designers, hospitals, etc.. 
The variety is quite absurd yet hopefully this singular 
voice remains and presumably that’s why one gets 
invited to create works in this situations and locations. I 
suppose I conceive of my practice as largely ideas based 
and therefore these can easily be transmitted and 

4. Merce Cunningham / E:vent / Barbican Theatre, London / 2005 
5. Andreas Gursky / Tote Hosen / MOMA, New York / 2000
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translated over different mediums. For example when 
I work with a choreographer like Shobana Jeyasingh 
or Wayne McGregor, we collaborate beyond taking our 
individual roles as choreographer and sound designer. 
It’s more the development of an idea around which our 
roles are then determined. We can speak of intention, 
outcome and all other aspects but in the end we adopt 
our recognised positions.

I like taking risks though. I like challenging myself. 
When I worked recently on Time_Place_Space 6 in 
Australia, an exploratory laboratory and strategy to 
enable emerging and established Australian artists to 
explore new methodologies and practices in hybrid/
interdisciplinary arts, I was quite intimidated. The 
collaborative aspect was massive: I had over 25 people 
with me each day with which to develop various research 
and development opportunities towards a networks and 
structure to enable a sustainable arts practice. Once 
you could accept that we were all engaging in a process 
where you could erase boundaries between dancer, 
performer, writer, musician, painter, designer and so on, 
then the process of engagement really opened up. It was 
also about resisting the urge to judge work, both your 
own and others. 

A new critical voice can be opened up in these collaborative 
moments so the medium is not important, it’s more about 
an ability to let go and submit to the situation.

6. Time_Place_Space_5 / Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane / 2006
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I learned an interesting thing recently, reading a book by 
a woman called Temple Grandin 1. You know, humans and 
animals we’re all completely hardwired to see causality, 
A following B etc., and she’s got a really nice example of 
it. Many farmed pigs have electronic tags on them for 
identification and when they’re fed, they go into individual 
booths and stick their head in the trough, the electronic 
tag sets off a switch and the food comes down a shoot. 
Now, she’s observed lots of amazing behaviour with some 
pigs doing little ritualistic dances, when they get inside 
their food pens. Because once they happened to be doing 
something peculiar with their feet, at the same moment 
their tag set off the switch and the food came and they 
remember this and they think that the food coming down 
the shoot was caused by them stamping their feet in that 
particular way. So when the pigs go into feed, a lot of 
them have these little dances and spells they perform.

Oh, so this is the antithesis of Pavlovian behaviour?

Yeah, and apparently it’s a very good evolutionary trait 
to make connections between things, because it doesn’t 
really matter too much if you have a superstition, but you 
need to be able to see, especially with things relating to 
food, something connecting. I eat something and that 
happens or I shake this tree and a banana falls…

It would also help with what happens after eating food, 
to recognise the connection between intake and illness 
for instance.

1. Grandin, Temple and Johnson, Catherine / Animals in Translation 
London / Bloomsbury / 2005. 

And apparently people are very bad at not seeing a 
pattern in things. So in multiple-choice tests, they can’t 
randomise the answers because people will see patterns 
that aren’t there. If you have a run of several ’A’s as the 
correct answer, people – even if they’re sure it’s the right 
answer – won’t put another ‘A’, because they’ll think 
that it couldn’t possibly be a fourth A. So we’re sort of 
programmed to see conspiracies.

Yeah, there’s an enormous legacy of that in literature as 
well if you think about it; it’s kind of like Rosacrucianism 
or something. I think that the classic novel is Foucault’s 
Pendulum isn’t it 2? Or Paul Auster’s New York Trilogy… 3

Yeah.

When I was on my foundation course, I was having a whole 
run of the most ludicrous, what I thought at the time were 
the most amazing coincidences and they’ve never stopped 
really. I think as soon as you put yourself out in the world, 
then you place yourself in this sort of chaotic flow of 
phenomena and then of course things are going to join up. 
Up until that point, I’d led a rather sheltered life, and as 
soon as I left home and placed myself in such a position of 
being, you know, just in the storm of the universe instead 
of having the parental home to hold things at bay then 
things did start connecting up more.

So Sally, this is still happening is it?

2. Ecco, Umberto / Foucault’s Pendulum / Vintage / 2001 
3.  Auster, Paul / New York Trilogy /Faber and Faber / 1998
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Yeah. 

Wow.

Well, only because I’m still ludicrously within the flow 
of chaos.

I find that experience only happens periodically. I find 
it happens with places in London, in that if I go to a 
new place I’ve never been to, like Crouch End, it’s really 
likely I’m going to have to go there the next day for some 
completely different reason. And that does happen a lot 
and it’s a very banal manifestation of that phenomena. 
But you have these things all the time?

Well, yeah, I’ve kind of become inured to them now, 
I’ve had so many coincidences that I’ve ceased to 
appreciate them as coincidences perhaps; this is all very 
anecdotal… But one day when I was wearing a really 
bright blue anorak, it was electric blue and I was feeling 
really self-conscious because, you know, with a pale Irish 
skin, electric blue is really unflattering. So I was really 
regretting wearing it, and everywhere I looked I would 
see this colour, this really bright electric blue. And for a 
bit of relief, I knew that there was an industrial estate 
so I wanted to look at down the road so I could just see a 
bit of grey, just to stop seeing this blooming electric blue 
everywhere. I looked down there and there were a whole 
load of blokes in Kwikfit jumpsuits. Everywhere. So it’s a 
classic case of filtering.

How does that make you feel, do you actually 
feel quite disturbed by that or thrilled, or was it a 
combination of the two?

I feel quite scientific about it. You think you could draw 
a flow chart to see how things link up and to see what 
filters lie across your perception, to make you notice 
one thing over and above another or to think about the 
statistical possibility of say geographic confluence, for 
example. I could get horribly, horribly rational about it. 

And if you could list the number of potential startling 
coincidences that could happen in a day, there would be 
hundreds and thousands that could happen to you. So it’s 
statistically probable that one of them is going to happen.

But you see, we’re talking about coincidence in 
divergence, which is one way round what I’m kind of 
interested in. I was thinking about the Bataille show at the 
Hayward Gallery 4, and of Bataille’s critical dictionary. And 
the thing which language does is that it pulls together the 
fluidity of the universe in apparent stasis of language. So 
what Bataille would do would be to take a word and 
explode it again and throw it back into a dynamic 
relationship with our perception and understanding. 

Is that a bit like what you’ve been doing with Implicasphere 5? 

Yes, it is actually.

4. Undercover Surrealism: Picasso, Miró, Masson and the vision of Georges Bataille 
The Hayward Gallery / London / 11 May to 30 July 2006 
5. Haynes, Cathy and O’Reilly, Sally (eds)  
 Implicasphere: An itinerary of meandering thought / London / Peer, 2004 – ongoing.
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People send you things don’t they, or do you find things?

We mainly look for them and then we have a few people 
who send us stuff. We mainly find it in the British Library 
from rooting about, but we do have people who are 
specialists in, say for instance, mediaeval witchcraft, 
who will regularly give us leads.

And has it changed your way of thinking through the 
process of doing it? Have you discovered anything?

Yes, I discovered that I really disliked closing things 
down. I have become less and less interested in being 
a specialist. And it’s that delta of connections which is 
more interesting. But I’m not sure how much use that is in 
the world, other than, other than it’s quite entertaining. 

I suppose it’s useful in that someone will find themself 
reading about something they didn’t think they were 
interested in. But because you’d made that little charmed 
connection into strange territory, you know what I mean?

But is that like saying, that breadth of knowledge as 
opposed to depth is that it has some sort of social or 
political agency?

I think it makes you feel more humble, I mean, one of the 
things about acquiring knowledge is that it makes you 
realise how much you don’t know, and I think that’s quite 
a good thing for people to feel a sense of awe about all 

the stuff that one doesn’t know that other people have 
thought about. And that’s a bit like being in nature, being 
led into a big forest.  

I think one of the most important things about being 
human is curiosity, and I think you’re right that curiosity 
comes from a sense of awe that is rather like the sublime. 
And then you use the word charm as well or charmed 
connection, and charm and magic I think are really 
important in terms of this as well. And magic is about the 
belief in that there is, there’s something supra human: 
there’s something beyond our perception that some 
people can manipulate. Now we all know that magic is a 
sort of a trick in that it’s a manipulation of our perception 
rather than a manipulation of this supra human stuff, 
whatever it is. But the idea of charm resides somewhere in 
that idea doesn’t it? And I do think that there is something 
really important in presenting people with connections 
that are not the immediately apparent ones or to lead 
people along a less travelled route, empowering people to 
show them that there is an alternative to the orthodoxy. 

Yeah for me, it’s that we get bombarded with narrative 
all the time. Narratives are embedded in everything, you 
know: news, advertising. Every version of how reality is 
communicated, is wrapped up in some kind of persuasive 
‘A leads to B’ type connection, so screwing around with its 
mechanisms seems to me very, very important.
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Okay, when you say, ‘screwing around with it’, thinking 
about your films, are you talking about establishing 
different modes of connection, different causalities? 
Because in that the first – I say the first, you don’t know 
what order I watched them in – but the shorter film…

Double Dummy (2004).

There’s a formal convergence, a formal sort of turning 
point with the tangle of wood and the tangle of thread, 
giving it a point that could in mainstream film terms be 
the equivalent of, say, when Hitchcock walks towards 
the movie and the dark suit blacks out the view, And 
then instead of him walking away from it, we have 
someone else walking away: it’s another scene, it’s like 
a formal pivot. 

In a more mainstream film, a narrative pivot could be 
someone else walking into the same room (it would be 
much more, narrative-based, I guess). 

I don’t really know what I’m doing a lot of the time but 
there’s a system and there’s a logic to it. And I’m trying to 
do something that feels to me quite precise like a spatial 
act with narrative that happens in a different kind of 
relational order to normal narrative. It’s making narrative 
connections do a little back flip in some way through 
using a repeated image, or something as a stand in for 
something else that it really shouldn’t be a stand in for, 
something really absurd. Trying to just turn the whole 
thing a little bit inside out. 

Is it connected to the Brechtian idea of jolting the 
bourgeoisie out of their complacency by upsetting 
their expectations? Which is still, you know, valid and 
important… Not giving people what they want.

Yeah, I think there’s an element of that, because I just 
find a lot of film-making and television so conservative 
and rigid with what to me seems like such a potentially 
plastic thing, whereas fiction writing seems to have so 
much more fun with that. It’s not necessarily trying to 
do something that has political leverage of some kind, 
it’s about joy, it’s about playing in a very imaginative and 
disruptive way, and I’m just surprised that that doesn’t 
happen more with both narrative and experimental film. 

I think literature and literary criticism is streets ahead 
of other art forms, and what I’m really interested in is 
meta-fiction. I can’t really see how it exists in the visual 
arts, whereas it absolutely absorbed into the whole 
genre of literature now: this idea of self-consciousness 
or the relationship to representation, it’s kind of innate. 
Mainstream film is still really worried about muddling 
fact and fiction. It still feels a sense of responsibility, 
think about Brass Eye… Chris Morris’s Brass Eye. There 
was an absolute uproar that something fictional was 
presented as fact, and yet you read Graham Greene and 
it reads like a representation of – I’m thinking about The 
Comedians 6 – representation of Haiti and he uses real 
characters, like Papa Doc and the prominent generals 
at the time. And yet there are fictional insertions and 
somehow that’s absolutely fine with literature: people 

6. Greene, Graham / The Comedians / Penguin Books / 1991
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have been completely mucking about with truth and the 
idea of truth, whereas with visual representations, such 
as narrative film and photography, there’s this whole 
contention about objectiveness, objectivity.

It’s strange, a kind of moral policing goes on, and I think it’s 
because there’s some misconception that when you watch 
a piece of television that it’s being transmitted (injected) 
into your brain. It’s not acknowledged that it’s a visual 
language that you have to participate in assembling as it 
enters your head, that it’s constructed.

Yeah, I think the broadcast moving image, in that form, 
doesn’t fall into the category of cultural artefacts. We’re 
talking about the open work, somehow it doesn’t seem to 
be allowed into the toolbox of this idea of the open work.

Even less so now, I mean there used to be experimental 
stuff in the 1970s and early 80s on the TV like Ian 
Breakwell’s fake news broadcasts. In the 70s and early 
80s there was a genuine sense that artists were useful 
somehow in television and could play around with those 
kind of truths, but it’s become so policed now. 

There is a distressing sense of responsibility on a falsely 
vast scale when it comes to television. Television now 
represents art entirely through documentation, and it’s 
not used as a medium in itself, it’s not seen as a medium 
of dissemination at all.

Except for someone like Chris Morris who is doing almost 
Dadaesque stuff, I mean it’s kind of beyond satire.

It’s interference isn’t it? Satire implies that there’s a 
parallelism but this is totally running through the weave 
of broadcasting. It’s so naughty.

How did you get into the art writing business then Sally? 

Well, I was a barmaid for ten years. And seven of those 
were in Soho. And this one guy used to come in regularly, 
he was the drummer from 999, and he used to come 
in with his cowboy boots on and tell us stories about 
anal sex with his girlfriend. And then one day he said: 
‘my mate’s starting up an art website. He’s looking 
for somebody to help him. You should go and have an 
interview with him’. So I had three pints of Stella with him 
at eleven in the morning, and I said the word ‘installation’, 
and he said: ‘oh, I’ve never heard of that – know what 
– you’re hired’. And so I started. I set up a website with 
him, and there had to be a magazine section in it to pull 
in the hits. So if people do a search on Monet, we were 
supposed to have a Monet review in the magazine section 
that would attract the search engines. So it was entirely, 
entirely through the back door, that art writing happened.

And it hadn’t occurred to you before then?

No. I knew I wanted to write but I didn’t know what on 
earth about, or how. I used to write really crappy short 
stories in my bed-sit when I wasn’t barmaiding. I had 
studied painting but I was really bad and couldn’t make 
the paint do what I wanted it to do: I had no control over it. 
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I was a painter too. I kind of still do a little bit.

I make birthday cards. That’s about it.

That’s nice, watercolour?

Your voice went posh then, ‘watercolour’. Yes, I’m a failed 
practitioner, which I think is important in a critic. I can 
empathise and I can say, oh I wouldn’t have done it that way.

Yeah, I think it’s important to know how hard it is.

Yes actually, how difficult it is to justify a practice. That’s 
the main thing that I came out of art school with, was a 
series of memories of evenings, of nights, of the early hours 
wracked with horror with the fact that I couldn’t justify what 
I was doing whatsoever, and it seemed totally arbitrary. And 
so whenever I see a fully formed practice, even if they’re a 
totally conventional painter, I can’t help admiring the fact 
that they’re hanging on in there. And they seemed to have 
talked themselves around into justifying it all. 

That’s really good to hear. So it was through a kind 
of random…

… a chance, a crossing of my path.
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We both have a lived relationship with a particular 
religion and heritage, whilst being militantly opposed 
to many of the bases and predicates of religion. On the 
other hand, as an artist I am interested in picturing and 
pictures as failed attempts to contain the formlessness 
of the Real. Obviously there are parallel claims that 
can be made for religious ritual, in terms of framing the 
Sublimes of Nature, and of God. That’s the area I find 
interesting about religion; its role as a lived ideology in 
the context of that ‘framing’.  Does that make sense?

Yeah. As you’re perfectly aware, I am godless, I am 
without religion but ironically I married into religious 
circumstances. As you may also be aware, I grew up in a 
religious household, a Protestant, Methodist household, 
and I was inculcated into and grew up within that religion 
but I broke with it at the age of 13-14.

That was the same age that I broke with my Church of 
England upbringing. Was that over confirmation? Do 
Methodists get confirmed?

No, they don’t. It wasn’t anything as grand as that! It was 
largely due to the fact that the Methodist worldview, in my 
eyes, didn’t hold together any longer, even as a 13 year-old. 
That’s to say there was a huge gap between the claims of 
Methodism and the world as I was coming to know it.  So 
it’s odd re-embarking on a relationship with the religious 
although it has to be said my wife, Michelle, is in no 
sense Orthodox or pious in her observances. Like a lot of 
deracinated Jewish people her allegiances to Judaism are 
largely cultural. So my exposure to Judaism in the home is 
largely cultural. However, we’ve just had a child, Gilda, as 

you know, and I’ve agreed that our daughter will be brought 
up in the Jewish faith, so that means I will have to observe 
more than weekly rituals, I’ll have to commit myself to her 
Jewish education. So that means that religion will play a 
larger part in my life than I ever would have anticipated 
certainly before I got married.

That’s a parallel experience to mine. My son was born 
in 2003. My first thought when they pulled him out 
(it was a caesarian) was, ‘circumcision’ and thinking 
that it was going to be a real test.  My feelings about 
circumcision were revulsion and fear, but I knew his 
maternal grandparents wouldn’t accept him if he wasn’t 
circumcised so it was incumbent upon my wife to see 
it through. My position, as I’d thrashed it out before the 
birth, was that provided the child was raised within the 
Jewish tradition, circumcision would be bearable, since 
the scar would have positive socialised meaning. What 
wasn’t acceptable to me was the thought that the child 
might be circumcised but then nothing further done, as 
this would be a marking of difference without meaning.  
So if the child was raised in the Jewish tradition that 
would make the circumcision ‘liveable’. I still fear the 
day he asks: ’why aren’t you circumcised, Dad?’ Even 
now, at two-and-a-half, he’s aware that he’s Jewish. 
Earlier tonight he was talking to his mother and said 
so although he’s only just beginning to learn what 
that might mean of course.  His awareness of that has 
even at this stage been formed in adversity of some 
rather sinister kind; about six months back he declared 
that he was a Christian and didn’t like Jews. We were 
obviously horrified, not in the least because (apart from 
the immediate fear of some sort of conflicted identity 
arising out of this) we hadn’t given names to any of 
those things per se. He enjoyed Shabbat dinner and the 
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lighting of candles, going with his mother to Shul every 
few weeks and so on, but we’d introduced these things 
in a naturalised and non-ideologised manner. We’d never 
interpellated him as ‘Jewish’ and differentiated others 
as ‘Christian’ or said: ‘this is what Jews do and Christians 
don’t’ or whatever. Disturbingly, he’d been introduced 
to the terms by someone else and given a negative 
impression of Jews. 

That’s terrible. It’s terrible that he should feel that at such 
an early age… 

Yes. To this day we don’t know who that was. We believe 
that we’ve countered the effect and he now identifies 
positively with being Jewish. But it’s noteworthy that 
part of that positive identification, even at this early 
age, came through someone attempting to create 
negative impressions in his mind. It reminded me what 
was at stake. Many Jews are agnostic or atheist, yet 
still adhere to the traditions and not in the manner of a 
purely passive consumption of the unavoidable as, say, 
many non-believers engage with Christmas. There was 
more than ‘purely passive consumption’ at stake in my 
break with Anglicanism: my mother and sister are regular 
churchgoers, and I would have been, had I chosen to 
adhere. I rejected Anglicanism because I found the idea 
of God incredible. Me being atheist probably made it 
easier for Rachel to ‘marry out’ than if I had been religious 
in a non-Jewish way.

Of course, it’s far easier for atheist men to marry 
into Judaism.

Do you think it’s an easier religion for atheists to 
‘accept’ because of its other facets, say, identity and its 
relationship with history?

I don’t think, for atheists, any religion or its associated 
practices are easy to accept. There’s a big difference 
with respect to Judaism because of my formation as a 
writer and intellectual in that it’s hard not to be formed 
by Jewish thought and Jewish tradition, particularly if 
you are on the Left.  In a strange kind of way  I see myself 
as being brought up in a thoroughly secularised Jewish 
tradition, through Marx, Trotsky, Lukacs, Benjamin, 
Adorno and so on.  

Yes. There was no visible Jewish community in my 
hometown. My first encounter with Jewish people was 
through political activism as a teenager through those 
channels I met people who were children of East End 
communists, or immigrant families settled in Manchester 
and Liverpool. They directed my early reading of politics 
and history beyond what I learned at school. 

But I certainly haven’t married into any of that, though. 

No? In my wife’s family I think there is an awareness of 
history and a bibliophilic tradition… 

Well funnily enough there isn’t even a commitment to 
learning in my family, at least not the Jewish side of the 
family. So it goes against the grain in all respects.
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That’s fortuitous for this conversation because it doesn’t 
make for easy or lazy connections…

Well I should say there’s a commitment to trade, but not 
to learning.

But moving on from that, I suppose I have found within 
the modern Orthodox family I married into there is 
an emphasis on ‘life lived’, which means, despite 
ideological/political differences, some common ground 
for conversation. I found a commitment to the ‘here and 
now’, something I could identify as ‘contingency’… Did 
you not feel any of that?

What’s been foregrounded in my experience of Judaism, 
in marrying into a Jewish family, is how narrow and limited 
most of my Christian relatives’ understanding of Judaism 
is to the point where Judaism and Christianity seem to 
be wholly separate cultural, historical and ecclesiastical 
entities. That’s something I find quite disturbing. 

My mother worked in Manchester as a young woman 
alongside Jewish people and talked about it in a wholly 
naturalised way. So long before I met my wife, my 
mother had a role in both telling me that there was a 
Jewish community and to some extent interpellating 
them as an ethnic group, not in any anti-semitic way 
but in terms of her fond association with her beloved 
Manchester. Also, probably connected to that, she 

would read a lot of those Jewish family saga books 
(Maisie Mosco’s Almonds and Raisins 1, that kind 
of thing), which novelised Jewish lives against the 
backdrop of twentieth century local history: Czarist 
pogroms to Manchester sweatshops and so on.

From the age of 13 or 14 I desperately wanted to make 
religion invisible within my life, and to a large extent I 
achieved that. I secularised myself and transformed 
myself into an atheist. So this re-engagement with 
religion, be it Judaism or Christianity, is a very odd thing 
for me. I have been writing about religion, and I’ve had a 
couple of things published and I’m planning something 
bigger. It’s partly to do with my mother dying three years 
ago. She remained a firm believer until her death, but 
also the fact that, as we’ve been talking about, Judaism 
has taken on a determining part in both our lives, so 
religion is something I’ve had to re-address. But it’s not 
something I welcome openly.

Did you feel brought up as a Methodist any sense of cultural 
identity or legacy separate to a commitment to God?

Well I was brought up in a Labour Party household and 
because of that I was always aware it was possible to link 
a Methodist/Protestant understanding of social justice to 
the Labour Party. And my parents were on the left of the 
Labour Party. So not only did I break with religion I broke 
with that tradition too. ‘Did Methodism politicise me?’ ‘No.’

1. Mosco, Maisie / Almonds and Raisins: The heartwarming saga of Jewish family life 
London / Hodder and Stoughton General (UK edition) / 1979
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There weren’t any other legacies as far as I could see. 
Culturally, Methodism seemed to be etiolated and 
attenuated. I couldn’t establish any real or palpable 
connection between it and the outside world.

Who determined the familial religion?

My mother. She became a local preacher. I come from a 
long line of lay preachers. Even today my uncle in his late 
60s remains a lay preacher. I was very conscious (I have 
to say this) of wanting to break with that. At the time it 
seemed a radical and transgressive thing to do. 

There’s often a matriarchal imperative. My sister pointed 
out to me after my son was born that by acceding to 
Isaac (my son) being raised as a Jew, I was following the 
family tradition of matriarchal determination in these 
matters, common in a lot of working class and lower 
middle class families. That’s why I asked what remained 
after you’d broken with God. Beyond the issue of belief, 
what remains in Judaism is palpable: particular historical 
and cultural claims. Adorno and Horkheimer remarked 
that Jews transformed taboos into maxims and defused 
magic by making it ritual: in other words, adaptation 
to nature through duty 2. They seem august claims, 
compared with what Anglicanism offers.

That’s right, but this can easily fall into a Judeophilic 
sentiment, particularly when you are entering the 
tradition from the Left. I’m very keen to avoid that.

2. Horkheimer, M and Adorno, TW / Dialectic of Enlightenment  
New York /  Seabury / 1979 / p.186

How do you avoid that?

Quite easily. I can see why white, Christian males would 
be drawn to Judaism on the very grounds that you’ve 
just mapped out.  But it’s one thing to be drawn to 
Judaism and converting, and marrying into a Jewish 
family. Clearly the latter is easier. An old friend of mine (a 
woman) has just converted to Judaism in order to marry 
and have a child. I have to say I have problems with that, 
although, clearly, love can conquer all. I’m not happy 
about converting to anything. If you had to ‘convert’ to 
socialism, I would advise people not to.

But religion has the ability to account for things. For 
example, we attended the Anglican funeral the other 
week of a dear friend, which attempted (remarkably, in 
my view) to offer people mourning the sudden death of a 
highly talented gay man an account totally located within 
the life of Jesus: making universal claims within a very 
narrow narrative. It seems to me that experience contains 
a particular proselytising appeal, which is different from 
Judaism. Did you never feel that Methodism had an 
evangelical tradition?

No. It was about a commitment to social justice. 

Why have lay preachers, then?

You’re asking me to be an advocate of something I can’t 
be an advocate of.
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But in one sense we both, by default, become that, 
because of our children…

One of the biggest problems I have is not necessarily 
the corrosive or bewildering effects of religion on my 
child but how I am to fulfill my own ideological role, that 
is, how much of an historical materialist I can turn my 
daughter into.  What kind of language will I use when 
we’re confronted with a particularly opaque moral issue, 
or what position will I take over issues in life. It’s easy to 
say, ‘I’ll take the same position as I did myself’, of course, 
but I don’t want to be a father who pushes his daughter 
or son towards any event he thinks will ‘do them good’. So 
in some senses I’m not too worried about the incursion 
of religion into our family life; that links in with what you 
said earlier about the mother being the conduit through 
which religious commitment is produced.  

I know my son looks forward to going to Shul, and he 
identifies that with his mother.  I’m very aware of father/
son relationships anyway, and in some senses I expect him 
to grow up ‘in spite of’ rather than because of me; to kick 
against me, either by committing to something annoyingly 
more intensive (going one better) or completely opposing 
my values. A while back he turned a yellow pepper upside 
down saying: ‘Look Daddy, a sculpture’… In some ways I 
dread him following me into art and immersing himself in a 
life of potential disappointment…

…and penury. This goes back to what I was just 
saying: ‘how is it possible to live out a revolutionary 
consciousness in your child?’

Yes. Because what we’ve described seems a passively 
neutral position, in terms of day-to-day ‘getting on 
together’. I find religion annoying, but whilst at the level of 
ideological engagement one can oppose and debate with 
it – for domestic harmony one remains silent. And that’s 
not something one is used to in terms of art, philosophy, 
politics or whatever.

Well of course. I experienced the passion and 
commitment of my parents. Now, although I reject their 
religion, I retain a sense of passion and commitment to 
a set of principles against all odds. My understanding of 
the intimacy between politics and renunciation, that is, 
the idea that in order to hold a position in the world one 
has to some degree ‘withdraw’ from the world. So I have 
learned to live with disappointment from quite an early 
age. That sounds like I’ve been a martyr for my beliefs 
for longer than I care, or dare, to remember. That’s not 
true at all, but it’s closer to the idea that old Beckett saw 
actually – that idea of going on but not being able to go on 
in order to go on.

Yes.
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1/ Ansuman Biswas was born in Calcutta and trained 
in the UK. He has an international practice that 
encompasses music, film, live art, installation, writing 
and theatre. He is interested in borders and grey areas 
between music, dance and visual art, for instance, or 
between science, art and industry. Consequently he 
works in a wide variety of contexts and has developed an 
interdisciplinary practice that traverses, translates and 
transposes across different kinds of boundaries.

1/ Stephen Batchelor is a contemporary Buddhist 
teacher and writer, best known for his secular or agnostic 
approach to Buddhism. Stephen considers Buddhism 
to be a constantly evolving culture of awakening rather 
than a religious system based on immutable dogmas and 
beliefs. Through his writings, translations and teaching 
he engages in a critical exploration of Buddhism’s 
role in the modern world that has earned him both 
condemnation as a heretic and praise as a reformer.

2/ Gianluca Cosci was born in 1970 in Sant’Elpidio a Mare, 
Central Italy. In 1999 he moved to London where, in 2003, 
he obtained an MA in Fine Art from Chelsea College. Since 
1992 he has been exhibiting his works in public spaces and 
private galleries in Italy and around Europe.

2/ Nicholas Beech read Architectural History (MSc) at 
the Bartlett, UCL from 2004-5. He currently teaches 
architectural history at the Bartlett and at Westminster 
School of Architecture and the Built Environment. 
He regularly contributes writing to ‘Attack!!!’ – the 
world’s finest, microscopic-circulation, themed zine.

3/ Deej Fabyc has exhibited at the Reina Sofia 
Museum, Madrid, El Museo Del Barrio, New York, w139, 
Amsterdam, and at the Artist Museum in Lodz, amongst 
other places. She was selected for the first Contempora5 
exhibition at the National Gallery of Victoria, Australia 
and more recently for the Helen Lempriere National 
Sculpture prize (Australia). Deej runs the gallery Elastic 
Residence from her home in Whitechapel

3/ Sutapa Biswas makes films that engage with issues 
of time, desire, feminism, cultural identity and memory. 
She has exhibited extensively internationally, including 
at the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto (2000), Tate Modern, 
London (2002-4), Angel Row Gallery, Nottingham (2004), 
the Douglas F Cooley Memorial Art Gallery, Reed College, 
Portland (2006), and the International Arts Festival, 
Melbourne (2006). She is a Reader at the Chelsea College 
of Art and Design, University of the Arts London.

4/ Helena Goldwater is a painter and performance artist. 
Her highly detailed paintings are acts of devotion to 
perversion. Her performance work engages in intimacies 
with her audience, questioning ‘transgression’ and 
creating erotic relationships to the visceral. Her work has 
been shown most recently at Tate Liverpool and Newlyn 
Art Gallery, Cornwall.

4/ Amanda Sharp is based in New York. With Matthew 
Slotover, she is the publisher director of Frieze and 
director of the Frieze Art Fair held annually in London. 
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5/ Rona Lee is an artist who works in a range of media 
including video, performance, photography and sculpture. 
She was born in a ‘coastal town they forgot to close down’. 
Her current project the submersion series investigates 
our complex relationship to water and the suspension of 
physical and symbolic codes involved in immersion.

5/ Nigel Clark lectures in Human Geography at the 
Open University, where he does work on the ethical and 
political implications of living on a physically variable and 
volatile planet. He lives in London, but grew up on some 
shaky islands in the South West Pacific. 

6/ Robin Rimbaud aka Scanner traverses the 
experimental terrain between sound, space, image and 
form. His diverse body of work includes soundtracks 
for films, performances, radio, dance, and site-specific 
intermedia installations. Committed to working with 
cutting edge practitioners he has collaborated with 
Bryan Ferry, Radiohead, Laurie Anderson, D-Fuse, MTV, 
The Royal Ballet, Mike Kelley, and Douglas Gordon.

6/ Stephen Vitiello is a sound and media artist. His sound 
installations, sculptural works, DVDs, and photographs 
have been exhibited widely at The Whitney Museum of 
American Art, The Chinati and Tate Modern. Vitiello is 
currently an assistant professor of kinetic imaging at 
Virginia Commonwealth University and archivist for The 
Kitchen in New York City. 

7/ Jennet Thomas is an artist-filmmaker and a founder 
member of the Exploding Cinema Collective. Her work 
is distributed internationally by Video Data Bank (www.
vdb.org). She’s currently working on a touring two-person 
video installation show with her partner Paul Tarragó 
called We make our own television. Jennet is a senior 
lecturer in fine art at University of the Arts London.

7/ Sally O’Reilly is a writer, contributing regularly 
to art magazines and catalogues, and co-editor of 
Implicasphere. She also delivers performative lectures 
in galleries and art colleges and organises events such 
the performance programme at the Whitstable Biennale 
2006 and the Summer School of Self Improvement at 
Space Station 65.

8/ John Roberts is the author of Philosophizing the 
Everyday: Revolutionary Praxis and the Fate of Cultural 
Theory (Pluto Press, 2006). His forthcoming book, The 
Intangibilities of Form: Skill and Deskilling in Art After the 
Readymade, is to be published by Verso in 2007.

8/ John Timberlake is an artist. His work, which is 
most frequently engaged with landscape, is held in a 
number of collections in Britain, Belgium, Germany, 
France and the US.
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This publication has been produced as part of Trajectory,  
an intensive professional development and mentoring 
scheme targeted specifically at London-based mid 
career artists, developed by SPACE in association with 
Artquest, and funded by Arts Council England, London 
through Grants for The Arts.

Participating artists: Ansuman Biswas, Gianluca Cosci, 
Deej Fabyc, Helena Goldwater, Rona Lee, Robin Rimbaud, 
Jennet Thomas and John Timberlake.
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