Beginning again in
the middle Nowt Press
anthology 1
Robert Galeta
Simon Ford
Steve Hanson
Lee Hassall
J.D. Taylor
Lawrence Upton

Dedication
This book is dedicated to all those who, as J.D. Taylor’s piece
in this anthology explains, sacrifice the last thing of value to
capitalism, and - as Eileen Myles recently put it - ‘make a lot
of noise specifically in the ruling business language of the
world…’1
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Introductions

From New and Accurate Maps of the World, volume 2.

I. BEGINNING AGAIN IN THE MIDDLE
Nowt Press was founded in 2004 when Robert Galeta and I
published New and Accurate Maps of the World, volume 1, in
an edition of 200. This was followed by some editions of my
own: Beyond Retro, Contango Tango, and The Collated Total, the
latter accompanied by a hand-made, improvisational edition
from the fine artist and experimental bookmaker Guy Begbie.
A scattering of pamphlets followed. Nowt Press then typeset
Ken Sparnes’ Collected Poems, in collaboration with Girl in
the Chemist and Hibrida of Bradford. In 2009, Nowt were
then involved in a Multiples symposium at Hereford College
of Arts with Dr. Stephen Bury, then of The British Library,
now the Andrew W. Mellon Chief Librarian at the Frick Art
Reference Library. We gathered some press, mainly through
the UWE Book Arts newsletter.
Then there was a hiatus. We were all busy teaching and
writing elsewhere, and some of us were engaged in political
and trade union activities. Then, on July 10, 2012, Nowt Press
returned with a series of no-frills, A4 pdfs, printable on any
desktop, which could be folded, stapled and distributed at the
reader’s convenience. We took our cue from Proboscis, with
their wonderful, downloadable, folding books. But we had
never been able to make them work - not conveniently at least
- and so we made our constructions as simple as possible: this

was now about the dissemination of provocative writing, ideas
and images, more than it was about books. The idea was that
readers could download and print the whole document on A4
paper, staple it in the corner as the grey staple mark indicated,
and then fold it into its more portable A5 size, along the grey
line. They could then read it, give it away, or leave it on the
bus or train. We put publications out in batches, which meant
they changed over time, slightly or radically, there were no
definitive versions, this was an ongoing practice which was
supposed to both exemplify and describe.1
So there was an urgency to it, and the blank page, the year
zero of the current Nowt Press incarnation, was the stalled
book Nothing To See Here, which was meant to document a
fringe performance by Lee Hassall and Denise McIlroy at the
Ways of Looking festival, Bradford, in 2011. The stalling was
mainly financial, and as the document was largely completed,
including Hassall’s wonderful notes on practice, we presented
it online to inaugurate Nowt’s no-frills re-launch. This was
Nowt 00. The two zeroes indicated another year dot moment,
as well as Hassall’s entranced eyes, staring through the fence at
the giant hole in the centre of Bradford, and it was this newly
deracinated landscape which made the return of Nowt Press
essential, if only so that we could sleep at night.

So we kept going, and gathered highly charged pieces by J.D.
Taylor and Lawrence Upton. As they accumulated, it became
clear that they were all of their time - by which I mean of now despite contributions across generations, from writers in their
twenties, thirties, forties, fifties, sixties, genealogies going back
to Bob Cobbing, Jeff Nuttall and Ian Hinchliffe, then forward
again to British psychogeography and over the smashed
fragments of Marxism... So I have split the book into Diagnoses
(where we are now) Practices (what to do about it) and Augurs
(pure speculations about what might happen from here on).
Because what Nowt Press did when it revived itself is simply
what everyone does all the time, we begin again, as Deleuze
described it, in the middle, never at the start. So here we
present a set of notes which describe the current situation of
that inevitable starting-over, for artists, writers, and agitators,
and try to suggest a loose set of practices via which we might
go about that starting-over.
You may notice that when the transition occurs, from Diagnoses
to Practices, there is a marked shift towards something like
hope. This is inevitable, because the diagnosis is necessarily,
historically, very bad, and the practitioners here - also for
historical reasons - are very good, by which I mean they practice
their art. This is about re-emerging in the middle, but in a very
particular time and way, as I tried to lay out - tangentially and
critically - with Guy Begbie, in Dock, we’re back in the river...

Loaded with OPIUM, HAIR
PIGEON DUNG AND RAPE DUST a selfless drive for
experience, hunger for success and the future growth of
PELTS OR SPETCHES and the ability to think laterally, you
will be
BAD BUTTER OR GREASE, going forward
a flawless communicator able to deliver both universal values
and local detail with
LIME, IF CARRIED UP THE RIVERS OR CUTS
IRON, a roving economic player with no baggage, instantly
transportable into any context or location PER TON
a flexible operator and team player, you will need
SOAP, PER TON a ‘can do’ individual, a believer in the
rewards of the game which TREACLE, PER TON
changes infinitely, plays indefinitely and
MADDER, PER TON

From New and Accurate Maps of the World, volume 1.

2. INVENTION, DISTRIBUTION
‘Dad’s gone down the dogtrack, mother’s playin’ Bingo’
- Joe Brown What a crazy world we’re livin’ in, 45 1962
‘Barry breaks the windows of ‘is broken ‘ome’
- Ian Dury and The Blockheads, Mischief, 1979
‘It is said that I am a left-wing man and should write music for
the working class. But this is not necessary. It would be wrong
to write for the limited hearing of the working class. It is
much more important to think that the working class will have
leisure and time and self-assurance to listen to the music, and
that the music doesn’t belong to the rich.’
- Hans Werner Henze, from interviews at the BBC, Music Matters
Radio3 10/11/12
There was an interesting time in the early 80’s when little
magazines were reviewed in The Guardian, by, among others,
Jeff Nuttall. This had to happen because of the explosion of
local publishing as part of and fuelled by punk. The free and
not bothered about being ephemeral publication was a part
of life in the 60’s. Manifestoes and journals were important
and free-standing supports for distributing ideas in the first
modernist avant-gardes. They have in common affirmation,
in the face of whatever current stupidities, as Foucault put it.
A sobering journal in my collection is Contemporary Prose and
Poetry 10, London Autumn 1937. The cover has drawings for

sculpture by Henry Moore and contents include ten poems
in translation by Tristan Tzara; the back cover is entirely
taken up by three large words as if a poster: ARMS FOR
SPAIN. The proof of the richness of their affirmations is
their preservation and inclusion in our cultural canon, as in
the superb review Breaking the rules, the printed face of the
european avant garde by Stephen Bury to accompany the 2007
exhibition at the new British Library. I wonder what sifting of
e-publishing will have taken place some years from now and
how and by whom it will have taken place. The BBC has an
extraordinary sound archive and the Cinematheque in Paris set
to work under Henri Langlois in the 60’s to save or transfer
silver-nitrate filmstock (see Richard Roud’s great account
about enemies created by his curating and selecting).
My recent acquisitions are Residu 1, published in Athens
1965, including two favourite poets Harold Norse and
Philip Lamantia, and Paul de Vree, nine visual poems with
an Introduction published by Studio Brescia 1973. Can the
conceits of not-neutral, or not-horizontal, or back-to-front,
or serial lay-out or multiple title-pages (UHFO by Harrison
Fisher, Diana’s Bimonthly, Providence R.I. 1982) survive the
facilities of the computer screen? Or is this a question already
fading from colour back to black and white, pun becoming
visible of its own accord? Nouns: publishing, broadcast,
support, library; idea, arena.

Diagnoses

A brief history
of sacrifice
in digitised
economies:
thirteen assertions
- J.D. Taylor

“All the differing elements which enter into ordinary sacrifice here
enter into each other and become mixed together. But such mixing
is possible only for mythical, that is, ideal beings. This is how the
concept of a god sacrificing himself for the world could be realized,
and has become, even for the most civilized peoples, the highest
expression and, as it were, the ideal limit of abnegation, in which no
apportionment occurs.”
- Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function, trans.
Halls 1964

I. SACRED
To begin with, a few definitions to establish the limits of our
inquiry. Sacrifice firstly is an offering made in order to worship,
appease or effect a transformation from higher forces. Such
offerings have notably taken the forms of gifts to deities such
as food, human or animal victims – what is correctly called
oblation. Sacrifice has also taken the function of consecration,
that is, to make an object holy or possessive of power – the
term ‘sacrifice’ itself originates from the Latin ‘sacrificere’
– sacer sacred + facere to make, to make sacred. Yet sacrifice
predates Roman offerings. Each sacrifice necessarily involves
an object of sacrifice; a sacrificer (he, she, the community, the
land, goods etc.) that will benefit; a deity to whom the sacrifice
is invoked; a place for the sacrifice – somewhere private and
made sacred, such as the temple, the slaughterhouse; and

finally the event – a date of significance, be it a saint’s day,
an ancestor’s birthday, a solar solstice or such. Ignorant of
natural causes or intending to overpower or destroy their
fellow-humans, these early humans carried out the primordial
religious and mystical act of sacrifice.

II. CHRIST’S LIVER
The above definition of sacrifice, faithful to existing definitions
as it may be, remains still unsatisfying and banal. Sacrifice is
not an obscure footnote in the evolution of human societies.
This offering we speak of involves profound loss or trauma.
Sacrifice must be performed correctly, involving complete
devotion and adherence to established rites, otherwise myths
like that of Cain and Abel warn us of fratricide. What is
sacrificed must be valuable – in the game of Potlatch, one
of the earliest competitions of conspicuous consumption,
indigenous American tribes competed to sacrifice and
eventually destroy objects of value (hunting spoils, goods,
sacred items) in order to ‘flatten’ their rivals. As Hubert and
Mauss have described, humans began by sacrificing fruit and
vegetables, then hunting spoils, prisoners of war, children,
before the sacrifice became complicated by rites and more
immaterial devotions. Gods themselves have been required
finally to sacrifice themselves, either in order to bring life to
the world in the case of Osiris in Egyptian myth, or Purusha

in Vedic myth, or to bring knowledge to man as in Prometheus’
theft of fire, which ultimately required the sacrifice of his
liver. Gods have been offered to save humanity from its own
intrinsic evil, as in the myth of Jesus Christ, whose sacrifice is
continually practised in the consumption of his dead flesh and
blood, as well as the fetishising of the crucifix upon which he
was sacrificed.

III. SELF-IMMOLATION
“We have lost, then, the rhythm of sacrifice, in its simple original
form. Our heroes often move us most closely when they are in fact
victims, and are seen as victims. Our emotional commitment, in a
majority of cases, is to the man who dies, rather than to the action in
which he dies. At this point a new rhythm of tragedy enters, and the
ceremony of sacrifice is drowned, not in blood but in pity”.
- Raymond Williams, Tragic Resignation and Sacrifice, 1963
Yet history does not safely isolate us from the sacrifice. The
line between execution and sacrifice is blurred in the public
executions that gripped the imaginations of early modern
Europeans, whilst the cult of suffering or death to reach or
express a higher, transcendent truth has become essential in
fomenting revolt – we might think of the individual standing
in front of the tank at 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre,
of the self-immolation of Ryszard Siwiec in Poland, Thích

Quang Du’c in Vietnam, or more recently, Mohamed Bouazizi
in Tunisia, which began the radical democratic uprising
that for a while caught alight the Middle East. The fire of
sacrifice remains unabated. Possessing nothing except the
discipline of their own bodies, the radical proletarian protests
by withdrawing their final possession of potential value to
corrupt, exploitative governments, police forces, military
powers, and businesses: themselves.
Yet banal affirmative endorsements of the heroics of mass
agency and revolt obscure the fundamental failure of all the
recent democratic revolts since 1973. Burning one’s own flesh
inspires a pity that congeals into sentimental condolence.
Wounds inflicted by authorities or other competing tribes
incite calls for revenge, that most conservative and hierarchical
of all feelings. The martyrographers of self-immolators
are finally guilty of overlooking the violent liberation of
discarding one’s own skin.
Resentment, anger, cruelty – what the humanists might call
injustice – are a kind of waste product of social being, and
require proper expenditure, be it in physical or emotional
violence, sport, sex or intoxication. There is a supreme and
indeed paradigmatic violence carried out against civilisation
through the extent of heinous cruelty inflicted on one’s own
body, yet in its ascetic release of the flesh calls on a new birth.
But self-immolators play with matches out of necessity. As

bright movements burn out into frustrated nothings, we must
sidestep self-inflicted cruelty. Mephisto is the true herald
of modernity: unprincipled, disruptive devils, fighting with
wooden shoes (saboteurs) who inflict all their cruelty and
affirmation outwards. The era of guilt is over: we ask only for
the heavy responsibility of actualising collective democratic
desires and abandoning the consolations of cynicism.
Communism calls upon workers to sacrifice their chains with
the vision of liberated grandchildren. A more complacent
liberalism calls on workers to be grateful to the sacrifices of
their spectre-like grandparents, rattling their chains within
smoky workhouses, industrialised wars or coal-mines. The
more modern experience of self-sacrifice – the gift of one’s
own body as sacrificial victim testifies to the changes in
religious function in modernity. 20th century revolutionaries
and 21st century jihadists refer in their self-martyrologies to
dying for a higher cause – be it the coming revolution that ends
all wars and suffering, or the coming deity who ends all wars
and suffering. Before we continue further, we identify four key
rituals of sacrifice in our digitised economies: the body; time;
society; and citizenship.

IV. DIGITISATION
The role of the sacrifice in modern digitised economies has
yet to be fully investigated. It is widely assumed in times of

ostensibly decreasing religious authority that the importance
of the divine offering has also waned. But this may not be the
case. We are in a digitised age. Efforts to conceptually periodise
our era have so far demonstrated themselves to be entirely
inadequate. The hologrammatic term ‘postmodern’ that once
irritated and fascinated enough academic opportunists since
the 1980s has exhausted itself into an obscure corner, and
talk of our ‘digimodernity’ or ‘altermodernity’ is risible.
Digitisation is the process of representing and transforming
objects, images, and information by converting them into a
binary code that can be represented and endlessly reproduced
electronically. A predominant feature of our culture is the use
and consumption of information and knowledge in a digital
format, from television or mp3 music to dvd and online films,
pdf texts we download for free, to the social relations we
are transferring to email or Facebook, to the shopping and
consumer items we order online.
Our subjectivity and our memories have themselves been
digitised into our blog posts, our Facebook likes, our Flickr
photo-albums. Critics will immediately and rightly point
out that such an argument is relevant only to fairly wealthy
populations in fairly wealthy nations, that many cannot
afford digital technologies. This argument is prognostic:
these technologies are becoming much cheaper and much
more diffusive. Military warfare and revolutionary uprisings

now begin online. The immaterial and machine-like flows of
Capital take place in a digital space. The computer is now the
primary place of cultural, social and economic exchange, and
this kind of exchange is carried out not in an analog but a
digitised format. But let’s also be careful to reveal the limits
of the digital. Advances are already being made in quantum
computing as the digital bit is replaced by the quantum qubit,
but it would be a hasty generalisation to announce the coming
of the quantum economy just yet, despite the military and
commercial interest in such technologies.

V. A ROOM TO LIVE
One major problem for our thesis is the lack of a specific site
for the sacrifice to take place. Historically a site needed to
be sacred, ordained – the temple, the Church, the grove, the
cave, the slaughterhouse, the execution stand. In London’s
histories, a love of violent spectacle and sacrifice brought
together the public for a city-wide execution day. Traditionally
on a Monday, public executions of notorious murderers like
Haggerty and Holloway in 1807 erupted in a fatal crush of
people eager to see the spectacle. The role of spilt-blood
and illicit pleasures afforded the sacrifice a site at the meatmarket at Smithfield and St. Bartholomew’s Church, also site
of the debauched Bartholomew Fair up until the mid-19th
century. But a sign of our times is the current government

consideration of whether to strip Mayday of its public holiday
status. The sacrifice-as-spectacle now takes place on the
digitised TV and computer screen, in brutal reality TV and
competition formats. In the past 30 years there has been a
profound shift in the loss of public place in favour of private
space, a corporate non-place. With CCTV surveillance and
open-plan architecture all around us, individuals feel anxious
of being constantly watched, hence the retreat of the mp3
player and the free ad-paper for individuals travelling through
public places. Even the smokers’ corners have been curtailed
and the divine mad ASBO’d off into bedsit rigor mortis.

VI. WW1 AS EUROPEAN POTLATCH
The sacrifice of the body relates most immediately to the
sacrifice of soldiers, from the “never again” sacrifice of a
generation of youth in World War 1 – a game of blood
potlatch among Europe nations that achieved absolutely
nothing, perhaps with the exception of that one false victory
at Versailles 1919 – to the “blood sacrifice” of anti-colonial
uprisings like Easter 1916 in Ireland, which involved the
self-conscious creation of new national myths based on the
symbolic language of former civilisations. We think today of
the sacrifice of ‘our boys’ in various Middle East conflicts – the
danger of such sacrifices is that the offering becomes itself
a victim, like the medieval heretic, the modern traitor, or the

lamb. This sacrificial language also has the seditious potential
of unravelling the nature of the blood sacrifice for democracy
itself – why are these 20 year olds, “our boys”, being braindamaged, losing their limbs and minds when the expected
transformation is either impossible or an Imperialist ruse?

VII. 6.08
The body has been sacrificed since the feudal system of
the European Middle Ages (or we might think of similar
semi-feudal systems in colonised Africa, Latin America and
the Far East, or in China up until the demise of the Qing
dynasty). We find ourselves in a situation where, aged over
21, we are precisely £6.08 an hour at minimum. We are called
on individually to sacrifice our bodies for productive work
– the recent scourge of NEETs (youths Not in Education,
Employment or Training) demonstrates the state’s anxiety
over idle and unruly youths who ‘scrounge’ in an insultingly
meagre welfare system that offers little actual employment
or opportunity. For those of us more fortunate, we are
increasingly working on temporary or freelance contracts
– we must advertise and sell ourselves with appropriate
networking and CV buzzwords like dynamic, liaising, teamplayer, arselicker, clean criminal record. A fact rarely remarked
upon is that the majority of jobs within London (for example)
are largely superfluous to the general welfare and functioning

of the city. Yet in competition for these posts we sacrifice our
integrity and often our time to obtain prestigious volunteering
and internship opportunities, working for free in roles
previously paid for, stripped of contracts and working rights.
Access to repaying our debts is debarred by interest rates
and further necessary expenditures in our continuous process
of re-training: debt becomes our existential and political
condition, a new feudalism. Its religious anguish is depression,
with the violent morbidity of the drunk who demands of
her hapless friends some kind of consolation or petty victory
for this stupidity. Call for a taxi? We are called to sacrifice
our personal happiness and freedom in exchange for material
success, with the belief that this in itself might lead to us
becoming happier – a carrot-and-stick effect.

VIII. I’M ALL IN IT TOGETHER
Our individual lives are one thing. The role of sacrifice in
society is also reaching an unparalleled level – the current
ConDem government demands widespread and irreversible
cuts to education, healthcare, social services and the public
sector, with consequently millions of job losses. We are called
then to sacrifice what is socially and culturally essential for
what is considered economically valuable, for an elite few
who forced such a sacrifice to take place. The high priests tell
us that these are not ideologically-driven efforts to remove

institutions which have been fought for by workers to protect
the public and the social, but a necessary sacrifice we must all
make – “we are all in it together”. The language of sacrifice is
an established electoral trick for pushing through what should
be hugely unpopular and violently-protested reforms, and the
increasing racism and political resignation of the English
is depressingly reminiscent of lemmings falling from a cliff.
We lurch from one state of emergency to another, from IRA
terrorism to 7/7 British Jihadi terrorism, from SARS and footand-mouth to swine-flu, to financial crises and more necessary
cuts, from 1973 to 1981 to 2010. The UK government clearly
is no longer a democracy but at best a plutocracy, that is, rule
under the dark moon of a wealthy few representing a small
Oxbridge-educated class in finance, media, arms and politics.
We have in fact sacrificed our sovereignty for a continual state
of emergency.
The fiasco of this democratic puppet-show is recently
illumined by the mass-rejection of electoral reform in the
UK, principally in the rejection of the deceptive character of
deputy prime minister Nick Clegg himself. Whilst the Liberal
Democrats have been effectively sacrificed to sustain the
neoliberal destruction of the welfare state, social democracy in
the UK is in terminal decline, replaced with a new narcissistic
reactive desire for violence, signalling a renascent rise in a
right-wing politics of mass resentment.

IX. DRUNK AT WORK
One of the most prevalent yet unarticulated experiences
of our contemporary age is our decreasing sense of
empowerment. We are unable to meaningfully elect a
representative government that will act on its manifesto
pledges; we cannot afford to legally challenge employers who
can now formally sack us with little notice; we do not have
enough security to change jobs, to travel, to bring up children
without working, to spend actual time with our friends and
family without feeling stressed or tired out. We are bombarded
with advertisements and signs that limit our imaginary
freedom and our personal choices, with emails that reduce
our capacity to properly read and reflect on texts, causing a
new quasi-illiterate age of reading quickly without absorbing.
Having sacrificed so much, we require something to revive
us, to make us clean, to lift our minds from our worries, a
purgative or hygiene-product of some kind. Hence alcohol has
become an anaesthetic for the individual in digitised economies.
We drink and we forget. Whilst alcohol has traditionally been
a form of payment for low-paid workers in the hospitality
sector, it is increasingly the religious glue that allows our lives
to function outside our sacrifices to work. Alcohol becomes
additionally therefore an antiseptic of effective working life
in neoliberal digitised economies. It is a banal observation
that the majority of youth live with very large debts, yet what

has not been considered is whether this global condition of
debt results in a new feudalism where, obliged to repay debts
we could not help ourselves getting into, we are bound into
the existential sacrifice of our bodies, time and identities in
exchange for a room to live.

X. DEAD TIME
“Thus he establishes a conception of the present as the ‘time
of the now’ which is shot through with chips of Messianic
time.” – Walter Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History,
trans. Zorn 1999
But the body is also sacrificed to time. A CIPD 2011 Barometer
revealed that the only type of employment increasing was
casual, temporary, part-time. Yet we are all increasingly
working beyond the 40 hours a week fought for or sacrificed
by generations of workers’ struggles, as we work from home
in our evenings and weekends, in unpaid internships that last
for months, or into further studying and self-training. Time
is increasingly scarce – and beyond digitised media, personal
contact with friends and family becomes increasingly precious
and precarious. The new and hitherto unsurpassed speeds
of contemporary communication technologies generate
further anxieties about our performance and security, and as
well as alcohol and other drugs we have shopping to relieve
our tensions. Time and space as dimensional concepts and

experiential spaces are increasingly deadened by the anxiety of
informational flows.
Would it be perhaps less acceptable to be so fawningly willing
to sacrifice our physical organs and blood to service and begin
to repay immaterial debts, in the same way we do our time,
mental alertness, and health? Like Prometheus, the time has
come to break ranks with mediocrity and twist rules, lying
and laughing with a black-humoured mythic mischief. The
common-sense negation of behaving well and accepting
things as they are can be answered with a double-negation:
your why becomes my why not. The sacrifice of time can
only be answered with a new politicised reclamation of time,
in ruminating, reading slowly, breathing slowly, perhaps even
walking a little more slowly.

XI. MISSING
Citizenship and civil rights have also been sacrificed in
exchange for a feeling of national security. Of course the
more citizens are confronted with images and headlines of
terror and crime the less secure they feel and the more they
demand the protection of the swelling police-force. In terms
of immigration, non-UK residents have to prove their right
to ‘citizenship’ through tests that many Daily Mail-reading
British residents would easily fail. From 2010 onwards
there has been another largely unreported phenomenon of

workers, often though not exclusively from non-EU nations,
disappearing without trace. The UK Border Agency has
embarked on a systemic campaign to narrow borders, forcibly
kidnap and deport workers from their British homes to
their previous nations of origin, and make life as difficult as
possible for international workers on visas. At the same time,
a banal level of racism is on the rise among white British as
well as second and third-generation immigrant communities,
sponsored by the violent jeremiads against society in Cameron
and Merkel’s bigoted polemics against multiculturalism.
These are no mere coincidence. But they are easily reversible,
once workers recognise and reject the burden and cause
of the sacrifices they are making. Nor is it exclusive to the
UK – the roads from Mumbai, El Paso–Juárez , Dubai, Los
Angeles and London will one day be sites of new sacrifices, of
photographs and flowers of these missing people. At the time
of writing there has been no concerted effort to document this
phenomenon of people missing or disappeared.

XII. CUTTINGS
“It is admirable that in this way he both manifested a love that
refused to take anything into account and in a way spat in the
faces of all those who have accepted the elevated and official idea
of life that is so well known. Perhaps the practice of sacrifice has
disappeared from the earth because it was not able to be sufficiently

charged with this element of hate and disgust, without which it
appears in our eyes as servitude.”
- Georges Bataille, Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Ear of
Vincent Van Gogh, trans. Stoekl 1985
We can attempt to protest – we get high, or drunk, and
love is largely the one feeling that can save us from the
daily sacrifices we make of our lives and time. But illness,
distraction and occasionally (though significantly) self-harm
are other means of expressing some kind of addictive relief
from unhappiness brought about by the atomisation and
violence of our malfunctioning personal relationships and
working lives. The wound marks a false site of relief, but
never enough to incapacitate the body from fully functioning
– it is a means to an end, albeit a dangerous and negative one.
Though different, it is similar to the worker who drinks to get
extremely drunk at home. In a language of cuts and necessary
sacrifices, wounding and self-wounding becomes the psychic
internalisation of symbolic and social violence inflicted against
us. Tensions and insecurity are relieved by taking control over
the contested site of possession, reasserting dominion by the
violent resolution of conflict. But no atlas of self-inflicted
injuries or garden of bruises will lift us to some transcendent
loving redemption, and like all forms of libidinal release, even
cutting marks its own limit.

We present our findings on sacrifice in digitised economies
here so that we can demonstrate the worst, which is precisely
the situation we are in now. If we accept our circumstances
then we are good slaves; but if we hope to effect a real
transformation or sleight of hand, we will perhaps have to
sacrifice some of those ideals and false deities instead of
ourselves. The contemporary individual looks in the mirror
and sees not flesh but a shadow. It is time to reverse the stakes.

XIII. NIGHT-BUS
Alcohol demand its own sacrifices, frequently those of the
most intensely personal nature. Friendships and relationships
are often founded on the ecstasy and idiocy of inebriation.
Every city has its restless ghosts and catacombs. We are
drunk and sad, and there are no damn stars in these streets,
only the homogeneous contents of mp3 players. Who were we,
baby? Maybe you knew, once. For the rest there is the Internet
and intensive alcohol consumption, or nights with friends
chasing glimmers of pleasure and hope like distant port lights
between rusted mesh wire. I slept on night-buses and lost
all my things. Maybe I gave them up for a god or nothing at
all. The guarantee of stable meanings is over in our Kafkadefined black-humoured modernity. Possible maybe, not for
us, not now, not at this moment. In dark suburbia and in bus
garages there is nothing – across the hinterlands of Europe, in

the people carriers that take us to farming work, in the cargo
compartments of damp container ships, fellow-passengers
screwing in the bed above. I’m not sick of this – but I would
sacrifice far less for more. Decision-making becomes a cynical
roll of the die – how much do we want to win? They are the
new mystics if they think our lives are anything but entirely
insignificant. Their debarred value is precisely within this
paradox.

Setting out, along
the radial, warped
spokes of time
- Steve Hanson

‘Tess started on her way up a road which had originally been made
for hasty progress; a street laid out dead straight, during an era when
time itself went in any direction but, back when millimetres of land
had value, when digital, global clocks subdivided the day, and lives
were chopped into tiny fragments...’
I turn on the radio. Charlotte Bray’s orchestral piece ‘At the
Speed of Stillness’ is being premiered at Aldborough this
year, and I happened to switch on at the start of the Radio 3
broadcast.1 Bray’s intention, according to the commentator, is
to give a sense of the permanence behind the appearance of
change. She references Picasso’s muse Dora Maar and Sizewell
B: Modernism, nuclear energy, all created by brains burning
in the crucible of a twentieth century which Eric Hobsbawm
described as ‘short’.2
Appropriately enough then, the twentieth century must
figure in any discussion of the logic of speed. Coincidentally,
I just picked up a copy of arch-modernist Darius Milhaud’s
Six Little Symphonies on vinyl for ten pence. Milhaud wrote
operas to be consumed during the time it takes to smoke a
cigarette. They were very much of their age. A conference is
currently being organised on the theme of ‘zeitgeist’, at the
Zentrum für Interdisziplinäre Forschung, a theme which the
organisers describe as ‘cultural patterns that are temporally
specific, cross-over different areas of social life, and extend
across space.’3

Paul Virilio’s term ‘dromology’ tells us that capitalism actually
emerged from feudalism via the technology of war, and the
twentieth was perhaps the century of war and revolutions.4
Friedrich Kittler’s work tallies with Virilio’s, in as much as for
him, the speed of history is the pace of military development.
Kittler has sketched a post-apocalypse hypothesis in which
it is possible that the CNN channel Virilio is obsessed with
still broadcasts on a loop after all the humans on the planet
who might watch it have been wiped out. This possibility is
provided by the military development of fibreoptic cables,
designed so that nuclear weapons, with their electromagnetic
pulses, would not short them out: Metal cables would be
rendered useless by a nuclear blast.5
Recently, I became fairly obsessed with a figure who was
originally from the town I currently live in - John Cockroft
- who split the atom with Rutherford and Walton. His
family’s textile factory, powered by a waterwheel and boiler
combination, led Cockroft to learn large-scale electrical
engineering, and then on to building the particle colliders that
would usher in the nuclear age. It isn’t far-fetched to suggest
that in one generation, Cockroft leapt via his family and the
industrial revolution, from the water wheel, to the nuclear
reactor, which in turn led to Cern and the discovery of the
Higgs Boson, and essentially our awareness of entirely new
dimensions.6

Beyond the science discourses, Cockroft exists - on my internal
landscape if nowhere else - as a cipher for modernism, but also
for the uneven development of history itself, a fundamentally
overlapping set of developments, plural, something which is
often overlooked, although it is exactly this which produces the
wheels-within-wheels of our different temporal experiences,
both globally and locally. Cockroft altered our understanding
of time and speed forever, and that was also in part framed by
the logic of war, and not just nuclear war: Cockcroft took his
university entrance exams in 1914, the day before Archduke
Ferdinand was shot in Sarajevo.
My own great grandfather, returning from this first industrial,
modern war, worked an almost medieval practice of tenanted,
small-scale farming, right next to the space which incubated
the atomic future, one which was visualised in the 1950s as all
shiny space-suits and hover-bikes. He was given permission
by the Cockroft family to work a discarded scrap of land
they owned, right next to the factory water wheel, as they
busied themselves with visits to complicated science talks in
Cambridge.
An interesting anecdote in Cockcroft’s biography relates to
his childhood, when he and his brothers would jump the iron
bar used to re-start the water wheel in the factory. One of
the brothers, not as agile as the others, missed his footing and
ended up clinging to the bar, going dangerously around the

wheel, out of control, the electron spinning around the atom,
soon to take the human with it.
At the Museum of Science and Industry in Manchester, you
can see the Jacquard Loom used to weave fibreglass nose-cones
for supersonic aircraft, including the Lightning and Concord.
I hadn’t realised until recently, but this was done in the nowderelict Fothergill & Harvey mill, just down the road from
me. This bit of mad industrial history – weaving nose-cones
for aeroplanes – is also linked to the key local invention of
radar, which these nose-cones often housed. The Jacquard loom
itself is a model for the early computer. No surprise then, that
key early computer research was undertaken in Manchester,
and probably no surprise either that Wittgenstein worked on
propeller designs there.
The cold war lurks behind all this. Fothergills began weaving
for cones around 1945, and it could be argued that the cold war
itself was incubated in Manchester and tiny places along the
Yorks-Lancs border. At The Castlefield Gallery, Dave Griffiths’
current Babel Fiche show plays with microfilm, another local
invention which also feeds into the cold war and its fictions.
After 1917, the Russian machinery partly began trying to
reproduce what had started to happen in Lancashire a decade
before, but outside a capitalist economic system. Engels was in
Manchester at his father’s firm and they both visited unlikely
spots such as Blackstone Edge, which was used for Chartists

rallies, and the spies were already mingling at that point.7
Marx and Engels were responding negatively – by which I
mean both critically and transformatively – to Lancashire in
the mid-nineteenth century, therefore mid-nineteenth century
Lancashire fed directly into 1917 Russia. My entire interest in
Hegelian historical explanation emerges from these narratives
and ones like them.8
Later, wandering around the Museum of Science and Industry,
I saw a Japanese Kamikaze plane, a human bomb, and read
how often the makers of the planes would volunteer or ‘be
volunteered’ for duty. But then under this explanation was a
description of how this unused suicide bomb was brought to
Britain for ‘rocket research’, and we can read about drones
right now. History is never simply of the past, it never
moves in neat bands, it moves in loping, crab-like, sideways
steps, it stalks its subjects, it feigns disinterest, but it always
promiscuously meshes with its opposites.
Yet history is often presented as a series of plateaus or cliffedges, so it would be easy to assume that once there were mills
and now there are bright shiny futuristic aeroplanes, and the
mills were all closed down and then ‘we’ made the planes. But
those futuristic nose-cones were woven on machinery which
looked nineteenth century, and the Jacquard loom mechanism
is very old, but looks modern, and the weaving action stands as
a convenient metaphor for historical process.

The ‘short-termism’ rightly attributed to capitalism can only
ever be exacerbated by the ultimate Sword of Damocles, the
production of which Cockroft naively advised. Now, as Yari
Lanci explains, neoliberalism can only live for today, but it still
attempts to hedge against future risk to do so, and in doing this
it makes the future unstable in the present, in fact it creates
that unstable future.9 This is not just post-industrial capitalism,
it is post-apocalypse capitalism, the gritty augurs of old
Methodism are inscribed into its shiny surfaces, and those
surfaces reflect a distant mushroom cloud. The future feeds
back into the present ever faster, as the assemblage speeds up,
despite occasional breakdown moments, such as the one we are
experiencing now.
I think about all of this as the music pours out of the radio,
like a lost piece by Stravinsky. But the curious title of Bray’s
work, ‘At the Speed of Stillness’. This is a postmodern
paradox, surely? But how apt, because when I turned on the
radio I had just got off the phone, having negotiated this piece
of writing with Robert Galeta, and what shape it may or may
not take, and the thing Robert had been describing to me was
the idea of ‘beginning from a stalled present’, or Deleuze’s idea
of ‘coming up in the middle’.10
I read in the paper today, just idly, about Will Self ’s new novel
Umbrella, which is also influenced by modernism – Joyce
in particular – and it apparently radiates like an umbrella,

narrative-wise, from a single moment, out along radial
spokes.11 I have also just seen Iain Sinclair and Chris Petit’s
Swandown, during which Sinclair describes finding time
opening like a swan’s wing during his trip, instead of all the
‘male plodding’ they began with.12 Time has been on my mind
too, as I have just turned forty, and my own sense of time has
just opened like a fan: you cannot see the contours unless you
are a certain distance away from your starting point.
The wider point I want to make here is that cultural time is
not neat, ticking, measured time, it warps and weaves like
any other fabric. This is not a concept that remains locked
away in fantastical works of modern or postmodernist
representation, away from the supposed ‘real world’, it is a
real and tangible historical phenomenon: In his essay, ‘Time,
Work-Discipline and Industrial Capitalism’, E.P. Thompson
tracked the emergence of different figurations of time in the
industrial era, pointing out that our understanding of it is
not ‘natural’, it developed historically. We were not born into
it, and the instrumentalisation of time, achieved during the
enlightenment, began to unstoppably enter every sphere of
existence in the west.13 Thompson writes:
‘As the seventeenth century moves on the image of clock-work
extends, until, with Newton, it has engrossed the universe.
And by the middle of the eighteenth century (if we are to
trust Sterne) the clock had penetrated to more intimate levels.’

To explain this last point, Thompson simply shows us
Tristram Shandy’s father, obsessively winding the clock in the
house, as though his very life depended on it. It could perhaps
be argued that it did. In the nineteenth century, Thompson
points out, ‘the clock is sometimes known as “the devil’s mill.”’
He then cites Evans-Pritchard, contrasting this emerging, reconstructed understanding of time in the industrial era, with
that of other cultures during the same period:
‘...the Nuer have no expression equivalent to “time” in our language,
and they cannot, therefore, as we can, speak of time as though it
were something actual, which passes, can be wasted, can be saved,
and so forth. I do not think that they ever experience the same feeling
of fighting against time or of having to co-ordinate activities with
an abstract passage of time because their points of reference are
mainly the activities themselves, which are generally of a leisurely
character. Events follow a logical order, but they are not controlled by
an abstract system, there being no autonomous points of reference to
which activities have to conform with precision. Nuer are fortunate.’
Yet the Nuer and other tribes were not immune to western
instrumentalism. And this is why I am very wary of the idea,
which supposedly lies behind Bray’s new work, of permanence
underneath the appearance of rapid change. It seemed to
lurk behind David Hockney’s assertions too, after his recent
show at the Royal Academy, of his iPad drawings of the East
Yorkshire landscape, when he suggested that our current

‘problems’ were natural, and that if we’d all just contemplate
nature... If this isn’t a philosophical or scientific untruth, it at
least risks political shoulder-shrugging, and this is not a risk
that we should take at this moment.
In one sense, ‘the speed of stillness’ is appropriate as a term,
because what the situationists might have described as ‘the
eternal present’, a hallucinatory, potent, historical amnesia, has
not been significantly broken by any of the major crises on the
political or ecological landscape yet. John Cockroft’s brother,
spinning around the water wheel, began to spin so fast that
nobody could tell that he was spinning anymore, and speed has,
in many ways, become stillness.
We no longer witness the speed required to power the
zoetrope, a speed which both produced and denied the illusion
it was designed for, conjuring moving pictures which looked
like reality, but which also told us that they were fabricated: We
have long since sunk into the dream world of representation,
as distance and time is everywhere steamrollered into a
millimetre-thin, pliable surface. Recently, I went to see the
replica of Etienne-Jules Marey’s zoetrope from 1886, which
was up and working at the National Media Museum in
Bradford. What was interesting about this particular piece
of early optical technology was that it is didn’t employ two
dimensional representations – film, or paper pictures – but
a three dimensional set of bird models rotating inside. It

is still trying to replicate the real in a very literal way, by
reconstructing it, by making faithful models of the birds which
were to be animated. From then on, it could be argued, it was a
culture of flattening all the way.
But the hallucination isn’t total, and in order to return to my
point about political responsibility, I want to restate Zygmunt
Bauman’s assertion that our globalized ‘eternal present’ itself
is unevenly distributed, and that there is globalization for
some, but localization for others, and in the example of my
great grandfather, we can see how there is perhaps something
unchanging about this state of affairs.14
Identity, created at the centrifugal centre of speed - the point
when the movement appears to stop and the beautiful images
arrive unbidden - is meaningless if you are poor. The poor
do not have speed, they, as Bauman again points out, live in
dead time without end. In Dante’s Divine Comedy, the wedding
cake structure of his world’s social hierarchy was inverted
polemically. But in order to do the same thing now, we would
have to figure something rhizomatic, something a little more
horizontal than vertical. Perhaps Dante, in 2012, would write
a biting satire around the concepts of ‘network’ and ‘unnetwork’, the rich have the former and the poor the latter.
Doreen Massey is a crucial figure to bring in at this point, as
she describes in detail what Bauman theorizes, people stranded
in a very bad eternal present as others literally fly around

the earth in an exciting one.15 I recently railed at writers who
only ever reproduce their privileged existence in a state of
‘permanent becoming’. The ‘decentralized’ state of life in the
twenty-first century is not a single state, it is heaven for some,
and hell for others, and each contains the other. The poor in
a bad eternal present are the economically necessary, because
their existence literally holds the others in the air, even as they
are about to drop out of the patternless weave of air traffic,
into an already centreless LA, whilst musing about their own
radicalism for doing so. That each exists in the other seems
to draw comparisons with Leibniz’s term the ‘compossible’,
but I think more appropriately this tallies with a proper
Hegelian dialectics, the ‘aufheben’, or sublation, of inherently
contradictory concepts containing each other, without ever
being neatly separable.
During a recent community research project, I became very
interested in the use of the phrase ‘on and off ’, as it arose
again and again during fieldwork.17 It alerted me to the
precariousness of everyday life. ‘How is work?’ ‘On and off ’.
Or, ‘I live with my girlfriend, we’ve been at it eleven years, on
and off ’. Linguistically, the permanent was often couched in
the temporary, and vice versa. This highlights the dialectical
nature of contemporary community, and cultural time. This
way of speaking seemed to have simultaneously replaced
and subsumed older statements, such as ‘up and down’. ‘Up

and down’ designates a continuum - a rollercoaster-like
one, perhaps - but ‘on and off ’, a phrase that also maps good
and bad, also assumes a fundamentally discontinuous set of
experiences. There was a generational aspect to this, terms
such as ‘donkey’s years’, designating ‘a long time’, via the
image of a work animal, seemed to have been replaced by
phrases which signified discontinuity.
It might be argued that the existence of binary discontinuities
such as ‘on and off ’ deny the idea of an ‘eternal present’, good
or bad. Bauman actually goes so far as to say that the rich have
time whilst the poor have space. Residents of the first world,
he says, live in time, because that is the scarce commodity,
space is irrelevant because it has been flattened for them by
air travel and interactive communications. The residents of
the next world live in space, a ‘heavy, resilient’ space, which
keeps them weighed down. This argument, essentially about
the gravity and weightlessness of the new class situation,
is correct, but ‘precarité’ is also a single state saturating all
experience, as Mario Candeias agrees.18
This, ultimately, ought to be the point of thinking through
speed and its lack, and the way temporality figures in 2012.
This should be the new dromology, the new assessment of the
running race in a post-crash world.

The qualities or otherwise of a public life rapidly congealing
in the private are political concerns which are underpinned and
powered by all the other, big macro concerns I have outlined
here.
During modernity we began to run before we could walk, now
we need to run again, in the desperate hope that we might walk
once more – we do need to run towards a stillness which can
save us - and it is, I think, a desperate hope now. To return to
the beginning, we always need to start in the middle, and set
out yet again, along the radial spokes of time.

- Originally published for South Square Gallery’s Dromology
exhibition, before becoming a Nowt edition, in altered form.

Practices

From Nothing To See Here.

Some notes on
practice
- Lee Hassall

Above all remember that this process is one of exchange.
Differences of opinion are sought, and notions of originality
and authorship challenged. The creative process attaches us
to others. The emphasis is on research and process. Utilise
what is around you, investigate your subject and surroundings
with fresh eyes and ears. Use your faculties and senses as a
resource – memory as mental recall, and bodily recall – not
as an indulgence in nostalgia, not necessarily to tell your own
individual story, but to tell a broader, non-solipsistic narrative.
Critical evaluation is essential if you are to develop creatively.
You may have to give up your affection for the familiar. No
hanging on to what appears to be important, it is then that you
will find unexpected connections.
You are already participating in the process now. Engage
with words, marks, debate, noise, looking, touch, texture, and
viewing, reasoning, pondering and believing. Memorize all the
signs between where you are living and the university – the
route you traverse daily. Think of other people. Encourage
your peers, critique their work, give them time and opinion,
and steal their ideas, focus on the group. Your peers will
not only be your colleagues and collaborators but also
your audience. Learn from people from different frames of
references, students on other courses and also those who have
nothing to do with the university, art, or your lifestyle. Avoid
art that talks only to itself. Is there more to life than art?

Remember we want to communicate with other worlds of
thought. Remember those who do not have artistic, political
and intellectual freedom. Pay no attention to those who say
that studying art is of no worth; you have the opportunity to
become part of a great tradition. You will need to work hard
and be dedicated. It is selfish and foolish to rely on your self in
isolation. Creativity and ideas thrive on being cross-fertilized.
Be suspicious of your ability. Ability will only take you so far.
Be wary of talent and the talented. Take your studies seriously
but look for a sense of humour. Develop the ability to listen,
nurture each other’s fledgling and fragmented ideas. Court
failure, experimentation and a love of work.
Enjoy your doubts and fears. Explore new pathways, vary your
route. See with fresh eyes, as somebody who isn’t world-weary,
lacklustre, bored, fed-up or burned-out by fixed notions.1

One many
- Lawrence Upton

I think that we all know a moment when, out of habit, we have
been doing something without thinking; and then become
aware of our action; immediately, it goes wrong. One may
have started without particularly conscious thought; and now,
thinking about it very consciously, can’t do it any more, or not
easily. One falters. It becomes a mimicry or masquerade.
Most spectacularly, this has been caricatured in Hanna-Barbera
animated cartoons, where a character runs off a cliff and does
not fall or not not fall for some time. Instead it runs on over
nothing through otherwise empty air. Usually, after a few
seconds, the character stops, looks down, perceives the void
beneath... and falls.
Carrying a full glass of liquid is a common example. You have
to learn how to do it; but, it seems to me, part of that doing,
once you have learned, is not thinking about it to the degree
that the body as a whole or perhaps a body not checking with
its central brain takes over, leaving the brain to clump about
among superior things. One has to concentrate as a prelude
to not thinking about it; and then can leave the hand being a
support while the body walks to where one would deliver the
glass.
This morning, half way across the railway station bridge to
the downline, I wondered where I had left the takeaway tea
I had bought at the baker’s. At first, I thought I had left it
behind on the counter; that’s happened before; then I found

it in my hand. I had carried it perfectly steadily along a road
cluttered by street furniture and puddles of standing water,
turned down a hill where the pavement tilts, outwitted a lowset temperamental ticket machine, waved to the lady in the
ticket office, stroked the station cat, fought my way through
a recalcitrant ticket gate and ascended stairs, keeping the tea
level all the time whatever my body did, and doing all that
more or less unconsciously. I had not spilt any; yet from then,
once I was fully conscious that it was there, I had difficulty
getting it down the stairs without tea slopping over my hand.
Another situation that perhaps fewer of us experience is
walking on a rough path at a considerable height near a
steep drop. There may be no inherent difficulty in the task
of walking; but the consequences of falling over are great;
whereas, normally, tripping will make one’s clothes dirty from
the pavement, but rarely worse, and, for once, one seriously
considers the possibility that one might fall – like Bob
Mortimer in Vic Reeves’ Big Night Out.
So it’s a balance between thinking about things with conscious
awareness and not thinking about them with conscious
awareness, between calm and panic.
I am saying all this, partly, as a preamble to thinking about
a possible conflict between being an artist and talking about
being an artist; and the two related but rather different ways
of thinking that those roles involve. I am also thinking about

how one makes what it is hoped are good artistic decisions
where the goodness is perceived in artistic terms rather than in
terms of artistic career. I hope that by drawing out the issues
in this way I do not actually have to say very much: you know
it already.
In Frank O’Hara’s poem Why I am not a painter the painter
remarks of his painting-in-process: “It needed something
there” as the total of his explanation for including an image of
a tin of sardines; and later “It was too much” to explain why he
has removed it.
For some, these explanations would be inadequate; and
there must be many more words to try to pin down what is
happening. Yet for me this would point to a lack of trust in
what some people call intuition.
I’d prefer insight if I gave it any label at all.
I want to show respect for the understanding of the psyche
shown by O’Hara’s painter, for which we might call up another
term, which would have its homeland in that nexus of words
which includes interoception and proprioception; but for myself I
am happy to leave it unnamed.
In a world of industrialised art, a world that gives houseroom
to the UK Research Excellence Framework, and a world where
half wits try to rule the witty, such respect is likely to lead to
one being silenced.

In the world at large, those who have neither understanding
nor intuition are likely to claim the right to wilfully assert all
manner of things beginning with nonsense. They are well in.
That’s what we are up against; and the artist must assert her
right to be attentive rather than wilful.
But so far I have referred to the solo artist; and often
such references might be taken to indicate that the artist
concerned came from nowhere and is responsible for all their
achievements.
If I want to be provocative, sometimes, I ask how much less
the achievement of the poet Wystan Graham, for example,
might have been had there not been his wife, Nessie. For some
years I believe she went out early most days to do cleaning in
order to pay their expenses.
Someone may say that such and such an artist is or was a
genius; but that’s just giving a new label for something that is
supposedly inexplicable or at least unexplained.
In reality, the idea of the solo artist is sometimes, or often, a
matter of presentation. An artist is a part of and a by-output
of their society and perhaps their community. They may also
be, in part, its generator.
If we add dodgy concepts like inspiration, things can get both
complex and even nasty.

One of the aspects of collaboration that I really like is that it
can lead one into questioning assumptions; and surely that is
good.
I am speaking of real collaboration. Full collaboration.
If I say to a fellow artist, “I have written some words and I
would like you to add pictures” then the chances are that the
pictures will turn up. If I like them, I use them. If I don’t like
them, well: maybe we have an argument; maybe I clarify my
request. It’s a little like hiring a carpenter to put shelves up.
You cooperate with each other, but no more.
However, if one goes for a full collaboration, and that may
need to be defined, if we can, there are two minds at work in
the mode often referred to as creative.
Often, it doesn’t matter how many people are involved, the
work will be done and that’s that. Now and then, however,
there may be generated a commentary upon that work, an
attempt to make explicit what it is has discovered.
Far too many in such situations may keep their ideas to
themselves, as if they expect not to make too many discoveries
or not to have too many ideas and want to save up what they
have discovered like capital.
On the other hand, others may pressure one to move away
from what they find to be an awkward position.

Some years ago, I was asked to speak at an event about my
collaborative work with John Levack Drever; and it became
clear that my interviewers had made up their minds, despite
what we have written, that, in our performances, there is
one composer, Drever, who is interpreting my score and my
reading of it. That is, it is an act of what I call cooperation (The
colloquial use of collaboration is rather slack and it can often
be found being used as a synonym for cooperation.) When I
challenged this, they said they must have made a mistake; but
they did not sound convinced. Nor were they happy, because
they had constructed a thesis of which John and I were one
example. For whatever reason, I suspect that the idea of two
real time composers was in the same mental box they used for
fairies in the garden.
So there is cooperation and there is collaboration and, if we
want, we may distinguish between them because there is a
difference of approach waiting to be labelled by the distinction.
It may be that we do not always need to make it. My aim is
always for collaboration; but really the distinction is one of
degree. At one end of an axis, there is cooperation where two
or more artists share tasks; and, at the other end of the axis,
there is collaboration where what each does is hardly to be
distinguished from the other’s.
Clearly, there may be identifiable limits. Take an example some
of you may know: my work with the violist Benedict Taylor.

I cannot play the viola. Any viola you hear in one of our
concerts is being or has been played by Benedict.
There can be cooperation and collaboration in research into art as
well as in making art.
You may say that you know that. You may know it. But in
my proposed taxonomy, much research called collaborative
research is in fact cooperative research.
These are not always easy distinctions. Are the Martin Beck
novels of Sjöwall and Wahlöö collaborative, for instance? They
wrote alternative chapters. One might be working on Chapter
3 while the other was at work on Chapter 4 i.e. it may be that
one was extending the prose narrative beyond a point that had
actually been reached in the cumulative narrative.
That was the result of very careful plot planning and other
preparation. I tend towards thinking of it as collaborative
because the result has a unity one tends to associate with the
solo writer.
There have been many co-written novels, mid century science
fiction contains many examples, where the response of the
other writers is largely reactive and not developmental,
advancing the plot, because there is only the plot. Such
books tend to be less impressive to me than the Beck novels
because they do not have much range or depth of character.
Characterisation may be no more than a widely-referenced

datum or a particular behavioural tic. They tell the story of
a two-dimensional person with a few character attributes
attached to them, the kind of character attributes that, in some
circumstances, one might pick up by defeating goblins, as if
social acknowledgement of prowess and actual prowess were
the same thing.
In the case of my work with Benedict Taylor, I would have
you see both the output of his musical instrument and of my
voice as one thing, a thing I tend to call voice or sometimes
utterance. Yes, it’s a metaphor. Call it sound source or sound
element if you like.
Categorisation per se is not my object. I am stressing potential
categories in order to open up the ideas contained within.
Putting a question in this way may serve largely to encourage
analysis.
In my experience, one rarely thinks analytically, to any
significant extent, about the work that one is making whilst
one is making it. We might set ourselves and each other
specific tasks – John Drever once asked me to utter as much as
possible on the intaken breath during a recording session – and
one thinks about those; but it is unlikely that I will think about
the work overall until it is completed. During the making of
the work, the most reflective statement that I make is likely to
be something like “It needed something there.” Beforehand, of
course, there has been a great deal of discussion and planning.

It may be that a reflection upon the work will lead on to
artistic action; and vice versa. Nevertheless, research and
making are widely different.
This matters a great deal if one is pursuing practice-based
research. There is a danger that one will choose one’s artistic
course to cope with the exigencies of one’s research needs.
It should be the other way round. You are unlikely to gain
any research funding on the basis of an assertion of what is
needed. One has to make a case whilst being prepared to find
that, then, the practice throws that case awry.
(There are ways of dealing with that involving flexibility of
attitude and an openness in theorising and in formulating
research questions which allow for redirection. Problems arise
when that flexibility is not there or is present nominally but no
more.)
I know people who believe that the two, practice and research,
can run in tandem, as if they were collaborating, but actually
feeding off each other as a kind of perpetual motion; I have
not been impressed by the results they have shown me.
There are differences between the Creative Arts and the
Sciences. I hate the term “Creative Arts”, but I want something
less inclusive than “Arts and Humanities”. In Creative Arts
many questions are just not amenable to either/or questioning.

With my own formal research efforts, I needed a supply of
material for my study, the material of the creative work itself
and the material of its making. Therefore, I needed to make
new work. I had specified that I was attentive to use of voice in
modes of performance ranging from text-sound composition
to more hybrid forms, in other words a range of material that
might be categorised as text-sound composition.
There was no implicit problem in servicing this need except
that in an untrammelled state one can always choose not to
make new work on a particular day. It would be the same as
eating when one is not hungry to make new work when it
seemed excessive to do so. So that practice-based research
imposes a discipline one would not normally seek.
Here the “state of nature” would be something akin to that
need recognised by “it needs something there”. It is, it seems to
me, quite different to the kind of perception that leads people
to put things back in their habitual place, tidying up, which can
become a variety of obsessive-compulsive disorder. It is almost
the opposite of OCD.
It feels like an inner necessity. Some years ago I read an
obituary of an artist who was reported to have spoken
frequently of making his art according to inner necessity and
to have decided on how the works were made and when they
were finished by those works’ “inner necessity”.

I was impressed at the time, with one major reservation, by
this idea of the needs of the work and its denial of the “that’s
good enough” approach.
Recently I had some of my two- and three-dimensional
works put on show while I was away in ways contrary to my
instructions. When I complained, I was told that they had
looked very good the way it was done; and I remembered the
dead artist, though I cannot, I regret, remember his name, and
his awareness – I deduce – that, in this sense, one’s endeavours
never can be good enough.
My reservation is that I cannot conceive of a mechanism
by which a work of art, a human conception, has an inner
necessity. It does feel like that. It is my experience that it feels
like that. I attest it feels like that. And yet there is no evidence
that it is true.
Similarly it can sometimes feel that one is being inspired; and I
have long come to the conclusion that there is no such thing as
inspiration.
I find the idea of inspiration to be fairly pernicious. A fair
proportion of the human world, now and then, commends
itself for having been inspired; and the perniciousness arises as
part of that delusion.
Far fewer tell themselves they have to keep working to meet
their output’s inner necessity. Ah, they say; I have been

inspired; and then perhaps, they say: that’s good enough.
Perhaps they do not have the sense of being inspired but just
repeat the phrase. How would one know that objectively?
It is also a delusion, a version of the idea that there is some
eternal formulation outside of the physical world with which
one is in contact. That’s not a very good thing to be carrying
around; it could easily turn septic.
And yet the feeling may be useful.
People who want works of art to come with a summary saying
what each work means are half way to justifying the abolition
of art in favour of factory produced visual and sonic images
for the market, images that are unlikely to be provoked or to
provoke a sense of inner necessity. (“Oh! those are nice”!) They
might benefit from a prompting of inner necessity.
The sense of inner necessity is a rationalisation of an idea that
has come to us from a non-linguistic part of our psyche. One
attends to it but with some doubt. It is a sense that tells us
when maybe we might be better staring at the wall, or stroking
the cat and so on. Lying fallow may be an important part of
making art.
We may require some discipline to set aside the inner
prompting.
I am inclined to tell people that regular practice is a good
thing. Often, though, the context is writing; and what I am

saying is that it is good for one’s abilities to write something
every day.
Does that apply to going through the more complicated
arrangements of hybrid genres – of drawing, physically or
digitally; of sound-singing; of recording? I really am not sure.
I tend to be making scores all the time... I am not at all
suggesting that we do not make better on some days than on
others or that some artists achieve more than others: I just
don’t want these ideas to be convenient bolt holes from hard
work and/or rigorous evaluation.
Such research is not a quick process. I was looking specifically
at notation, and I produced lots of notation! I was looking at
collaboration... and so on.
I could have made life easier for myself and sometimes wished
that I had by setting up pieces of work which were amenable
to commentary; but I might well have produced false or
misleading results.
My making involved various forms of numerousness: many
fundamentally different scores, many potential approaches, a
number of performers, versions of a work.
The numerousness and the variousness need to be real. There
is too much repetition of smoke and mirrors already. You go
into a supermarket and the whole of a long aisle may be filled
with breakfast cereals. Yet look at the individual packets, read

their ingredients, and you’ll find that there are really two or
three things there, on a good day, and many slightly differently
made and presented copies of each.
Similarly with “multivoice”. (I have now largely switched to
using the term poly-vocal, although I shan’t go into that here.)
It is not just a matter of having a number of people uttering.
It is not a choir, good as the concept and practice of a choir is.
That can be fine, but I am pursuing something else; and that
is, as simply as I can put it, to do with finding a various unity,
perhaps one that is almost a disunity.
Jena Osman’s talk at Naropa on 3 July 2012 may be relevant
here. You can find a transcript at the LikeStarlings website.
The more numerously and variously one envisages artistic
work, the more important becomes the question of who is
making the decisions.
This is not an appeal for direction because of a belief in
direction. It is more to do with a fear of repetition and
reinforcement of what may be finally mediocre. We need
someone watching out for rocks. Or so I have found, although
I am interested in experimenting with an avoidance of all
direction.

In both cases, this raises the question of motivation. The Air
Head faction may see this as a function of management; but
management may not be a very good paradigm for approaching
artistic matters.
Buried in that line attributed by O’Hara to the painter Mike
Goldberg is a second proposition, although a quick read
suggests that there is only one:
It needs something there
This is it
John Drever and I have been working for some months on our
next completely new text-sound composition, currently called
Study #26. The initial work was thinking in the context of
past experience. This led to discussion in the same context.
That led to a broad agreement on lines of inquiry and
investigation; and that’s where we are.
It takes time.
One reason why people store up things that they learn is that
they are scared that mediocrities will steal their product; so
they come up with an evasive strategy.
Can’t we do better than magpies?
That means an uncompetitive behaviour. Or is it unaggressive?

We want someone to work with who isn’t going to try to take
charge; and we also want to avoid someone who is going to
wait around waiting to be told what to do.
People are various along the time line as well as compared with
each other; and there is a time for not arguing and a time for
arguing and so on. The skills involved here are those of any
relationship.
Most likely the best choice is someone who is, over all, capable
of taking charge, because we shall be very lucky indeed if
any of us are allowed to operate freely for any length of time.
If it’s not government officials interfering in universities, it’s
going to be curators thinking they know better. So we need
someone who knows how to behave when there is reason to
behave well. All involved need to be capable in that way; and
worthy of trust.
Incidentally, such various behaviour is useful for the solo
artist; because the idea of the separate unchanging individual
is highly suspect. We shall be uneven and changeable; we
might as well try to manage ourselves and conflicts within
ourselves as well as between the relationships we form. We are
both plastic and versatile; although we are individually almost
certainly less original than we think ourselves.

We tend not to comprehend ourselves as being as mechanical
as we are, soft mechanical, because we are so complex and
because our own subjectivity tends to swamp possibilities of
accidental objectivity. We have to work at it.
Networking is a widely used and often abused metaphor, but
that does not mean that it does not have any applications;
and, having known a little of computer networking, I would
like to suggest that we are ourselves individually distributed
networks.
I came to this idea by introspection, as well as reading some
linguistics material; but, when I went looking in neuroscientific
literature, I found that it was something I should take seriously.
We are, I believe, easily misled by our own experience of our
own experience. (There is no mistake in that last sentence.)
My starting point for this realisation was considering the
concept of “inspiration”. People who use this word in the full
original sense are few. W B Yeats perhaps. Robert Graves...
perhaps. But many use the word loosely and I have made this
an object of some informal study. Generally, there is often a
protest that they, those who speak of inspiration, can’t explain
what they mean by the word but that there is no doubt that it
is the right word; and, if one presses them, they will volunteer
a version of their meaning which is less than what they might
wish were true.

A person I challenged on this recently likened the experience
of inspiration to “love”; and that is probably appropriate. I have
felt on occasion that a piece of work has come to me almost
ready for the off and recognisable as if I had been looking for
it for ever. All I have to do is make and keep a record.
Yet at the same time I have tended to doubt its veracity
because I cannot see where it has come from. I have considered
the many times that I have thought I have had a good idea
and realised later that it is really mundane. I have considered
misapprehensions and mood changes. I have taken that
awareness to my experience of what some others would have
me think is an in-breathing of comprehension.
At the same time, my experience of making art by the use
of systems, and of “collaborative inspiration”, has led me
to consider the possibility that there is no such thing as
inspiration, only work that is good or bad depending on what
criteria one uses.
Incidentally, it is not insignificant that adherents to the idea of
inspiration are often defensive about it as if it were a religious
belief; and I have been in touch with one at least who declares
that one should not express doubt about inspiration in case the
doubt causes offence to others.

It may be that the only difference between me and believers
is that I tend towards doubt in almost all things. Where they
grab at experience as evidence, I tend to see it as more likely to
be evidence of delusion.
Such delusion need not indicate any mental malfunction. When
I was still in my teens, I recall being caught with two others
in heavy rain and running towards a bridge under which we
could shelter – a bridge that was not actually there. It was an
optical illusion. All three of us saw it.
Recently, I was woken in a house by the sound of a door
slamming in the room behind me, a person running out of
the room and down the corridor... and then running back a
few minutes later and slamming the door again. I was in the
house alone. It could not have been real because there was and
is something, a box, preventing the door being slammed. I
dreamt the noise.
I did pay attention for some minutes, to be sure. Part of that
was to do with sorting out where I was. The footsteps were of
someone running on wooden boards and going in a direction
quite impossible where I was; it was another building my
dreaming consciousness had been inhabiting, one remembered
from decades back. Where I was the floor was carpeted. I
dreamt it all. I had the experience. There was no doubt about
it.

Yet one could reason that it had not happened in the physical
world. That suited me fine because then I did not have to get
up.
Not long ago, I told one who does not believe in ghosts that I
have seen one. He retorted that there are no ghosts and I said
that I am inclined to agree but that nevertheless I have seen
one.
Often we assume causation where there is only some
correlation. That won’t do for my footsteps and they are more
likely explained by what I had eaten or some noise in the
street outside which my brain sought to make sense of. Or
perhaps I was recalling a film or tv programme. I hear very
few inexplicable things that go bump in the night when I am
sharing a bed. It’s an experience for the solitary.
What neuroscience has found is that there can be awareness
of decision-making that we have not consciously made; and
that awareness is assumed to be evidence for decision-making
itself. In some cases, however, it is awareness of unconscious
decisions as they become conscious, after the event. There is “a
network of brain regions that shape conscious decisions long
before they reach conscious awareness.”
I have caught myself out becoming aware that I have decided
to leave a meeting before my conscious decision to leave. I
was sitting in a lecture theatre as a talk petered out, rather
tired, wishing that it would end... and then the next thing I

knew I was standing up and pulling on my coat. Had I not
been thinking of these matters, I might have dismissed it as
“tiredness” and not interrogated my behaviour.
Action may not be consciously intended as often as we think it
is. (It occurs to me now, as I type, that I type a lot better when
I am not thinking about it. My typing and much else that I do
is a product of unconscious process much of the time, even
if the ability has been acquired by person years sitting at a
keyboard. It is well expressed in the title of a 2008 paper in
Nature NeuroScience I have referred to elsewhere: Unconscious
determinants of free decisions, underlining mine.
As I began to model what might be happening for myself,
forming a model which placed the conscious mind as only one
location among a number, I began to come to a conclusion
which I expressed in a talk in 2011: there is no one place in you
that is you. Put it another way: a lot of the time one from each
individual makes a decision and later they tell the rest from
that individual about it, perhaps quite a few seconds later.
One looks at a domestic computer as one thing and speaks
of it as one thing. However, it is quite easy to “mentally”
deconstruct it into screen and keyboard and backing store. One
might set up a redirection so that some or all material normally
shown on the screen goes to the printer. One can point to the
hard drive and the RAM chips...

The “home version” of Windows enables the user to monitor
some of the performance of various devices like the doctor
listening to one’s chest or taking blood pressure.
The same is surely true of the physiological systems which
sustain a sense of unified self.
There may therefore be high-level control that cannot be called
awareness; awareness is just be one of our faculties.
We breathe and digest without much consciousness of
the processes except at some distance and after the event.
Awareness may come down to error-trapping as it cancels
many decisions. (Think of someone who rushes in and says
they are “dying to pee”.) It can be funny; it can be personally
embarrassing or domestically disastrous. It also points to a
conflict between systems of monitoring and control within an
individual where a relatively junior function has to call for the
urgent attention of the CEO.
Our vision, the pictures we see of the external world, are a
construct of the brain. What we see is not at all like what our
eyes receive and transmit as a pattern.
Our memories are constantly being reconstructed by our own
brains. (Check it for yourself: keep a detailed diary of your
actions and your feelings about your actions and the actions
of others for a few months – and then look at it again in a few
years.)

Now let me put beside these observations the blatant
knowledge that we version ourselves depending upon whom
we are with; and that we change with time as well. It is our
characteristic to be various and consistently inconsistent.
As a result of all that, when we meet in groups, we have to
effect a form of standardisation which may well be quite
superficial.
We contradict ourselves all the time.
I like to say that we are federations, negotiating conflicting
desires within ourselves.
It should, therefore, be possible for us to work closely together,
with others, perhaps as if we are, if not at one and as one, then
federated.
At that level, we are, of course, separate organisms; and all
that follows from that. Yet, let us be careful not to overstate
what follows, just because the notion of solitary artistic creator
is so persistent, probably because so many find it comforting.
Then there is the notion of separate genres so that the poet,
for example, is necessarily subservient to the composer as a
librettist in some quarters. That was the role, or something
like that, that had been mapped out for me in the interview to
which I referred earlier.
I am one kind of artist and I do my thing; and then along
comes John, who is another kind of artist, and does his thing.

Well, that allows a certain range of artistic outputs; and we are
rather hoping for somethings else.
Yet within the individual artist there’s a heterogeneity of
individual aesthetics, and these are kept in a balance that has
as much to do with herding of creatures as it does with, for
example, clockwork mechanism. We have desires and hopes
and they are in a kind of federation which keeps them in check,
suppressing the worst of the potential turbulence.
At the same time we have our separate knowledge sets
of many kinds, skills sets of many kinds and imaginative
lives. The latter are, you realise, federations and at least as
responsive as they are causal.
In my work, the degree of improvisation involved in
collaboration is high; but the degree of it also varies between
collaborators. What is likely to happen on stage when I
am performing with Benedict Taylor is far less predictable
than when I am on stage with John Drever because the
improvisation was effected earlier on in the process. Neither
of these approaches is superior to the other; it reflects what is
likely to produce the optimal result in particular situations and
for particular purposes.

There are several other artists with whom I perform much
less frequently where the predictability is much much less by
several orders. At that point I recall the poem by Bob Cobbing
about performance being like walking a tightrope: sometimes it
comes off and sometimes you do.
The common factors in these somewhat overlapping
collaborations are that the protagonosts spend a lot of
time talking and ensuring some mode of individualised
socialization. We don’t plan the work but we conceptualise and
plan modes of the work that we do.
I have elsewhere referred to these associations as friendship
and interpreted them as a product of Eros as we find it in
Plato’s Symposium but perhaps I should say that I took the
concept initially from Marcuse in his Eros and Civilization.2
Eros for me, here, is creative energy; and it is opposed to
repression of instinct. Get it right as an artist and you are on
the way to not alienating your own labour.
If we pay attention to each other’s perceptions, we are more
likely to act with something that we might well call wisdom
because we see more widely than our individual inclinations
might allow.

My relationship with my collaborators might seem odd to
some as friendships. We may not see each other that much, but
that’s ok; and, if you follow me, we may be back to carrying the
glass full of liquid without examining the process too much.
I am very fortunate in my collaborating colleagues but my
closest friendship among them is probably with the person
with whom I engage the least amount in improvisation.
That is as well because there is more to life than art. Whatever
it is that one may be obsessing about, there is always
something else.

Augurs

principle a
principle x
- Simon Ford

‘I must Create a System, or be enslav’d by another Man’s’.
- William Blake

‘There is never a future if you pay no attention to your
own potential’.
- John Lydon
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