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Abstract

This study attempts to deliver an intellectual history of the journal Inventory and its place within
theories of knowledge, publishing, artistic practice, ethnography, politics and critical theory. The
initial movement of the thesis, Chapter 1, establishes Inventory’s formal structure as a journal.
Chapter 2 establishes the presuppositions and models for the use of a journal or magazine as a
platform for heterodox cultural practice and inquiry. The study then follows Inventory’s proposition
of a method derived from the fusion of the heterogeneous sociology of Georges Bataille and his
circle in Chapter 3; and the speculative aesthetic theory, and ‘anthropological materialism’, of
Walter Benjamin in Chapter 4. In Chapters 3 and 4 Inventory’s ‘constellation of methods’:
surrealism — as a mode of research and publishing, rather than as a visual art — meets ethnography,
the study of the culture of all humankind on a common plane of praxis. This partisan
reappropriation of surrealist and ethnographic method is shown to generate a complex para-
academic publishing and research project, one which has a relation to, but ultimately exceeds,
contemporary theories of either the ‘artist as anthropologist’ (Joseph Kosuth), ‘ethnographic
surrealism’ (James Clifford) or ‘the artist as ethnographer’ (Hal Foster). Chapter 5 discusses the
journal’s presentation as writing or literature and the relation between the whole and its parts developed
philosophically in the previous chapters in terms of the form of the journal itself as a constellation and
the writing it cohered around and presented. This chapter therefore also discusses the development of
mental or perceptual spaces of resistance to the restructuring of space discusses in the preceding
chapter through experimental writing and publishing (artist projects, found texts, visionary or prophetic
texts). The study subsequently situates the intellectual and cultural productions of Inventory journal
within the dynamic social, political and cultural context of London in the 1990s and 2000s. This
contextualisation is achieved by engagement, in Chapter 6, with a specific site of dissemination for
Inventory, Info Centre (1999-2000), through it the journal associated with parallel cultural and
political practices of self-publishing and self-organisation by artists, writers and activists in the late-
1990s and 2000s. I argue that these practices sought to challenge existing forms of organisation,
knowledge production, cultural and social totality during a period of capitalist restructuring of
work, social reproduction, the urban environment and the institutions of art. The opposition to this
restructuring and its re-colonisation of space in London is conceived both in terms of the production
of critical commentaries on the production of space in the city (urban sociology, psychogeography);

contesting established cultural histories (e.g. of surrealism, the Situationist International and



conceptual art); creation of small autonomous institutions and development of mental or perceptual
spaces of resistance through experimental writing and publishing. I argue that Inventory itself takes
on a ‘self-institutional’ form in this situation, and as journal provides a space and singular spaces (in
terms of individual contributions) for independent critical thinking (artist projects, urban sociology,
found texts, visionary or prophetic texts). Chapter 7 presents the journal’s contribution to critical
accounts of practices and legacies of urbanism (housing, city planning, spatial practices and
government) in London in the post-war period and during the period of the journal’s publication (1995-
2005). The journal’s identification of, and opposition to, forces restructuring London spatially during
this period is conceived in terms of the production of critical commentaries on the production of space
in the city (urban sociology and psychogeography). The Conclusion evaluates the aims of the study
and reevaluates Inventory journal on the basis of the critical traditions surveyed in the prior chapters
and in terms of problems arising from the path the journal followed and gaps between its projected

programme or method and the achievements it attained.
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The commodity hides in stores, in warehouses — in inventory. Yet it has no mystery
comparable to the mystery of nature. The enigma of the commodity is entirely social. It
is the enigma of money and property, of specific needs and the demand-money-
satisfaction cycle. The commodity asks for nothing better than to appear. And appear it
does — visible/readable, in shop windows and on display racks. Self-exhibition is its
forte.

— Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 1974
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Introduction

This study constitutes the beginning of an intellectual history and assessment of Inventory, an artist-
initiated and run journal which began in 1995 and ceased activity in 2005." The thesis approaches
this journal as a collaborative cultural artefact, which depended upon collaboration and reciprocity
for its material production, circulation and attainment of cultural meaning.” The title of this thesis,
Paper Assembly?, highlights the madeness of the object under study in two primary senses: as an
object it is understood to be a constellation or an ensemble — ‘a group of items viewed as a whole
rather than individually’*; as an ‘assembly’ it alludes to ‘the action of gathering together as a group
for a common purpose.’® An assembly may involve a gathering of people for debate, protest,
military action, games, religious ceremony or other activities. The term assembly is deliberately
chosen here for this study on the journal because the group’s publishing methodology encouraged
and emphasised the potentially political and aesthetic slippages between meanings produced by
bringing heterogeneous elements together, both people and things. Assembly’s proximity to
assemblage means it can also be understood to be ‘a collection or gathering of things or people’; ‘a
machine or object made of pieces fitted together’ and ‘a work of art made by grouping together

found or unrelated objects’.

Furthermore, assembly is an action of putting together, just as is ‘inventory’ the act of collecting or
listing. The fact that both these terms are verbs denoting an ongoing process of doing is relevant
because rather than understanding publication (‘paper’) to be the end of a process, the way
Inventory described their practice and the position of the journal in it consistently alluded to action,

incompletion and continuity as opposed to finality. The journal as an object of study is therefore to

Inventory journal ceased in 2005 but this was not the end of the group either in terms of exhibition or publishing
practice. The group has staged exhibitions in London (2014),
http://www.robtufnell.com/Exhibitions/Inventory/inventory01.html [Accessed 2 May 2017] and in 2018, close to
the date of submission of this thesis, Inventory produced a short book of their writing, The Counsel of Spent with
‘Book Works as part of Common Objectives, guest edited by Nina Power, in an edition of 1,000 copies’,
https://www.bookworks.org.uk/node/1941 [Accessed 4 February 2019]

The details of the origins and complex network of collaboration behind the journal are fully explored in Chapter 1.
The title is drawn from an essay published in Inventory journal. Damian Abbott, ‘Paper Assembly’, Inventory, Vol.1
No.3 1996, pp.78-83.

‘Assembly’, ‘Assemblage’ and ‘Ensemble’ as defined by google.co.uk [Accessed 2 February 2016]

> Ibid.

‘Assemblage’ as defined by google.co.uk [Accessed 2 February 2016]
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be considered both as complete or whole and as fragment.” Inventory is understood then in this
study as a serial object or edition and a process that its publishers developed and performed. It is
understood as an action, or a conglomeration of activities brought together as a unified action, as a
practice. Inventory could be considered as a mimetic spoof of a journal of academic research which
ended up contributing some very good research. Like fragment and whole, figure and ground,
earnest mimesis and satire can, through artifice, confuse what is the authentic in such a way as to
sharpen and intensify perception (of both the authentic object and copy) rather than simply baffle
and confuse. I therefore propose to take Inventory’s contribution to knowledge seriously, but I shall
also take the strategy of mimesis, and humour, seriously as an artistic technique and as a marker

productive of difficulty, difference and self-consciousness.

As artists, who also made work individually, and together under the journal’s name, Inventory
developed a publishing model of which it could be said, after Walter Benjamin’s phrase, encouraged
a ‘strict alternation between action and writing” and sought to catalyse ‘active communities’ of
reading and being in the world.? In the journal this was developed through a number of separate
specific strategies and areas: an open submissions policy which gathered contributions from far and
wide in a disciplinary and geographical sense; an orientation towards publishing topographical
essays or reports from specific sites; carrying out derives, walks, surveys or other actions as a group
and reporting these back to the journal; publishing ‘found texts’ where language sometimes came
closer to incantation or curse and the glossary section in which definitions have a strong, but also

imaginative, phenomenal relation to things.

In this sense it is close to what, considering Gerhard Richter’s Atlas Archive, Peter Osborne’s describes as ‘a highly
selective fragment [...] which, in archetypically philosophically Romantic fashion, uses its title to refer to that
figuring of the absent totality that the fragment performs, negatively.” Peter Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All: The
Philosophy of Contemporary Art, London ; New York: Verso Books, 2013, p.90 Conceptualisation of the edifice of
Inventory as whole and fragment is a theme of this whole study, but is further developed in a concentrated way in
Chapter 1, Chapter 3 and Chapter 5.

Walter Benjamin, One-Way Street, and Other Writings, (Trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter), London:
New Left Books, 1979, p.78.

11



Biographical Sketch of Inventory’s Editors and Contributors

Inventory is a journal established in 1995 as ‘a collective enterprise by a group of writers, artists and
theorists’ by the journal’s editors Damian Abbott, Paul Claydon and Adam Scrivener’, who met
studying together on a Masters in Art and Theory programme at Chelsea College of Art in 1991.
This was a part time education programme self-consciously conceived for artists and writers in part-
time work engaged in post-studio practice.' The journal ran for 15 consecutive issues from 1995 to
2005." The journal began as a proposal for a college project and funding was obtained from
Chelsea College in 1992 by members of the core editorial group.”” A second group of artists and

writers (Simon Neville, Nick Norton, Tony deSilva, James Vanderpool, Morisa and Jake Miller™?),

®  Adam Scrivener, Damian Abbot and Paul Claydon were the main editors throughout the life of the journal and are

understood as the ‘core editorial group’ for the purposes of this study. However, Damian Abbot, Paul Claydon,
Simon Neville, Nick Norton, Kathrynne Holmes, and Gautier Deblonde are all mentioned as founding members of
the group in Adam Scrivener, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, http://www.wildcapital.net/ [accessed 5/02/18]. Furthermore my
interviews indicate that Simon Neville and Nick Norton justifiably belong to a second founding group who are
discussed further above. Gautier Deblonde and Kathrynne Holmes were only ever infrequent contributors to the
journal.
10 The course ‘was intended for practising artists who wanted to explore some theoretical issues related to their
practice. [...] the seminars unfolded by members of staff and students leading, presenting or reading papers on
topics related to their research within the two thematic strands. The seminars were for two years - you could then
leave with a Graduate Diploma, or make a dissertation proposal and take another year to write a 12,000 word
dissertation for a Masters. [...] it was research focussed, very self directed, slightly chaotic but very intense. [...]
the course was fantastic, it pre-figured practice based PhD research, and nurtured a range of artists, future tutors,
researchers and writers. [...] You gained entry with a one page research proposal and portfolio, and then through
presenting papers you could re-focus your research as it evolved, you could literally follow your interests. [...] I
should also say that ‘practice’ was loosely described, there were curators, critics, teachers, doctors, etc. [...] reading
and writing was woven through the research process. Writing was definitely one of the ‘practices’ nurtured by the
course.” Neil Cummings interviewed by the author, 1 June 2018, transcript included in appendix.
' The entire run of the journal consists of thirteen single issues and one double Tenth anniversary issue amounting to
a total of 14 printed items. On commencement of this study the journal had lapsed for almost 10 years. However,
two core members of the core editorial group continue exhibiting and writing under the name Inventory, and in
2014 this group (Paul Claydon and Adam Scrivener) were commissioned to publish a book by arts organisation
Bookworks. This book, titled The Council of Spent, was published in 2018, Inventory, The Council of Spent,
London: Bookworks, 2018.
2 The initial funding was controversial and challenged by the College since the group did not deliver a college
magazine, but rather their own vehicle. Adam Scrivener in conversation with the author, 2016, see also ‘Interview
with Neil Cummings’ in the Appendices to this thesis.
13

Jake Miller is not known to have contributed to the journal, but he supported the group as the Director of the

Approach Gallery, representing and promoting Inventory’s work internationally, and providing exhibition space for

12



with whom Scrivener studied with at Middlesex University in the late 1980s, were supporters of,
contributors to, and informed this project in multiple capacities.'* This second group collectively
produced a text, ‘The Profound Purchase’ (1989-1990) which pre-empts significant themes for
Inventory and the practice of ‘writing in common’. The group made a performative reading of this
text recorded on video (subsequently lost) and distributed the text close to the staging of their
Middlesex graduation exhibition. The group who made the text subsequently discussed a possible
common project, including ideas for a journal.” An important supporter from this period and after
was Patrick Keiller, filmmaker and architectural historian, who was a tutor at Middlesex University
and continued to meet, correspond with and support editors and contributors to the journal later
on." Tony deSilva contributed only an enigmatic note to the journal’s first issue while Simon
Neville and Nick Norton were subsequently persistent contributors to the journal.”” Both Norton and

Neville were in frequent communication with Scrivener, and thereby informed its key concerns,

3 solo exhibitions: Re: Presentations of Everyday Life (2004) Requiem For The Empty Quarter (2002) and Twenty

Thousand Streets Under The Sky (1999/2000) and a group exhibition A to Z (1998). Miller also represented

photographic conceptual artist John Stezaker, who taught Scrivener, Abbott and Claydon at Chelsea College.
14" “The Profound Purchase, whatever its merits or faults, was an experimental attempt by us to achieve some sort of
collective theorising, and therefore it is significant and important.” Nick Norton email correspondence with the
author, 31/072016. Adam Scrivener, in conversation with the author July, 2017, claims the idea for ‘a project’ was
frequently discussed amongst this group of Middlesex University fine Art graduates, the idea for a journal came up
in discussion only once and did not develop further until the later formation at Chelsea College. During the
journal’s existence Nick Norton frequently offered editorial and conceptual advice via correspondence in an
informal capacity.
15 Adam Scrivener in conversation July, 2015, and August, 2016.
Keiller was solicited to, and discussed with Scrivener, contributing to the journal (Adam Scrivener in conversation
with the author August, 2016). At Middlesex Keiller introduced Scrivener, Neville and Norton to a politicised
reading of the surrealist movement which related closely to his twinned interests in urbanism and fillmaking.
‘Although Patrick was personal tutor in the 3rd year he also had regular tutorials with me throughout the 3 years.
[...] I think - in short - Patrick Keiller should be noted as a great tutor (as well as filmmaker/writer) for all the
reasons which also make his film-work enduring: silence - long scrutiny - pointed observation - subversive humour
— concern. [...] he remains supportive. [...] Although his style is not mine, the method of workinging
[sic]/researching is similar. [...] He was the person who pointed out the Hornsey occupation and wondered why this
history was not available (easily) or talked about. Situationists & films of Cedric Price designed easy assemble
house. [...] Kept in touch immediately after the course, invited to film launch of the release just prior to London.
When working on London we met up in the Spanish Bar - off Hanway Street - and talked of smog, Poe's man in the
crowd, him losing a notebook in a telephone box (and finding it again) - and our drinking was above his usual
intake. ((We? Adam,Tony de Silva, James Vanderpool - my immediate recall.)) [...] Patrick was the person who put
me onto the Humphrey Jennings book Pandemonium - which I loved (love - still have the copy I read 88/89) -
thinking of Mass Observation.” Email correspondence between Nick Norton and the author, 10-11 October 2018.
Nonetheless one must consider the prospect that unwritten contributions to Inventory we considered substantial or
decisive at the time. de Silva’s role is firmly acknowledged by Norton cf. Appendices: ‘Interview with Nick

Norton’.
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they are therefore treated as a second editorial group.'®

Inventory’s core editorial group began planning the journal and organised exhibitions together, in
collaboration with the secondary group, at the School of Oriental and African Studies, UCL Little
Magazines Collection and Museum of Mankind in 1994. The first issue of the journal was published
in 1995. From this point on, Inventory developed as the name for a journal; the editorial collective
working on the eponymous journal; and an art group who coordinated the journal and made
performances, exhibitions, public art works, posters and stickers. The editorial group (Abbott,
Claydon and Scrivener) began planning the journal and organised exhibitions (both small foyer
installations) together under the moniker ‘Inventory’ at the School of Oriental and African Studies
and Museum of Mankind in 1994. The first issue of the journal was published in 1995 (Vol.1 No.1)
with the strapline: ‘Losing Finding Collecting’." The loose collaborative and interdisciplinary
nature of the journal was established from the first issue and frequently updated, as the editorial

group put it in 1999:

Inventory is a collective enterprise set up by a group of writers, artists, and theorists
looking to explore alternatives to the limitations imposed on these disciplines. It
operates on a number of fronts: as an experimental journal, in the presentation of
material in diverse formats and as an ongoing process whose form we can only guess

at 20

The members of the group contributed individually authored articles, essays and art projects to the
journal as well as authoring texts collectively as ‘Inventory’. The core group, Damian Abbott, Paul
Claydon and Adam Scrivener, remained primary to each of these endeavours, but with a number of
other collaborators, particularly Simon Neville and Nick Norton, from the earlier group, writing,
contributing editorial advice, occasionally participating in exhibitions and assisting the core group
with these practices. An aspect of this study shall therefore necessarily specify precisely what

relations Inventory as a ‘collective enterprise’ entailed, between themselves as editors, artists,

8 “There would be long conversations, often not directly about journal content although, really, everything was

focussed through or toward this entity known as Inventory.” Nick Norton email correspondence with the author,
31/072016. For an extended dialogue on these matters see Appendices: Interview with Nick Norton.
9 A first use of this phrase ‘finding, losing, collecting’ can be found in Nick Norton’s video, Array, 1989, first
exhibited at Middlesex Polytechnic Fine Art final year exhibition, https://youtu.be/ARpbjN6nXv8 [Accessed 11
February, 2019]
Inventory editors quoted in Virginia Nimarkoh (Ed.), Indent: a Project by Virginia Nimarkoh, Camberwell:

Camberwell Press, 1999, p.33.

20
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writers and theorists, as well as between the editors, other contributors and readers. Alongside the
journal I consider a selection of projects — ‘presentation[s] of material in diverse formats’ — where
they have a significant bearing on the conception of the journal itself, or offer opportunities to
further specify the combinations of media and of practices which the journal drew upon.*' This
study focusses primarily on Inventory journal. However, the group’s external activity overlapped
substantially with the journal, understood to be ‘the central research spine from which visual works
and performance /interventionist actions are produced’.” An understanding of these events and

closely related activities is therefore necessary to comprehend fully the significance of the journal.

Inventory was therefore formed from a meeting of two groups of art students. The first met at
Middlesex Polytechnic between 1986-1989 (formerly Hornsey College of Art and subsequently,
after 1992, Middlesex University), the second group met at Chelsea College of Art on an Masters
programme on Art and Theory in 1992. However it is this ‘second group’ (Scrivener, Abbott,
Claydon) whom I shall henceforth consider primary to the editing and publishing of the journal.
Middlesex Polytechnic had an established history of student struggles around education, most
canonically as part of an international wave of students and workers struggles in 1968 when the art

department was known as Hornsey College of Art.** Writing about the 1968 Hornsey occupation

2 TIbid.
22 From Adam Scrivener, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, op. cit.
2 The Middlesex group (Norton, Neville, de Silva, Vanderpool and Miller) shall thenceforth be referred to as the
second editorial group.
*  Tom Nairn, ‘Hornsey’, New Left Review, Vol. 1 No.50, July-August 1968; Students and Staff of Hornsey College of
Art. The Hornsey Affair, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969; David Page, ‘Hornsey College of Art Uprising’, n.d.,
http://www.alphabetthreat.co.uk/pasttense/hornsey.html; Patricia Holland, The Hornsey Film, 1969,
https://archive.org/details/TheHornseyFilm and Lisa Tickner, Hornsey 1968: the Art School Revolution, London:
Frances Lincoln, 2008. Perhaps less well known, but certainly not coincidental, were the subsequent occupations
and actions in 1988 and 1991 at Middlesex Polytechnic, struggles which were initiated through protests and
occupations at the art department at Quicksilver Place. https://libcom.org/history/documents-middlesex-university-
occupation-1991 and https://libcom.org/history/documents-middlesex-university-occupation-1988 [All Accessed 4
February 2019]These occupations book-ended the period of study of what I have designated Inventory’s second
editorial group (Norton, Neville, Scrivener with Miller, Da Silva etc.). Both occupations addressed cuts to
educational funding initiated in the Thatcher years. Each featured teach-ins, sit-ins, strikes, occupations,
demonstrations, attempts to subvert the student union and the publication of zines, flyers, newsletters and posters.
Scrivener and Norton were sceptical participants in the 1988 protests if not 1991, and in interview Scrivener
specifically noted that he had been attracted to study at Hornsey/Middlesex because of its history of radical student
struggle. Adam Scrivener in conversation with the author July, 2015 and Nick Norton email correspondence 15

April 2018.
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within weeks of its eviction and cessation Tom Nairn framed the student protests of this period as
‘movements towards power, towards control of the process of mental production in which students
are involved.’® As Nairn put it already in August 1968: struggles in education, in so-called ‘mental
production’, ‘can also be seen as meaning that today’s “economy” is universal, and co-extensive
with “society”.”* Protests at Hornsey and other art colleges in the late-’60s took the form of
progressive struggle by both teachers and students for greater autonomy in education, specifically
art education. One of the sparks which ignited this series of occupations were government education
reforms which both standardised some art schools in line with universities and left others, in a
second tier, outside of this new standard. Artists found themselves both forced into a relation of
equivalence — ‘academic equality’ — with other forms of academic labour or left outside, or beneath
it.”” This was the beginning of a long process of intensifying forms of competition between art
schools and universities themselves. Students at Hornsey, Guildford School of Art and other
colleges ‘captured space’ in order to define their own activity.”® Affirming ‘human autonomy’ and
‘spontaneity’ they struggled against the school board, the local authority and the department of
education.” Realising their defeat at the hands of these bodies, protesters self-consciously
conceived themselves as a ‘network’ without leaders completely opposed in aims and organisation
to the molar (or state-oriented) powers they faced.® This brought into stark focus the arts’
contradictory status as subject to increasing efforts to bring them into relations of equivalence with
other forms of labour, through professionalisation, and its maintenance as exceptional to the general
division of labour in society. Artists found themselves on both sides of this equation and to a certain
extent each perspective would continue to be reproduced at ever higher levels of contradiction

throughout all aspects of the institutions of art.*" It would therefore be an exaggeration to

»  ‘Hornsey’, op. cit., p.65. Indeed the New Left drew its strength and relevance from innovative interpretations of

new social movements such as the student revolts of 68 which tended to draw their resources and targets of attack
from ‘outside the “economy” traditionally conceived’. Ibid., p.65.
% Ibid., p.65.
7 Patricia Holland, The Hornsey Film, 1969, https://archive.org/details/TheHornseyFilm (03:10-04:00) and William
Coldstream, First Report of the National Advisory Council on Art Education. London: H.M. Stationery Off., 1960.
% For the development of analogies between student occupations, street protest and occupation as a tactic in expanded
artistic practice cf. Andrew Wilson, ‘May ’68 in London’, Anna Harding (Ed.), Artists in the City: SPACE in ’68
and Beyond, Space Studios, 2018, pp.50-69, pp.52-53.
The Hornsey Film, op. cit.
% Thid.

31

29

These contradictions are particularly evident within struggles by artists to organise themselves as workers. Cf. Ana
Torok, ‘Joining a Struggle, Not a Mailing List’, Artists in the City, op. cit., pp.138-151 and Julia Bryan-Wilson, Art
Workers: Radical Practice in the Vietnam War Era. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009.

16



understand these established art schools as ‘islands of libertarian communities’>?

, they were also
islands of conservatism — of ‘anti-intellectual torpor’.* But, if we understand them as providing for
something like ‘islands’ of relative autonomy if seized as such, then the generative nature of this
situation for Inventory’s group practice, and the defensive nature of the struggles which followed
’68 come more clearly into focus. For Inventory the art college/university still held a trace of this
imago but perhaps as lost (or rapidly disappearing) promise, rather than reality, yet I argue that this
missed rendezvous with a free space of practice, research and knowledge production was then a
motivating force for the journal itself to attain and manifest those qualities. These were sought not

in a educational setting rapidly undergoing commodification, but instead a commodity (the

magazine or journal) becoming decommodified.

As a second educational setting the Chelsea course was significant because it provided practising
artists, who were often already in full or part-time employment and developing a ‘post-studio’
practice, with a context to develop their research and writing in a theoretical direction.* As well as
the course providing the initial seed funding for the first issue of the journal®, some time after, a
special issue of the journal, Inventory Vol.2 No.2, 1997, entitled ‘Collected’ was made to coincide
with a multi-site exhibitions and conference project coordinated by their former tutor Neil
Cummings. The journal issue published written contributions by contributors to the exhibition and

conference.

In each context, at Middlesex, Chelsea and later SOAS (where Scrivener worked and attended
seminars as a member of staff rather than as a student) those involved in Inventory understood
themselves and their activity on a level field of activity with their teachers (and supposed superiors).
They sought, often with encouragement, to blur the lines of individual and collective, as well as
professional and amateur, production, to create an ensemble which integrated individual efforts into

a not-yet identifiable organ of open-ended inquiry and research.*

32

R. Kuper quoted in ‘Hornsey’, op. cit., p.64.

% John Roberts, ‘Writerly Artists: Conceptual Art, Bildung, and the Intellectual Division of Labour’. Rab-Rab:
Journal for Political and Formal Inquiries into Art, no. 01 (2014): pp.9-20, pp.16-17.

% Seminars were organised in the evenings specifically to cater to artists who worked during the day time. Neil

Cummings interviewed by the author, 1 June 2018, transcript included in appendix.

% This in itself was controversial as Cumming’s interview attests. Neil Cummings interviewed by the author, 1 June

2018, transcript included in appendix.

% One of Scrivener, Abbott and Claydon’s former teachers, John Stezaker applied for research leave from Chelsea

College by claiming he was undertaking a research project for Inventory. Adam Scrivener in conversation July,

2015. Inventory collaborated with their former teacher Neil Cummings on a special issue of the journal. Keiller was
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Declaring in their final editorial, ‘[w]e all have, at various times, been unemployed, worked part-
time/full-time jobs in different sectors.’* Inventory made many references to their own
employment, unemployment and casualised work throughout their texts. These were sometimes
ironic, humorous, defiant, and more rarely structural.*® Inventory’s pictorial contribution to
Inventory Vol.2 No.2, 1997, included a worksheet describing tasks to be carried out by library staff
belonging to Inventory editor, Adam Scrivener.* In an archive of Inventory ephemera held at
Chelsea School of Art the employment record of Adam Scrivener during the period in which
Inventory was publishing is included, this indicates long bouts of unemployment, as well as an
application for support of the journal. In their first exhibition editor Damian Abbott included
documents pertaining to communications with the Housing Association he rented his flat from, his
housing situation and the problem of damp he was experiencing.*’ The editors therefore self-
consciously included references to their own conditions, mocking both the apolitical facticity of
conceptual art’s ‘administrative aesthetics’ and the delusions of the emerging entrepreneurial

economy.*!

In the statement I cited earlier in this introduction® Inventory’s editors invoke a strong theme of
Karl Marx’s writings identified by SS Prawer as: ‘the urge to become more than just a professional
man [...] to benefit humanity at large * and ‘the yearning for fullness of development, for

overcoming the limitations imposed by that division of labour without which no modern society can

often in discussion with the group about a journal contribution and supported the journal through introducing
potential contributors.

¥ Inventory, ‘We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.5-13, p.7.

% Adam Scrivener, ‘Waste, Residues and Traces’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.2 1997 Collected 26 April to 21 June 1997,
reflects on the political economy of waste and unproductive labour; Adam Scrivener, ‘Human Sign’, Glossary,
Inventory, Vol.3 No.1 1998, discusses the labour of workers who support mobile advertising hoardings in shopping
districts such as Oxford Street; Victoria Halford, ‘Contract’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3 1999, pp.92-97 includes a job
contract for cleaning work; Paul Claydon, ‘Double Shafted’, Inventory,Vol.3 No.3 1999, p.15, features the sign
language sign for unemployed and was later made into a poster as an edition for Book Works; Damian Abbott,
‘Waiting’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.1 2000, p.94. Inventory, Vol.4 No.1 2000, p.94 discusses the task of waiting, a
partner to this piece is Paul Claydon, ‘Smokers’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.1 2000, pp.93-94, which reflects on the ruse
of smoking as a refusal of labour.

¥ Inventory, ‘Inventories’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.2, 1997, pp.84-87 includes Inventory editor, Adam Scrivener’s, library

duties tasksheet, p.87.

“ Inventory, exhibition in library cabinets at School of Asian and Oriental Studies, London, 1994.

4 Cf. Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, ‘Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of
Institutions’, October 55 (Winter 1990): pp.105-143.

“2 Inventory editors quoted in Virginia Nimarkoh (Ed.), Indent: a Project by Virginia Nimarkoh, op. cit., p.33.
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function.’* These were both ideal and practical aims, since the journal did not dissimulate from the
conditions of its contributors actual employment, but also made plane its aspiration for the

overcoming of existing divisions of intellectual and manual labour.

Inventory editor Paul Claydon worked as a bookseller from c.1994-2005, firstly for the Camberwell
Bookshop, latterly for Marcus Campbell Art Books and most recently for Kénig Books.* Inventory
editor, Adam Scrivener, worked as a librarian from 1993-1999 and later as an editor for Untitled
magazine. Close Inventory collaborator and contributor, Nick Norton presently works as a librarian
at Leeds Arts University and still publishes on library science in this role, whilst also publishing a
recent title with Inventory’s occasional publisher Book Works.* Several other regular Inventory
contributors have also published stand alone or collaborative books with Book Works: Steve Beard
& Victoria Halford, Neil Chapman. Beard and Norton also published with Proboscis a publisher run
by Inventory pseudononymous contributor Giles Lazare AKA Giles Lane. Steve Beard was also a
journalist publishing in I:D, The Big Issue, Arena and other magazines.” The third of Inventory’s
primary editorial group, Damian Abbott, worked as a media technician at South Bank University
and later became a Contributing Editor with Mute magazine.”” Irregular Inventory contributors
Howard Slater, Matthew Hyland and Josephine Berry were all regular contributors to Mute.* In
each capacity Inventory’s editors drew on the technical resources where they worked* and also met

a diverse pool of contributors drawn from the students, ex-students and staff at the institutions they

# “Two related themes [...] will recur in Marx’s later work. The first of these is the urge to become more than just a

professional man, even if the profession chosen be that of a poet — the urge to work for others, to benefit humanity
at large. This connects with a second theme, familiar to the age of Goethe, a theme given memorable expression in
Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister novels, in Schiller's Aesthetic Education of Man, and in Holderlin’s Hyperion: the
yearning for fullness of development, for overcoming the limitations imposed by that division of labour without
which no modern society can function. S.S. Prawer, Karl Marx and World Literature, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1978, p.2.

Adverts for which were respectively published in Inventory Vol.1 No.1, 1995, p.78 and Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3,
p.187.

Georges Bataille and Benjamin met frequently at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris where Benjamin read and

44

45

Bataille worked as a librarian. Esther Leslie, Walter Benjamin, op. cit. p.188.
“ An anthology of Beard’s edited journalism was published in 1998 as Steve Beard, Logic Bomb: Transmissions from
the Edge of Style Culture. London: New York : Serpent’s Tail, 1998.
4 Mute Vol.2 No.16, June 2010 contains an obituary for Damian Abbott.

4 The latter were respectively contributing editor and editor.

4 For example almost the entire run of the journal was printed ‘under the counter’ at a print shop inside SOAS.
Subscribers’ copies were also dispatched from the mail room at SOAS. Damian Abbott’s job provided Inventory
with video and audio equipment used to document events and make artworks. Camberwell Grove bookshop was
often used as a meeting place and its book stock raided as a picture library for the journal. Adam Scrivener in

conversation July, 2015 and August, 2016.
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passed through.* Perhaps even more importantly, it is necessary to recognise the constraints and
freedoms these forms of mobility engendered and were sought for, and how they might effect
individual agency, institutionalisation, or group formation and autonomy. This approach self-
consciously makes space for an understanding of the relations of production of these projects, the
‘communications circuits’ they pass through and are generative of — the literary or cultural
production of texts, publications and groups.®' Inventory themselves published inserts in other serial
or one-off artist publications. Individuals editors and contributors to Inventory frequently published
in other publications: Mute, Infotainment, Datacide, Art Monthly, Everything Magazine, Casco
editions, Wolverine, Crash Media. The wider significances of Inventory’s editors’ and contributors’
conditions of employment and unemployment is attested to through the appendix and how this is

intertwined with their writing is drawn out throughout later chapters of this study.

Methodology

This proposition of the journal as a relay between the world and reporting upon it through writing
self-consciously and self-reflexively in terms of the conditions of their own ability to do so drew
analogies with ethnography and anthropology. Though the position of the group themselves was
avowedly amateur, their understanding of the academic disciplines and intellectual movements they
drew on was often astute, complex and original. The group behind the journal proposed a
methodology: a ‘fierce sociology’, which was announced from the first issue and developed in later

issues.> This methodology is examined through three axes in this thesis:

%0 For example Michael Richardson, a Lecturer in Sociology at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS),

London from (at least) 1993 to (at least) 2001. His book on Bataille and his articles (those specifically listed below)
were shared with Inventory founding member, Adam Scrivener, who was librarian at SOAS, ¢.1992-c.1999. It is
conceivable that Michael Richardson, a Lecturer in Sociology at the School of Oriental and African Studies
(SOAS), London from (at least) 1993 to (at least) 2001, played a substantial but not necessarily primary mediating
role between members of Inventory and the heritage of Bataille’s surrealism and sociology. This was confirmed, in
conversation with Inventory founder and editor Adam Scrivener in conversation in October 2015. He mentioned
Michael Richardson working at SOAS, that he had been of interest to the group and had supported the journal. In
specific connection with Bataille, for example, Richardson had given Scrivener a copy of his own translation of
Michael Surya’s intellectual biography of Bataille as a gift.

1 Robert Darnton, ‘What Is the History of Books?” Daedalus, Vol.111, No. 3 (1982): pp.65-83, p.67.

52 This conceptual methodology was primarily developed by the core editorial group through a series of editorials and

collectively-authored essays or statements. However, a secondary group of close collaborators and regular

contributors: Nick Norton, Simon Neville and Steve Beard, shall be understood to have developed this, both prior to
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Firstly, the method is understood in relation to surrealist research and encounters between
ethnographers and surrealists in Paris in the 1920s and later in the UK under the auspices of the
Mass Observation project in the 1930s. Through the model of the journal as a publishing format and
the writing published in it Inventory probed, in Benjaminian terms, the relations between life,
writing and action, or experience and reflection upon it. Benjamin’s ‘anthropological materialism’,
a chapter heading he outlined in his unfinished Passagenwerk, provides then an enigma which I
explore through Inventory’s heterodox reception of Benjamin’s work and in their attempt to create a
practice true to it.>®> Alongside this Benjaminian model of publishing and writing, Inventory drew
upon other luminaries of the inter-war European avant-garde, notably Georges Bataille and the
publications and groups which he initiated or otherwise associated (Documents, the Democratic
Communist Circle, La Critique Sociale, Contre-Attaque, Acephale, Acephale, and College de
Sociologie). In doing so the journal saw itself as continuing and extending the dissident surrealism
and heterodox sociology Bataille developed through his writing, publishing activities and political

organising efforts.

Secondly, the method and the anthropological leanings of the journal are discussed in relation to
debates between art historians and ethnographers on surrealism and ethnography. Two key turning
points of which are ethnographer James Clifford’s essay on ‘Ethnographic Surrealism’ and art
historian Hal Foster’s essay, ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’.>* These are texts which offered a new

framework for cultural theorists and global artists’ appropriation of ethnographic material and

the inception of the journal, in the case of Norton and Neville, and through individually authored contributions

throughout the course of the journal’s publishing run, in the case of Norton, Neville and Beard.
53 This is the focus of an extended methodological exploration on Inventory’s relation to Benjamin and conversations
on method between Benjamin and Theodor W. Adorno in Chapter 3.
% Less well known, but nonetheless significant is also Joseph Kosuth, ‘The Artist as Anthropologist’, The Fox, No.1,
1975, pp.18-30, reprinted in Art After Philosophy, London and Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 1991, pp.107-128;
James Clifford, ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol.23, No.04, October
1981, pp 539-564, a second version was published in James Clifford, ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’ in The
Predicament of Culture, Cambridge (Mass.): Harvard University Press, 1988, pp.117-150 and a version of Hal
Foster’s essay entitled ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’ was first published in the collection The Traffic in Culture and
subsequently developed in the anthology of his own writing The Return of the Real, Hal Foster, ‘The Artist as
Ethnographer?” in George E. Marcus and Fred R. Myers (Eds.), The Traffic in Culture: Refiguring Art and
Anthropology (Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press, 1995) pp.302—-308 and Hal Foster,
‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge,

Mass: MIT Press, 1996, pp.171-203.
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techniques after the 1960s. The debate has various facets and controversies depending on whether
one approaches it from the perspective of art, art history, anthropology or literature.> In my reading,
Inventory contribute substantially and originally to this debate through a radicalised reading of
surrealist practice as research articulated in relation to critical theory and through claims to a
knowledge-based practice which succeeded in producing and sustaining the collaboration of others
and substantial research both within these fields and synthetically, trans-disciplinarily, across
them.* According to philosopher of contemporary art, Peter Osborne, the paradigm of anthropology
(of the artist as ethnographer or anthropologist) is a precondition of the global development of
contemporary art after the 1960s and its intensified expansion after 1989.>” In this model Osborne
distinguishes between the way ‘[s]tructural anthropology provided an ontology for decolonization
by maintaining multiple cultures on a single plane of significance’, and the emergent, ‘postcolonial
condition’, encountered through the intensified globalisation facilitated by the end of the cold war,
which ‘requires an anthropology of a more radically transcultural kind: a transnational and
translational study of the cultural, focused on the production of new kinds of social subjects’.*® This
culture of transcultural anthropology is considered in its relation to Clifford and Foster’s theories of
art, surrealism and ethnography; large-scale exhibitions such as Magiciens de la Terre and an

emergent consensus around the intertwining of art and globalisation.

Lastly then, the late ethnographic turn (of Inventory and others in the 1990s) is reconsidered in this
thesis in relationship to the phenomena and conceptual framework of globalisation in this period
and art’s specific relations to that framework. Inventory’s own critical appropriation of ethnographic
discourse and technique is understood in terms of a crisis of anthropology or ethnography and their
own recuperation of surrealist currents which related closely to an earlier model of ethnography is

shown to establish and sustain a marginal position of critical research and knowledge production in

> Therefore a highly synthetic account by Steven Webster, which incorporates a close reading of a debate within

critical theory (between Adorno and Benjamin), also the object of extensive commentary within Inventory, is also of
significance. Steven Webster, ‘“The Historical Materialist Critique of Surrealism and Postmodernist Ethnography’,
in Marc Manganaro (Ed.), Modernist Anthropology: From Fieldwork to Text, Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2014, pp.266-99.
% This debate, under which I have organised both the problem of the method of ‘fierce sociology’ and discussion of it
in relation to Clifford’s ‘ethnographic surrealism’ thesis, spans across Chapters 1, 2 and 3. This is because the
method both tells us about the core concerns of the group and impacts on, and intervenes in, reception of Bataille
and Benjamin and surrealism in general.
7 Peter Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All: The Philosophy of Contemporary Art, London & New York: Verso Books,
2013, pp.163-164.

% Tbid., p.163.
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global capitalist modernity.>

Inventory’s relation to this object of research is both local and world-historical. London
circumscribed their immediate experience and base of operations as far as publishing and artistic
practice was concerned. Inventory also emphasised the particular, the marginal, the vernacular and
the subjective and this would seem to flow in the opposite direction to the quasi-transcendental and
totalising modes of capitalism, globality and modernity. However, by focussing on the details of
modern experience in a late-20th and early 21st century city, London, an emerging paragon of the
‘world city’ with its combination of connectivity, ‘creativity’, post-industrial services, finance and
real estate Inventory produced a paradoxical but astute vehicle of registration of this objects’ affects.
Inventory’s participation in Century City, the first major exhibition following the opening of Tate
Modern in London is understood to both validate Inventory’s critical relation to this emergent global
city discourse and mark an important moment of the staging of London as a world city and its
competition to become the financial capital of Europe. Therefore, after establishing Inventory’s
methodological considerations, the specific formal and conceptual orientation of the journal, the
thesis moves onto a consideration of Inventory’s contribution to urban studies of London and the
study of the production of space, after Henri Lefebvre, in late-capitalism. This study of the journal’s
contribution to an account of practices and legacies of urbanism (housing, city planning, spatial
practices and government) in London during the period of the journal’s publication (1995-2005), of
which the journal’s original contribution stems from the application of its methodology which
emphasises the production of space as a process the researcher is situated inside and capable of

reflection and, to a certain degree, action upon.

The significance of Inventory’s method, of reinfusing critical theory with forms of mimesis whereby
subject and object begin to find new mediations and relationships, begins, in a central chapter on the
‘Journal as Form’, to determine the presentation of my own study. Placing the glossary as a central
component of the journal, which both looked back towards the aesthetico-political project of ‘writing
in common’ across Romanticism, surrealism and critical theory, and forwards towards the new formats
and possibilities for fragmentary and collaborative writing supported by the emergence of the internet,

Inventory as object begins to assume agency as a collective organ of research and therefore becomes

% Following Peter Osborne, ‘global capitalist modernity’ is understood as a unifying object, i.e. a mobile one which

tends towards unity and is productive of ‘actual abstractions’ which dominate persons. Peter Osborne, ‘The
Reproach of Abstraction’, Radical Philosophy, No.127, September/October 2004, pp.21-28, p.21.
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subject and my own study begins to become coextensive with its form of inquiry.* Romantic
philosophy provides a first formulation of the total and open-ended work which I argue Inventory
comprised, it is not therefore an explicit point of identification for the editors and contributors behind
the journal, but I believe it informed many of their direct models and in general provides a useful
analytical framework through which to understand the unfolding of a work which subordinated
individual authorship, identity, art, literature and science to an ensemble that aimed to arrive at

something more than these categories.

My own approach to the diversity of the journal has been to first establish the categories the journal
used as a material presentation. To probe where the publishing and writing conventions used derive
from, and how from these conventions the journal sought to subvert, disrupt and interfere with the
given organisation of its own presentation. This material and formal study then provides a number of
categories and areas with which to explore; firstly the models for this form of heterodox publishing;
then the relation of the journal as a material artefact and an intellectual forum; subsequently the
significance of the journal as a form. To identify a method for the journal I first focussed on the
Editorials as an area where the editors’ made their primary methodological statements, then examined
how and where these methodological claims are supported and developed by other texts across the
journal run, finally how these methodological claims resonate with the specificities and significance of
the journal as a whole. Since theory, action and immediate experience are articulated together through
both the Editorials and throughout the journal I have not sought to separate them. Whilst maintaining a
central focus on the journal I have drawn in relevant external interventions, actions, exhibitions and
projects by Inventory where they illuminate the contents of the journal or the organisation and
significance of the journal as a whole. The journal is then considered to be an organising apparatus for
a range of activities and ‘presentations’. To support this work I have drawn from art criticism, art
history, book history, philosophy, critical theory, literary theory, literary criticism and journalism where
it provide a context relevant to the journal and where it can best illuminate the difficult and unruly
object the journal and its heterogeneous contributions represents. I have made interviews with one
Inventory editor, one Inventory contributor (close collaborator and member of the second editorial
group) and one teacher, contributor and collaborator of the core editorial group. As well as the two key

institutional archival collections I have solicited and explored additional material directly from the

80 ““The art of writing in common”, said Novalis, “is a curious symptom that is the presentiment of great progress in

literature.”” Novalis quoted in Denis Hollier (Ed.), The College of Sociology, 1937-39, Minneapolis: University of

Minnesota Press, 1988, p.xiv.
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personal collections of these interview subjects and other Inventory contributors.® In deciding what
theoretical resources are relevant to Inventory I have firstly drawn from the journal itself, secondly
drawing on my own very wide ranging readings in critical theory adjacent to these. I have throughout
questioned critically the claims made within the journal against those supported by authoritative
academic sources, however, in areas where there has, as yet been little academic exploration, I have
depended on generating a consensus on events and ideas by sampling the opinions of Inventory’s peers
and like-minded publications. Moreover as much as the journal’s wideranging intellectual
engagements I have also followed my own, where I felt these could illuminate the journal and its
interpretation. In order to conceptualise a challenging object for which no existing specialist discipline
exists I have drawn from adjacent fields (philosophy of language, periodical studies, book history,
aesthetic theory, zine studies, intellectual history) to establish a syncretic analysis appropriate to

understanding publishing as an activity productive of, in this case, a highly syncretic object.

Research Questions

My primary research questions are these: How did the journal, Inventory, and the art group, Inventory
transform practices of ‘ethnographic surrealism’ — the legacy of the Documents branch of surrealism —
into their own distinctive practice: a fierce sociology? What were the preconditions for this practice
and how did changing conditions effect it? What were the limits, artistic or otherwise, tested by the
group and its expanded milieu of contributors? What was the significance of the journal or magazine
form for the group’s practice. And what is the significance of an artist-run printed journal, especially
during a period marked by the ascendency of the digital, for the historicisation of culture in the 1990s
and 2000s? How did the group theorise and shape the urban environment of L.ondon upon which their
practice was predicated and to which it responded? What is the journal considered as a complete or

incomplete work? What is Inventory as literature, theory, writing or art?

Drawing from these questions the outcomes I hope to contribute are: to develop new insights into the
agency of printed matter in artistic and cultural practice in the 1990s and 2000s; to contribute to
cultural and political debates on ‘autonomy’ or ‘sovereignty’ as a theme of late-20th and early 21st
century society; to survey and further publicise original practices of print publication and distribution

in the 1990s and 2000s in the UK; to consider the relationship between printed matter and other media

6! Primarily the personal collections of Adam Scrivener, Nick Norton, Max Reeves and Howard Slater.
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of publication in fine art and cultural practice; to critically re-evaluate the role of publishing, artists
writing and theory in relation to fine art practice; to consider the relationship of oppositional cultures

to institutions during the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s in the UK.

Approach and Existing Literature

Inventory’s practice could be meaningfully considered in its entirety as an art practice which
incorporated publishing among other material practices. However, for the purposes of this study I
have chosen to foreground the journal, making an argument for its importance as an example of the
vivacity and criticality of the self-publishing scene operating in London during this period and to
stress the significance of a journal published by artists as able to encompass interests beyond those
pertaining solely to art. What made it an ‘experimental’ journal shall be evaluated in terms of the
development of the journal’s methodological approach and theoretical innovations, its proximity to
historical precursors in the avant-garde tradition and through comparison to contemporary
publications on whose behalf related claims have been made. The study surveys and develops
approaches to print and other media by focussing primarily on one object of study, the journal

Inventory and associated activities of the editorial and artistic group who produced it.

Importantly, the journal must be considered as a whole, the product of the sum of its contributions.
This shall involve evaluating its individual contributions on their merits and distinctions as well as
developing methods for characterising and evaluating the whole presentation of each issue as well
as the whole run of issues as a complete or incomplete work. The journal’s overall approach,
editorial development, access to contributors and internal discussions were strongly shaped by those

who participated in it beyond the formality of the initial editorial group.

Deliberate publication implies a perceived community; a community of readers, of

contributors, and an exchange between the two.*

Therefore, not only does the contribution of the individual submissions and the other projects of the
contributors need to be taken into account, but also the organising function of the journal itself, as a

vehicle of a specific form of community. This community in potentia — ‘as an ongoing process

62

Damian Abbott (Inventory), ‘Inventory’, Maria Fusco, and Ian Hunt (Eds.), Put About: A Critical Anthology of
Independent Publishing, London: Bookworks, 2004, p.183.
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whose form we can only guess at’ — is enshrined in the title chosen for this study, since Paper
Assembly refers both to the act of construction out of paper, writing, the collection of contributions
and the potential for calling upon, addressing, assembling and listening to a community that
publishing can embody.*® As the quotations above imply, this ‘community’ was both the goal and
the subject of reflection in the journal and in related publications, in dialogue with readers and
contributors. The complex and subtle dialogue on the potential for community is established in the
context of a wave of communitarianism in the 1990s which responded to the ‘excessive
individualism’, which developed apace throughout the entire century but has come to be seen as,
particularly characteristic of the late-20th century.* Whilst Inventory can be conceived as
participating in this generic tendency towards communitarianism they also played a critical role in
disputing superficial forms of belonging, picking apart the dominant configurations of subject and
object, subjectivity and objectivity operating in human societies and by specifying and seeking to

embody in practice richer forms which interrogated and challenged capitalist social synthesis.*®

The primary source for my study will be the complete journal run of Inventory journal 1995-2005.
Contextualising and supporting the study of Inventory journal will be the study of other publications
in which they published and limited comparative studies of associated publications operating at the
time and circulating in similar contexts. A close study of Info Centre will establish it as a crucial
context for the dissemination and socialisation of the journal, place of exhibition of the group’s
associated work and hub of debate and cultural exchange. Supporting literature will be drawn by
sampling relevant debates and tendencies within the multitude of small cultural and political
publications in circulation at the time, as well as relevant precursors in conceptual and post-
conceptual practices which established printed matter as a critical artistic medium. Theoretical
resources are primarily drawn from the theoretical debates occurring in the journal (Simmel,
Nietzsche, Bataille, Caillois, Mauss, Benjamin, Adorno, Horkheimer, Maffesoli, Deleuze &

Guattari) and secondarily from thinkers who help me critically develop and evaluate Inventory’s

% Inventory editors quoted in Virginia Nimarkoh, Indent, Camberwell: the Camberwell Press, 1999, p.33.

% Thittps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communitarianism#Communitarian_philosophy [Accessed 17 February, 2017]

%  In doing so Inventory responded, implicitly rather than explicitly, to formulations of community ‘from a
postcolonial perspective’ such as the following by Homi Bhabha, ‘The postcolonial perspective forces us to rethink
the profound limitations of a consensual and collusive “liberal” sense of cultural community. It insists that cultural
and political identity are constructed through a process of alterity. Questions of race and cultural difference overlay
issues of sexuality and gender and overdetermine the social alliances of class and democratic socialism. The time
for “assimilating” minorities to holistic and organic notions of cultural value has dramatically passed. The very
language of cultural community needs to be rethought from a postcolonial perspective’. Homi K. Bhabha, The

Location of Culture, London; New York: Routledge, (1994) 2005, p.251.
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explorations of these thinkers works and themes or the broader current of surrealism, ethnography
or materialism which they saw themselves as critical interlocutors with (Buck-Morss, Jamin,
Caygill, Cunningham, Osborne, Michelson, Martin, Noys, Kendall, Leslie, Tiedmann, Cassirer,
Webster, Weingrad). My own method, specified above, seeks to explore the complete run of
Inventory as an object of research, study, reading and as the material trace of a field of activity.
However, the occasions in which the experience of reading necessarily elicits behaviour by which
the object may begin to operate more like a subject — that is, where I, or other readers or perceiving
agents, am acted upon by the object of research; where the sensate qualities of the object impact on
my perception and experience and where ‘sensuous human activity’ can be conceptualised as
‘objective activity’, that is the role of active processes and subjects in constituting objectivity — shall

be integrated into the study.®®

Very little detailed critical work has been carried out directly on Inventory. What exists are
primarily short reviews or news items about the inception of the first issues.®” Longer reviews deal
primarily with exhibitions or art projects by the group and only occasionally with the art practice
and journal together.®® More common are small features about the journal in surveys of artists’
publishing and book arts®, or in mixed media surveys of London’s creative scene and subculture.”
Neil Chapman’s essay in Foreign Bodies, is one small exception, grouping and surveying
tendencies within a survey of group practices in London in the late-1990s he foregrounds

Inventory’s collective nature and the distance it maintained between simple identification between

%  Here I am quoting formulations from ‘Thesis One’ in Marx’s ‘Theses on Feuerbach’, Karl Marx, ‘Theses on

Feuerbach’ in The German Ideology, C. J. Arthur (Ed.), London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1982, pp.121-123, p.121. 1
am grateful for Andrés Sdenz De Sicilia insightful commentary on this text, particularly his conclusion, following
Marx, that ‘if neither object nor subject alone, but rather their interrelation is responsible for the constitution of
objectivity, and this interrelation is not fixed [...] grasping the specific configuration of the subject-object relation
becomes the aim of theoretical enquiry and critique.” Andrés Sdenz De Sicilia, ‘Materialism and Critique: On Marx
and Brassier’, Presented at the SEP-FEP conference, Regent’s University London, August 2016, (quotation, p.7).

67 Alistair Bonnet, ‘Inventory (Review of Inventory Vol.1 No.1 and Vol.1 No.2)’. Transgressions: Journal for Urban

Exploration Vol.1, no. 2/3 (1996): Np.

% ].J. Charlesworth, ‘Inventory: “Requiem for the Empty Quarter” The Approach, 31st January — 3rd March 2002’.

Art Monthly, No.254 (March 2002), available http://www.jjcharlesworth.com/reviews/inventory2.htm and Pieroni,

Paul. ‘Inventory Rob Tufnell, London, UK Issue , September 2014°. Frieze, No.165, September 2014, available

http://frieze.com/issue/review/inventory/

% Indent, op. cit. and Put About, op. cit.

7 Gregor Muir (Ed.), ‘A Journey Through London Subculture 1980s to Now’, Institute of Contemporary Arts, ¢ 2013,
available, https://www.chisenhale.org.uk%2Fabout%2Fimages%2FICA-Brochure-lowres.pdf [Accessed 3 July,
2017] and Iwona Blazwick, ‘Century City’, in Iwona Blazwick (Ed.), Century City: Art and Culture in the Modern

Metropolis. London: Tate Publishing, 2001, pp.8-15.
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the journal and the world of art.”!

Whilst substantial literature covers British Art in this period, particularly the phenomenon of so-
called YBAs (Young British Artists), this has tended to focus on gallery-based practices and has
been widely criticised for the spectacular nature of the practices discussed and the mode of
discussion. Some notable exceptions have attempted to establish a more critical framework and
direct attention towards expanded models of practice in the same period.”” Apart from Chapman
(2001) few of these specifically focus on Inventory or even proximate positions taken by other
practices, but their attention to emerging new conditions of production, related practices and modes
of operation such as those of the art group and publishing venture Bank and the lesser known

Break/Flow, will be relevant to my study.

Contextually significant for my study will be the analysis put forward by Anthony Davies and Simon
Ford of the general conditions for the institutions of art in this period — the ‘surge to merge’ culture and
finance driven by London’s ascension as the centre of European Finance during the period.” A notable
attempt to retrospectively historicise the period within the context of recession and financial growth of
cities, Century City at the Tate Modern, included significant work by Inventory and displayed copies of

the journals Inventory and Infopool in a reading room.”

This study offers a working periodisation of the period in which Inventory journal was published. This
remains primarily contained within the dates covering the beginning and end of the journal (1995—

2005), but the historicisation of this period also considers the historical consequences which followed

7t Neil Chapman, ‘Shut Up and Listen: Collaboration In Contemporary Visual Art Neil’. In Foreign Bodies, London:

Central Saint Martins College of Art & Design, 2001, pp.21-32.

2 Simon Ford, ‘Myth Making’, Art Monthly, No.194, March 1996, pp.3-9 and, Duncan Mccorquodale, Naomi
Siderfin and Julian Stallabrass (Eds.), Occupational Hazard, Critical Writing On Recent British Art, London: Black
Dog Publishing, 1998.

7 Anthony Davies and Simon Ford, ‘Art Capital’, Infopool, 1998, available http://infopool.antipool.org/artcap.htm

[Accessed 20 March, 2019] and Anthony Davies, ‘The Surge to Merge Culture with the Economy’. Copenhagen

Free University, Copenhagen Free University, (stapled pamphlet), No.3, 29 September 2001), pp.1-20.

™ Century City, op. cit. The contestation of this inclusion, publicised in ‘Operation Re-Appropriation’ by Infopool,

provides an important example of the ways such projects sought to defend their own independence against absorption

by larger institutions. Inventory’s own public disputes with the Royal Academy and Courtauld Institute of Art (2002 and

2003) are to be understood as part of this tendency of vocal antagonism towards cultural institutions. Inventory’s

critique of Nicholas Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics enables us to understand the journal as a forum for the criticism of

contemporary art, art theory and their complicity with capitalist form. Inventory, ‘On Art, Politics and Relational

Aesthetics’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.166-181.
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2005. The fact that Inventory’s editors continued to exhibit sporadically under the group moniker
Inventory and recently published a monograph with Book Works, The Counsel of Spent (2018), shall

be considered as relevant but external to the significance and key themes of the journal.”

75

Inventory, The Counsel of Spent, London: Bookworks, 2018.

30



Chapter 1

Surveying Inventory
Journal: A Rich Midden
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Inventory Journal

Inventory is a journal established in 1995 as ‘a collective enterprise by a group of writers, artists and
theorists’ by Damian Abbott, Paul Claydon and Adam Scrivener, who met studying together on a
Masters programme at Chelsea College of Art in 1991." The journal ran for 15 consecutive issues
from 1995 to 2005.? The journal began as a proposal for a college project and funding was obtained
from Chelsea College in 1992 by members of the core editorial group.® A second group of artists
and writers (Simon Neville, Nick Norton, Toni De Zilva, James Vanderpool and Jake Miller*) with
whom Scrivener studied with at Middlesex University in the late 1980s were supporters of,
contributors to, and informed this project in multiple capacities.’ This second group collectively
produced a text, “The Profound Purchase’ (1989-1990), made a performative reading of this text
recorded on video but subsequently lost and distributed the text close to the time of their Middlesex
graduation exhibition. The group who made this subsequently discussed a possible common project,
including ideas for a journal.® Toni deSilva contributed only an enigmatic note to the journal’s first

issue while Simon Neville and Nick Norton were subsequently persistent contributors to the journal.

1 Quotation from ‘Do You Feel Crushed’, a flyer advertising subscription to the journal (May Day Rooms collection,
€.1995). The entire run of the journal consists of thirteen single issues and one double Tenth anniversary issue
amounting to a total of 14 printed items. Adam Scrivener, Damian Abbot and Paul Claydon were the main editors
throughout the life of the journal and are understood as the ‘core editorial group’ for the purposes of this study.
However, Damian Abbot, Paul Claydon, Simon Neville, Nick Norton, Kathrynne Holmes, and Gautier Deblonde
are all mentioned as founding members of the group in Adam Scrivener, ‘Curriculum Vitae’,
http://www.wildcapital.net/ [Accessed 5/02/18]. Furthermore my interviews indicate that Simon Neville and Nick
Norton justifiably belong to a second founding group who are discussed further above. Gautier Deblonde and
Kathrynne Holmes were only ever infrequent contributors to the journal.

2 On commencement of my study the journal had lapsed for almost 10 years. However two core members of the
continue exhibiting and writing under the name Inventory, and in 2014 this group (Paul Claydon and Adam
Scrivener) were commissioned in ¢.2015 to publish a book by arts organisation Bookworks. The book, titled The
Council of Spent, was published in 2018.

3 The initial funding was controversial and challenged by the College since the group did not deliver a college
magazine, but rather their own vehicle. Adam Scrivener in conversation with the author, 2016, Cf. Appendices: An
Interview with Neil Cummings for further discussion of this incident.

4 Jake Miller is not known to have contributed to the journal, but he supported the group as the Director of the
Approach Gallery, representing and promoting Inventory’s work internationally, and providing exhibition space for
3 solo exhibitions: Re: Presentations of Everyday Life (2004) Requiem For The Empty Quarter (2002) and Twenty
Thousand Streets Under The Sky (1999/2000) and a group exhibition A to Z (1998). Miller also represented
photographic conceptual artist John Stezaker, who taught Middlesex and later became a friend and supporter of the
journal.

5 “The Profound Purchase, whatever its merits or faults, was an experimental attempt by us to achieve some sort of
collective theorising, and therefore it is significant and important.” Nick Norton email correspondence with the
author, 31/072016. Adam Scrivener, in conversation with the author July, 2017, claims the idea for ‘a project’ was
frequently discussed amongst this group of Middlesex University fine Art graduates, the idea for a journal came up
in discussion only once and did not develop further until the later formation at Chelsea College. During the
journal’s existence Nick Norton frequently offered editorial and conceptual advice via correspondence in an
informal capacity.

6 Adam Scrivener in conversation July, 2015 and August, 2016 and 2017.
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Both were in frequent communication with Scrivener, and thereby informed its key concerns, they
are therefore treated as a secondary editorial group.” The core editorial group began planning the
journal and organised exhibitions together, in collaboration with this secondary group, at the School
of Oriental and African Studies and Museum of Mankind in 1994. The first issue of the journal was
published in 1995. From this point on, Inventory developed as the name for a journal; the editorial
collective working on the eponymous journal; and an art group who coordinated the journal and
made performances, exhibitions, public art works, posters and stickers. This study focusses
primarily on Inventory journal. However, the group’s external activity overlapped substantially with
the journal, understood to be ‘the central research spine from which visual works and performance
or interventionist actions are produced’.® Therefore an understanding of some of these events and
closely related activities is necessary to comprehend fully the significance of the journal and the
ongoing development of internal and external discussions and manifestations. In the chapter title I
have drawn upon Inventory’s self-description as a ‘rich midden’ to suggest there is something

appropriately archaeological to my initial approach by which the journal is presented as found.’

This chapter establishes the journal, its form, organisation, frequency and some basic themes, and
outlines some examples of the performance and exhibition projects which overlapped with the

journal itself as the central hub within a field of interrelated activities.

7  “There would be long conversations, often not directly about journal content although, really, everything was
focussed through or toward this entity known as Inventory.” Nick Norton email correspondence with the author,
31/072016.

From Adam Scrivener, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, op. cit.

9 The term ‘rich midden’ is invoked in an undated press flyer for the launch of Inventory Vol.2 No.1 1997, ‘Inventory
is a “rich midden”; a violent abberation which rejects cybernetic utopianism and the mangy dog of joyless nihilism
alike. Actively affirm chance! Forward into the abyss laughing!’ Chelsea College of Art Archives, n.p.. ‘A midden
(also kitchen midden or shell heap; from early Scandinavian; Norwegian: mgdding, Danish: medding, Swedish
regional: modding)[1] is an old dump for domestic waste [2] which may consist of animal bone, human excrement,
botanical material, vermin, shells, sherds, lithics (especially debitage), and other artifacts and ecofacts associated
with past human occupation. The word is of Scandinavian via Middle English derivation, but is used by
archaeologists worldwide to describe any kind of feature containing waste products relating to day-to-day human
life. They may be convenient, single-use pits created by nomadic groups or long-term, designated dumps used by
sedentary communities that accumulate over several generations.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Midden

oo
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inventory /' mv(e)nt(e)ri/ mn. (pl. inventories) a
complete list of items such as goods in stock or the
contents of a building. » chiefly N. Amer. a quantity of
goods in stock. » (in accounting) the entire stock of a
business, including mnaterials and finished product. mv.
(inventories, inventorying, inventoried) make an
inventory of.

— ORIGIN ME: from med. L. inventorium, alt. of late L.
inventarium, lit. ‘a list of what is found’, from L:
invenire ‘come upon’.

Image: ‘Inventory’ definition in the Oxford Dictiona_iry, (2604)
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Title and Strapline

inventarium, lit. ‘a list of what is found’, from L. invenire ‘come upon’."

Appropriately for a journal which sought to become an ‘interdisciplinary space’ and ‘a central
research spine from which [other] actions are produced’ the journal’s title provided a flexible
umbrella open to several interpretations.' Inventory may mean a ‘list of items such as goods’; ‘the
contents of a building’; ‘a quantity of goods in stock’ and ‘the entire stock of a business including
materials and finished product.’'* In a most basic sense, the making of an inventory involves the
translation of things into words. The history of magazines in relation to the itemisation and
presentation of goods already provided Inventory with the premise for interpreting a journal or
magazine as a temporary display and intermittent collection, ‘a container for an eclectic array of
contents’.” Interestingly, ‘inventory’ also has a positive resonance with the word ‘magazine’, which

is derived from the Arabic word makhazin — storehouse, granary, cellar.* This etymology, of

inventory and magazine also establishes the commodity as central to the function of the store and its
written record. Both words, ‘inventory’ and ‘magazine’, have close associations with ‘goods’, or
‘stock’ and therefore, in the most general sense, the commodity — things or materials of value. In
relation to the history of modernism the military associations of both words shall also become
relevant.” ‘Inventory’ is both a verb, to inventory, and a noun, inventory. As a title it may

refer to a list of contents; the contents themselves; the activity of collecting and listing the contents
or as an imperative: ‘you must inventory’. This is further emphasised by the strapline: ‘Finding
Losing Collecting’; three verbs displayed justified below the title on both the cover and interior
table of contents. These each specify Inventory as activity, but all have passive and active

connotations. One finds or loses, potentially, ‘without intent’ or interest. Whilst the act of collecting

10 Catherine Soanes & Angus Stevenson (Eds.), Concise Oxford English Dictionary, Eleventh Edition, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004.

11 Adam Scrivener ‘Curriculum Vitae’, op. cit., pp.1-2.

12 Ibid. (author’s emphasis).

13 Gwen Allen, ‘Introduction’, Gwen Allen (Ed.), The Magazine. London; Cambridge, Massachusetts: Whitechapel
Gallery: The MIT Press, 2016.

14 The French absorption of this term contributed distinctly military meanings to it, as in: ‘1: a storehouse or
warehouse especially for military supplies 2: a place for keeping explosives in a fort or ship 3: a publication
containing different pieces (as stories, articles, or poems) and issued at regular intervals (as weekly or monthly) 4 :
a supply chamber: as a: a container in a gun for holding cartridges b: a container for film on a camera or motion-
picture projector.” http://www.wordcentral.com/cgi-bin/student?magazine

15 ‘The handicraft period bequeathed to us the great inventions of the compass, gunpowder, type-printing and the
automatic clock.” Karl Marx, Capital, Vol.1, (trans. Ben Fowkes and David Fernbach) London: Penguin, 1990.
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may be deliberate, matter also collects itself into aggregations of larger magnitude without
necessary human intervention. Is it about, or does it consists in, finding, losing, collecting? The
three seem to form a circle of activity. In this sense the strapline further specifies but also opens to a
wider field of meaning the title word which retains both a passive or neutral sense, as in an
inventory as an impartial and only quantitative list, and an active meaning as in the verb: ‘to make
an inventory of’, to be ‘inventorying’; to ‘find, discover, ascertain’.'® The action of ‘mak[ing] a list
or catalogue’ also implies the sale or valuation of the items listed. However, inventorising is an
action apart from, or in advance of, valuation. It is therefore initially self-consciously quantitative
and not qualitative, but forms the basis for further analyses to permit finer grained forms of

measure.

Inventory, as a title, implies the translation of things as words — therefore as a vehicle of research,
the journal would be interested in the relationships between things and words — and the enumeration
(finding, listing, counting, collecting) of forms. This has a Benjaminian inspiration in the use of the
term ‘inventory’ in Walter Benjamin’s ‘Moscow Diary’, wherein ‘the inventory of the streets is
inexaustible’."” The title’s meanings resonate with and point us towards the Glossary section, as a
list of words or ‘a list of what is found’; the Found Texts as ‘a list of what is found’ or ‘come upon’
and in general the articulation of complex relations between content, category and classification
which this description of the journal’s form explores. Forms here can be understood to refer to the
characteristics of a thing (shape, colour, volume etc.), but since words provide form for things, an
investigation of forms shall be understood to imply study of things-in-themselves and the words
that are generated to describe and enumerate them. Things as ‘found’ also implies attention to the
context they were found in as much as the placement in relation to other things in a list or other
system of classification. ‘Inventory’ expresses the aggregate of this enumeration and translation, the
list as a totality or constellation of fragments the title is ‘a microcosm of the work.”*® ‘Inventory’
also expresses this enumeration as an ongoing activity, necessarily always incomplete and

temporary.

The study of the relationship of words and things can be understood to foreground ‘the central

16 Ibid.

17 Walter Benjamin, ‘Moscow Diary’, October, Vol.35, Winter, 1985, pp.9-135, p.58, quoted in Inventory, ‘For a
Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995. Benjamin’s Moscow Diary is also the subject of significant reflection in
terms of wealth, equivalence and value in an essay on money by Esther Leslie, ‘Notes on Notes’, Inventory, Vol.4
No.2 2001, 28-47.

18 Robert Hullot-Kentor, Things Beyond Resemblance Collected Essays on Theodor W. Adorno, New York: Columbia
University Press, 2006, op. cit., p.125.
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importance of language as the process through which the subject is formed’." From this
perspective, ‘[t]he subject is thus seen as constituted by language and it appropriates the world
through language.’® Inventory’s research into the relationship of words and things is therefore also
an inquiry into subject formation. An early hand-drawn mock-up cover displays the strapline:
‘finding, losing, collecting’ sandwiched between the title split into two words: ‘Invent [...] ory’
with a single human eye in the centre of the cover. This cover emphasises invention and an
actively curious or mysterious subject as central to these actions. We might even speculate on it as
the appearance of an ‘invisible, disembodied Mind’, the ‘I’, which has long determined the
relationship between writing and thinking, or a hovering ‘disembodied, supernatural agency’, a
‘we’, a spectral collective subject yet to emerge.?' In either case this early implication that language

implies a body and a subject will remain a central theme for all Inventory was to encompass.

19 Jean-Jacques Lecercle, Philosophy Through the Looking Glass: Language, Nonsense, Desire. London; Melbourne;
Sydney; Auckland; Johannesburg: Hutchinson, 1985, p.48.

20 Ibid.

21 Brian Rotman, Becoming Beside Ourselves: The Alphabet, Ghosts, and Distributed Human Being, Durham: Duke
University Press, 2008, p.13.
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INVENTORY

Losing Finding Collecting

Vol.1 No.1 1995

Eorasosiolopy=saen o0 o0 e 5 Inventory
Three essays on the task of mourning...............Paul Claydon
Hallofmifrors .t i e 2 v e Damian Abbott

Bleplant- e ol s e Ad A SoFivener

Cemain eyems: . co i -5 (S o e a found text
Thetfloatingisland v soin oo i oo Nick Norton
Some notes concerning easy listening.......... Adam Scrivener

Catesunies. . 2 donydeSilva

Image: Cover of Inventory, Vol.1, No.1, 1995.
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Structure of the Journal

Magazines can be divided into their constituent parts. Inventory is relatively simple in structure, but
because this belies a complex field of parts and constellation of interests, I will analyse the journal
as a container and the material it contained to first establish the basic structure of the journal before
eventually complexifying this account to arrive at Inventory’s instantiation of the journal as a ‘self-
differing medium’.* Two categories of content are indicated in the table of contents: essays and
glossary entries. The ‘Notes to contributors’ specifies the ‘wish to make Inventory a space for a
theory/practice that conjoins and conflicts writing and image, found and made, the lost and the
discovered’.” There were no interviews, reviews, features or letters sections. The journal did not
accept ‘review articles’ and advocated ‘developing the essay as a form’. Only a few simple elements
separated or distinguished contributions from each other and organised the contents, outside of
these elements most content was presented within a relatively flat organisational structure. Though
the Table of Contents effectively designates only two content distinctions, in order to convey the
complexity of the journal and interaction across these two initial categories I have generated further
categories describing both content and formal publishing categories, which I will first treat in
subheaded sections below. These are the cover, table of contents, editorials, essays, glossary, found
texts and notes to contributors. ‘Found texts’ are found both subsumed under the essays section and
less frequently, in the Glossary section. They are only distinguished from the other contributions
through their authoring as ‘Found text’, this is not therefore understood as a content distinction,
nonetheless the significance of the slippage between these two main sections is considered below.
An appendix addresses what I have designated as categories of writing in Inventory, which
facilitates later development of the journal’s significance, but this chapter begins with what is
endogenous to the journal from its outwards physical appearance before bringing that into relation
to a selection of key projects which establish a rapport between external (often public) interventions

and the journal itself.

22 This is a term borrowed from American art critic Rosalind Krauss by Nicholas Thoburn and applied to small
publishing ventures to great effect in his recent book on ‘radical publishing. Nicholas Thoburn, Anti-Book: On the
Art and Politics of Radical Publishing, Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 2016, pp.9-13.

23 ‘Notes to contributors’ Inventory, No.1, Vol.1, 1995, (inside back cover) and subsequent issues.
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Journal Format

The journal maintained a precise and consistent physical format throughout its 10 years of
existence. The journal format is rectangular, measuring 207mm (height) by 143mm (width), taller
and wider than a standard paperback, but compact by the standards of most periodicals, printed in
black and white interior with a beige card cover and coloured title. The only colour element used in
the journal was the differently coloured title on the front cover, the journal title was generally
printed in dark blue-grey ink, occasionally it was printed in forest green, magenta or post-box red.
The journal was printed using an in-house photostat printer based at SOAS University of London.
Each issue was typeset in situ with editors working alongside the printer and photographic material
was supplied as original photographs, from newspapers or photocopies. Though the printer appears
to have remained the same throughout the entire run of the journal, with the exception of the final
issue, very slight variations of font size, spacing, card quality or weight can be detected throughout
the series. These are especially noticeable due to the serial and near-identical nature of the basic
design and layout. Each issue generally ran to between 80-130 pages with the first issue being the
shortest and the final double issue still being less than 200 pages. The basic page format consisted
of single columns of text with bold, centred and capitalised titles and bold sub-headings if a
contribution required them. Each contribution generally began on the right facing page, and, even in

the case of numerous experimental and unorthodox essay formats, this was mostly adhered to.
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Lost soul

CERTAIN events and mishaps
make me polish my report.
During my stay in the UK I've
never requested grants. [ was
so disgusted that Trust House
Forte hotels were in a bad con-
dition. I then started restoring
Southampton Row, and all the
hotels in central London. I did
notlive in any of them apart
from the Grand which has
since had about twonames.
Then I was in the red light dis-
trict where [ restored restau-
rants. Certain elements of for-
eign origin told me they were
leaving the country and that I
should manage my own busi-
ness. .. Then after a few weeks,

the Chinese invaded the pre-
mises. [ did nothingasIam all
alone. I done most of Under-
woods chemists. I never took a
penny from none of the
businesses...I went to 166
High Holborn St and requested
to see all the directorsand all I
ever see is pranksters and pros-
titutes who sexualise in front of
my presence. . . went to the
medical chambers and the state
they were in was appalling.
renovated all the chambers in
central London. They then had
Asiatic quacks in them. I did
report of this misconduct of
practice. Persons using practi-
tioners names in absentia. I did
have a hectic time and plenty of
problems, chasing these dan-
gerous fanatics. The cause of
the chaos was foreign nation-
als bringing properties and try-
ing to hand it to me. I refused
then and still refuse as I am no
tax evader. And was a target
from their agents and detec-
tives. | was being monitored
and followed wherever I go
there was at least 60 serious
attempts on my life until they
realised I had nothing to with
anyone in the UK. I could not
understand what they were

trying to achieve. I am still jit-
tery and scared as the plot to
kill me is still existing. I have
never went abroad or have any
liaisons with one person fe-
male or male. Women and men
take properties from all over
the universe in my name. Burn-
ing my bridges. People claim-
ing to be my father, yet he died
14 years ago. I have never even
seen my late mother's photo-
graph. Yet there is callous ani-
mals that publish my birth, yet
they don’t even talk to me per-
son to person, they let everyone
give me headaches from morn-
ing to morning. I have not auth-
orised anyone person to repre-
sent me in any capacity.
Therefore the losses that are
incurred are their responsi-
bility. I want a full audit and all
tax returns from all my
businesses.

From a text found in a telephone
box in central London in the
spring of 1990, and published in
Inventory. The text concludes
with a lengthy list of corporate
debtors. Inventory is a new jour-
nal of “losing, finding, collect-
ing " which sees itelf as an “anti-
hierarchical catalogue, a critical
compendium, an interdisciplin-

ary space from which to put for-
ward a paradoxical philosophy
which aims to represent a sociol-
ogy embracing the marginal and
the everyday, the theoretical and
the base™.

The Guardian June 28th 1335

INVENTORY will now present an
exhibition of new 'evidence':
visual and textual material
collected from a variety of
sources; tound, gathered,given
and sought, etc.,

A party will be held on
Thuraday August 10th
from 6 - 9pm

workfortheyetodo
51 Hanbury Street, London S5l

August 10th - September 10th
1335

Thursday - Saturday ll-6pm
and by appointment

Image: Flyer for Inventory exhibition at workfortheeyetodo, 10 August — 10 September, 1995
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Frequency and Distribution

The journal’s first issue announced: ‘Inventory is produced at irregular intervals with no more than
three issues appearing in one year.’** Between 1995 and 2005 14 editions were published, the final
comprising a double issue. Intervals between issues were truly irregular in the sense that what
initially became a pattern was quickly broken again: in 1995 one issue, 1996 two, 1997 three, then
between 1998-2003 Inventory was published once per year, until, after a two year gap, a final
double issue or two issues combined into one binding was published in 2005. Only once, in 1997,
were three issues ever published within the course of a year. Each issue of the journal was generally
presented at a launch event. These were often cultural events held in unconventional venues,
accompanied by original performances, readings, multimedia installations, live music or dj sets. The
journal was distributed through direct sales at these events, through subscriptions fulfilled by post
and through a distribution deal with Central books. The journal was available in a number of small
bookshops and arts venues throughout London, the UK and, to a limited extent, Europe. Some of
these stockists, such as Info Centre and Workfortheeyetodo, were hybrid discussion and exhibition
spaces as well as book vendors. A number of small press fairs, most notably the annual Anarchist
Book Fair and Publish and Be Damned, also provided an outlet for sales and a context where
Inventory would encounter other small publishers, readers of small press publications and potential
contributors. Further distributive mechanisms for information about the journal and extension of its
content beyond the pages of the journal were the art works and texts published in other publications:
magazines, journals, exhibition catalogues; flyers, posters and press releases promoting the journal
or diffusing its content; material from the journal represented or referenced in artworks,
performances or radio broadcasts and talks, performances, lectures and seminars given by the group
at educational or art institutions. For a small group with only marginal institutional support,
organising every aspect of the journal’s conception, commissioning, editing, proofreading, design,
layout, launch, promotion and distribution, consistently producing was an independent

achievement.®

24 From the ‘Colophon’ located inside front cover Inventory Vol.1 No.1, 1995.

25 The editorial group’s reflections on their independence and the circuits of distribution they accessed are
documented through interviews and statements in Virginia Nimarkoh (Ed.), Indent: a Project by Virginia Nimarkoh,
Camberwell: Camberwell Press, 1999, pp.33-37; Michael Bracewell, The Nineties: When Surface Was Depth.
London: Flamingo, 2002, pp.31-32; Paul Claydon, ‘Tropes’, in Maria Fusco and Ian Hunt. Put About: A Critical
Anthology of Independent Publishing. London: Bookworks, 2004, pp.123-128; Damian Abbott, ‘Inventory’ in Ibid,
p.183 and Inventory, ‘We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.5-13.
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Image: Cover, Inventory, Vol.4 No.1, 2000
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The first element structuring the journal is the cover. The cover contains the title, the strapline, the
volume and issue number and the date. Also, on the cover below the title, strapline, volume, issue
and date, is a table of contents for the issue. Every issue cover, with only one exception, bore the
table of contents in the identical graphic layout. The exception, the final ‘Tenth Anniversary Double
Issue’ Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005 bore instead the legend “We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’1995-
2005’ in place of the table of contents which anyway would have been too long to fit on the cover.
The back cover was almost never printed on, even though this might have communicated further
information about the journal’s contents e.g. by the standard industry format of the book summary,
endorsement or back cover text. Yet very occasionally, exceptionally we might say, the inside back

cover was printed upon.*®

Listing a magazine’s contents on the cover is today relatively unusual. Contemporary magazines
generally list highlights, a few features or just an overall theme for the specific issue. Obviously
having no image on the cover is also unusual, so much so that as Inventory nestled alongside other
magazines in bookshops and art gallery shelves, its lack of images; its seeming dependence for
communication only on text; its very austerity, or transparency, had a significant impact. The second
quality of the card cover determining Inventory’s separation from the other published commodities
amongst which it might be found was its texture. Both viewed with the eye and touched by the hand
a copy of Inventory proffered a certain grain and traction. Other magazines slip and slide in the
hand, against themselves or off the shelf, while this journal does not, instead it tends to stay rigidly
still, gaining traction from its textured front and back and from the strong thick spine and page
edging. The choice of card seems emphasises the solidity and thickness of what is still, essentially, a
small magazine. Glancing quickly at a single issue or a stack of issues one might mistake it for
something thicker or deeper, a cardboard or wooden box bearing a printed inscription. The cover
does not catch reflections or bounce off light, but rather absorbs it, and its depth seems to throw the
text and indeed its own edges into sharper relief making the whole seem somewhat strictly defined

and sculptural, emphasising its boxy object-status.

26 These exceptions are No.1 Vol.1, 1995; where the ‘notes for contributors’ is printed on the inside cover; Vol.3 No.3,
1999 in which an advert for LAB books is printed and Vol.4; No.1, 2000 where a satirical advert for a job
opportunity at the ICA is presented.
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Table of Contents

There are two versions of the table of contents for each issue of Inventory: one printed on the cover
and one immediately inside on the first right-facing page. This interior facing page reproduces, in
miniature and black and white, the entire cover including the horizontal bars structuring it visually
but with the inclusion of additional information. The additional information slightly alters for each
issue but always includes the page numbers of the contributions, which are not list on the front
cover, and in the case of the glossary section, a further miniature table of contents of this section is
included but without a page by page numbering of each entry. While dotted lines stretch between
the justified edges of title (aligned left) and author (aligned right) on the front cover, in the interior
table of contents authors name follow titles after a single dash and page numbers are aligned right.
Only in the glossary section is the same title (aligned left) and author (aligned right), separated by
dotted lines, reproduced. Through these small but crucial changes the cover maintains its vision of
absolute simplicity, while the interior begins to suggest that within this simplicity further

complexities might unfold.

The Glossary

Inventory’s Glossary develops the relationship between material phenomena and writing suggested
by Inventory’s title. This section follows the form and style of a critical, philosophical or satirical
dictionary in the enlightenment, journalistic and surrealist traditions.”” Whereas a dictionary or
encyclopaedia suggests comprehensiveness, a glossary is partial and tends towards the interpretive
and explanatory.*® Inventory adapted this tradition to suit a serial form, publishing small
alphabetically ordered collections of definitions or glosses in each issue. The glossary appeared in
almost every issue of Inventory from Vol.1 No.2 1996 through to the final double issue Vol.5 Nos.2

& 3 2005.” The glossaries are simply listed in the cover table of contents as Inventory, ‘Glossary’

27 Some historical models would be Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s Encyclopedie (1751-1772), Pierre
Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697-1702), Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary (1764), Ambrose
Bierce’s The Devil’s Dictionary (1911) or the ‘Dictionnaire Critique’ (critical dictionary) developed in the pages of
surrealist magazine Documents. The publishing initiatives of Georges Bataille are further considered in Chapter 2.
Georges Bataille’s philosophical and methodological contribution for Inventory is explored in Chapter 3.

28 ‘Gloss’ and ‘Glossary’ in Catherine Soanes & Angus Stevenson (Eds), Concise English Oxford Dictionary,
(Eleventh Edition), Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, n.p.

29 Issue Vol.1 No.1 contained a related contribution by Toni da Silva entitled ‘Categories’ and the special issue
‘Collected’ Vol.2 No.2 1997 contained a section entitled ‘Inventories’ authored by Inventory.
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suggesting authorial responsibility fell wholly on the core editorial group. Inventory’s glossaries
were initially authored primarily by the core and secondary editorial groups. However, as the
journal developed an increasingly diverse range of contributors participated in writing entries. Each
Glossary presents terms in alphabetical order. Arranged in two-columns, the glossary section breaks
with the single column formatting of the rest of the journal. Another minor difference is found in the
in-line titling (Vol.1, No.2, 1996) and later hard return (from Vol.1, No.3, 1996 onwards) where the
titles, usually a single word, are rendered bold to distinguish them from the flow of the text. As well
as the interior Table of Contents where glossary entries were attributed with full authors’ names,
each glossary provided author attribution via initials printed below each entry. The first Glossary
contained in Vol.1 No.2 1996 was the final article of the journal, with the second glossary printed in
penultimate position, after a found text, thereafter in subsequent issues the glossary generally found
its position towards the middle of the journal. The shortest glossary, published in Vol.2 No.3, 1999,
contains only three entries. The longest glossaries are each ten entries long, the average is six

entries.*

Each Glossary is formed by a series of entries often under one-word headings, either objects, nouns
or abstract nouns (states, feelings or actions): ‘Alcopops’, ‘Death’, ‘Escape’, ‘Stone’, ‘Aerial’,
‘Anteater’, ‘Armadillo’, ‘Kebabed’, ‘Smokers’; ‘Possession’ and so on. Individual glossary entries
were frequently illustrated with a single image, and in longer entries a run of images was often
arranged dynamically in relation to the entries’ columns.*" The journal’s aspiration to become ‘a
space for a theory/practice that conjoins and conflicts writing and image, found and made, the lost
and the discovered’ was explored extensively and experimentally in this section.*” Despite its
designation as a separate section, some longer entries in the Glossary can still be considered
‘essays’ and therefore this section can also be understood to be regulated by the desire to develop
‘the essay as a form’.*® Further support for this view is given by the knowledge that Inventory also
published Glossary entries as essays in other publications.* The relationship between the essay,

critical thought and the glossary or critical dictionary shall be considered further in Chapters 2, 3

30 Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997 and Inventory, Vol.3 No.3 1999.

31 Two key examples are Adam Scrivener, ‘Photo booth’, Inventory, Vol.2, No.1, 1997, pp.73-79 and Adam Scrivener
‘Remote Control’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.2 1996, pp.91-92.

32 ‘Notes to Contributors’, op. cit.

33 ‘Notes to Contributors’, op. cit.

34 This true of both the essays and glossary section but more common in terms of the glossary. An example is
Inventory’s essay on ‘Death’ published in Welfare State International, Dead, Ulverston: Welfare State International,
2001 (published on the occasion of the touring exhibition Dead, at Camden Roundhouse, London 2-10 March, 2001
and Lanternhouse, Ulverston, Cumbria, 29 March-30 June, 2001. Printed on a body bag, the text also formed part of
Inventory’s contribution to the exhibition. The text was republished as Inventory, ‘Death’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2
& 3 2005, pp.138-131.
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and 4 in relation to Inventory’s influences and methodological explorations, and in the
considerations of the journal as a unified but fragmentary object of knowledge in Chapter 5. On
occasion several authors each contributed entries for a single word e.g. ‘Comply’ in Inventory Vol.3
No.1 1998, resulting in a game in which several players would ‘take turns’ generating multiple
distinct ‘takes’ or ‘definitions’ or responses to a single term.* The generation of such a homespun
‘heap of linguistic fragments’, according to Sianne Ngai, ‘calls attention to language as the site
where system and subject intersect [...] where system and subject converge is more specifically
where language piles up and becomes “dense”’.* By assembling these competing ‘definitions’ or
interpretations the Glossary explored contradictions between system and individuation, or
determination and flexibility, over which standard dictionaries tend to regulate by ‘unfreez[ing]
concepts’.’” The Glossary provided an open forum for the satire of existing classification systems
and dictionaries, but also a means of incrementally building up new knowledge and identifying sites
of ‘density’, as well as interacting with the essays in the form of an ‘aside’ or marginal ‘gloss’
accompanying and transforming their insights in another register. This could be understood as
undermining the systematic proposition of the journal as a whole or creating a field of tension

between its components.

35 Inventory Vol.3 No.1 1998.

36 Sianne Ngai, ‘Stuplimity’, in Ugly Feelings. Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 2007, pp.248—
297, p.288 and pp.263-264.

37 Via the writing of Fredric Jameson S.S. Prawer indicates the centrality of the transformation of categories to Marx’s
method in Capital Vol.1. ‘Jameson has argued with explicit reference to the opening chapter of Capital I, could be
seen as “a model of the way in which content, through its own inner logic, generates those categories in terms of
which it organizes itself into a formal structure”. It thus provided “a classic demonstration of dialectical thinking as
a ceaseless generation and dissolution of intellectual categories”. Dialectical thinking, as Marx here demonstrates it,
may be seen as “doubly historical: not only are the phenomena with which it works historical in character, but it
must unfreeze the very concepts with which they have been understood, and interpret the very immobility of the
latter as historical phenomena in their own right.”” Fredric Jameson, Marxism and Form, quoted in SS Prawer, Karl
Marx and World Literature. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978, p.346.
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Essays

Apart from the Glossary section, and with the exceptions of the Editorials and Found Texts which I
shall treat forthwith, all contributions published in Inventory journal, whether purely visual or text-
based, are treated and presented in an equality of format and ordering. I shall therefore treat all
these contributions as ‘essays’.* The stated intention of the journal as articulated within the editors’
public address in the ‘Notes to Contributors’ was to ‘develop [...] the essay as a form’.* In
formulating the journal’s task this way, the editors referenced a celebrated text, ‘The Essay as Form’
(1958), by Theodor Adorno where the philosopher indicates aspects of the essay which commend it
to critical thought on account of, rather than despite, the form’s apparent obsolescence.® The idea of
recovering an outmoded form strikes resonance with the rather antiquated appearance of Inventory’s
cover, the seemingly archaic glossary section and other thematic content which we will later

explore.

The way this choice is framed in the ‘Notes to Contributors’ indicates that Inventory were attracted
to the essay’s flexibility, fragmentary nature and singularity of method. The essay form eschews
scientific method but also purely literary or artistic values. Inventory’s editors stressed ‘we do not
wish this method to have a scientific character [...] nor an artistic, literary value’.*! The lack of
cover image, its insistence on textual self-sufficiency, supports this anti- or extra-artistic agenda.
However, the emphasis in the ‘Notes for Contributors’ on ‘[t]he relationship between word and
image’ and the desire to ‘conjoin and conflict word and image’ places images in a position of
‘paramount importance’ and on a level with text.* The origins of the essay format has an historical

relationship to the development of anthropological writing in the work of Montaigne.* The tradition

38 The ‘film essay’ was a popular form in contemporary art and literature of the 1990s and 2000s, notably a form
developed in the UK by one of Inventory’s editorial group’s tutors at Middlesex, English Surrealist, architectural
historian and filmmaker Patrick Keiller, and this almost certainly had an impact on Inventory’s editors and
contributors several of whom also worked as filmmakers. This is most directly evident in two contributions:
Damian Abbott, ‘Paper Assembly’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.3 1996, pp.78-83, which combines film stills and textual
quotations in a montaged meditation on memory, media and mediation, and Inventory, ‘Flesh and Stone’, Inventory,
Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.44-50, which is a transcription from the script of a film essay made by the editors of
Inventory journal and exhibited under the group name Inventory.

39 ‘Notes to Contributors’, op. cit.

40 Theodor W. Adorno, ‘The Essay As Form’ in Notes to Literature Vol.1, Columbia University Press, (1958) 1991,
pp-3-23.

41 ‘Notes to Contributors’, op. cit.

42 ‘Notes to Contributors’, op. cit.

43 Micheéle Richman argues that ‘the long-standing tradition emanating from Montaigne’s daring essay on
cannibalism’ involving forms of ‘[c]ultural comparison’ which had ‘allowed thinkers from the Renaissance to the
Enlightenment to circumvent censorship and address controversial issues’ and which ‘fostered a mode of
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Montaigne established through his essais (1580-1595), sought to foster scepticism rather than prove
or disprove a specific argument and drew readers into an exploratory process of the movement of
thought by presenting a personal reflections around a particular object. Essai translates as ‘attempt’,
in a late editorial Inventory drew upon this meaning, arguing: ‘essay can also be used to mean a trial
or to test, to make an attempt, or to set forth on some act or adventure.”* Though in terms of the
operations of the group as a whole they emphasised the essay as but one of the ‘diverse formats’ the
group made ‘presentation[s] of material’ in.*> The essay suggests the presence of other essays,
perhaps an anthology or compilation of essays. Whereas an encyclopedia is developed by single and
definitive entries, an essay or series of essays may visit an object of study or theme more than once,
taking different approaches or discussing different aspects of its object. What the essay is or, indeed,
how Inventory developed it, is best engaged through the diversity of formats of ‘the essay’
published in the journal. These included textual and photographic collages, photo-essays, reports,
surveys, maps, poems, fold out sheets or posters. Frequently, essays in Inventory were composed of
quotations, published documents, or even entirely of pre-existing elements.*® Such texts can be
discussed in terms of collages of existing textual sources, but also their ‘diagrammatic’ qualities.*’
Artist projects might be listed as other essays on the cover and table of contents but in fact on
occasion interrupt the other contributions and span the page run of a journal.” These and other
contributions explore the boundaries between finished and unfinished work, relays between essays
published in Inventory and works extant in situ elsewhere or published elsewhere, critical
commentary and original text, surrealism as literary movement or ‘anthropo-colonial tradition’

involving field work and museology.*

anthropological thinking’ was ‘revived and emulated in the twentieth century by the founding figures of modern
French sociology and anthropology, from Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss to Claude Lévi-Strauss.” Michéle H.
Richman, Sacred Revolutions: Durkheim and the Collége de Sociologie. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2002, p.vii.

44 Inventory, ‘We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.5-13, p.6.

45 Inventory quoted in Virginia Nimarkoh, Indent: a Project by Virginia Nimarkoh, Camberwell: the Camberwell
Press, 1999, p.33.

46 A significance which licenses further remarks upon textual piracy in the context of a discussion of the essay is the
proximity of the etymological meanings of ‘pirate’ to those of ‘essay’: ‘pirate, n. — L. pirata, fr. [...];, ‘pirate,
corsair’, fr. [...] ‘to attempt, attack’, fr. [...], ‘trial, attempt, experience’, which is cogn. with L. peritus,
‘experienced’, periculum, ‘trial, experiment, risk, danger’.” Ernest Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological
Dictionary of the English Language, Amsterdam: Elsevier Science, 2003, p.563.

47 This is a discussion I take up again in Chapters 2 and 5 based on the recent work of Johanna Drucker, Johanna
Drucker, ‘Diagrammatic Writing’. New Formations, No.78 (2013): pp.83-101.

48 Two good examples here are Max Reeves’ photo project ‘Glamour’, Max Reeves, ‘Glamour’, Inventory, Vol.4
No.2, 2001, pp.26-27, p.67, p.85, p.99, p.109, p.117, p.122, p.125 where single and double page spreads are
inserted between the other contributions to this issue and the final image in the run is followed by a short essay on
Reeves’ project by Denise Kum, ‘Focussing Attention’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.2, 2001, pp.123—-124, and Steve
Claydon and Neil Chapman, ‘The Opposite of a Good Idea’ a four page wide folding insert containing free hand
text and diagrams (glued between pages 50-51) Steve Claydon and Neil Chapman, ‘The Opposite of a Good Idea’,
Inventory, Vol.3 No.2 1999.

49 ‘Anthropofferjism Manifesto’, op. cit., p.34.
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Equally, in contrast to this apparent unorthodoxy, many contributions could pass muster in an
anthropological, art historical, history, critical theory, urban studies, numerology, life sciences,

1.*° These disciplinary approaches to the essay often still held surprises

literary, or architecture journa
in terms of their estrangement of the topic in view or by ostensible mimesis of, but abrupt and
unpredictable departure from, academic essay form or tone.”' Some contributors were academics by
profession.® Yet, equally amateurs often approached specialist topics in academic formats.
Typically the members of the core group contributed individually authored articles, essays and
artist’s projects to the journal as well as authoring editorials collectively as ‘Inventory’. These were
presented amidst diverse contributions formed from solicited submissions (where editors
approached contributors directly), ‘unsolicited’ submissions (those sent to the editors by email or
post) and a third category ‘involuntary’ submissions (texts found in the street or in other
publications). In a final editorial published in Inventory’s last issue, the editors returned to reflection
upon, and defence of, the essay as form. Arguing for the fragmentary or incomplete state of their
overall enterprise, drawing analogy with the fragmentary form of the essay — one which never made
‘a product’ — the editors concluded, if the root meaning of essay is attempt, then, ‘Inventory are
essayists’.>® The significance of the essay, for Inventory, can be considered to comprise a means of
presentation, a form for experimentation and a concept orientating their method. The essay is
therefore treated throughout this study: in relation to historical models orientating the journal in
Chapter 2; as integral to the method the group and journal aimed to foster in Chapter 3 and 4, and in

relation to the journal as form in Chapter 5.

50 See Appendices: Indices

51 Indeed, an editorial states in a not entirely desultory way, ‘at any moment it may be a resting place for the off-
sloughings of academia, a bolt hole for the fugitive, or a snare for the unsuspecting passing comment, but never is it
a dumb vessel.” Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1997, pp.5-8, p.5.

52 Felicitas Becker; Ranko Bon; John Cussans, Krzysztof Fijalkowski; Mark Jamieson; Esther Leslie; Laurent Van
Lancker; Marysia Lewandowska; Michael Richardson and Rakesh Sidhu were each employed in academic
positions during the period of their writing for Inventory.

53 “We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, op. cit., p.6.
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Image: Max Reeves, ‘Glamour’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.2, 2001, pp.26-27
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For a sociolagy ..

truths should be resisted and that all objects, all things can be rendered (o
' g analysis beneath the passionately ohjective gaze of this, our fierce sociol-
! ogy.

Notes

! Theology?

Image: Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5
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Editorials

The editorials are comprised by the first text in each issue always authored collectively by the core
editors and attributed to Inventory. These lead articles were written by one or more of the core
editorial group and assumed the first person plural, an ‘editorial we’, and spoke for the aims and
values of the journal and its editors. These texts frequently reflect on the method and aims of the
journal and the wider significances of the practices of the core and secondary editorial groups, even
often in essayistic mode, these shall be treated here and throughout the study as editorial

statements.>*

Central to the initiation and development of the journal as a project was the editorial group’s stated
intention to develop a method they described as a ‘fierce sociology’.The phrase is first mentioned in
the opening editorial to the first issue of the journal, ‘For a Sociology’.”® The method and its
sociological and surrealist influences are explored in greater depth in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, what
I shall say now forms only a brief introduction. The method of a fierce sociology can be understood
as foundational to the journal and its editorial outlook. Its announcement provides the key prism of
initial editorial orientation. As a direction to contributors it suggests the relevance any subject
matter providing it is approached in a ‘passionately objective’ mode; as a direction to readers these
statements encourage subjective and serious engagement, attention to the particular interests of each
text and the overall ensemble of their presentation.> Yet, the method also gestures beyond the pages
of the journal towards actions and the group’s aspiration that Inventory could name ‘an ongoing
process whose form we can only guess at.”* It is therefore significant that amongst the editorials

several texts (‘Without Intent’, ‘Outlier’ and ‘Coagulum’) report back upon and reflect upon

54 Ross Allan Eaman dates the development of the modern editorial, where by a lead article would appear to speak for
the paper itself, to New York newspapers of the 1830s: ‘Bennett’s use of the editorial “we” implied that his opinions
in the New York Herald were the collective voice of the paper, while Greeley began making use of several writers to
produce an editorial page for the New York Tribune.’ Ross Allan Eaman, The A to Z of Journalism. Toronto:
Scarecrow Press, 2009, p.26.

55 Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5. The method was revisited in a self-critical mode
in several subsequent editorials and other texts published in the journal. Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’ Inventory,
Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.5-8; Inventory, ‘The Method of a Fierce Sociology’, Inventory Vol.5 No.1 2003, pp.4-7.
Outside of these editorials an example of an essay dealing with the method is Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: A
Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.150-159. The phrase is mentioned in
passing in various other texts authored by the group, significant is the extent to which it remained a consistently re-
examined term for their collective practice, cf. Inventory, ‘Without Intent’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1999, pp.4-9 and
Inventory, ‘Coagulum’, Vol.4 No.1 2000, pp.4-12.

56 Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, p.5.

57 Virginia Nimarkoh (Ed.), Indent: a Project by Virginia Nimarkoh, Camberwell: Camberwell Press, 1999, p.33.
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actions, even what we could construe as ‘field work’ of the group, respectively Inventory Survey
Project; Outlier, an installation at the Courtauld Institute of Art, and Coagulum, a performance

intervention carried out in Oxford Circus and Kingston Shopping Centre.*®

Other editorials — such as ‘I Kingsland Passage’* and ‘I Want More Life Fucker’ — drop the first
person plural for the first person singular to explore extreme subjective states of anger,
drunkenness, madness, the city, fate and rebellion. ‘Predictive Nostalgia’ from the second issue,
presents an analysis of a series of travel photographs to produce a strange essay reflecting on the
customs and status of memory, nostalgia, travel, tourism, photography and anthropology. ‘Orpheus
Street’ applies the idea of ‘diagonal classification’ to both the city and the supermarket proposing a
reorganisation of existing classification systems. In ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’ Inventory clarify their
intention to renew methods of materialist research and specify in more detail their own approach to
the ‘objects’ of their investigations.* ‘Inventory: Cool, Calm and...”, an editorial which introduces a
special issue of the journal appearing in association with the exhibition Collected curated by Neil
Cummings at the Photographers Gallery, London,® considers the journal as one of many collections
the group has presented and insists ‘these collections or presentations exist for the moment only’.*
This editorial is the shortest of all, comprising a single page consisting of only two paragraphs,
supplemented by three pages of installation shots from the group’s cabinet exhibitions at SOAS
(1994), Museum of Mankind (1995), Workfortheeyetodo (1996), British Council Gallery; Prague
(1996). ‘Exile & Kingdom’ ponders the universal value of architecture and the possibility of its
autonomy in the context of the unbridled development taking hold of London at the beginning of a
long financial and building expansion.®® A final editorial, ‘We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’
resumes the third person plural to reflect on the reception of the journal and the difficulties of its
production and continuation: ‘it has been the search and establishment of a singular and multiple
voice(s), that is the concern of any collective undertaking, which has been the most difficult to
achieve and nurture.”*® The text goes on to consider at length the meaning of the essay as a form and

in its wider implications for ethos of the journal and the group. As such the editorials lay out a

58 Inventory, ‘Without Intent’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1999, pp.4-9 and Inventory, ‘Coagulum’, Vol.4 No.1 2000, pp.4-
12.

59 The figure or authorial marker Kingsland Passage, appears first in this text ‘I Kingsland Passage’, then as an author
in Kingsland Passage, ‘The Last Days of London’, Inventory, Vol.5 No.1 2003, pp.72-77 and later as a persona —
the Reverend Kingsland Passage — in a video work made by the group.

60 Inventory, ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.1, 1998, pp.4-8. This editorial is discussed at length in
Chapter 3.

61 The exhibition ran 26 April — 21 June 1997.

62 Inventory, ‘Cool, Calm and ... ’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.2 1997, pp.4-7, p.4.

63 Inventory, Exile & Kingdom’, Vol.4 No.2, 2001, pp.4-13.

64 Inventory, “We Refuse To Confirm Your Beliefs’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3 2005, pp.5-13, p.5.
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method, exemplarise and evaluate its practice and reflect on its results. In doing so they retain a
liveness and combative spirit, moving between explication and embodiment retaining and revisiting

the impulse to produce categories, stage presentations and overturn existing classifications.
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Inventory Vol. 1 No3

TIME TO GO ONLY

The following text was discovered in a builders skip some years ago in West London. Some people
doubted the authenticity of a similar document published in our first issue so we are presenting a
section of this document in facsimile form.

~—TIMe TO Go —omud
— ENDOF TEME ~oNf
— 3 AND k —ONUY i
= TLme To go— om\Y
-ENp of ALL LEfe€
ALSo Too ALSe — oNLY

—EnDof AL TEIME
Tee ALSC ALSE — QN
—TEMe TC GO —onlt
—THE Queern IS A
PLG — oY
= BepT Lf THE
PG —ongt
—BERAT LPF THE
Hog - oraee
= BERT LP THE
Gueen -Gt
—TIME To co-entd
—IOKETLL RoBEeRT
STAck THe Actof
B ON\,‘{S’ SHeT— ol
- LR PER-omLT

—TEME 7O GO —ONLUT

1

Time 10 go only

— gV oF T# me -ormy
*‘EN'D ofF ITﬂﬁﬁMICHL

RULE —ONY
~enND OF TIRRONY
~ON
-DEATHTO ALL-oNy
= |1me J0 60— Onily

TATER —CT

—e‘\:) oF T&"mg GMLT
— AP PENTDEY - O Ny

—CALL To e — only
—“{;me }DGC) ~ONY

ITTTEMR-O

—ERNCCSCRE- any
—0OF THOULEHT-Grayy
— TRANSPCSEITION-¢ny
— ENSERT —oraly
~ d SETS — Gl
_ SETS— oWy
—WRITTEN —ONLY
— N WRSTENG T ONLY

—TEMETOGO-ONLT
%m\ 2 —oNlY
,_'14‘155\&T060 ~ONLY

89

Image: Found text, ‘Time To Go Only’, Vol.1 No.3, 1996, pp.88-89.
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Found Texts

This collection of texts is not sectioned off separately, but, like the editorials, its items appear listed
in the main body of the table of contents along with all other essays or within the glossary section.
Generally, Found Texts can be identified and categorised as such through their positioning, usually
as the last contribution in the journal, through their authorial attribution: ‘A Found Text’.** Found
texts were also located in the main section of the journal as essays, however, on several occasions
shorter found texts were included in the glossary section. Found Texts were often included in two
formats, typed in the standard text layout of essays in the journal and as facsimiles of the original
handwritten, or typed document.®® Whilst the found texts present some of the more anomalous
contributions to Inventory, in terms of all other content in Inventory their uniform difference is their
authorial status, since though many contributions in Inventory were published under pseudonym’s,
the person’s behind these authorial personas are traceable, whereas not only are the found texts
effectively anonymous, the texts were published without their author’s permission. It is almost
certain that their authors knew nothing of their text’s publication in Inventory. These involuntary
submissions in many cases have their own specific and quite often innovative integral layouts. As
well as typed transcription for legibility, these are preserved as far as is possible through the
reproduction of the handwritten originals. These, like some of the texts discussed earlier invoke
sometimes ‘diagrammatic’ as well as scriptural modes of communication. Presented with almost no
commentary aside from identifying the site of the text’s discovery, the editors of Inventory seemed
at pains to neither distort nor soften the surprising alterity of these texts. Inventory sought to publish
them ‘without recourse to a comforting representation of what we believe we are.”® Whilst the
found texts are presented as closely as possible to other content in the journal, does the reproduction
of their, often handwritten, original form perhaps distinguish them as bearing a greater authenticity
than other contributions to the journal? There is a forensic quality to this presentation, making of

them documents in a sense, evidence of something as yet unknown, unexplicated — perhaps of

65 Exceptions to these rules are as follows: two texts which fit this form are attributed to authors, Joseph the Prophet,,
‘Joseph’s Christian Circus’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3 2005, pp.?? and Stanley Owen-Green, ‘Eight Passion
Proteins With Care’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.1 1997, pp.13-23; several found texts were each included in the Glossary
section: ‘Anagram’ Found Text, Glossary, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, ‘Die’, Found Text, Glossary, Inventory,
Vol.2 No.3 1997; ‘Illusions’, Found Text, Glossary, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997; ‘Motto’, A Found Text, Glossary,
Inventory, Vol.3 No.1 1998, p.48; ‘Spirits’. Found Text (notes by Daniel Love Peacock), Glossary, Inventory, Vol.3
No.2 1999.

66 Inventory, Vol. 2 No.3 features 4 found texts (3 in the glossary 1 in the main journal section) and Inventory, Vol.3
No.1 features 4 of found texts (3 in the main journal body 1 in the glossary).

67 ‘Outlier’, op. cit., p.5.
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communicative speech which is as yet unassimilable to discourse.® This forensic quality is also
further supported through the shared themes of policing, confession, crime and accusation across
this set of texts.®® In an anthropological framework we might understand them as case studies, field
notes, examples of ritualised repetition, cultural enigmas or social facts. In an artistic framework
they may be understood as ‘outsider art’, texts written by outsiders (non-recognised artists)
characterised by ‘identification or consignment to a position outside, whether through race or
citizenship, sexuality, psychiatric status, or perceived deprivation of personal agency.’” Yet, if they
are presented as evidence, of what are they evidence? Or if artworks, what then of the claims
Inventory would have on that status through the gesture of nominating them? The found texts
therefore present several problems for interpretation, but these are interesting problems and perhaps
problems Inventory wished to encourage rather than assuage. My proposition is that each section, as
designated above: the Essays, Editorials, Glossary, Found Texts interacts, across the two poles
constituted as ‘Abstract’ and ‘Material’ language, exploring and exploiting their tensions

oppositions and possibilities for the recomposition of their inherited boundaries and limits.

68 For example the text ‘Time to Go Only’ was published in two parts, a facsimile version of the text was published
without transcription as proof of the text’s ‘authenticity’. ‘The following text was discovered in a builders skip
some years ago in West London. Some people doubted the authenticity of a similar document published in our first
issue so we are presenting a section of this document in facsimile form.” Anon., ‘Time to Go Only’, Inventory, Vol.1
No.3 1996, pp.88-100, p.88.

69 ‘Time to Go Only’ ‘The following text was discovered in a builders skip some years ago in West London. Some
people doubted the authenticity of a similar document published in our first issue so we are presenting a section of
this document in facsimile form.” p.88

70 http://neubauercollegium.uchicago.edu/events/uc/outsider_writing_opening_presentation/

60



Selected Projects

The following projects are described to illustrate the complex of interconnections between

Inventory journal and the art group’s performance and installation practice.
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The FProfound Purchase.

Feople are encouraged to, and do, recognize unwholeness; whether or not

that unwholeness IS8.

Therefore, to recognize unwholeness (in themselves:) Which should be considered
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ag post-X, they must have, or have been fed, imeges of X.
These images are cultursl products. 4 given.

To overcome unwholeness there is a process of recognizing, seecking, assimalting.

I1.E. Consuming.
However, A, the consumed may not fulfill its promise
and, B, an image proffering greater promises of greater wholeness may then

arrive; which in itself will indicate unwholeness in all previcus activity.

The process restarts.
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There is great debate over the nature of'x. Perhaps because it is a matter of
individual choice, or rather, consumer choice;for we all have our own Profound Furchase.
On the other hand, th.t process (reccgnizing, seeking, assimiluting,) is situated
within the malaise of cu:tures, ethnology, socleties, civilizations ete. More svecifically
and more relative to our concerns it is & process prevalent within those areas occurnied (o)
capitalism and state capitalism.

Tt is a method by which the structure of capital has endorsed, colonised, the

activities of co@biousness.

(Activities which previously have been dominated by religious structures.)
Which, however, if not channeled by the dominant economic structure may well

Mick Norton1=<12.07.16>>1 Profound Purchase 1st text . id
- Jeuwlig -

Image: Facsimile of the manuscript of ‘“The Profound Purchase’, 1989. Personal collection of Nick Norton
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Image: Typewritten preparatory notes for the Profound Purchase, c.1988-1989. Adam Scrivener personal collection




The Profound Purchase

“The Profound Purchase’ presents a complex object with which to associate Inventory since its
genesis falls some six years before the journal first commence publishing. However, it is included
here because it forms a significant precursor to Inventory’s project of ‘writing in common’ and may
be thought of as a kind of prototype of the journal itself. Through it a loose group of collaborators,
several of whom would become regular contributors or contributing editors to Inventory, ‘imagined
[...] a mechanism of consumerism which bore within it an inherent instability’ — a process or entity which
‘promised the world’.”" In 1989 the group formed at Middlesex Polytechnic made a performative
reading of this collectively written text, ‘The Profound Purchase’ (1989-1990) at the flat of Adam
Scrivener’s partner Morisa.”” A video was made of this reading and was subsequently destroyed.
The text was co-authored (written primarily through conversations between Neville, Scrivener and
Norton and typed-up on a typewriter by Norton) but not authored as Inventory. The text was
circulated within Middlesex Polytechnic. Adam Scrivener claims the idea for ‘a project’ was
frequently discussed amongst this group of Middlesex Polytechnic Fine Art graduates, the idea for a
journal came up in discussion only once and did not develop further until the later formation at
Chelsea College.” Nick Norton describes the text in terms by which it sought to occupy the ground

of the commodity object in order to undermine or contest the state of subjecthood and objecthood.

I would say that it was a text in which we began imagining we could produce this
contested object which, when purchased, might activate in reader/consumer the... what...
object as sapper of objecthood? Subject as radical query of the subjective? It was
humorous — somewhat. It was for a long period stalled one step before the practical

doing of it, largely because of the mania of London survival.”

The Profound Purchase went directly to the core of some key themes which would be pursued

71 ‘we imagined the Profound Purchase as a mechanism of consumerism which bore within it an inherent instability. It “promised
the world” in a form which was neither a promise (solemn oath, honest transaction) nor the world, nor possible world; not the
riches of the moment and certainly not the transformative step from here into what might be. All too often any purchase,
profound or otherwise, quickly dissolved down into the world as it was, therefore proving nothing other than the necessity of the
process starting again. Because of this constant begin again the profound purchase is well suited to capitalism; even so, in its
unstable functioning it likewise demonstrates failure.” Nick Norton email correspondence with the author, April 2018.

72 Nick Norton email correspondence with the author, April 2018.

73 Adam Scrivener, in conversation with the author July, 2017. Although Nick Norton avers that the prospect of a
journal constantly surfaced in discussions between Scrivener, Neville, Norton and Morisa around the Profound
Purchase and in the intervening years between the Middlesex group’s graduation in 1989 and the founding of the
journal in 1993, Nick Norton email correspondence, April 2018.

74 Nick Norton correspondence with the author, 15/07/2015.
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in a more diffuse form across the pages of Inventory journal: consumerism, the commodity,

the consumer, consciousness, subjectivity, investigation as a process, text as process.

I think we imagined the Profound Purchase as a mechanism of consumerism which bore within
it an inherent instability. It ‘promised the world’ in a form which was neither a promise (solemn
oath, honest transaction) nor the world, nor possible world; not the riches of the moment and
certainly not the transformative step from here into what might be. All too often any purchase,
profound or otherwise, quickly dissolved down into the world as it was, therefore proving
nothing other than the necessity of the process starting again. Because of this constant begin
again the profound purchase is well suited to capitalism; even so, in its unstable functioning it

likewise demonstrates failure.”

The Leibnizian invocation of ‘possible worlds’ in Norton’s gloss is framed within the text by
suggestively cybernetic prompts: ‘the process restarts’ structuring the text. An ‘object’ is understood to
provoke a ‘process (recognising, seeking, assimilating)’ this process draws a subject into activity, the
object is secondary. In a glossary entry entitled ‘God’, Simon Neville figures the Profound Purchase
(PP) as a kind of ‘cult’ with ‘members’ and ‘followers’, whose adherents attempt to purchase that
which does not yet exist. This science fictional logical contradiction invokes a convergence of the
sacred, consumer desire and aesthetic transcendence upon a single target.” “The Profound Purchase’ is
again mentioned in passing and cryptically in ‘I Want More Life Fucker’ (1999).” The substantial
theological, sociological and aesthetic problems touched upon by ‘the Profound Purchase’ are
understood to be a microcosm of the issues and mode of production Inventory later assumed. These
two traces of the earlier text and the formation of authors (Norton, Neville, Scrivener) are stolen away
in the journal as an internal frame of reference between each other. PP is conceived in these two later
texts an effect a consequence of commaodification (the transcendental properties of the commodity)
and a kind of phantom organisation (a concept which is discussed further in Chapter 5).”® Further
discussion of ‘the Profound Purchase’ is pursued through the discussion of Inventory’s models in
terms of its relevance to other journals and forms of artists’ writing in Chapter 2 and in terms of the

methodological discussions of Chapter 3 and Chapter 4.

75 Nick Norton correspondence with the author, 31/07/2015.

76 ‘Indeed the whole purpose of the PP was to display that a feeling of the divine could still be intuited in our culture, that, against
the consensus of opinion on this matter, the object as organised by capital could still aspire to a sense of value.” Simon Neville,
‘God’, Glossary, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.33-34, p.34.

77 ‘Irepeat, I say again. P.P. effect neutralised through play. Why do you have to be stupid right up to the last
moment?’ Inventory, ‘I Want More Life Fucker’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.2, 1999, pp.4-7, p.4.

78 Interestingly in Neville’s text Inventory and the ‘Cult of the Profound Purchase’ are configured as separate entities.
opposed along respectively anti- and pro-capitalist lines. In the imaginary scenario a ‘PP acolyte’ is ‘challenged’ by
an ‘Inventory Agent’ ‘God’, op. cit., p.33.
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Images: (abov) Inventory cabinet display at Worlzfortheeyetodo, London, 10 August — 10 September, 1995 (below)
“The Inventory of the Streets is Inexhaustible’ (Czech and English), window installation at the British Council Gallery;
Prague (1996)
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Exhibitions in Libraries and Exhibitions of Ephemera

In the lead up to launching the journal, core and secondary editors of Inventory organised two
exhibitions at sites of anthropological research in a series of cabinets outside the library at the
School of Oriental and Asian Studies (SOAS) in September 1994 and in a series of vitrines situated
in the foyer the Museum of Mankind, London in early 1995.” These small exhibitions were not
strictly art exhibitions but instead, with ‘ethnographic overtones’, presented hybrids of
documentation, anthropological display and installation art. They were linked to the journal through
the inclusion of texts and images related to key journal contributions (e.g. ‘For a Sociology’;
‘Elephant’; ‘The Floating Island’ and ‘Some notes Concerning Easy Listening” at SOAS) and

through the reproduction of images of these displays in the journal.*’

These were ideal settings for
the loose collective working on the journal to work in different constellations and were to some
extent repeated in further minor displays at the UCL Little Magazines collection (Date not known),
the bookshop and gallery Workfortheeyetodo (1996), in a street-facing window display at the
British Council Gallery; Prague (1996), in a large primarily print-based group exhibition Imprint 93
and other related ephemera at Norwich Art Gallery (1997) and in the group exhibition Newspapers,
Tabloids, Journals at Info Centre; London (1998) which is discussed in Chapter 5, on Inventory’s

engagements with Info Centre.

79 “The first show of material occurred in September 1994 at the School of Oriental and African Studies in London.
This was before the journal was published and many of the exhibits in this first experimental venture provided
themes that the journal would touch upon. The second show took place at the Museum of Mankind in London in
early 1995. We displayed much less material in a more rigorous way. We were interested in working with objects
from the museums collecting and mixing them with our own archive. It enabled us to play off the two collections,
making connections between likenesses and incongruities. The show had primarily ethnographic overtones as
objects from the museums collection (mass produced objects transformed or customised by users) were contrasted
with the urbane pedestrian fragments jettisoned by consume culture. Each had its own peculiar mark left on it
through its brief life as a culturally active object. Each object had the indelible sign of cultural biography marked
upon it; corned beef tins flattened and intricately painted to decorate rickshaws in Bangladesh, a betting shop pen
chewed into an involuntary sculpture a testament to a gamblers anxiety, the decorative shields of the Waghi in
Papua New Guinea modelled on the labels of imported “South Pacific Lager” the banknote which at one time in its
life had been a gift yet still bears its written inscription.” Undated draft press release produced prior to Issue 1.
Chelsea College of Art Archives.

80 Inventory, ‘Cool, Calm, and...’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.2, 1997, pp.4—7, reproduces displays from Prague, SOAS and
the Museum of Mankind.
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Images: Installation view, Inventory, Inventory, installation in three display cabinets at SOAS Library, London, 1994
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Ethnographic Cabinets at SOAS Library

Inventory’s eponymous first exhibition, held at the School of Oriental and African Studies, London,
comprised three large cabinets or wall mounted vitrines — a form of wunderkammer or cabinet of
curiosity — mounted in the corridor along the hall from the library entrance. A text, entitled, ‘For a
Sociology’, published as the editorial of the first issue, was pinned behind glass as were an
enormous amount of images: maps, postcards, vinyl LP covers, administrative forms, passports and
other photographs. The display can be understood, in this context, as a provocation to staff and
students at SOAS, an educational institution noted for ethnographic research as well as development
studies and other related disciplines which take ‘foreign’ cultures as their object of study. Instead of
staging an encounter with the foreign and exotic, Inventory sought to estrange the familiar, to force
its viewers to look again.’ Under Inventory’s ‘fiercely sociological’ gaze objects in vitrines had
become extra-aesthetic, extra-ethnographic, no longer affirmative of stable armatures of cultural
difference. Rather than the findings of ‘ethnographic’ research, the cabinets exhibited at SOAS
represented an instantiation of a kind of cargo cult: a hoarding and re-arrangement of objects
gleaned from the city, suspended briefly outside of relations of exchange, organised by not-yet
knowable principles. As such, this stressed not the object’s usefulness, nor its former function, but
its relations, connections and attachments.®” Many images exhibited were to appear later as
illustrations in the journal. Essays published in the first three issues of the journal: Adam Scrivener,
‘Photo Booth’, Inventory, ‘Orpheus Street’, Nick Norton, ‘A Floating Island’, Inventory, ‘For a
Sociology’, were referenced via their illustrations or reproduced in excerpt or entirety.* Thus, the
display threaded together the printed page, its openness to reorganisation and the suggestive
mobility of the material. By establishing a chance encounter at SOAS, Inventory reversed the
ethnographic gaze to see how anthropologists would relate and respond to the re-presentation on
ethnographic terms of a rich midden from their own culture. The display staged a crisis and
estrangement of the ethnographic subject. The ethnographers were to become strangers to

themselves.

81 ‘The ethnographic [...] suggests here a characteristic attitude of participant observation among the artifacts of a
defamiliarized cultural reality. The surrealists attitude, whilst comparable to that of the fieldworker who strives to
render the unfamiliar comprehensible, tended to act in the reverse sense, by making the familiar strange [...]
generated by a continuous play of the familiar and the strange, of which ethnography and surrealism are two
elements.” James Clifford, ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’, op. cit., p.542

82 See Annette Michelson, ‘Heterology and the Critique of Instrumental Reason’, October Special Issue, Spring
1986,(1939-40), p.117.

83 Respectively, Adam Scrivener, ‘Photo Booth’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.1 1997, pp.73-79; Inventory, ‘Orpheus Street,
Ibid., pp.4-7); Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Nick Norton, ‘The Floating Island’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995 (both).
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Images: (top left) Damian Abbott of Inventory holding Smash This... placard at the junction of Hanway Street and
Tottenham Court Road, London 1999. Photograph: Max Reeves (with permission) (top right) Miscellaneous Inventory
posters in situ on Hanway Street (bottom right) Unknown friend of Inventory holding Smash This... placard at the
junction of Oxford Street and Hanway Street, London 1999 (bottom left) Miscellaneous posters I.D. and Inventory in

situ and torn on ground on Hanway Street. All three photographs by and courtesy of Nick Norton.
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Smash This Puny Existence

Smash This Puny Existence was a project which took the idea of the journal as an open and
collective form — a bridge between publishing and the street — literally and seriously. Initiated by
Inventory as part of a collaboration with arts publisher and commissioning agency Bookworks in
1999, the project took the form of a ‘public newspaper’ pasted to the walls of streets in Glasgow
and London during the course of a single day. With the assistance of designers, SecMoCo,
Inventory produced a number of broadsheet-format poster collages of text and image drawn from
their own writings, slogans and those produced for the journal. The London action took place on
Hanway Street, which is a small alley that traverses a right angle between Oxford Street and
Tottenham Court Road. This coincided with an event called Expo-Destructo 20 March 1999 a ‘post-
media flea-market’ and spin-off from the Next Five Minutes conference held in Amsterdam which
brought together media and political activists with a specific focus on the relation between ‘the
street and the net’.* At each entrance to Hanway Street members or friends of the group held a
‘Golf Sale’ signs inciting passers-by to ‘Smash This Puny Existence’ with changeable straplines
such as ‘Deviate!’; ‘Fornicate|’; ‘Fabricate!’, and directing them into the street to engage with the
temporary newspaper installation. The attempt to directly intervene within a dense commercial and
pedestrian thoroughfare was messy and chaotic. Inventory’s posters were ripped down as fast as
they could be put up and at a few points in the day rival fly-poster gangs, who claimed exclusive
rights over such illicit activity, visited threats upon members of the group. The ripped and torn
partially legible layered ‘midden’ extant on the wall would not be completely displeasing either to
the group, or to admirers of the French avant-garde tradition of dffiche lacérées art (collages made
from posters torn from advertising hoardings). The journal dissolved its pages into the city fabric,
its discourse had become aggregated with heterogeoneous material forming a polysemous
meshwork. A precursor to Inventory’s street newspaper was the ‘wall newspaper’ exhibition they
collaborated on with two other magazine projects, Super Umbau and Transgressions at Info Centre
in Hackney 25 September—1 November 1998. Where the posters at the Info Centre were distributed
free, or sold singularly, displayed as the backdrop for social gatherings, readings and discussion
(questionably critical of the early commodification of social relations staged by relational
aesthetics) the poster set created for the Hanway Street event were published and sold as an artist’s

limited edition by Bookworks.

84 Expo-Destructo: post-media pressure was a one day event held on 20 March 1999 in London combining a series of
talks to celebrate the launch of a new book 'README! ascii culture and the revenge of knowledge', and a public
gathering of media activists, webzines, artists working in electronic media, troublemakers and plenty others: a
‘post-media flea-market’. http://bak.spc.org/iod/destructo/
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Inventory Survey Project

In 2009 Inventory, operating as an artistic group, attempted a more sustained initiative designed to
bridge the space between the journal and the street. Invited to the Japanese city of Hiroshima for a
public art festival the group erected a geodesic dome tent and inhabited it for several days in various
public spaces. Using this as a base for exploration of the surrounding city as well as a meeting point
for the public the group attempted to ‘survey’ passers-by and the general public, publishing their
findings on the outside of the tent and screening videos and interviews as they were shot in situ. In
interview with Virginia Nimarkoh, the group drew the situation of the tent into dialogue with the
journal: ‘Like the journal, the dome offers the possibility of creating a nomadic, transforming and
transformative space. It is a surrogate architecture, which can occupy any situation and organise
itself according to the event and surroundings. Places from which to initiate actions, disseminate,
exchange and display information. Each project is very much a unique thing not just as a trace or as
an after-the-fact document, but as a living operations centre.’® This account of the project perhaps
best characterises the group’s aspirations for the journal too — each ‘architecture’, journal or dome —
enabling quick and spontaneous report between the street and reflection upon it; the possibility of
readers or viewers becoming writers or contributors. Reflection upon the Survey Project in the form
of a brief report, published as an editorial by Inventory as ‘Without Intent’ (1999).% Later, filled in

copies of the survey issued were published in the journal Anonymous, ‘Inventory Survey Project’.?’

85 Indent, op. cit., p.36.
86 Inventory, ‘Without Intent’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1999, pp.4—11.
87 Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3 2005, pp.114-123.
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Images: Inventory, Coagulum, 2000 from Inventory, Coagulum’, Inventory, Vol.4, No.1, 2000, pp.8-9
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Coagulum

A more successful, perhaps because still unresolved theoretically or practically, project was the
series of actions initiated by the group under the moniker ‘Coagulum’. An initial version took place
13 May 2000 in a shopping centre in Kingston, in the context of an exhibition held at the Stanley
Picker Gallery at Kingston University. The action took the form of inviting participants to meet at
the shopping centre and form an obstruction in ‘the form of the rugby scrum although adapted to
create a circular formation of bodies rather than the, head to head, conflictual form as it is in the
game. A physical as well as symbolic affirmation of collectivity, unity and headlessness.’®® The
action was later repeated on Oxford Street in the busy Christmas shopping period of December
2000 in a number of malls and shops. In this and its later instantiations this action, from some
perspectives, merged and became indistinguishable from a then resurgent protest culture which also

tended to use both play and direct action to block similar sites of commerce.”

It’s a brilliant and comic gesture that neatly sums up Inventory’s belligerent attitude to
the banality of urban living, and sharply exposes the swift intolerance that greets even
minor disruptions to civic order. Obstructing the highway is easy enough to do without
much theory, but Coagulum is both poetic and didactic, the practical expression in
embryo of the possibility of collective intervention, into the already present conventions

of daily experience.”

Whilst the sequence of protests building up to 2001, which steeply declined after September 2001
tended to valorise play as an end in itself, what Inventory introduced, in their text and its interaction
with practical experiment, albeit brief, was a self-conscious form of temporary minority
community-formation and exploration of resistant biologisation from below — the coagulum

forming ‘a compound being’.*!

88 Inventory, ‘Coagulum’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.1 2000, pp.4-12, p.5.

89 Mayday 2000 saw skirmishes and mini-riots throughout the commercial centre of London, Soho, Oxford Street and
Picadilly Circus. Mayday 2001 was themed ‘Mayday Monopoly’, http://libcom.org/library/mayday-2001 [Accessed
4 February, 2016] all shops on Oxford Street were boarded up. An artwork by Jakob Jakobsen, contributor to
Inventory, publisher of Infopool and organiser of project space Info Centre, was directly inspired by Mayday 2001,
“They Don’t Want Our Desires Today’, 2001, archived http://infopool.antipool.org/mayday.htm [Accessed 20
February, 2001].

90 J.J. Charlesworth, ‘Requiem for the Empty Quarter’, Art Monthly, No.254, March 2002.

91 Inventory, Coagulum’, Inventory, Vol.4, No.1, 2000, pp.4-11, p.11. The biological metaphor of the coagula or clot,
is explored at greater length in the text reporting back on the actions, the theme of biologisation and revolt is
explored in greater depth and with a great deal of originality in the same issue by Inventory member Damian
Abbott, ‘Extensive Bodies’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.1 2000, pp.117-131.
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Chapter 2
Conditions, Models
and Precursors for

Inventory Journal
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Introduction

Following the formal analysis of Inventory journal in chapter one, this chapter attempts to illuminate

Inventory’s context.'

The artist-run journal or magazine has a rich history in structuring the mode of practice and
international dissemination of a number of artistic and political movements as well as the practices
of individual artists and writers of the inter-war avant-garde.” During the period leading up to and
following the Russian Revolution the international magazine and pamphlet was an essential
platform establishing these movements as advanced, circulating their innovations and radical
views.? Artists moved from pre-revolutionary small circulation self-published projects to
revolutionary journals, posters, flyers and other publicity, then eventually on to state-directed
journals with huge national and international circulation.* Writers in the various movements that
comprised the Russian avant-garde made graphic and/or written contributions to the publicity
articulating the political currents under sway and later journals tended to act as pluralistic platforms
in which these varying positions could enter into dialogue.® Various formations operating under the

rubric of, or in association with, the surrealist movement issued anti-colonial, anti-war, anti-fascist

1 The previous chapter I more or less pursued the method of analysis proposed by Gwen Allen: ‘Magazines demand
the same kind of close attention to their form, content, and conditions of production and reception as more
traditional works of art. I take into account their materiality as printed objects with an identifiable set of attributes
and elements, such as covers, mastheads, bindings, editorial pages, and advertising sections. I pay close attention to
factors such as typography and design, format, printing technologies, paper stock, and examine how magazines
structure meaning through sequence and juxtaposition.” Gwen Allen, Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for
Art, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2011, p.8.

2 Stephen Bury, Breaking the Rules: The Printed Face of the European Avant Garde 1900-1937, London: British
Library, 2007.

3 Margit Rowell & Deborah Wye (Eds.), The Russian Avant-Garde Book, 1910-1934, New York: Museum of Modern
Art: Thames & Hudson: H.N. Abrams, 2002. Indeed the centrality of print to the events leading up to the 1917
Russian Revolution is acknowledged in many accounts: the 1905 general strike was precipitated by the initiative of
a St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers' Deputies formed by striking printers, https://libcom.org/history/articles/russian-
revolution-1905/index.php [Accessed 30 January 2019]

4 Ibid., p.18.

5 Examples of journals, political tendencies and notable critics, artists or poets contributing to them include the
Bolshevik aligned newspapers, Izvestiia [News] and Pravda [Truth], Vladimir Mayakovsky, Osip Brik and Lili
Brik), the Social Revolutionary aligned Znamia truda [The banner of work] (Viktor Shklovsky), Anarchist,
Anarkhiia [Anarchy] (David Burliuk, Kazimir Malevich) and also Conservative Revolutionary (Roman Jakobsen)
tendencies), later journals Lef [Left Front] and Iskusstvo kommuny [Art of the commune] tended to act as pluralistic
left platforms in which these varying positions could enter into dialogue. After Lenin’s demise architectural journals
such as Artists' Brigade and USSR in Construction tended to commission lavish colour contributions by survivors
of the artistic avant-garde but were international propaganda vehicles for the Bolshevik state rather than artist-run
organs of internal debate, criticism and self-understanding, as the above listed journals had been to respectively
varying degrees. Christina Loader, ‘Art of the Commune’, Art Journal Vol.52, No.1, 7 May 2014, pp.24-33.
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and revolutionary tracts.® The significance of small print runs and journals in terms of the functions
they served anarchist, communist and fascist movements in this period are no less important and
recent surveys of material from this time increasingly tend to place these materials, and the figures
within them who collaborated across the disciplinary fields now understood to be separate, into
dialogue.” My contention is that this field of associated avant-garde, political and popular publicity
or printed matter was the distributed landscape through which Inventory came to understand
magazines and publications as interlocking cultural fields where forms of political articulation,
knowledge, representations and imagery circulated and clashed, with the journal centrally placed as

an organising core anchoring particular debates, sensibilities and cultural formations.®

The inter-war period was not the only era in which the magazine occupied a central position in
artists” work, as well as facilitating its distribution and appreciation. In the 1960s not only was the
artist-run magazine revived, but artists began (again) to devise works which would infiltrate the
organs of art criticism. Gwen Allen argues that such was the ‘unprecedented authority of the
magazine in the art world at this moment’, that key cultural battles launched by artists throughout
the 1960s and 1970s involved convergent forms of takeover of this crucial space.? Artists began
challenging the arbiters of taste by writing and publishing criticism themselves. They also began
publishing pieces made specifically for the magazine page, either legitimately through commission,
with tacit, or without, approval of the publishers, through the use of advertising, and they began
their own magazines and journals sometimes transforming these into works themselves.' Whilst the
form of content experimented with as ‘insertions’ by artists in art magazines is a significant
precursor to some experimental work presented in Inventory, and by Inventory in other
publications, most relevant to my presentation of Inventory here, as constituting a sustained practice

of self-publishing and dialogue, are the examples of artist-run magazines (such as Art-Language,

6 An excellent recent study of the work of Karl Einstein and the political and philosophical stakes surrounding
Documents journal (1929-1930) contains a useful capsule account of the surrealists’ anti-colonialism. Irene Albers,
‘The Anti-Colonialism of the Surrealists’, in Anselm Franke & Tom Holert, (Eds.), Neolithic Childhood, Art in a
False Present, c. 1930. Berlin: Haus der Kulturen der Welt; Diaphanes, 2018, pp.244-247. Two anthologies which
exhibit the very much global dissemination of political texts by surrealists were published in the 1990s and 2000s,
notably by Inventory contributors, Michael Richardson and Krzysztof Fijatkowski (Eds. and Trans.) Surrealism
Against the Current: Tracts and Declarations, London; Sterling, Va.: Pluto Press, 2001 and Refusal of the Shadow:
Surrealism and the Caribbean. London; New York: Verso, 1996.

7  This format was established by the exhibition, The Russian Avant-garde Book, at The Museum of Modern Art 1910-
1934, March 28-May 21, 2002 which was continued in the recent exhibition, Red Star Over Russia A revolution in
visual culture 1905-55, Tate Modern, 8 November 2017 — 18 February 2018, https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-
on/tate-modern/exhibition/red-star-over-russia

8 Cf. The journals La Révolution Surréaliste, Documents and La Critique Sociale which I survey below.

Gwen Allen, Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2011, p.13.

10 See Ibid and Gwen Allen (Ed.), The Magazine, London: Whitechapel Gallery; Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT
Press, 2016.

©
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and The Fox) from the 1960s and 1970s." Similarly, in a much broader cultural movement, as much
literary as artistic, when the Soviet Union and the chimera of ‘really existing socialism’ began to
collapse in the late-1980s ‘spontaneous practices of self-publishing’ emerged to vie for and
reorganise the ‘scriptural economy’ and presuppositions of what a text or an author could be." It
deserves to be considered carefully how the new abilities that this epochal change facilitated — to
reimagine both the legacies of the Russian revolutionary avant-garde and the post-revolutionary
eruption of samizdat publishing — indicate changes in global conceptions of what (molar or
molecular) ‘media’ or ‘community’ could be, consequently impacting upon Inventory’s approaches
to publishing.'> We will see shortly how Inventory themselves addressed this post-Socialist state in

their statements about publishing.

My initial argument here is that, within what can be understood as a very broad field of artists’
publishing, the principle models of the journal for Inventory were those most historically remote,
such as Documents and La Révolution Surréaliste. But in order to understand why these models
were chosen and what their significance was for Inventory, it is necessary to appreciate the context
of artists publishing both preceding and contemporary with Inventory. This chapter therefore
presents a complex field of cultural influences (surrealism, conceptual art, modernist and
postmodernist anthropology, sociology, political philosophy and cultural theory) which can be
positioned as areas from which Inventory drew elements and insights, and which they transformed
in order to develop a publishing practice, a research method, formal archetypes and techniques for

producing texts and works, as well as critical insights about late-20th century culture and society.

11 Inventory published criticism, visual and written projects in other magazines and anthologies, most notable here
would be the artists’ projects inserts published in Everything Magazine and The Mule (both serial projects self-
published by artists) and the group-authored documentary fiction written for Frozen Tears (an anthology of
transgressive writing by artists and writers, notably including Art & Language, Georges Bataille, CCRU and
Inventory contributor John Cussans) and Adam Scrivener’s criticism for Untitled (c. 1997-2000), Inventory, ‘Insert
(Hiroshima Questionaire)’, Everything Magazine, Issue 3.1, 1999, pp.9-10 and Inventory, ‘Newspaper project’, The
Mule, 31 October, 1997, p.9, Inventory, ‘Exquisite Corpse’, John Russell, (Ed.), Frozen Tears, Birmingham:
ARTicle Press, University of Central England, 2003, pp.703-716.

12 1 argue elsewhere in this study that the collapse of the Soviet Union was very much a determining historical marker
for Inventory, in this chapter I explore in passing the legacy both of the Russian Revolution and the demise of the
system it brought to power in terms of both events’ impact on publishing. Valentina Parisi, ‘Scribes, Self-
Publishers, Artists: Performing the Book in the Samizdat Writing Scene’, in Annette Gilbert, and Hannes Bajohr
(Eds.), Publishing as Artistic Practice, Berlin & New York: Sternberg Press, 2016, pp.154-169.

13 Two essays in the journal contain reflections upon Inventory’s post-socialist condition Paul Claydon, ‘Three Essays
on the Task of Mourning’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.6-13, pp.9-10 and Simon Neville, ‘Let Her Sons
Weep...”, Inventory, Vol.3 No.1, 1998, pp.42-45, p.45. This shall come to further importance when I develop the
treatment of publishing here in Chapter 4 in terms of a media analysis and a periodision which addresses Inventory
as part of the ‘post-media era’. The post-socialist imaginary here is then very much symptomatic of the period
Inventory were working through.
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In this chapter I first establish relationships between publishing, publicity and the public sphere
drawing on the work of Jiirgen Habermas, then describe some concrete approaches to the field of
publishing studies, journal studies, artists’ writing and artist’s publishing before going on to develop
how their negotiation of specific models allowed Inventory to develop approaches which were
anomalous to and distinct from the field of artists’ publications surrounding them and indicate how
Inventory drew from these to devise original approaches to the problems of artistic practice and

publishing.
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A JOURNAL DEVOTED TO MATERIAL CULTURE AND MAVERICK THOUGHT

In glorious black and white, our last issue for this year contains essays, feuilleton,
diatribe on; fierce sociology ; surrealism and shopping ; loathing sport ; commuting ;
christianity, witchcraft and capitalism : Paris and its myths ; the Italian job ; new
acephale ; the theory of everything ; Genet and Giacometti ; plus ranting
travelogues, glossaries, found texts, letters, and more.

Operating in isolation; shunned by, a smug art clique, an insular, blinkerd, small
press community, and the equally aloof groupies of trendy academia. Nevertheless,
through sheer bloody mindedness, Inventory actively engages with these spheres
and beyond. In fact, Inventory would not, ideally, refuse anyone. We do not know
who are readers are but our continued existence is due their committed presence.
Thus, we continue to publish because we are (like anyone) one million different
people from one day to the next. So no two issues are the same. No greater than the
sum of its parts; a synthetic community rotating around a perishable, transitory,
instant which is perpetually at war with itself, undoing itself. Envisioning an anti-
project which wholeheartedly embraces humankind's greatest fear - vanishing |
without trace.

Inventory Journal flyer for Vol.2 No.3, 1997 (Mayday Archives)

Do You Feel Crushed?

subscribe to

INVENTORY

Losing Finding Collecting

A sporadical journal devoted to material culture and maverick thought

Inventory was set up as a collective enterprise by a group of writers, artists
and theorists in 1995, The journal may be scen as a anti-hierarchical
catalogue, a eritical heterology, an interdisciplinary space from which to put
forward a paradoxical philosophy which aims 10 present a sociology
embracing the marginal and the everyday, the theoretical and the base.
Establishing a dialogue with its readers whereby new constellations of
thought and image come together, concretised in the material phenomena

around us.

Image: Brochure publicising subscriptions to Inventory journal, c.1996 (May Day Rooms Archives)
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Public Sphere, Publicity, Publishing and Printed
Matter

Publishing, and therefore artists’ publishing, has often been discussed on the terms established
by Jiirgen Habermas’ concept of ‘publicity’, which links publishing and readership to the
bourgeois revolutions of the 19th century and the emergence of spaces of readership,
discussion and political articulation.' This conjunction of media, spatial arrangements and
social consensus, according to Habermas and others, established the ‘conduct of debate, as if
among equals’ — which ‘became the ground of democratic, antiabsolutist politics’ building the
social ties, ideals and institutions which supported the emergence of a bourgeois public
sphere." Frazer Ward describes how, within Habermas’ argument, ‘the institution of art is
intimately, structurally involved in the construction of the subject of democratic oppositional
politics.”'® Gwen Allen develops this in a direction which will have far-reaching significances

in this chapter, because according to her Habermas describes how,

the innumerable pamphlets criticizing or defending the leading theory of art built on the
discussions of the salons and reacted back on them art criticism as conversation’ This
interplay between printed criticism and spoken language was key to how art criticism
distinguished itself from its elitist predecessor, connoisseurship, since, unlike the latter,
art criticism was not intended to impose the critic’s opinion on the viewer, but to

encourage the viewer’s own critical judgment."

This relation between art, publishing and critical judgement is of a major significance to Inventory’s
pursuit of publishing as a platform of socio-political enquiry, self-organisation, creative activity and

reflection. I shall argue, in this chapter and those that follow, that Inventory involved itself very self-

14 Annette Gilbert & Hannes Bajohr (Eds.), Publishing as Artistic Practice, Berlin & New York: Sternberg Press,
2016; Frazer Ward, ‘The Haunted Museum: Institutional Critique and Publicity’, October 73 (Summer 1995):
pp.71-89, Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art, op. cit. and The Magazine, op. cit. Nicholas Thoburn
does not engage Habermas by name, but his subversive model of a ‘communism of printed matter’ is constructed
with precise opposition to and subversion of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’ celebrated and institutionalised by
Habermas, see Nicholas Thoburn, Anti-Book: On the Art and Politics of Radical Publishing, Minneapolis:
Minnesota University Press, 2016, see my review Anthony Iles, ‘Revolutionary Leaflets and Comrade Things’.
Mute / Metamute, 22 March 2018, http://www.metamute.org/editorial/articles/revolutionary-leaflets-and-comrade-
things [Accessed 2 February, 2018].

15 ‘The Haunted Museum: Institutional Critique and Publicity’, op. cit., p.74.

16 Ibid.

17 Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art, op. cit. p.16.
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consciously in ‘the construction of the subject of democratic oppositional politics.”'® And this will
be developed through several facets of the group’s activity, however... it suggests an entirely
different relation between publication and public than that proffered by Habermas.'® Indeed as ‘a
journal that is not constrained by subject matter or by the sterile conventions of publishing’,
Inventory’s model engages a general model of publicity and publishing but ultimately in order to

differentiate itself.?

A Proletarian or Counter-Public Sphere

If, according to Habermas, the spaces offered up by the advent of publishing and publicity resulted
in the birth of the exercise of critical judgement, free expression of opinion and therefore the key
site from which communication of reason between emergent subjects arose, publishing, in turn,
structures the sphere in which democratic thought and enunciations circulate, gain approval and are
transformed into political action or policy. The bourgeois public sphere is dependent on print for its
subject’s formation, the faculty of judgement, enunciation and the ‘validity’ of those judgements
and enunciations and their legibility by other subjects.”! The public is made and renewed by the

actions of making, contributing to and reading publicity and publications.

18 ‘The Haunted Museum: Institutional Critique and Publicity’, op. cit., p.74

19 This is introduced initially here and later explored in my account of Inventory’s method and further through the
scene of experimental cultural and political publishers Inventory encountered grouped at Info Centre in Chapter 6.
Later on I offer a some insights into Habermas’ theory of modernity and its place in his system and how it poses
itself as an opponent to approaches to modernity developed by key influences on Inventory and which were
developed by a number of contributions to the journal. These have an epistemological significance which regulates
not only the form but the content of Inventory as a journal. Furthermore, as shall be argued in Chapter 3 where I
develop the philosophical orientations of Inventory, Habermas represents a specific model of the polis and a
particular revision of the critical theory tradition which Inventory implicitly rejected through their divagating
methodology. A central exchange under discussion in Chapter 3 is that which took place between Walter Benjamin
and Theodor W. Adorno, however Habermas’ becomes significant as a figure in two ways. Firstly, because in
Anglo-Germanic sociology and philosophy of the 1990s Habermas was understood to be the successor to that
tradition, therefore Inventory’s recovery of this debate and their application of it’s interpretation is an implicit
rejection of the direction Habermas was directing critical theory in. Secondly, the key influence of Georges Bataille
and his milieu, which is also discussed in this chapter, strongly informs Inventory’s development of a methodology,
but in the late-1990s Habermas developed a strong critique of Bataille’s legacy, address of this critique and a
second rejection of Habermas is therefore required.

20 ‘Evacuate London!’ Press Release for Inventory, Vol.4 No.2, 2001. Single printed A4 sheet, Chelsea College of Art
Archives.

21 The key issue of ‘validity’ in Habermas’ neo-Kantianism becomes crucial to my exploration of Inventory’s
methodological experiments in Chapter 3. The issue is explored in Gillian Rose, Hegel Contra Sociology, London:
Verso, 2009, pp.32-39 and Deborah Cook, ‘The Talking Cure in Habermas’s Republic’, New Left Review, No.12,
December 2001, pp.135-151.
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However, this public is necessarily exclusionary. With reference to Oskar Negt & Alexander
Kluge’s powerful critique of Habermas, Nancy Fraser, Frazer Ward, Gwen Allen and others criticise
the ‘the dominant universal, homogenous public sphere described by Habermas’.? The bourgeois
public sphere is, according to Ward, ‘an idealized abstraction from the actually existing political
cultures of Western Europe’, it suits to reproduce a bourgeois subject who is property-owning, ideal,
disembodied and male.”® These idealisations are indeed operative to the structuring of public life
and the exclusions its operations entail, in this sense they are both true and false — they describe real
abstractions which democratic states mobilise for their legitimacy — lies which have legal force (and
truth) over those who have a part in, and those who have no part, nor agency over, its operations.
Kluge & Negt emphasise how ‘the public sphere [...] conceals the actual social structure of
production and, above all, the history of the development of its institutions.’* Kluge & Negt’s
critique is primarily negative, they criticise the illusory homogeneity of Habermas’ public sphere
but also what it disguises, in contradistinction and dynamic struggle with the bourgeois public
sphere they demarcate a ‘proletarian public sphere’ which is ‘blocked’ and non-existent because
‘[t]he worker is unable to conceive of the totality of society without finding himself in the bourgeois
camp.’* Instead, Kluge & Negt propose an antagonistic ‘counterpublic sphere’ which is as much an
imaginary category as it is a real possibility latent in the struggle between bourgeois and proletarian
public spheres. Habermas acknowledges these critiques and the possibility of ‘the coexistence of
competing public spheres’ but ultimately resists the ‘pluralisation’ of his model and even argues that
examples of working class mass movements, which by no means limited themselves to democratic
action, such as the Chartist movement contributed to the public sphere’s ‘refeudalization’ in
capitalist modernity.”® Through their emphasis upon the existing constraints upon writing and
publishing and expression of antagonism Inventory can be understood to relate their model of
publishing to this antagonistic ‘counterpublic sphere’. Against the harmonious ‘public’ sphere of
agreement and negotiation, they characterise their relationship to readers as one of autonomy and

individual sovereignty: ‘[w]e need nor require your approval or criticism — we only ask you to think

22 Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art, op. cit., p.40.

23 ‘The Haunted Museum: Institutional Critique and Publicity’, p.75.

24 Oskar Negt & Alexander Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience: Toward an Analysis of the Bourgeois and
Proletarian Public Sphere, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993, p.1.

25 Public Sphere and Experience, op. cit., p.61. Problematically, Kluge & Negt seem to see this as a matter of
consciousness, not a material state driven by capital’s arrangement of the world and the subjects in it, and this is a
actually in a continuum with aspects of the neo-Kantian Marxism with which Habermas also identifies. Again, see
Hegel Contra Sociology, op. cit., pp.32-39.

26 Jirgen Habermas, quoted in James Holstun, Ehud’s Dagger: Class Struggle in the English Revolution, London:
Verso, 2002, p.112 and p.111 respectively.
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for yourselves.”®” We will first complexify the historical interpretation of Habermas’ public sphere

before moving onto more closely specifying Inventory’s relationship to its readers (and writers).

Counterpublics and Competing Forms of Publicity

The reception of Kluge & Negt’s and other’s critiques within the arts have tended to emphasise
how, in building a robust picture of the public sphere, Habermas ‘ignored the existence of
competing forms of publicity — plebian or proletarian — grounded in different communicative
practices.’”® They therefore tend to emphasise how artistic media experiments have amounted to
‘counterproductions’ in themselves. Nancy Fraser claims that there were ‘virtually
contemporaneous with the bourgeois public sphere [...] a host of competing counterpublics,
including nationalist publics, popular peasant publics, elite women's publics, and working class
publics.”* American commentators interpreting this debate have tended to develop ameliorative
accounts by which the homogeneity of Habermas’ public sphere was and is always being challenged
and diversified by ‘competing counterpublics’.** Gwen Allen, for example, describes artist’s various
interventions into magazine publishing in the 1960s and 1970s as ‘attempts albeit tactical and short-
lived ones to wrest from the spectacular publicity function of the art magazine a different kind of
communication.’* What these accounts do not provide is a convincing account of how ‘competing
counterpublics’ transformed their enunciation and readerhip into political action.* If this view
remains relevant to Inventory — not only on the basis we may judge them, and in doing so bring
them into dialogue with the practices Allen surveys, but also on the basis they may have judged
themselves — I maintain that a more sensitive account of Kluge & Negt’s theory is necessary. As
Kluge & Negt insist, ‘[t]he proletarian public sphere is itself a matter of the future’.* Therefore,
bearing in mind the utility of Habermas’ treatment of ‘communicative media and institutions as
historical media in their own right’, I focus attention towards the ways that Inventory’s practice

develops a promising failure within the structural logic of a declining bourgeois public sphere and

27 ‘Evacuate London!’, Press Release for Inventory, Vol.4 No.2, 2001, op. cit.

28 ‘The Haunted Museum: Institutional Critique and Publicity’, p.76.

29 Nancy Fraser, ‘Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy’ in
Craig Calhoun (Ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1996, pp.109-142, p.116

30 ‘Foreword’, Public Sphere and Experience, op. cit., p.xxviii.

31 Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art, op. cit., p.40.

32 This then poses a political problem which will be only skirted here in order to be fully addressed in Chapter 4.

33 Public Sphere and Experience, op. cit., FN.41 p.80
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prefigures, or agitates for, a proletarian, or counterpublic, sphere whose passage into full realisation

remains blocked.*

34 FEhud’s Dagger: Class Struggle in the English Revolution, op. cit., p.109.
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Historicisation of the Public Sphere

Today occasions for identification have to be created — the public sphere has to be

‘made’, it is not ‘there’ anymore. Altmann calls this [...] the act of ‘communification.’*

In the late-20th century Habermas’ saw the public sphere, shrinking and or disintegrating. We can
observe, as Nancy Fraser and others have emphasised, that the origin of the bourgeois public sphere
was always contingent on the exclusion of other bodies, female, non-white, non-property-owning.
On the other hand, or in addition, we can understand the demise of the public sphere as requiring
the intensification of these patterns of exclusion through its unsustainability as a universalist

principle. According to James Holstun,

The primary structural transformation Habermas sees in the degraded realm of
contemporary mass culture was not so much an exclusion as an incorporative, degrading
expansion, which transformed the open formation of public opinion into the managed
neo-feudal practice of public relations, mass communications, and the manufacture of

consent.>®

Thus rather than seeing the present attenuation of democracy as an outgrowth of the bourgeois
public sphere, secularisation, commodification or simply the untenability of capitalism’s ability to
reproduce the whole of humanity, Habermas sees it as a perversion, related to the emergence of
mass culture and post-modernism.*” Yet central to Inventory’s theoretical and pragmatic explorations
through the medium of publishing and publicity is the contention that neither mass culture nor
commodification can overcome human expressivity or its search for both community and

communication.® Their historical understanding did not construe these as purely transhistorical

35 The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, op. cit., p.201.

36 James Holstun, Ehud’s Dagger: Class Struggle in the English Revolution. London: Verso, 2002, pp.108-109.

37 See Jirgen Habermas, ‘Modernity — an Incomplete Project’, in Hal Foster (ed.), The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on
Postmodern Culture, New York: New Press, 2002, pp.3-15 and Jiirgen Habermas, ‘The French Path to
Postmodernity: Bataille between Eroticism and General Economics’, (Trans.) Frederick Lawrence, New German
Critique, No. 33, Modernity and Postmodernity (Autumn, 1984), pp.79-102.

38 ‘The construction of an identity can no longer be perceived as a ‘politic’. In fact this was always something of a
misnomer. Rather it is some sort of ridiculously alienated and alienating game. It’s a pseudo conflict that lets the
oppressor off the hook and condemns the alienated to their corner.” ‘Press Release for Inventory, Vol.3 No.2’
undated, ¢.1999. Chelsea College of Art Archives.
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invariants, but rather situated them within a dynamic struggle with wholly historical forces of their

suppression.®

For Inventory, what composes the questionably ‘counterpublic’ sphere can be complexified in
several linked directions. Firstly, Inventory’s understanding of its own context was shaped by the
significance of the earlier bourgeois revolution in England first taking root in the English
Revolution 1642-1660 a period of dramatic transformation and class struggle to which publicity

was central.*

This period pre-dates Habermas’ focus on the emergence of the public sphere in the
18-19th century and complexifies its picture of a ‘structural transformation’ in light of the mixture
of pre-modern and modern, or political and pre-political forums of public debate which composed
it.*! James Holstun makes claim to the existence of a ‘revolutionary English public sphere’ during
this period based on the transformation in the scale, ambition and mode of address expressed in
print where print became ‘a medium more of association than of hierarchical appeal.’** This
understanding of print as a medium of association — lateral connection rather than vertical
connection to a superior — is, I shall argue throughout my study, crucial to understanding Inventory
and their belief in an anti-hierarchical thrust to associating with each other and with a public
through publishing.” Moreover, I claim that it is the study of the English revolution as a lost or
failed revolution which oriented Inventory practice to a principle of ‘heresy’ against hierarchies, and
it is this, and many other, associations with earlier periods which pits them as critics of capitalist
modernity — indeed as heretics of a false present — against the exclusionary progressive model of

modernity proposed by Habermas.* Inventory drew extensively on this period’s legacy, both in

39 Thus, in London and globally in the early-21st century we witness in the present the growth and expansion of
private enclaves of wealth, yet these superficially reproduce the representation, if not the reality, of the ideal
bourgeois public sphere (reading in public, ‘public squares’, public ‘art’, coffee shops, trade, liberal debate). The
proliferations of these hollow representations parallel the growth of grey zones or non-places of finance. Both
phenomena: finance and privatisation were of interest to Inventory and are explored most directly in their urban
studies discussed in Chapter 7.

40 Here I am indebted to two highly commendable accounts which each emphasise the historical intermeshing of
publishing, radical thought and class in social transformation in this period. The first,was a profound influence on
Inventory and a whole generation of UK-based artists and small publishers, Christopher Hill, The World Turned
Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English Revolution, London etc.: Penguin books, 1991 and the second
provides a deepening of Hill’s approach through engagement with late-20th century political theory, including
Habermas’, James Holstun, Ehud’s Dagger: Class Struggle in the English Revolution, London: Verso, 2002, p.109.

41 Ehud’s Dagger, op. cit., pp.109-112.

42 Ibid.

43 ‘The production of knowledge without a patron has been described as apocalyptic in its historical implications.’
Susan Buck-Morss, ‘The Gift of the Past’ in Emily Jacir and Susan Buck-Morss, Emily Jacir & Susan Buck-Morss:
The Gift of the Past / Das Der Vergangenheit, 100 Notes — 100 Thoughts / 100 Notizen — 100 Gedanken (Ostfilern:
Hatje Cantz, 2011, p.36.

44 TInventory discuss their choice of the essay as the central format ‘whose innermost formal law is heresy’ for their
work in “We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, op. cit., p.6. Lateral connection to a body rather than vertical
connection to a superior ‘head’ — is, I shall argue throughout my study, crucial to understanding Inventory and their
belief in an anti-hierarchical thrust to associating with each other and with a public through publishing. This may at
first seem an obscure distinction, but if we consider the impact of the English Revolution on not only public life but
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terms of canny references in text and performance works, but also in the self-conceptions of the
forms their writing took as well as their own status as latter day ranters or dissenters.* Ellen
Meiksins Wood summarises this historical problematic, which has complex ramifications not only
for theories of history and the British state, but also of modernity and specifically capitalist
modernity: ‘Britain, these arguments run, suffers from an incomplete modernization, a stunted
economic development hindered by antiquated institutions and cultural attitudes, anachronisms
which have remained tenaciously in place since the early — too early — emergence of English
capitalism.’*® The unresolved, or contested, content of the English Revolution had a determining

influence on Inventory’s publishing model, organising practices and political analysis.*

the very formation of the modern State in the United Kingdom we will understand that the missed opportunity of
the English Revolution was, for Inventory, constitutive of the historical rise of a peculier form of class domination —
its structuring of things and appearances — which citizens and non-citizens living in the UK continue to suffer under
today, and which masks what might have been otherwise. Though Habermas’ model is arguably also horizontal and
associative it remains bounded by bourgeois subjecthood, whose limit is within those who can own and retain
property, this limit was temporarily breached during the English Revolution, the articulations at the Putney Debates
make this clear — what was demanded by the commoners was representation without property (interest), what was
settled upon was representation only for those with ‘an interest in the land’ i.e. ownership of it. (Cf. Christopher
Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English Revolution, London: Penguin books, 1991
and Meiksins Wood, The Pristine Culture of Capitalism: A Historical Essay on Old Regimes and Modern States,
London & New York: Verso Books, 2016.

45 Direct allusions to peasant revolts, popular riots and the beheading of the English King are made in Kingsland
Passage, ‘The Last Days of London’, Inventory, Vol.5 No.1 2003, pp.72-73; the street actions Coagulum (Kingston
Shopping Mall, 2000 and Oxford Street 2001) and Mass Football on the Mall. The publicity circulated around these
events deliberately drew on the history of enclosure, religious and political dissent and self-publishing which were
the incendiary elements in the English Revolution. A late documentary film work featured contemporary amateur
enthusiasts preparing for the re-enactment of a significant battle of the English Civil War. Inventory’s contribution
to Space Cooks, a curated anthology of artists’ ‘recipes’ riffs on Abiezer Coppe’s 1649 pamphlet, ‘A Flying Feiry
Roll’, in Abiezer Coppe, Selected Writings, (Ed.) Andrew Hopton. 1987, Aporia Press, London. A flyer made for a
private party ‘to commemorate the demise of Inventory’s postal address’ in January 2000 for Inventory’s
contributors, addressed as ‘fellow creatures’, features an extensive quotation from Coppe’s major work, A Fiery
Flying Roll (1649).

46 Ellen Meiksins Wood, ‘The Peculiarities of the English and the Decline of Britain -- Ellen Meiksins Wood on the
Nairn-Anderson Thesis and the Bourgeois Paradigm’, extract from The Pristine Culture of Capitalism: A Historical
Essay on Old Regimes and Modern States, London & New York: Verso Books, 2016,
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/2310-the-peculiarities-of-the-english-and-the-decline-of-britain-ellen-meiksins-
wood-on-the-nairn-anderson-thesis-and-the-bourgeois-paradigm [Accessed 13 October, 2018]

47 To name this period of rupture in English history the ‘English Revolution’ rather than the ‘English Civil War’ or
‘Interregnum’ is to take a stand clearly on one side of a polemical debate which has divided conservatives and
progressives over competing accounts of the development of capitalism, monarchy, parliamentary democracy and
the modern State in the British Isles. For two typical opposing accounts Cf. David Underdown, Pride’s Purge.
Oxford: Clarendon Pr., 1971 and Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the
English Revolution, London: Penguin books, 1991. Furthermore debates over this period have also structured early
theories of socialism and communism, cf. Eduard Bernstein, Cromwell and Communism: Socialism and Democracy
in the Great English Revolution, (Trans. H. J. Stenning), New York: Schocken Books, (1895), 1963. Inventory 1
shall argue, founded their outlook activity upon an understanding of this moment as containing an unfinished
revolution within the revolution, they understood this historic class struggle repressed by structure of English
democracy and constitutional monarchy as therefore ongoing and unresolved, and they understood printed matter
and self-publishing as central to such ruptures in the polity, then and now. The two positions which represent mine
and those which I ascribe to Inventory are best represented by the work of Christopher Hill: “There were, we may
oversimplify, two revolutions in mid-seventeenth century England. The one which succeeded in establishing the
sacred rights of property (abolition of feudal tenures, no arbitrary taxation), gave political power to the propertied
(sovereignty of Parliament and common law, abolition of prerogative courts), and removed all impediments to the
triumph of the ideology of the men of property — the protestant ethic. There was, however, another revolution which
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Secondly, an acknowledged but underdiscussed element of the formation of the ‘public sphere’ is its
origin in clandestine and secret networks with which the public sphere emerged. Habermas accepts
an earlier historical stage in which ‘the rational communication of a public consisting of cultivated
human beings itself needed to be protected from becoming public because it was a threat to any and
all relations of domination’, but precludes any necessary return to clandestine organisation even
under self-evident conditions of domination and repression.” As Miranda Joseph has pointed out,
Habermas’ apparently universal reason turns out to be ‘marked by the particular interests of a
dominant group; thus, those who are different from that norm will be disabled in their
participation’.* This has a direct impact on the communifying agency of Habermas’ ‘communicative
reason’, since publishing and publicity communicates, but what it communicates is not necessarily
the ideal community of the liberal state. Rather communication communicates a potential for
community, one that by necessity is constitutive and potential, not arrived at as a foregone
conclusion or institutional formation: ‘we have nothing to convince you of; one begins to speak and
throws open the possibility of a fall, of error, of the unexpected — of a dialogue.’* This goes to the
heart of the historical and contingent nature of Habermas’ public sphere. In opposition to it,
Inventory adopted, and attempted to proliferate, fugitive, ephemeral and anonymous modes of
publishing (including illegal acts such as flyposting, pirate radio broadcasts and illicit printing).
Moreover, I argue that the problematic of the public sphere influenced Inventory journal’s
embodiment of the historical and contingent of experience, the ‘fear [of] vanishing without a trace’
and the actual practice of running a journal and dissolving it in advance of its institutionalisation.®"
For Inventory commodification ruins experience, but things might be/have been different. Another
subject might have or might yet take the lead and inject contingency into historical phenomena, to
‘read what was never written’ as Walter Benjamin phrased it, or to be ‘nobody and nothing’— to take
up and articulate a position that has not yet existed or been legible on the map of social forms — as

Inventory admonish us in their most recent work.*

never happened, though from time to time it threatened. This might have established communal property, a far
wider democracy in political and legal institutions, might have disestablished the state church and rejected the
protestant ethic.” The World Turned Upside Down, op. cit., p.15; and latterly James Holstun: ‘I argue that the radical
praxis of working people played a crucial role in the English Revolution, the first capitalist and anti-capitalist
revolution, and that it can help us better understand that struggle and the struggles of our own time.” James Holstun,
Ehud’s Dagger: Class Struggle in the English Revolution. London: Verso, 2002, p.ix.

48 The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, op. cit., p.35.

49 Miranda Joseph, Against the Romance of Community, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006, pp.xxi-
xxii.

50 ‘Press Release for Inventory, Vol.3 No.2” undated, c¢.1999. Chelsea College of Art Archives.

51 Quote from ‘Inventory: A JOURNAL DEVOTED TO MATERIAL CULTURE AND MAVERICK THOUGHT"’
undated draft press release, c.1995. Chelsea College of Art Archives.

52 Inventory, The Counsel of Spent, London: Bookworks, 2018, pp.59-62 and pp.112-113.

95



In this same text Inventory argue, after Georges Bataille, that the value of knowledge,

depends on its ability to make any conclusive image of the universe impossible.
Knowledge destroys fixed notions and this continuing destruction is its greatness, or

more precisely, its truth.>

Bataille grasped a different enlightenment — ‘[w]hen reason seemed the most to assert her rights’ —
one completely opposed to the dignified ideal celebrated by Habermas and instead motored by the
force of critique and the violent material destruction of aristocratic rulers and their symbols.>* This
destructive character of knowledge — what Inventory called, echoing Bataille, ‘the sovereign
destructive character of life’ — has wide ranging implications for the restless system Inventory
developed through their method.* Refusal and resistance, including textual and verbal
communication, were, for Inventory, constitutive of fleeting forms of meaningful sovereignty and
community. I argue that a search for ‘sovereignty’, for Inventory, applied as much to writing and
publishing as to projected political or spiritual states, and that this way of conceptualising the limits
and boundaries of experience and practical action seeks to displace the ameliorations of the ‘public
sphere’ with more vigorous and unstable forms of communication and community. Habermas’
model is implicitly questioned and rejected on the basis of Inventory’s challenge to the objectivity of
bourgeois science and bourgeois subjecthood. The separability of the subject of judgement from the
phenomena over which judgement is cast is disputed by Inventory in terms of the method it
attempted to bring into practice and at the level of the presentation of the journal to its readers.*®
This is an impasse Inventory sought to overcome by attempting instead to identify and study social

facts in ways that reached beyond a stable conservative accounts of subject/object relations.

53 Georges Bataille, Guilty, (Trans. Bruce Boone), Venice, Calif.: Lapis Press, 1988, p.25, quoted in The Counsel of
Spent, op. cit., p.7. See also footnote 52.

54 ‘times, / In which the meagre, stale, forbidding ways / Of custom, law, and statute, took at once / The attraction of a
country in romance! / When reason seemed the most to assert her rights, / When most intent on making of herself /
A prime enchantress — to assist the work / Which then was going forward in her name! / Not favoured spots alone,
but the whole earth,” William Wordsworth, ‘The French Revolution as It Appeared to Enthusiasts at Its
Commencement’, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45518/the-french-revolution-as-it-appeared-to-
enthusiasts-at-its-commencement [Accessed, 14 September, 2018].

55 Inventory, ‘Inventory: Cool, Calm and...’, Inventory, Vol.2, No.2, pp.4-7, p.4. Destruction as a condition of the new
and of new knowledge chimes with the dialectical themes explored by Benjamin and Adorno which I discuss in
Chapter 3.

56 Numerous statements throughout the journal substantiate this view, but perhaps the most coherent is that of
Inventory’s final editorial, Inventory, ‘We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005,
pp-5-13.
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Figure 1. The Communications Circuit

Image: ‘The communications circuit’ from Robert Darnton, “What Is the History of Books?’ Daedalus Vol.111,

No. 3 (1982), pp.65-83, p,68.
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Approaches to Artists’ Publishing, Periodical
Studies and Self-Publishing

Two rapidly developing fields of research appear, initially, to provide useful tools for analysing
Inventory, these are the fields designated as the book work and the artist’s magazine. Where the
artist’s book or book work is an established specialised field which has received several major
studies® the emergence of studies of artist’s magazines has developed slowly and in relation to a
much broader field of periodical studies which has depended on the generalisation of large-scale
digitisation projects by libraries internationally.>® Whilst I will later return to the artist book as a
model which informs Inventory conceptually and in terms of its field of distribution and
appreciation, Inventory distinguished itself from this field primarily as a journal. It is not a one-off
publication, nor is it the product of a single author.” It might be mistaken for, but is not, a craftily-
produced singular edition by a single artist-author or a collaboration between several, but a
periodical, a serially and mass-produced commodity. Opposing this monolithic view of books,
Johanna Drucker treats artist’s books as a ‘zone of activity’, ‘a zone made at the space at the
intersection of a number of different disciplines, fields, and ideas — rather than at their limits’,
refusing a canonical account based upon ‘a rigid or definitive characterization of artists’ books’.*
One key aspect of the study of periodicals is that they lend themselves, in distinction to single-
authored books or single artists’ works, to the self-conscious participation in and contribution
towards a larger enterprise. As Latham & Scholes explain, sketching out the nascent field of

periodical studies,

we have often been too quick to see magazines merely as containers of discrete bits of
information rather than autonomous objects of study. [...] Th[e] immediacy [of new

media], in turn, reveals these objects to us anew, so that we have begun to see them not

57 Johanna Drucker, The Century of Artists’ Books, New York City: Granary Books, 1995; Clive Phillpot, Booktrek:
Selected Essays on Artists’ Books (1972-2010), Lionel Bovier (Ed.), Zurich; Dijon: JRP/Ringier; Les presses du
réel, 2013; Stephen Bury, Artists’ Books: The Book as a Work of Art, 1963-2000, London: Bernard Quaritch Ltd,
2015. Drucker, 2014.

58 Sean Latham and Robert Scholes, ‘The Rise of Periodical Studies’, PMLA 121, No. 2 (2006), pp.517-531.

59 Whilst Inventory may be considered a group name, in some ways a collective author, the contributions comprising
the journal were individual and changed issue by issue.

60 The Century of Artists’ Books, op. cit., p.1.
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as resources to be disaggregated into their individual components but as texts requiring

new methodologies and new types of collaborative investigation.®'

I follow this view by ‘uncovering the connections’ between individual authors, between
individual and group, and between Inventory and other journals in its field.** Here, Robert
Darnton’s concept of a ‘communications circuit’ also seems eminently applicable, according
to Annette Gilbert, this circuit ‘runs from the author to the publisher [...], the printer, the
shipper, the bookseller, and the reader’ and attempts to capture ‘each phase of this process and
the process as a whole, in all its variations over space and time and in all its relations with

other systems, economic, social, political, and cultural, in the surrounding environment.”®

Darnton’s conceptualisation emerged out of the study of Diderot and D’ Alembert’s Encyclopedie,
and this framework and the questions it poses remain foundational for my study, because the
integrality of print to the emergence of enlightenment thought and the matrices of form, authority,
clandestinity and communication it describes were also very much at stake in the systematic modes
of publishing Inventory interested themselves in.* However, Annette Gilbert’s argument that the
recognition of a text as a “‘work’ turn also on the ‘act[s] of becoming public’ and the ‘socialization’
of a text as part of a ‘practice’.®® Therefore, the group’s own self-presentations in terms of
exhibitions, press releases, flyers, readings, performances and launches become crucial determining

factors in the circulation of the work, and its self-distinction from other publications.®

61 ‘The Rise of Periodical Studies’, op. cit., pp.517-518.

62 ‘Periodicals thus create and occupy typically complex and often unstable positions in sometimes collaborative and
sometimes competitive cultural networks. Uncovering these sorts of connections — which are inevitably lost in the
process of anthologization — adds new layers of density both to magazines themselves and to the work of individual
contributors.’ Ibid., p.529.

63 Robert Darnton, ‘What is the history of books?’ Daedalus, Vol.111, No.3, 1982, pp.65-83, 67 quoted in Annette
Gilbert (Ed.), Publishing as Artistic Practice, Berlin & New York: Sternberg Press, 2016, pp. 9-10.

64 This thread will emerge more fully in the discussions of Bataille’s influence in Chapter 3 and in the consideration of
the journal as form in Chapter 6. Robert Darnton, The Business of Enlightenment: A Publishing History of the
Encyclopedie, 1775-1800, Cambridge: Mass, Harvard University Press, 1979.

65 Publishing as Artistic Practice, op. cit., p.10, (my emphasis).

66 Chapter 6 constitutes a particularly concentrated look at a presentation of Inventory at Info Centre, but this and
other significant presentations, in exhibitions, reading rooms, bookshops, libraries, museums and the street, are
discussed throughout this study.
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Artists’ Books, Bookworks and Publishing as a Practice

Inventory from its beginnings had an association with artists’ books and book arts, in particular
through several collaborations with arts commissioner Book Works and the journal’s appearance in
the anthology Put About: A Critical Anthology of Independent Publishing.®” This is the source of
two important statements about publishing by Inventory’s editors and the book’s wider significance
indicates Book Works’ willingness to widen its remit as a publisher, beyond just singular objects
(artists’ books or multiples) of interest, to survey a complex and entangled processual field of
‘artists’ publishing’. As well as Inventory’s hybrid publishing and performance project Smash This
Puny Existence, Book Works published several individual titles by Inventory contributors — Neil
Chapman, Steve Beard and Victoria Halford, and Nick Norton. Mid-way through beginning this
study Book Works commissioned a new title by Inventory, The Counsel of Spent, to be authored by
the remaining members of the first editorial group (Adam Scrivener and Paul Claydon), finally
released in 2018.% Book Works, a long standing publisher of writing and book projects by artists,
has played a substantial role in championing and promoting artist's writing which deserves to be
distinguished somewhat from the relatively recently coined term ‘art writing’ — a term which is
synonymous with both the professionalisation of writing as a necessary tool of trade of artists, an
integral aspect of their education and as a ‘medium’ or specialism of certain artists, who use text or
language in their work, as opposed to others, who just write occasionally.®® Annette Gilbert argues
that publishing itself could be considered an artistic practice in itself, but this rings somewhat

tautologically.” Instead, I will argue for specific latitudes granted to Inventory through its

67 Maria Fusco & Ian Hunt (Eds.), Put About: A Critical Anthology of Independent Publishing. London: Bookworks,
2004.

68 https://www.bookworks.org.uk/node/1941 [Accessed 19 September, 2018]

69 Indeed, as John Douglas Miller argues, ‘it is hard to see why some of this splurge of words has to have the word
“art” tagged onto it at all. Why is it “art” writing and not just writing?’, John Douglas Miller, ‘Art/Writing’, Art
Monthly, No.349, September 2011, available https://www.artmonthly.co.uk/magazine/site/article/art-writing-by-
john-douglas-millar-september-2011 [Accessed 19 September, 2018]; for some of the educational courses
mushrooming at UK Art Schools see http://www.gsa.ac.uk/study/graduate-degrees/master-of-letters-art-writing/;
https://www.rca.ac.uk/schools/school-of-arts-humanities/writing/ [Both accessed 19 September, 2018] Despite the
professional link between the establishment of ‘art writing” in the UK via the figure of Maria Fusco, a former Editor
at Book Works, it is notable that since the establishment of art writing as a buzzword more or less synonymous with
pretentious art-referential prose, Book Works has turned its interests primarily towards politically engaged and less
easily categorisable work. Most recently I would draw attention to two series edited by Stewart Home (whose
contribution to self-published zines, communist theory, satirical fiction and art criticism is substantial and is
partially discussed in Chapter 4) and a subsequent series edited by feminist political philosopher Nina Power, in
which Inventory’s The Counsel of Spent was commissioned.

70 ‘publishing and making books has become an essential part of a comprehensive artistic practice, suggests that it
incorporates a striking critical diagnosis of the contemporary moment. In fact, it has become increasingly more
frequent for the practice of authors, artists, and designers to overlap with the practice of publishers, and vice versa.
It is by no means uncommon for publishing to be conceptually integrated into a work and even for publishing to be
understood as an artistic project or declared as a work itself. If this were the case, then publishing would have to be
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presentation as art and others granted by its self-presentation as extra-artistic, these will be held in

tension rather than resolved onto one or other side.”

Medium-Specific Publishing

Three further conditions demand additional attention both to the overall form of Inventory journal
as ‘an autonomous object of study’ and in terms of the impact of new media on its study. Firstly, as
touched upon earlier, the study of an object made by artists requires aesthetic research, this means
that careful attention must be paid both to artistic elements and extra-artistic elements, maintaining
the view that the specific object of Inventory journal is an ensemble of these elements. Secondly,
following the argument made by DuSan Barok, maintainer and editor of the notable aggregator of
digitised avant-garde publications Monoskop, avant-garde magazines can be considered forms of
‘medium-specific publishing’ requiring particular attention to their treatment of publishing
conventions, formats and interaction of visual and textual content.”” This is a perspective which has
been recently developed by Gwen Allen with regards to conceptual art’s engagement with the
magazine form in one of the first studies to treat artists’ magazines as a specific area of practice.”
Few conceptual artists engaged with the magazine or printed journal as the primary vehicle of their
practice, yet for Inventory the journal was the group’s primary form, out of which other
presentations of their work developed.” Inventory’s efforts cannot be conscripted by the
understanding of the magazine solely as an ‘ideal expressive vehicle for art’.”> Rather, I argue
Inventory took on aspects of the journal as form which were neither only ‘expressive’ nor only ‘for

art’, but encompassed aspects of the journal’s very claim to facticity, ability to produce knowledge

understood as an artistic form of expression itself.” Publishing as Artistic Practice, op. cit., p.7.

71 Another mode of self-presentation Inventory engaged with was representing the journal at book fairs. These are
both social occasions and cultural events in themselves. An Inventory stall appeared annually at the regular art
bookfair Publish and Be Damned (2004-2013) and the Anarchist Bookfair (1985-2017), in recent years an
Inventory stall was present, selling both back issues of the journal and assorted poster projects, at the Artists’ Self-
Publishing (ASP) fair held at the ICA (2015-2018). Each of these bookfairs ran programmes of talks, presentations
or performances, as public events they are each viewed as integral to the respective and sometimes overlapping
artistic and political publics they cohere.

72 ‘in their day avant-garde magazines had been the closest to medium-specific publishing. Challenging the
standardized procedures of the industry they tended to equalize the importance of writing, editing, illustrations,
layout, typography, printing and distribution as mutually constitutive practices.” DuSan Barok, ‘Avant-Garde and
Modernist Magazines’, https://monoskop.org/Avant-garde_and_modernist_magazines [Accessed 10 December,
2017]

73 ‘While artists used the magazine to document their work, they also began to explore it as a medium in its own right,
creating works expressly for the mass-produced page. These original artists' contributions (sometimes called artists’
projects, artists' pages, or magazine art) investigated the distinct materiality of the magazine as well as its unique
properties as a form of communication.’ Artists’ Magazines, op. cit., p.1.

74 Inventory editors quoted in Virginia Nimarkoh, Indent, Camberwell: the Camberwell Press, 1999, p.33.

75 Artists’ Magazines, op. cit., p.1.
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and perform scientific authority. Following a mode of enquiry, engaged with only with by outliers
in the general current of conceptual art, of intervention ‘into the communicative conditions of the
magazine itself’, Inventory sought to galvanise activities and experiments in print which were self-
consciously excessive of this phase of artists’ engagement with the magazine form primarily
because it extended a commitment to ‘extra-artistic interests’, which had been characteristic of the
inter-war avant-garde and in their own period sat awkwardly, and in excess of, the limited artistic
claims being made for other initiatives involved in artists’ publishing.” In this sense, they
participate a critical mastery of emergent general social technique, which Johanna Drucker names’
‘diagrammatic writing’. This is writing ‘that integrates human and machine protocols of
composition’, spurred by ‘computational capacities for synthesis and display’, which ‘is emerging,
and with it, the need to specify its critical properties.””” As I have sketched here and will continue to
develop below, these emergent discussions of ‘artists’ publishing’ (Gilbert); ‘medium-specific
publishing’ (Barok); ‘diagrammatic writing’ (Drucker) and ‘diagrammatic publishing’ (Thoburn )
and the ‘communism of printed matter’ (Thoburn) are conceptualistions formulated shortly after
Inventory’s life-span but help interpret both its specificity and plenitude as it presents itself to us

now.”®

A Communism of Printed Matter

In his preface to the Anti-Book, Nicholas Thoburn outlines the project’s ‘communist intent’ to
sketch an outline of a field of self-critical publishing. That is publishing which takes issue with the
standardising form of publishing conventions and produces instead what he calls, after Jacques
Ranciére, ‘hieroglyphs of the anti-commodity’.”” This may raise the fear then that these printed
objects, books, pamphlets and magazines will be framed within a logic of a bourgeois anti-
capitalism, one which seeks to champion and amplify the exceptions to capitalism in order to
undermine it and prefigure other social relations. However, Thoburn instead argues that if his

theoretical objects put communism at stake, ‘it is a communism that would draw attention to [...]

76 Quoting Allen, describing the magazine work of Dan Graham, Ibid., p.34. On ‘extra-artistic interests’ cf. John
Roberts, ‘the avant-garde requires the artist to re-position himself within the intellectual division of labour as
someone who makes no distinction between the so-called artistic interests and artistic technique and extra-artistic
interests.” Roberts, John. ‘Writerly Artists: Conceptual Art, Bildung, and the Intellectual Division of Labour’, Rab-
Rab: Journal for Political and Formal Inquiries into Art, no. 01 (2014): 9-20, p.12.

77 Johanna Drucker, Graphesis: Visual Forms of Knowledge Production. Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard
University Press, 2014, p.181.

78 ‘Avant-Garde and Modernist Magazines’, op. cit.; Artists’ Magazines, op. cit.; Johanna Drucker, ‘Diagrammatic
Writing’. New Formations, No.78, 2013, pp.83—101; Anti-Book, op. cit.

79 Nicholas Thoburn, Anti-Book: On the Art and Politics of Radical Publishing, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2016, p.62.
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contradictions and not make as though its intent can lift it from the world of capital’.** Communism
here is synonymous not with smoothness or equality, but in fact with difficulty and specification.
The projects Thoburn surveys tend to render from the determinations of print form barbed and spiky
negations of readers’ expectations, popularity, even readability, print conventions, and the
‘transposable’ feigned universality of the book as a commodity.®" These attacks offer up the
conventions they negate to critical examination, indicating not only the gaps between socially
necessary labour and its potentially non-alienated counterpart but also non-alienated labour’s
impossibility under capitalism and how a published product directed towards purportedly universal
utility and accessibility must participate in a chain of deformations in order to become a bearer of
exchange value. Thoburn argues that many small press projects, indeed many pamphlets, have a
price but no exchange value, this does not necessarily make them exemplary of non-alienated
labour. Rather, through a sequence of specific moves which denature wage labour and engender
critical thought about their own manufacture, they unsettle ‘work and its identities’.* The flight
from labour is not a model, but an antagonistic standpoint from which issues the production of
singular allegorical objects through which to think communism as a movement of negation and non-
identity. This is, in Thoburn’s words, ‘a communism immanent to the social relations of capital’ and
through it we travel through the concepts of ‘literary communism’®, ‘communist writing’ to an

‘expanded communism of printed matter’.®

Thoburn’s formulation is immensely useful to an analysis of Inventory, because, if the journal and
its contributors did mobilise a critical attention to the material matter of medium-specificity in terms
of the journal as a format, this was far from isolated from the attention to media forms encountered
outside of the journal and elsewhere in the commodified world. Inventory’s attention, through
publishing, to the constitution of the object world not only de-natured itself as activity, as work, but
also reflected upon evidence of the transformation of concrete into abstract labour in their
immediate experience. Their contradictory status as subjects therefore remains constantly in view,

from the boredom of work to the heady freedoms of independent expression, yet it is the very

80 Ibid., p.ix.

81 Ibid., pp,98-108.

82 Ibid., p.107.

83 This phrase is most commonly associated with the work of Jean-Luc Nancy, based on his engagement with the
work of Maurice Blanchot and Georges Bataille. Anti-Book however, diverts from Nancy’s formulation presumably
because of its emphasis on the self-sufficiency of text and, directs us instead to the phrase’s origin in Gil Wolman &
Guy Debord, ‘A User’s Guide to Détournement’, in Ken Knabb (ed.), Situationist International Anthology.
Berkeley, Calif.: Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006. ‘Mode d’emploi du détournement’ originally appeared in the
Belgian surrealist journal Les Lévres Nues #8, May 1956. Available, http://www.bopsecrets.org/SI/detourn.htm
[Accessed 10 December, 2017]

84 Anti-Book, op. cit., pp.278-279.
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aggregation of these contradictions, not their overcoming, which the presentation of Inventory as an

ensemble permits.

Historicising Artist’s Writing, Artistic and Extra-Artistic Interests

Though a commitment to both writing and pursuing extra-artistic interests through publishing
practices can be understood to have generalised in the post-war period, I seek to show that
Inventory’s specific commitment to the journal form as bearer of extra-artistic knowledge is
self-consciously oriented by deep engagement and contrarian revival of inter-war avant-garde
practices, surrealist and para-ethnographic research. One particularly slippery aspect under
attention in this study, which has both artistic and extra-artistic qualities, depending on the
nature of the contribution and the perspective from which it is approached, is writing itself. It
is of course true that writing by artists was something which was prefigured in the interwar
period and became generalised in the 1960s and experienced another surge in the 1990s and
2000s, but contributions to Inventory can by no means be contained by the description:
writing by artists. Instead, then, I shall explore the significance of writing by artists through
John Robert’s notion of “writerly artists’, taking seriously Inventory’s eclectic contributor base
and the premise that the journal was to feature not only art, not essays about art, but essays on
a broad range of phenomena. Against Stephen Bury’s attempt to demarcate a historical ditch
into which artist’s magazines disappeared around 1937, Inventory, alongside several
contemporaries, self-consciously revived the practice of self-publishing a printed journal at
the end of the 20" century, and with a keen awareness of both their inter-war avant-garde and
post-war neo-avant-garde precursors and the technological conjuncture developed by growing

use of the internet, digital communication infrastructure and digital publishing tools.®

As a publication made by artists Inventory marks itself out from what became from the 1960s to the
2000s an increasingly densely populated field (the artist’s book) in three significant ways. Firstly,

by publishing in serial form. Secondly, by sustaining that form more or less intact over a decade.

85 “This period [1900-1937] was the last one in which the printed format was the primary mode for communicating
information; film and broadcasting were ready to take over. An avant-garde today would not use printed media in a
significant way today.” Stephen Bury, Breaking the Rules: The Printed Face of the European Avant Garde 1900-
1937, London: British Library, 2007, p.8. I have not yet managed to date Inventory’s first website, but since the
organisation who hosted it closed in 1999 we can place it sometime after the inception of the journal in 1994 and
before 1999: http://bak.spc.org/inventory/1.1.html [Accessed 20 November, 2016]
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Thirdly by publishing not only the writing or artistic work of the core contributors but also the work
of many others. Fourthly the long-term and serial nature of the journal puts it largely at odds with
the kinds of analyses which typically treat one-off artist publications as discrete art works, and this
is where there is room for some agreement and crucial differences.?® The shift in artists’ work with
magazines during the period 1960-2000 can be described through a formulation Stephen Perkins
develops from Clive Phillpot’s observations, he identifies a ‘new attitude by artists concerning the
magazine page, and indeed their approach to the totality of the magazine itself.’®” Perkins pushes
beyond Phillpot’s framework of ‘magazine art’ — art completed by its printing in a magazine —
towards the magazine as medium, the ‘conception of the magazine itself moved beyond being
simply a site of reproduction, and now began to be explored by artists as a site of production, and as

a consequence this activity established the artists’ magazine as an artistic medium in itself.’

In light of understanding Inventory as a journal or magazine, Virginia Nimarkoh’s project and
publication, Indent, is significant because it framed their work, through a series of interviews with
Inventory and its peers, as ‘hybrid’ ‘self-publishing’ projects.® Of the five groups interviewed four
were, like Inventory, serial publications. Nimarkoh’s introductory essay discusses the legacy of
conceptual art and the artist’s book, but crucially emphasises the difference of these late-1990s
projects in their incorporation of other, arguably more ephemeral, media (such as the internet, CD-
Roms, flyers, posters and magazines), an engagement with mass media, and the necessity in a late-
20™ century climate to engage with ‘market forces’.*® In light of the specific plurality of Inventory’s
praxis, I will treat the artist’s journal not only as an artwork, but as a hybrid object, a commodity,
which may contain visual artworks, written works, political debate, criticism, fiction and theory, an
ensemble which is itself supported and extended by publicity and other publications (flyers, posters,

video, radio) distributed beyond the journal’s pages.”’ This evident plurality shall be retained in

86 Artists’ Magazines, op. Cit.

87 Stephen Perkins, ‘An Assembly of Conspirators: Omnibus News and Smile’, 2016.
http://artistsperiodicals.blogspot.com/ [Accessed 10 November, 2017]

88 ‘An Assembly of Conspirators’, op. cit.

89 Virginia Nimarkoh, Indent, Camberwell: the Camberwell Press, 1999.

90 The other practices and publications surveyed by this publication are Bank, Mute, Grennan & Sperandio, Emma
Rushton & Derek Tyman (The Mule). Ibid., pp.5-9. Interestingly each of these incorporate an aspect of
dissemblance to them: Inventory’s adoption of the journal format is covered in this and the previous chapters; Bank
tabloid was an irregular newsprint satire of artworld news mimicking a tabloid newspaper format; The Mule
‘mimic[ked]’ a broadsheet newspaper, publishing a single edition in a run of 15000 distributed in one day featuring
26 artists and accompanied by an internet site; Mute began as a free newspaper covering the development of culture
on the internet printed on pink paper similar to the Financial Times, in an effort to force a conversation between old
media and new.

91 Here, Lisa Gitelman’s insight that printing has been traditionally thought of as ‘the art preservative’ of other arts
rings true, and I shall supplement Gitelman’s framing with the extension towards ‘other arts’ and practices. Paper
Knowledge, op. cit., p.22 and p.38.
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view whilst maintaining a perspective of the larger enterprise as a work comparable but not

reducible to a multi-volume book.

Artists’ Writing and Writerly Artists

A distinguishing characteristic of Inventory’s exploration of the journal format is not just the
interest of artists in text, but a specific interest in writing. John Roberts locates a development
of ‘writerlyness’, recovered by practices associated with conceptual art from the interwar
modernist avant-garde, as a key competence supporting artists’ intervention in the intellectual
division of labour in the 20" century.” Consequential for “writerly’ art practices was the
expansion of both higher education and print technologies and the accessibility of these
resources to lower middle and working class artists.” Though these conditions were made
available through art school, they weren’t necessarily restricted to the traditional settings for
presentation that the art school and studio produced for. In fact, one of the main contradictions
Roberts identifies is that the liberal defence of art as ‘self-expression’, championed by the
protests at Hornsey College of Art in 1968, ‘allowed the space for a small number of lecturers
and visiting artists armed with the new post-artisanal agenda, to establish new theoretical
frameworks and new spaces of contestation’.** This openness to theory and ‘writerly ethos’
was, for Roberts, a consequence of conceptual art and the independent status of British art

schools.

Despite the anti-intellectual torpor of many fine art departments in the late 1960s and
1970s, non-academic working class and lower middle class students, were able to
receive a theoretical, cultural and political training [...] they were in a position to open
themselves up to this outcome through their own autodidactic efforts. One of the
consequences of this is that the ‘post-conceptual’ art school in the 1980s in the UK
becomes an intellectual training ground and space for theoretical speculation (and the
building of creative and theoretical cadres) completely unavailable to other working-
class students and lower-middle class students within the education system. [...] the

opening up of new autodidactic conditions and spaces for intellectual work ‘from

92 “Writerly Artists’, op. cit.
93 Ibid., p.11, pp.16-17.

94
Ibid., p.16.
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below’, begin to dissolve the fixed boundaries between, artist, art historian and critic. As
such, this writerly shift is part of a deeper dynamic as the post-artisanal conditions of art

become the determining framework of ‘value’ and ‘research’ in art [...].%

For Roberts the ‘writerly ethos’ for artists is initially defined through the transformations of
the conditions of art-making by the avant-garde from 1910-1930 (Duchamp, El Lissitzky,
Rodchenko and Moholy-Nagy), but this ‘writerly model’ is in turn borrowed and developed

by conceptual art in the 1960s.

[W]riting defines and shapes the art inside and outside the studio’, but perhaps more
importantly, by committing to ‘transforming the conditions of production under which
the artist works, the artist is also committed to the work of rehistoricization in theorizing

and defending the conditions of this transformation.®

Whilst I shall argue that Inventory fall into Roberts’ characterisation, it is necessary to address the
significance of the omission of surrealism from his canon of writerly artists. For Roberts, and
arguably Art & Language, surrealism is tainted by association with subjectivism, expressivism and
psychoanalysis. This is not the case for Inventory, whose own interpretation of surrealism, as I shall
explore, foregrounded the movement as one of intellectual pursuit of knowledge and revolutionary
politics, and emphasised its relation not to psychoanalysis but to modernist sociology and
ethnography. Rather than the ‘writerly artists’ new found intellectuality being purposed to further
specify the concept of art, as in Art & Language’s practice, in Inventory’s it is the tool of an
expansive search for knowledge and action in society at large. Furthermore, understood as an aporia
in conceptual art, it is possible to argue for the self-conscious exploration of experience and
expression as an area of conceptual or philosophical praxis in Inventory, and this finds support from
Keston Sutherland’s recent work which polemicises upon the errors of both ‘formalist’ and

‘Marxist’ antisubjectivism.”’

95 Ibid., pp.16-17.

96 Ibid., p.13.

97 Keston Sutherland, ‘Theses on Antisubjectivist Dogma’, 1 May 2013,
http://afieryflyingroule.tumblr.com/post/49378474736/keston-sutherland-theses-on-antisubjectivist [accessed 25
September, 2018] See also, Inventory’s numerous statements on the centrality of experience and subjectivisation to
the journal: ‘the journal confronts the idea of the self and how it is shaped. How it is shaped through its own
internal processes, but especially how it is shaped by the social forces that surround it, outside of its control.” ‘Press
Release for Inventory, Vol.3 No.2’ undated, c.1999. Chelsea College of Art Archives.
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Surrealist Research and Surrealist Models of Publication

In his appraisal of ‘Nineties’ art and culture, critic Michael Bracewell situates Inventory as
one of the practices pushing against the ‘zeitgeist’ in the visual arts of the period.” He
highlights Inventory as one of a number of practices involved in publishing characterised by a
‘foregrounding of documentation over aesthetics [...] and of politics over individualism’.”
Interviewed in this study, Inventory make statements which position them in opposition to the
currents of their time (yBa) and orientates them towards collective practice, research and

recovery of surrealism’s legacy.

“We all abandoned individual practice at the start of the 1990s [...] primarily because
we found the whole new British art scene, which had originated around Hirst’s “Freeze”
exhibition, to be utterly alienating. We saw ourselves as more connected to surrealism,
Dada, Walter Benjamin or Bataille, and we wanted to talk about ideas through a journal

which could be slightly academic, mad, and shocking.

But that wasn’t enough; we wanted to explore the various economies of social life
through social situations, and so our work is political inasmuch as it’s occurring at a
time when even the word “socialism” appears to be taboo. We regard nihilism in a pro-
active, Nietzschean sense, as something to be worked through, and empowered by. By
investigating the nature of field work, we turn the anthropological gaze back on
ourselves. This could be translated into politics — through the surrealist notion of a

permanent state of revolution.”'"

yBa’s anti-intellectualism is discussed in existing criticism.'®! Inventory distinguished their activity
not only in terms which sublated individual to collective practice but also by situating their organ of
collective research, the journal, as ‘slightly academic’, but also “‘mad’ and ‘political’. Inventory’s
rich readings of Benjamin and Bataille license a decision to equivocate over field work and to
engage in politics and society. This view militates against the eclectic pop art approaches of

Inventory’s contemporaries, but Inventory would retain an interest in mass cultural commodity

98 Michael Bracewell, The Nineties: When Surface Was Depth, London: Flamingo, 2000, pp.29-32.

99 Ibid., p.29.

100 Ibid., p.31.

101 Naomi Siderfin, Julian Stallabrass & Duncan Mccorquodale (Eds.) Occupational Hazard: Critical Writing On
Recent British Art, Black Dog Publishing, 1998.
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detritus but from a different perspective.'” Inventory’s clearest statement on how surrealism guided

their project distinguished themselves clearly from mainstream consensus.

Today, if one asked someone on the street what Surrealism means, then most would
have an idea. For many, it would refer to the strange and otherworldly landscapes of
Dali. [...] Unwittingly, the Visual language of Surrealism juxtaposition, montage, etc.
has through its employment in advertising, television, film and its concomitant impact
upon the urban environment (billboards, video screens, dot-matrix and neon signs and
so on) became part of the everyday life of capitalism. [...] However, this appropriation
was merely the adoption of surface techniques while jettisoning the political and

sociological aims of Surrealism.

Thus, it is a mistake to assume that, in its early days at least, that this was a visual art
movement at all this altered guise came later and was mostly the work of one individual,
Andre Breton. Instead, if one looks at early issues of La Revolution Surrealiste or the
early writings of, say, Louis Aragon, Roger Caillois or ‘dissident’ Georges Bataille, one
finds an attitude that is concerned with the critical examination and, therefore
transformation, of material phenomena, images and ideas a form of ethnographic

surrealism, a diagonal Science.'®”

In Inventory’s reading of surrealist investigation: ‘critical examination and, therefore
transformation, of material phenomena’, takes primacy over interest in the visual arts. This
interpretation is supported by the deliberately ‘scientific’ appearance of La Révolution Surréaliste,
and other journals.'™ However, Inventory’s originality derives from a substantial deepening of the
notion that the ‘avant-garde embrace[d] science’ by pursuing and reconstructing the obscure

outlines of a project of surrealist sociology.'”

102 Approaches to popular or mass culture are provided for by the work of both Benjamin and Bataille as shall be
explored in the next chapter.

103 Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: a Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005,
pp.150-161, p.151.

104 Cf. Pierre Naville, La Espérance mathématique: Vol I: Le temps du surréal, Paris: Galilée, 1977 and Ian Walker,
City Gorged with Dreams, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002, p.68.

105 In early drafts for the journal’s cover and first press release their method ‘fierce sociology’ was drafted as ‘surrealist
sociology’. This formulation of the surrealism’s orientation towards science is supported by Allan Stoekl, ‘The
Avant-Garde Embraces Science’, in A New History of French Literature, Denis Hollier (Ed.), Harvard University
Press, 1989, pp.929-935.
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This reading of surrealism, licensed by the view ‘[t]hat the history of the dada and surrealist
movements is embodied in the history of their reviews’, was presented in the exhibition Dada

and Surrealism Reviewed at the Hayward Gallery in 1977.'%

Dada and Surrealism are not art movements; they are not even literary movements with
attendant artists. They are religions, With a view of the world, a code of behaviour, a
hatred of materialism, an ideal of man’s future state, a proselytizing spirit, a joy in
membership of a community of the like-minded, a demand that the faithful must
sacrifice other attachments, a hostility to art for art’s sake, a hope of transforming

existence. [...]

Those preoccupations manifested themselves in the heyday of the movements in a
variety of forms books, tracts, lectures, performances, meetings, demonstrations. But the
dominant vehicle — dominant perhaps through being of its essence a vehicle

simultaneously of individual and of collective utterance was the magazine."”’

Inventory’s editors acknowledged this catalogue as a key source.'® Its approach to the surrealist
movement placed the journal at the centre of a series of dynamic assemblages of media forms
celebrating print as ‘the art preservative’ of other arts but also providing for expansive new possible
articulations of its relation to diverse objects and representations.'” Sylvester’s emphasis on
publications as ‘a vehicle simultaneously of individual and of collective utterance’ laid out a
territory by which Inventory could interrelate not only ‘individual and collective utterances’ inside
the journal, but also without, by establishing dialogues, or even silent correspondences with other

collective or individual initiatives, publications or groups.

106 David Sylvester, ‘Introduction’ in Dawn Ades (Ed.), Dada and Surrealism Reviewed: A Brief Guide to the
Exhibition. Edited by Dawn Ades. London: Arts Council of Great Britain, 1978, p.2. The exhibition, conceived by
David Sylvester and accompanied by an extensive catalogue by Dawn Ades, reconstructed Surrealism and Dada
through seventeen sections each grouped around a specific journal or group of publications. Sylvester’s radical
interpretation of surrealism insisted on the primacy of the journal or magazine form.

107 Ibid., p.1. This staging of surrealism and other movements as bound up with the material practices of publishing
was organised around ‘wall montage[s] reproducing material from the review’, Ibid., p.2. By arranging ‘chosen
objects in what might be called cabinets of curiosities’ amongst ‘books, pamphlets, leaflets, bulletins, catalogues,
posters’ the display figured these materials in dynamic relationship to each other and brought the surrealist
propensities for collecting into close correspondence with publishing and art making. The exhibition also
emphasised the multi-media aspects of surrealism by providing a listening station for sound and spoken word
recordings made by Dada and Surrealists artists and writers and an accompanying film programme.

108 Adam Scrivener singled out Dada and Surrealism Reviewed as one of his key points of access into surrealism, in
conversation with the author August, 2017.

109
Lisa Gitelman, Paper Knowledge, op. cit., p.22 and p.38.
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THE KING WANTS TO
MARRY MRS. SIMPSON:
CABINET ADVISES ‘NO’

Confronted with these headlines, a nation of
fifty millions gasped in astonishment. Institu-
tions which had been accepted as part of the
course of nature were now thrown open to
question. The fixation to the symbolism of
monarchy which had been so abundantly dis-
played at the Jubilee of King George V, and
again at his death, was now shocked into
awareness of itself. At lnst England had to face
a situation to which there was no stock response,
Millions of people who passed their lives as the
obedient automata of a system now had to make
a personal choice, almost for the first ime sinee
birth,

Perhaps some of them had read Frazer's
description of & primitive king. *' He lives
hedged in by ceremonious etiquette, a network
of prohibitions and observances, of which the
intention is not to contribute to his dignity,
much less to his comfort, but to restrain him
from canduct which, by disturbing the harmony
of nature, might involve himself, his people
wnd the universe in one common tltmlniphlh"
Perhaps as they observed the resctions of their
friends and neighbours in foce of the ' crisis,”

o
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Image: (left) Mass Observation, (date unknown, source unknown) (right) Mass Observation, Mass-Observation,

1937, p.9
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Mass Observation: Correspondence and Correspondents

Mass Observation (MO) was a research group and publishing project rather than a journal."

Founded in 1937 by Charles Madge (a poet, Communist Party member and Daily Mirror journalist
familiar with the English surrealists), Tom Harrisson (an anthropologist who had recently returned
from ethnographic fieldwork in the South Pacific Islands) and Humphrey Jennings (a painter,
designer and filmmaker also very much influenced by surrealism).""* Despite choosing not to issue a
journal, unlike most European surrealist groups, the MO used both the mass media (newspapers and
radio) and traditional publishing (pamphlets and books) to both disseminate its research and solicit
participant observers for its studies. In their first pamphlet they clearly saw the item’s design, by
Jennings, and printing as integral aspects of their work which aspired to distributed authorship.'"
Initiated through a letter sent by Charles Madge to the New Statesman newspaper on 2 January 1937
calling for an ‘anthropology at home’ and ‘a science of ourselves’ the group developed a novel
hybrid of surrealism and ethnography, ‘half-poetic, half-sociological’."* Indicating an attempt to
read revelatory and sociological meaning into the coincidence of the burning down of Crystal
Palace and the divorce and abdication of the King of England (an interregnum), the letter lead
directly to a survey of the event of the Coronation of King George VI on 12 May 1937. This same
text outlined the interests of the project in terms which demonstrate a passion for surrealism, poetry,

everyday life and sociological interests:

Behaviour of people at war memorials.

Shouts and gestures of motorists.

110 The first publication by the group somewhat muddies this view since it is a pamphlet subtitled Mass-Observation
Series 1, obviously inferring it is a publication of a serial nature. Charles Madge & Charles Harrrisson, Mass-
Observation, Mass-Observation Series 1, London: Frederick Muller Ltd., 1937. Later the group issued a Mass-
Observation Bulletin (1947-1955),
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/library/speccoll/collection_descriptions/filereportlistings.php [Accessed 25 May, 2018]

111 The group had many collaborators and among them were several artists and poets: Kathleen Raine (poet and
Charles Madge’s wife), David Gascoyne (artist), William Coldstream (artist). The first Mass Observation pamphlet
invited potential contributors to write to the group’s address and become ‘a Mass-Observer’, suggesting, at least at
the beginning of its initiative, the group imagined its organisational principle as one of open collaboration with
correspondents and collaborators. For example, ‘Mass-Observation develops out of anthropology, psychology, and
the sciences which study man,” the letter read, “but it plans to work with a mass of observers.”” Charles Madge,
quoted in Caleb Crain, ‘Surveillance Society: The Mass-Observation Movement and the Meaning of Everyday
Life.’, The New Yorker, 11 September 2006, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2006/09/11/surveillance-society
[Accessed 19/09/2018]

112 “This pamphlet was produced with the help of many people besides the authors.’ This note also goes on to
acknowledge the ‘criticism of technicians and workers, both men and women with whom the ideas were threshed
out.” ‘Note’, Mass-Observation, op. cit., p.8.

113 Joe Moran, ‘Science of Ourselves’ in New Statesman, https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2007/01/mass-
observation-public [Accessed 21/09/2017]
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The aspidistra cult.

Anthropology of football pools.

Bathroom behaviour.

Beards, armpits, eyebrows.

Anti-semitism.

Distribution, diffusion and significance of the dirty joke.
Funerals and undertakers.

Female taboos about eating.

The private lives of midwives."

Inventory produced a comparable list in a similarly significant programmatic statement, a call

of sorts, the editorial, ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’:

So it is that Inventory is interested in all kinds of phenomena, all variations of being.
Any subject/object that is expressive of differing, complex, relationships, which make

up our cruel, effervescent, banal, laughable, existence.

All forms of communities, ensembles of data, clusters which encircle around a myriad
of principles; of thoughts and feelings, which find themselves coagulating, forming
knots and drifts, a sedimentary process from which one can take a cross section or a

sample.
For example:

Anteaters, we must know more about the anteater. About ants also. Biology and the
wildlife programme, both, need to be utterly routed, re-discovered and touched. We

must write on the touch for the touched talk strangely.

114 Charles Madge, ‘Letter to the New Statesman and Nation, January 30, 1937, quoted in ‘Surveillance Society’, op.
cit.
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The relationship between television and childrens' games needs to be explored. Also,

what do computers mean to children?

What about .....

Pet-keeping in the East End of London.

The psychology of solitary long distance train journeys.
The changing forms of beard shapes and hair styles.
Amusement arcades.

The theatre and ritual of group conversation in pubs.
The classification and analysis of shaped food.

The history and motives for the placement of Egyptian relics in European city spaces.
Behaviour at cashpoints.

Plastic surgery and difference.

The significance and hierarchical distribution of gossip in the workplace."*Updating the subject
matter, Inventory make direct allusion to the MO’s propensity for collaged lists in several of their
own methodological statements.'® The list was a way to indicate broad interests, to level social
phenomena in such a way that new connections might be made but also to render the familiar
strange and unfamiliar."'” Elsewhere, essays are sometimes styled as diaries, or log books, including

dates and (on occasion) locations suggesting a technical and factographic quality to the texts.'"®

115 Inventory, ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’ Inventory, Vol.3 No.1 1998, pp.4-8, p.7.

116 The primary source for Inventory’s methodology is a series of editorials: Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory,
Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5; Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’ Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.5-8; Inventory, ‘Do You
Feel Crushed?’ Inventory, Vol.3 No.1 1998, pp.4-8; Inventory, ‘The Method of a Fierce Sociology’, Inventory Vol.5
No.1 2003; Inventory, ‘Without Intent’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1999, pp.4-9; Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: A
Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.150-159. Of these, ‘Do You Feel
Crushed?’, ‘The Method of a Fierce Sociology’ and ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the
Supermarket’ each contain substantial lists.

117 ‘New constellations, subjects, themes at once contradictory and apposite, coming into direct collision with one
another, flattering themselves, entering into secret discources [sic], leaving residues and traces never before
detected — NEVER BEFORE SOUGHT. Inventory is a means of writing, recording, reclassifying and cataloguing
the social material life that exists around us.’ Inventory, ‘For a Sociology...’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5,
p-4.
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Inventory encountered the Mass Observation group at art school under the tutelege of Patrick
Keiller?, they drew substantially from the MO in developing their own method of fierce sociology
and in this they appear to have also drawn directly on James Clifford’s acknowledgement of Mass
Observation as an example of ‘surrealist ethnography’.'*® Since this will be addressed in full in the
following Chapters, here I briefly indicate the overlaps between MO and Inventory as publishing

practices before investigating the method and its significance in more detail later.

118 Three notable examples are Richard Bradbury, ‘Granted Ground’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3 1999, pp.43-73, which is
styled as a diary entries over successive (but undated) days; Steve Beard, ‘Dead London’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.1
1998, pp.15-30, which contains email and document headings e.g. ‘from:, time:, date:” and ‘site:’, ‘date’ or ‘data:’,
and Nick Norton, ‘Haptic Radio’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.1 1998, pp.9-14, which uses ‘frequency listings from an
article of [sic] scanning by Tim Baker. Published in issue 2 of Noisegate’as headings

119 Nick Norton claims that it was their tutor at Middlesex University, Patrick Keiller, who introduced the work of
Mass-Observation to himself and Scrivener. ‘Patrick was the person who put me onto the Humphrey Jennings book
Pandemonium - which I loved (love - still have the copy I read 88/89) - thinking of Mass Observation [...]
Although Patrick was personal tutor in the 3rd year he also had regular tutorials with me throughout the 3 years.
[...] Patrick Keiller should be noted as a great tutor (as well as filmmaker/writer) for all the reasons which also
make his film-work enduring: silence - long scrutiny - pointed observation - subversive humour — concern.” Nick
Norton email correspondence with the author 10 October and 11 October 2018.

120 In his famous essay James Clifford singles out Mass Observation as a fertile example of ‘Surrealist Ethnography’ in
the second version of his essay: James Clifford, ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’ in The Predicament of Culture,
Cambridge (Mass.): Harvard University Press, 1988, pp.117-150, FN14 p.143.
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Mass Observation used surrealism to reimagine sociology or ethnography as a practice of
documenting everyday life, but rather than act as recording mechanisms the action of the observer
was to be an integral part of the record. As they put it, these observations, ‘though subjective,
became objective because the subjectivity of the observer is one of the facts under observation’.'*!
This, and the attempt to work with ‘thousands of observers’ and the use of contemporary media to
solicit these observers’ contributions suggests a very different positioning of their printed
publications than the traditional author / reader addresser / addressee relationship. Mass
Observation worked with surrealist notions of correspondence and coincidence and the
correspondent was the figure who mediated these chance configurations, allowing an original and
illuminating articulation of them. The publication was a moment in the ensemble of environments
and actors which registered facts. Publications for the MO were not only a recording mechanism,
but soliciting mechanisms too. Through ‘day-surveys’ volunteers were to ‘collect a mass of data
without any selective principle’, questionnaires were carried out in the street and a smaller group of
anonymous observers blended into the crowd.'* Jennings and Madge discussed these techniques in
filmic terms describing them as ‘close-up and long shot, detail and ensemble’ and these
organisational principles and their reconstruction in publications can be conceived through a logic

of collage.

Indeed, Inventory attempted to apply the MO’s methods at a national event, not dissimilar in
significance to MO’s exploration of the ‘Abdication Crisis’, Lady Diana’s death and funeral, an
event they described as ‘our Mass Observation moment’.'*® The event, observed by a ‘mobile mob’
of Inventory collaborators (including Scrivener, Claydon, Abbott and Neville), led to the publication
of three texts explicitly addressing the significance of Diana’s death.'** In a moment of national
crisis, loss, mourning even forgetfulness, therefore, Inventory realised, albeit on a much smaller
scale, the MO’s system of correspondents and coincidences with respect to illuminating aspects of a
mystifying yet communifying public event.'” The novelty of both the MO and Inventory, or

Inventory’s reactivation of the MO’s methods, was the application of surrealist methods to a

121 Chaney and Pickering quoted in Ibid.

122 Caleb Crain, ‘Surveillance Society: The Mass-Observation Movement and the Meaning of Everyday Life.’, The
New Yorker, 11 September 2006, p.3.

123 Adam Scrivener, in conversation with the author, July 2016.

124 Of the three contributions addressing this event, only two were by regular Inventory contributors, Damian Abbott’s
glossary entry ‘Paparazzi Photograph’ appearing in the issue immediately following the event, Simon Neville and
Julian Walker’s thoughtful essays addressing both the mood of the crowd and the geopolitical significance of the
event of Diana’s death appeared two issues subsequently. Julian Walker’s was a celebrated ‘coincidence’, a blind
submission which happened to coincide with the group’s focus on this event. Simon Neville, ‘Let Her Sons Weep’,
Inventory, Vol.3 No.1 1998, pp.42-45; Julian Walker, ‘Grave Goods and Teddy Bear Theives’, Ibid., pp.81-96 and
Damian Abbott, ‘Paparazzi Photograph’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.34-35.
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processual activity of recording, articulation and reflection which returned each time to social
phenomena under the aegis of an ensemble of changing collaborators. The crucial mediation of
publishing appears in these novel practices to play a specific role in the production of facts, and in
this light it touches on something like attempts to explore new forms of mediation and new forms of
objectivity in soviet factography.'*® However, rather than a science of production, both Inventory
and Mass Observation turned both sociological and surrealist techniques on society itself. If ‘the

»127

production of ethnography by the people for the people’'“” was, for Mass Observation in an age of
mass media and mass literacy, a potentially mass activity, for Inventory this heroic possibility was
over, but nonetheless the method — to ‘turn the anthropological gaze back on ourselves’ — held out
the promise of self-mediation, collective research, print as a medium of association and thus, at

least in principle, the outside chance of an unpredictable eruption of communifying energies.

125 Another project which explored techniques used by the MO, such as the questionnaire and verbatim publication of
correspondents’ reports, was ‘Inventory Survey Project No.1’. The ‘Survey Project’ was announced through a flyer
published in Everything magazine, Inventory Insert (Hiroshima Questionaire), Everything Magazine, Issue 3.1,
1999, pp.9-10; then followed by a summary of the project in an editorial, Inventory, ‘Without Intent’, Inventory,
Vol.3, No.3, 1999; and the publication of an anonymous response to the questionnaire in Anon., ‘Inventory Survey
Project No.1’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.114-123. See also Smash this Puny Existence, Civil War Video,
and Litter trails.

126 Devin Fore, ‘“The Operative Word in Soviet Factography’, October, No.118, 2006, pp.95-131.

127 Jeremy MacClancy, ‘Brief Encounter: The Meeting, in Mass-Observation, of British Surrealism and Popular
Anthropology’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, Vol.1, No 3, September 1995, pp.495-512,
p.495.
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Georges Bataille’s Journals and Groups

The next sections establish the expansive models for journal production which Inventory derived
from Georges Bataille, writer; editor; philosopher and dissident surrealist, the circles he moved
through and its direct impact on the Glossary section of the journal. Subsequently I discuss how
Inventory drew its title from the writing of Walter Benjamin and how his relationships to publishing
might have informed theirs. These sections build connections towards related issues explored in
Chapters 3, 4 and 6 of the thesis in which the contemporary cultural scene: the debates; political
struggles and cultural formations with which Inventory engaged, come more clearly into view. To
ground these connections I will return to the material discussed here, in later chapters, to argue that
for specific cultural-political resonances between the period of Bataille’s intense engagement with
small experimental cultural and political groups and journals (in the 1920s and 1930s) and the
period of Inventory’s inception and ascendancy within a milieu of small experimental cultural and

political groups and journals (in the 1990s and 2000s).

In his lifetime Bataille contributed to, or directed, the formation of a number of journals and groups.
The journals and groups Documents (1929-1930), La Critique Sociale (1931-1934), Society for
Collective Psychology, Democratic Communist Circle and Contre-Attaque (1935-1936), Acephale
and Acéphale (1936 to 1939) and Le College de Sociologie (1937-1939) form a sequence which
traverses Bataille’s interests of the inter-war period, surrealism, the arts, psychoanalysis, radical
sociology, Nietzchean and Hegelian philosophy, Marxism, radical left-politics and secret societies.
Critique (1946-ongoing) was an influential journal Bataille founded in the post-war period which
continues until the present. In this context I will concentrate on Bataille’s pre- or inter-war journals
and groups because these are these are notable in terms of formal qualities of significance for
Inventory and because of several important themes they establish of interest to the editorial group
and finally, as is explored at length in Chapter 3, Bataille’s work in these formations are one of the
resources from which Inventory developed its ostensible method. Whilst this focus on Bataille’s
activities in the inter-war period concentrates my own interpretation of Inventory it must be stressed
that the entirety of Bataille’s writing, much of it only published or translated for the first time in the

late-1980s and 1990s, was a resource for many contributors to Inventory.
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Anglophone Reception of Bataille

Effectively the anglophone reception of the legacy of Georges Bataille began with the publication in
1985 of Visions of Excess, a selection of his early writings in English translation edited by Allan
Stoekl, this overview was then substantially widened and complexified with the English translation
of Denis Hollier’s anthology of unpublished writings by members of the College of Sociology in
1988, with October’s 1986 special issue and October Books’ publication of Denis Hollier’s book on
Bataille’s writings Against Architecture (1992), following shortly behind.'*® An event organised by
Birkbeck College and hosted by the Architectural Association 13-17 May 1991 appears to have
galvanised the subcultural and para-academic credentials of Bataille for various cultural scenes in
London. However, in the arts, the Dada and Surrealism Reviewed held at the Hayward Gallery
London in 1977 had, by presenting a section on Documents and related publications, already
established an understanding of Bataille as a ‘dissident surrealist’ through his work as an innovative
editor and publisher. The breadth of Bataille’s writings and his cultural associations is reflected in
the extensive commentary and framing of his work in anglophone publishing.'”® While October
encountered Bataille through the post-war French post-structuralist, and increasingly post-Marxist,
theoretical tendencies of Tel Quel, Inventory’s orientation was much closer to the surrealist, activist,
sociological and ethnographic currents through which Bataille’s initial publishing operations had
been initiated. This interpretation centres especially on Bataille’s inter-war work, his prolific
circulation through discussion and political groups and publishing projects. This focus is
undoubtedly indebted to that developed by Inventory contributor, surrealism scholar, translator, and

sociologist, Michael Richardson.'*

128 Georges Bataille, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-39, (Trans. Allan Stoekl), Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1985. In France the publication of Bataille’s Oeuvres complétes began in 1970.

129 There is an academic and a para-academic Bataille, a subcultural and high cultural Bataille, a surrealist and an anti-
surrealist Bataille, there is a communist, Marxist and a post-Marxist, even a proto-fascist Bataille, a literary and an
anti-literary Bataille, an artistic Bataille, an ethnographic Bataille and a sociological Bataille. Whilst I may not have
sufficient space to qualify each of these figures, what I shall try to demonstrate is the specificity and originality of
Inventory’s reception and ‘use’ of Bataille, its grounding in a specifically editorial, ethnographic, sociological and
communist interpretation of his work and its associations.

130 Amongst those developing a sociological approach to Bataille in the pages of Inventory, the contribution of Michael
Richardson is notable for several reasons. Richardson was a Lecturer in Sociology at the School of Oriental and
African Studies (SOAS), London from 1990 and until 1998. His book on Bataille and his articles and translations
(those specifically listed below) were shared with Inventory founding member, Adam Scrivener, a librarian at
SOAS, ¢.1992-¢.1999. It is conceivable that Michael Richardson played a substantial but not necessarily primary
mediating role between members of Inventory and the heritage of Bataille’s surrealism and sociology. His
collaborator and co-translator on many books, Krzysztof Fijalkowski, also contributed to the journal and frequently
supported the group by providing them with teaching at Norwich School of Art. This was confirmed in conversation
with Inventory founder and editor Adam Scrivener in conversation in October 2015. Richardson gave Scrivener a
copy of his own translation of Michael Surya’s intellectual biography of Bataille as a gift. Michel Surya, Georges
Batdille: An Intellectual Biography. (Trans. Michael Richardson and Krzysztof Fijatkowski) London; New York:
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Documents and the Spirit of Investigation

In 1929 Georges Bataille, self-styled ‘dissident surrealist’**, founded a new magazine with
Georges-Henri Riviere and Carl Einstein entitled, Documents: doctrines, archéologie, beaux-arts,
ethnographie, with the intention of developing the goals of surrealism with specific attention to
forms of collective social life. The magazine had many connections with the emerging fields of

ethnography and sociology.'*

Nonetheless, the explorations which took place within the pages of Documents, did not remain
within the professional limits of ethnography or art criticism. Not only did its contributors examine
the artefacts of foreign peoples, such as non-western tribal arts, but also made a wide sweep and
strong recontextualisations of the mundane and banal in western culture, from popular and
industrial culture to high art. Later developed in the College of Sociology, a clandestine and

s 133

haunting rejoinder to the Enlightenment-oriented ‘republic of letters’,"* one of the key sites in

which Bataille’s sacred sociology first took form is Documents’ Critical Dictionary, a ‘heteroclyte’

Verso, 2002. See also Michael Richardson and Krzysztof Fijatkowski (Eds. and Trans.) Surrealism Against the
Current: Tracts and Declarations, London; Sterling, Va.: Pluto Press, 2001 and Refusal of the Shadow: Surrealism
and the Caribbean. London; New York: Verso, 1996 and Georges Bataille: An Intellectual Biography, op. cit.
Richardson contributed to three Inventory issues. In 2001 Michael Richardson and Krzysztof Fijalkowski, also an
Inventory contributor, compiled an anthology of political tracts by surrealists emphasising the widespread collective
and political engagements of a globally distributed range of surrealist factions, this was a follow up to a 1996 title
which anthologised the writings of black Caribbean surrealists. Richardson characterised the College of Sociology’s
approach as a form of ‘Sociology on a Razors’ Edge’ and the extensive introduction to his anthology of Bataille’s
writings on surrealism, The Absence of Myth published in 1994, emphasises the longevity of Bataille’s surrealist
and communist proclivities, and makes a forceful argument that the two terms, in Bataille’s thought, necessarily
imply each other. The pair (Fijalkowski & Richardson) also translated Michael Surya’s intellectual biography of
Bataille in 2002, a book which makes plain the full extent of Bataille’s practical and theoretical political
engagements with left communism in the pre-World War II period. Michael Richardson’s articles for Inventory are
‘Paris in its Myths’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3, 1997; ‘Touched By Japan’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.3 2002; ‘The Look of
Collette Peignot’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3 2005. Of these, both ‘Paris in its Myths’ and “The Look of Collette
Peignot’ have notable connections to Georges Bataille and his circle. ‘Paris in its Myths’ refers directly to an essay
by Roger Caillois, developed within his collaborations with Bataille in the College of Sociology, ‘Paris, A Modern
Myth’. As the introduction to the English language anthology of Caillois’ writings, The Edge of Surrealism, notes:
the essay shares ‘numerous similarities’ [...] with Walter Benjamin’s various studies of Baudelaire and ‘Paris
Capital of the XIXth Century,” written in the latter part of the 1930s’. ‘Introduction to “Paris, a Modern Myth”, in
Roger Caillois, The Edge of Surrealism: A Roger Caillois Reader, (Ed.) Claudine Frank, (Trans. Claudine Frank and
Camille Nash). Durham: Duke University Press, 2003. Richardson’s final article for Inventory, ‘The Look of
Collette Peignot’, surveys the written work and associations of Laure (Collette Peignot’s nickname and
pseudonym), lover of Bataille; editor and contributor to La Critique Sociale; attendee of The College of Sociology;
and member of Bataille’s secret group Acephale, seeks to evaluate Peignot’s ‘original contribution to the history of
ideas’. p.68. Michael Richardson’s essay ‘Touched By Japan’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.3, 2002, contains no direct
relation to Bataille or his circle, however, the discussion of cultural difference, travel and European cultural
encounter with Japan is of interest for accounting for Inventory’s relationship to critical ethnography.

131 Georges Bataille, “The “Old Mole”...’, op. cit., p.40. See note #10

132 Cf. Jean Jamin, ‘Anxious Science: Ethnography as a Devil’s Dictionary’, Visual Anthropology Review Vol.7, No.1
(1 March 1991), pp.84-91 and Denis Hollier, ‘The Question of Lay Ethnography: The Entropological Wild Card’,
Dawn Ades and Simon Baker (Eds.), Undercover Surrealism. Georges Bataille & Documents, 2006, pp.58—64.
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section of the journal containing short entries by multiple contributors on widely diverging
phenomena. Initially titled, Dictionnaire critique, so as to recall Pierre Bayle’s Dictionnaire
historique et critique (1697-1702), from issue four the section was simply named Dictionnaire.
Bayle’s skeptical relationship to Enlightenment thought was enthusiastic but vexed, his wayward
encyclopedia provided Bataille a model of subversion evident in Voltaire’s admiring quip: ‘the
greatest master of the art of reasoning that ever wrote, Bayle, great and wise, all systems

overthrows’."* This section, I shall argue was the major influence over Inventory’s glossary section.

Documents was featured prominently in the Dada and Surrealism Reviewed exhibition
conferred with its own section in which the wall-montage brought out its eclectic array of
images, text and objects.”®® Dawn Ades detects Georges ‘Bataille’s presence [...] in’ a

publicity leaflet for the review:

The most provocative works of art, which are not yet classified, and certain eccentric
productions neglected until now, will be the subject of studies as rigorous and scientific
as those of archaeologists [...] envisaged here in general are the most disquieting facts,
whose consequences are not yet defined. In various investigations, the occasionally
absurd character of the results or the methods, far from being disguised, as it normally
would be in conformance with the rules of propriety, will be deliberately underlined, as

much from a hatred of platitude as from humour."*

For Documents, the phenomena it presented were emphatically ‘evidence’ not art. From 1929-1930

the short-lived journal embodied a rival claim to the mystic-scienticific-psychoanalytic approach of

La Révolution Surréaliste drawing instead on the growth of the radical claims of sociology and

133 Some sources cite Pierre Bayle, a central influence over Documents Critical Dictionary (through his own
Dictionnaire historique et critique (1647—1706)), as the first to translate this term from the Italian in his journal
Nouvelles de la République des Lettres in 1684, Patricke Lambe, ‘Critics and Skeptics in the Seventeenth-Century
Republic of Letters’, The Harvard Theological Review, Vol.81 No.3, pp. 271-96, (1988).

134 Voltaire, ‘Poem on the Lisbon Earthquake’ cited at https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/bayle. Voltaire’s own
Dictionnaire philosophique portatif (1764) was inspired by the encyclopedic dictionaries of Pierre Bayle,

D’ Alembert & Diderot, organised alphabetically, affordable and portable because “revolutionary material must be
small enough for people to carry with them”. Voltaire quoted in Roger Pearson, Voltaire Almighty: A Life in Pursuit
of Freedom, (New York, Bloomsbury, 2005), p.298.

135 The exhibition’s focus on Documents and innovative approach to the display of text and image set a curatorial
standard which was pursued in two other UK exhibitions: Fetishism, curated by Anthony Shelton and initiated by
the South Bank Centre, held at Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, Brighton, 29 April-2 July 1995 ; Castle Museum
and Art Gallery, Nottingham, 22 July-24 September 1995 ; the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, University of East
Anglia Norwich, 9 October-10 December 1995 and Undercover Surrealism, curated by Dawn Ades, Simon Baker
and Fiona Bradley, held at the Hayward Gallery, London, 11 May-3 July 2006. A book focusing specifically on
Documents’ dictionary, George Bataille et al, Encyclopaedia Acephalica, London: Atlas Press, 1995 also draws on
the montage aesthetic of Documents itself, these exhibitions and the catalogues associated with them.

136 Dada and Surrealism Reviewed, op. cit., p.231.
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ethnography to develop effervescent and shocking studies of human society. These aspects were
extended to the radical practice of community in the ventures Bataille developed subsequently and
these shall be discussed in the following chapter, where Inventory shall be presented as deriving a

method from the combination of influences of both Bataille and Walter Benjamin.
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Image: Block, Autumn, 1988, cover collage featuring an image of Walter Benjamin
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Initial Survey of Bataille’s Journals and Groups

I provide here a brief summary of elements of Bataille’s journals and groups in their significance for
Inventory, which will lay the foundations for an exploration of Inventory’s method in Chapters 3
and 4 before returning to a specific element of Documents which is hereafter developed in closer

detail in Chapter 5.

La Critique Sociale and the Democratic Communist Circle

Georges Bataille began contributing to La Critique Sociale via his attendance of the
Democratic Communist Circle (DCC), a group formed by dissident Bolshevik and PCF
founder Boris Souvarine. Souvarine’s partner Collette Peignot (aka Laure) funded the journal
and shared the editorial work. Bataille’s first article was published in October 1931 the same
year Documents lost its funding. Bataille published several of his most important inter-war
writings in La Critique Sociale and there is reason to identify the ‘comrades’ addressed his
important essay indicating a shift from surrealism towards Marxism, ‘The Use Value of the
Marquis de Sade’, as those in the DCC."” The DCC was not the only group Bataille was in

contact with during the early 1930s.'*

La Critique Sociale was a Marxist journal dedicated to developing independent thought and
action, it drew in the membership of the DCC which by the early-1930s had become a hub of
dissident anti-Stalinist Marxists, philosophers and dissident surrealists such as Jacques Baron,
Georges Bataille, Michel Leiris and Raymond Queneau. Stuart Kendall is rare in arguing for

the significance of La Critique Sociale as rivalling that of Documents:

Where Documents brought ethnography and aesthetics into encounters with one another

and with psychoanalysis, La Critique Sociale set about revitalizing Marxism through

137 The texts were ‘The Notion of Expenditure’ (Jan, 1933), ‘“The Problem of the State’ (September, 1933), ‘The
Psychological Structure of Fascism’ (Nov 1933) and ‘The Critique of the Foundations of the Hegelian Dialectic’,
Allan Stoekl dates this text 1929 or 1930 and adds: ‘Whilst it is clearly connected with Bataille’s polemic against
André Breton (and Breton’s view of Sade), it also looks forward to a number of positions that Bataille developed in
the Critique Sociale essays’. Allan Stoekl, ‘A Commentary on the Texts’ in Bataille, Georges. Visions of Excess:
Selected Writings, 1927-39, op. cit., p.260.

138 See Stuart Kendall, Georges Bataille, London: Reaktion, 2007, pp.89-90.
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very similar encounters. For Souvarine and his contributors, the challenge was to think
the whole of society without denying themselves the insights offered by any useful set

of tools.™

French philosopher and communist activist Simone Weil contributed to La Critique Sociale,
but did not join the DCC because of an argument with Bataille over differing attitudes to

revolution.

The revolution is for [Bataille] the triumph of the irrational, for me of the rational; for
him a catastrophe, for me a methodical action in which one must strive to limit the
damage; for him the liberation of the instincts, and notably those that are generally
considered pathological, for me a superior morality. What is there in common? [. . .]
How is it possible to coexist in the same revolutionary organization when on one side

and the other one understands by revolution two contrary things?'*

The group’s political and affective affiliations had been complex, a situation Simone Weil
herself alluded to in statements at the time.'*" The complex forcefield constituted between
members of La Critique Sociale and the DCC is borne out not only in the strong engagement
of the journal with the emergent field of research constituted by psychoanalysis, but also in a
more internal sense of self-reflection legible in Weil’s statement on the strong attachments
within a group.'** Despite illness Bataille participated in counter-demonstrations following the
February 1934 Royalist and proto-fascist riots in central Paris, which some on the left
perceived as a failed conservative revolution leading directly to the rise of the Popular Front
government.'” The events of February also precipitated a split in the DCC, which may have

been as much interpersonal as political.

139 Ibid., p.89.

140 Simone Weil quoted in Simone Pétrement, La Vie de Simone Weil, Fayard, 1973, p. 306, quoted in Kendall, op. cit.,
pp.101-102.

141 “The Circle is a psychological phenomenon. It is made up of mutual affection, obscure affinities, in particular of
repressions and contradictions between and even within its members that have not been brought out into the open.’
Simone Weil, unattributed source quoted in Michel Surya, op. cit., p.170.

142 Such complexities are also more than evident in Bataille’s novel The Blue of Noon, which features two figures
closely resembling Weil (Lazare) and Collette Peignot (Dirty) who traverse the erotic and political limits of 1930s
Europe. Also, in the bitter comments found in Boris Souvarine’s reflection on the journal in a 1983 anthology of La
Critique Sociale where Bataille’s efforts to admit interpersonal relations, and accommodate private fears and
desires, into revolutionary politics are dismissed as perverted and even fascist. Boris Souvarine, (ed.) La Critique
Sociale, Paris: Editions de la difference, 1983.

143 Kendall, op. cit., p.105.
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The value of La Critique Sociale as a model for Inventory lies in its parallel to Documents
championing of independent research and interdisciplinary investigation of social totality. It’s
involvement of activists, women'*, academics and non-academics and its informal non-
hierarchical organisation distinguished it completely from the largely academic and
commercially organised model of Documents, and brings it it much closer to the material

conditions and explicitly political orientation of Inventory.

Contre-Attaque

Out of the explosion of LCS and the DCC and the rise of the threat of fascism and war
emerged a new concord between Bataille’s group of dissident surrealists and the Bretonian
surrealist group who had now severed their ties with the Parti Communiste Francais over its
authoritarian stance and isolation of Leon Trotsky and Jacques Doriot.'* Together members of
the DCC, the Masses, elements of the pacifist journal Clarté and the surrealist group formed
in common the anti-fascist, anti-popular front platform called Contre-Attaque: Union de Lutte
des Intellectuels Révolutionnaires.'* The coalition lasted only eighteen months, out of its
diversity came calls for demonstrations, occasional publications and statements. Contre-
Attaque attempted to champion working class struggle against the class compromise of the
Popular Front, advocating a combination of avant-garde immediatism’."*” The group’s
language combined elements of Marxism with concepts borrowed from Georges Sorel and
Alexandre Kojeve.'* Indeed in this they followed and developed the schismatic Marxist-
surrealist poetics primed by the short-lived journal, Légitime défense, published by Paris-
based Martinican students.* Contre-Attaque presented a turn from the development of theory

to modes of action with a rhetoric of violence that formed an opposed mirror-image of

144 This is a contested issue within Inventory. Whilst Inventory’s editors insist they made substantial efforts to include
the work of women, and the contributions of Esther Leslie, Felicitas Becker, Michelle Barber, Victoria Halford,
Nicoleta Esinencu, Josephine Berry and Catherine Swire are notable in the development and even transformation of
Inventory’s core themes, these are exceptions amongst a pool of wholly male editors and mainly male contributors.

145 Many surrealists contributed to the statement “When the Surrealists Were Right’, declaration after the International
Congress for the Defence of Culture August, 1935 in Surrealism Against the Current: Tracts and Declarations, op.
cit., pp.105-111, p.108.

146 Kendall, op. cit.

147 ‘Counter-attack: Union of the Struggle of Revolutionary Intellectuals’ in Surrealism Against the Current, op. cit.,
pp.114-117, p.115.

148 Nikolaj Liibecker d’Origny. Community, Myth and Recognition in Twentieth-Century French Literature and
Thought, London; New York: Continuum, 2009, p.25.

149 “We are speaking to those who are not already branded as killed established fucked-up academic successful
decorated decayed provided for decorative prudish opportunists’ ‘Légitime défense: Declaration’ (1932), in Michael
Richardson, (Ed.), Refusal of the Shadow: Surrealism and the Caribbean, (trans. Krzysztof Fijalkowski and
Michael Richardson), New York: Verso, 1996.
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emergent extreme right-wing groups such as La Cagoule." Breton and Bataille discussed the
creation of new revolutionary language within the group and advocated the creation of myths.
Contre-Attaque attempted to embody violence through violent language, celebrated the
creation of new ‘organic’ forms of community and the denunciation of parliament, party and

nation.!

One of Bataille’s proposals for the new group involved the restaging of the execution of Louis XVI
during the early days of the Popular Front at the Place de la Concorde on 21 January 1936."* For
Bataille the Place de la Concorde was a site of specific significance since this was both where
violent nationalist riots took place in February 1934 and the site where King Louis XVI was
executed on 21 January 1793. The name of the square translates as ‘place of agreement’, it was
briefly renamed Place de la Révolution after the French Revolution of 1789. Bataille’s strong
association with this site suggests a reading of it as the locus of deep fractures in French society: a
place of disagreement between a popular, autonomous sovereignty and that derived from and
conscripted by the monarch. The ‘200 Families’, referenced in the flyer for the event refers to ‘a
phrase coined by the Radical-Socialist leader Daladier to identify those at the core of the

establishment who should face the justice of the people.’"*?

Pointing up the continuing contradictions of the double-headed sovereignty of a reigning monarch
and parliament in an advanced capitalist democracy Inventory drew on the black humour of
Bataille’s project to restore sovereignty to modern subjects through an event which instigated a
game of mass football in front of Buckingham Palace using a ball fashioned with papier maché to
resemble a human skull. The stunt bridged the republican traditions of Britain and France, invoking
both the decapitation of Charles I in 1649 (which took place nearby at The Banqueting House on
Whitehall) and the decapitation of French nobles including Louis XVI during the French revolution

150 Zeev Sternhell, Neither Right nor Left: Fascist Ideology in France, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1996.

151 “What will decide the destiny of society today is the organic creation of a vast composition of disciplined, fanatic
forces capable of exerting a pitiless authority in the coming days.” Georges Bataille et al, ‘Contre-Attaque: Union de
lutte des intellectuels revolutionnaires’ in Georges Bataille and Michel Foucault (ed.), Euvres completes Vol.I,
Paris: Gallimard, 1970, p.380 quoted in Stuart Kendall, Georges Bataille, op. cit., p.126.

152 Georges Bataille, Roger Caillois, Pierre Klossowski, Michel Leiris, Alastair Brotchie, Natasha Lehrer, John
Harman, Meyer Barash, and André Masson, The Sacred Conspiracy: The Internal Papers of the Secret Society of
Acéphale and Lectures to the College of Sociology, Ed. Marina Galletti, London: Atlas press, 2017, p.20, p.84 and
p-119.

153 The Sacred Conspiracy: The Internal Papers of the Secret Society of Acéphale and Lectures to the College of
Sociology, op. cit., p.119. In a lecture on the figure of the King and Executioner at the College of Sociology Caillois
stated ‘“in the popular conscience the decapitation of the king appears as the pinnacle of the revolution” which, one
would have thought, makes it indistinguishable from a collective representation, and thus indeed a social fact.’
Ibid., p.364.
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of 1789, and the tradition in the UK of mob football as a catalyst for social protest.* Inventory’s
game spoofed a post-historical or revisionist spirit of myth, rumour and reenactment widespread in
the postmodern ’80s and *90s but in a period where mass unrest was returning to threaten the

sanctioned zones of commerce and tourism at the centre of the city.

154 In 1699, ‘an estimated 1,100 rioters attacked drainage works and enclosures in Deeping Level, just north of
Peterborough’, ‘Under Colour & pretence of Foot ball playing’. Heather Falvey, ‘Custom, resistance and politics:
local experiences of improvement in early modern England’, PhD thesis, University of Warwick, 2007, pp. 356-7.
See also, James Walvin, The People’s Game: The History of Football Revisited. Edinburgh: Mainstream, 1994.
Walvin indicates several further examples of 18th anti-enclosure riots orchestrated under the guise of football
games, for example in Winchelsea. where players annually try to capture an object known as “The Frenchman’s
Head’, see: http://www.winchelsea.net/community/game.htm; and a report during the years leading up to the civil
war (1642) describes a crowd playing with the head of an executed Catholic priest: http://historyweird.com/1642-

mob-football-catholic-priest-head/
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Image: (left) Contre-Attaque flyer for an anniversary celebration of the beheading of the Louis XVI, 21 January,
1936. (right) Riots in the Place de la Concorde Paris 7 February 1934

Image: Illustration to Nick Norton, ‘Bring Me the Head of Georges Bataille’
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Newspaper image from the 1990 Strangeways Prison riots, reproduced in Howard Slater, ‘New Acephale’, Inventory,
Vol.2 No.3, 1997
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1. CHANCE
against mass
2. COMMUNAL UNITY
against the imposture of the individual
3. AN ELECTIVE COMMUNITY
distinct from the community of blood, earth and interests
4. THE RELIGIOUS POWER OF TRAGIC SELF-OFFERING
against military power founded on greed and constraint
5. THE FUTURE IN MOTION, DESTROYING LIMITS
against the past will to immobility
6. THE TRAGIC LAWBREAKER
against humble victims
7. THE INEXORABLE CRUELTY OF NATURE
against the degrading image of a good god
8. FREE AND LIMITLESS LAUGHTER
against every form of hypocritical piety
9. ‘LOVE OF FATE, EVEN THE MOST HARSH
against the abdications of pessimists and of the
anguished
10. THE ABSENCE OF GROUND AND OF EVERY FOUNDATION
against the appearance of stability
11. JOY BEFORE DEATH
against all immortality*®

Image: Acephale, ‘Eleven Attacks’, 29 September, 1938 (reproduced in Stuart Kendall, Georges Bataille, op. cit.,
p.138)
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Acephale and the College of Sociology

After Contre-Attaque fell apart Bataille again parted company with Breton, but the movement he
sought to realise in subsequent groups was a peculiar combination of withdrawal countermanded by
ambitious opening out towards publics. Acéphale, a secret society and later Acéphale an eponymous
political philosophical journal; the College of Sociology, a para-academic informal meeting,
‘research group’, lecture and discussion series."” Benjamin Noys argues, with hindsight, that the
trinity of Acéphale, Acéphale and the College constitutes the outcome of a continually developed

aspect of Bataille’s politics, the politics of group formation.*

The confusing but distinct identities of Acéphale the secret group and Acéphale the journal may
have sanctioned the sometimes indistinct boundaries between Inventory journal ‘as the central
research spine’ and Inventory as a ‘collective enterprise intent on carving out an interdisciplinary
space from which to [...] engage with, and act upon, a variety of sociological and political
situations.’*™ The informal organisation of Inventory contributors and contributing editors as a
network operating behind a strong institutional but anonymous identity (the journal) allowed the
group to traverse a wide range of institutional and para-institutional contexts in different formations
and involving a constantly changing range of collaborators.'*® The image of Acéphale loomed large
and frequently in Inventory’s vocabulary, both in written contributions and in numerous projects by
the editors who made the journal.» Alan Stoekl understands Acephale as the outcome of a sequence

of negations carried out through Bataille’s engagement in prior journals and groups.

155 ‘Every two weeks conferences took place in the back room of a bookstore in the Rue Gay-Lussac. An eclectic
audience crowded in and participated actively in the debates. [...] We certainly agreed on the primary if not
decisive importance of the sacred in the emotions of individuals as well as in the structure of societies. With this
perspective I strove to apply to the study of the phenomenon in the contemporary world what I had managed to
retain from my reading of Durkheim and from the teachings of Mauss and Dumezil, which I mingled bizarrely with
fantasies drawn from fiction.” Roger Caillois, “The Collége de Sociologie: Paradox of an Active Sociology’, Trans.
Susan Lanser, SubStance, Vol. 4, No. 11/12, 1975, pp.61-64, p.62.

156 ‘Bataille not only thought community but he also experimented with community as a practice, and these
experiments had high political stakes. Throughout the 1930s Bataille was involved with the
extraparliamentary left and its opposition to fascism. He was [...] a gauchiste. A gauchiste is an extreme
leftist who also contests the idea of the revolutionary party in favour of action by the masses. [...] The
political communities with which he was involved refused the party form and would be central to his
reflections on community. Benjamin Noys, Georges Bataille a Critical Introduction, London; Sterling, Va.: Pluto
Press, 2000, p.8.

157 This could also equally be said for the print/corporate pairing of Art-Language and Art & Language. Quotations
from Adam Scrivener, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, op. cit.

158 This loose self-organisation shall be subject to further examination in Chapter 5.

159 Cf. Nick Norton, ‘Bring Me the Head of Georges Bataille’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.1 1997; Howard Slater, ‘New
Acéphale’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997; Kingsland Passage, ‘The Last Days of London’ Inventory, Vol.5 No.1 2003.
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Myth, as Bataille states [...] is the way open to man after the failure of art, science (and
scientific notions of causation), and politics to reach these lower — and more ‘essential’
— human drives, and after their failure as well to lead to a paradoxically rent but ‘true’

existence.'®

The figure of Acéphale was reinterpreted as a poster — the image of a footballer pulling his
shirt over his head during a match celebration — for the mass football on the Mall event.
Another mass media image, of a sole hooded prisoner on the roof of Strangeways Prison, was
used to illustrate Howard Slater’s text ‘New Acéphale’.* Slater’s text is a melancholy
meditation on the possibility of community in the cramped spaces produced by carceral
capitalism which draws on Jean-Luc Nancy and Maurice Blanchot’s dialogue about Bataille’s
group experiments.'®* There is also the obvious possibility of reading ‘new acephale’ as a
proposition encoding Inventory itself, though I shall continue to explore this text’s resonance
with the journal’s distributed community, this reading is questionable if we consider the text’s
appearance in other formats and publications.'® Slater’s text in turn perhaps riffed on a earlier
more playful text by Nick Norton, which aligns an image of Acéphale with Alfred Jarry’s
illustration of Pere Ubu, suggesting a certain bathos and nightmarish banality (shades of
Donald Trump) conferred upon the desublimated being ‘unaware of prohibition’ invoked in

the closing quotation drawn from Bataille’s formula for Acéphale.'*

Sacred Sociology

However, this view of Bataille turning completely from science and politics does not completely
ring true, if we understand the College of Sociology as a parallel and public project. The College of
Sociology on the other hand opens to the more indistinct phenomenon of the ‘Invisible College’,
first mentioned in Rosicrucian pamphlets of the 17th century. The College suggests an international,

para-institutional intellectual exchange between occultists, alchemists, philosophers and men of

160 Pierre Joris, ‘Translator’s Preface’, Maurice Blanchot, The Unavowable Community, (Trans. Pierre Joris),
Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press, 1988, p.xviii.

161 Howard Slater, ‘New Acéphale’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3, 1997, pp.71-75.

162 Maurice Blanchot, The Unavowable Community. Trans. Pierre Joris, Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press, 1988 and
Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community,Peter Conner (Ed.), (Trans.Peter Conner, Lisa Garbus, Michael
Holland, and Simona Sawhney), Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990.

163 E.g. the version of the text signed ‘New Acephale c/o HMP High Point Stradishall, Suffolk’, archived at
https://darksickmusic.com/c8/archive/09-97/breakflow/breakflow.html [Accessed 20/04/2018].

164 ‘Man has escaped from his head just as the condemned man has escaped from his prison, he has found beyond
himself not God, who is prohibition but a being who is unaware of prohibition [...] his stomach is the labyrinth in
which he has lost himself, loses me with him, and in which I discover myself as him, in other words as a monster.’
Georges Bataille quoted in ‘Bring Me the Head of Georges Bataille’, op. cit., p.102.
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science, an open conspiracy offering its correspondents anonymity and freedom from religious or
state censorship. It therefore forms a clandestine and haunting rejoinder to the Enlightenment-
oriented ‘republic of letters’.'® The College was oriented towards the study, or even generation of
myth, but this was developed on a sociological basis. Within it Bataille proposed a ‘sociology of the

sacred’:

Sacred sociology may be considered the study not only of religious institutions but of
the entire communifying movement of society. Hence [...] it contemplates all human
activities — sciences, arts, and technology — insofar as they have a communifying value,

in the active sense of the word, in so far as they are the creators of unity.'®

This text was presented as a lecture by Bataille and Caillois to the inaugural meeting of the College
on Saturday, 20 November, 1937. The discourse of the sacred, its ‘primary if not decisive
importance’, developed highly personal and psychological aspects within Bataille’s circle, but its
deployment as a category for the study of universal collective social life originated in the sociology
of Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss.'®” Inventory directly invoked this first public announcement
of the College’s project in their first published text, an editorial entitled ‘For a Sociology’, this then
provides one of the central conjunctures from which Inventory’s method develops and is the subject

of the subsequent Chapter.'®®

Documents’ Critical Dictionary and Inventory’s Glossary

One of the key sites in which the foundations of Bataille’s sacred sociology first took form is
Documents’ Critical Dictionary, a ‘heteroclyte’ section of the journal containing short entries by
multiple contributors on widely diverging phenomena. Initially titled, Dictionnaire critique, so as to

recall Pierre Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697-1702), from issue four the section

165 Some sources cite Pierre Bayle, a central influence over Documents Critical Dictionary (through his own
Dictionnaire historique et critique (1647—1706)), as the first to translate this term from the Italian in his journal
Nouvelles de la République des Lettres in 1684, Patricke Lambe, ‘Critics and Skeptics in the Seventeenth-Century
Republic of Letters’, The Harvard Theological Review, Vol.81 No.3, pp. 271-96, (1988).

166 George Bataille, ‘Sacred Sociology’, in Denis Hollier (ed.), The College of Sociology, 1937-39, Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1988, pp.73-84.

167 Quotation from Roger Caillois, and (Trans.) Susan Lanser. 1975. “The College de Sociologie: Paradox of an Active
Sociology.” SubStance 4 (11/12): pp.61-64, p.62. Michael Richardson’s article ‘The Look of Collette Peignot’,
Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, explores Peignot’s concept of the sacred, ‘a long way from the Durkheimian
notion of the sacred although its roots are doubtless to be found there.’ p.68 Peignot’s essay was written as a
response to Michel Leiris’s contribution to the founding of the College of Sociology, ‘The Sacred in Everyday
Life’, op. cit.

168 Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5.
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was simply named Dictionnaire. Bayle’s skeptical relationship to Enlightenment thought was
enthusiastic but vexed, his wayward encyclopedia provided Bataille a model of subversion evident
in Voltaire’s admiring quip: ‘the greatest master of the art of reasoning that ever wrote, Bayle, great
and wise, all systems overthrows’.'® Following his instincts for forms of ‘base materialism’ Bataille
authored entries on the terms: Aesthete, Architecture, Black Birds, Camel, Dust, Eye (2. Cannibal
Delicacy), Factory Chimney, Formless, Kali, Materialism, Metamorphosis (3. Wild Animals),
Misfortune, Mouth, Museum, Slaughterhouse, Space (1. Questions of Propriety).

Inventory drew direct inspiration from Documents’ and particularly from its Dictionary
section which became the model for the Glossary, a section which appeared in almost every
issue of Inventory from its second issue. The Glossary did not, as in Gustav Flaubert’s
Dictionary of Received Ideas (1911-13) or Ambrose Bierce’s Devil’s Dictionary (1906) take
the form of short aphorisms, or only very rarely, instead like Documents entries take the form
of short essays, sometimes with several authors contributing multiple entries. As in
Documents individual glossary entries were frequently illustrated with a single image, and in
longer entries a run of images was often arranged dynamically in relation to the entries’

columns.'”°

In a catalogue essay for the Hayward’s Undercover Surrealism exhibition, which expanded the 1977
Dada and Surrealism exhibition by creating a show primarily drawn from art works and writing

featured in Documents, Michael Richardson summarised Bataille’s approach.

For Bataille a dictionary begins when it gives the tasks rather than the meanings of
words. As an example, Bataille gives us his definition of formless, seen as the epitome
of what eludes classification. [...] this definition was not in Bataille’s mind when the
Dictionary began, but was shaped precisely through the developmental process of the
Dictionary itself. [...] It is in this manner that the Dictionary took shape: as an edifice
lacking architecture but emerging through the process of construction from the ground
up, like a medieval cathedral or a minaret. As such it would become ‘haunted’, shaped

not by human intention but by the very process of its own enactment.'”*

169 Voltaire, ‘Poem on the Lisbon Earthquake’ cited at https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/bayle. Voltaire’s own
Dictionnaire philosophique portatif (1764) was inspired by the encyclopedic dictionaries of Pierre Bayle,
D’ Alembert & Diderot, organised alphabetically, affordable and portable because “revolutionary material must be
small enough for people to carry with them”. Voltaire quoted in Roger Pearson, Voltaire Almighty: A Life in Pursuit
of Freedom, (New York, Bloomsbury, 2005), p.298.

170 Two key examples are Adam Scrivener, ‘Photo booth’, Inventory, Vol.2, No.1, 1997, pp.73-79 and Adam Scrivener
‘Remote Control’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.2 1996, pp.91-92.

171 Michael Richardson, ‘Dictionary’, Undercover Surrealism. Georges Bataille & Documents, op. cit., p.92.
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The dizzying architecture of established knowledge and its downfall is explored on occasions
across Inventory too numerous to catalogue here — the Glossary is its anti-catalogue.
However, such metaphors, and their exploration also leaked out elsewhere in the journal and
into the practical projects Inventory enacted in the space of the city. The glossary to Inventory

Vol.3 No.3 includes an entry entitled ‘Glossary’ authored by Nick Norton.

Stating the obvious with a pedant’s passion for paradox while hoping that one will be
able in these tiny spaces, opened up by contradiction (or the merely contrary), to stake a
claim on some portion of a reality. To imagine that against all the evidence, some clearly
doctored, imagination will hold as an equal with fact. To write a glossary is to erect a

tent over a fact or definition. A tent always imagines itself as a castle.'”

Like Bataille’s entry for formless, the entry explores the potentially bewildering overturning
that the short prose form can enact when positioned in the cloak of a systemic edifice. The
Documents entry on ‘Formless’, was directly quoted by Richard Bradbury in a contribution
entitled ‘Granted Ground’."”® Bradbury’s essay takes the form of a ‘roaming around amongst
words’: the lengthwise or longitudinal thread of an essay (the warp) is punctuated by the weft
of keyword arranged in the left margin and separated from the main text by a vertical line
inscribed on the page. Experiments such as these are further explored in the form of a survey

of key terms from both Inventory and Documents in Chapter 5.

172 Nick Norton, ‘Glossary’, in ‘Glossary’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1999, p.17.
173 Richard Bradbury, ‘Granted Ground’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3 1999, pp.43-73, p.53.
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Image: frieze, cover image featuring work by Matt Collishaw, Jan-Feb 1996
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Post-War Models of Publishing Practice for Inventory

While Inventory reached back to the 1920s and ’30s to enact related transformations by drawing on
surrealist currents some of the sites and practices where John Roberts understands similar
contestations of the intellectual division of labour in society in the post-war period as developing
was within the pedagogical work in art school and publishing practices of Art & Language, around
the magazine Block — central to the dissemination of new art histories — based in the Art History

*175 guch as the

department at Middlesex'”* and in diffuse ‘self-developing communities of intellect
example of St Martin’s Group. An important tension, arguably ommitted by Roberts, was a
countervailing tendency within the ‘new art history’ which championed sociological and
anthropological approaches derived from writings by Roland Barthes and Stuart Hall in the journals
Ten8, Camerawork and Studio International.'”® Also unexamined in Roberts’ discussion was the
example of the journal October. October was innovative in championing and developing the new
art history, begun in the UK by T.J. Clark and others'”, and granting a prominence to artists’
writings, which could be understood to represent a reconfiguration of the relationship between artist
and critic and an emergent tendency towards a primarily academic contestation of the intellectual
division of labour in society. Responding, entirely negatively, to the glossy, commercial and pseudo-
intellectuality of contemporary art magazines such as frieze, I argue Inventory drew on an inter-war
nexus of the avant-garde engaged, somewhat differently, by Roberts and October to develop their
own writerly ethos, but focused most keenly on the legacies of the surrealist diaspora in their search
for models of writing and publishing. I shall briefly sketch the positions of October, The Fox and
Art-Language journals and their relevance to Inventory before returning to Robert’s framework and

its implications for Inventory.

174 “The hugely influential BLOCK magazine was founded in 1979 and ran for eleven years. Edited by Jon Bird, Barry
Curtis, Melinda Mash, Tim Putnam, George Robertson and Lisa Tickner, BLOCK attempted to address the problem
of the social, economic and ideological dimensions of the arts in society, and offered a challenge to a conventional
understanding of art history.” ADRI page on Middlesex University web pages, available, http://adri.mdx.ac.uk/block
[accessed 30 March, 2018].

175 “‘Writerly Artists’, op. cit., pp.17-18.

176 Neil Mullholland, The Cultural Devolution: Art in Britain in the Late Twentieth Century, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003,
pp.45-48.

177 Gail Day, Dialectical Passions: Negation in Postwar Art Theory. New York: Columbia University Press, 2011,
p.13.
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October

October was founded by a group of young art critics and art historians, Rosalind Krauss, Annette
Michelson and Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe who worked as editorial staff at Artforum. The journal first
took shape as a ‘stack of glued and trimmed rectangular sheets’ distributed via Jaap Rietman’s Soho
bookshop in New York City.'”® From this humble beginning October was quickly picked up for
distribution by MIT Press and developed a status as the preeminent vehicle for serious art criticism
for two, or even three, decades.'” Clear resonances with Inventory in terms of self-presentation are
evident, the prominence granted to artists writings and some very specific overlapping of theoretical
concerns. October’s work on Bataille, Benjamin, Surrealism'® was of direct interest to Inventory
and I shall, in the subsequent chapter, develop a close relation between Inventory’s method of
practice and prominent October contributor Hal Foster’s paradigm of the ‘Artist as
Ethnographer’.'®" Another canonical text associated with October is Benjamin Buchloh’s essay,
‘Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions’,
this, a critique of conceptual art as an aesthetics of administration, it could be argued had an
mediating role in Inventory’s exploration of both publishing and the administrative means of their
own white collar workplaces as a form of ‘rough conceptualism’.'*> However, in distinct contrast,
from its self-organised beginnings October drifted into an established world of academic art history
very far from Inventory’s concerns and form of organisation. Whereas other publications I compare
to Inventory here were generally artist-run, self-organised and self-published, October’s critical
‘independence’ was of another order, established in opposition to the conservative centre of the art

press, art market, critical and academic establishment, but, perhaps, in reality not very far from it,

178 Roger Conover, ‘October 1-100: Some Particulars’ (2000), in Gwen Allen (ed.), The Magazine. London:
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Whitechapel Gallery: The MIT Press, 2016, p.37.

179 Adam Scrivener cited October as a key influence on Inventory in conversation with the author July 2017.

180 Notably the special issues: on Georges Bataille (October 36 Spring 1986: George Bataille: Writings on Laughter,
Sacrifice, Neitzsche, Un-knowing); on Walter Benjamin’s Moscow Diary (October 35 Moscow Diary by Walter
Benjamin; of a number of monographs published by October editors and contributors most significant are perhaps
Hal Foster’s monograph on surrealism’s relationship to the commodity, Foster, Hal. Compulsive Beauty.
Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2008 and Rosalind Krauss and Yves Alain-Bois attempt to develop Bataille’s
category of ‘I’informe’ (formless) into an art historical paradigm Bois, Yve-Alain, and Rosalind E. Krauss.
Formless: A User’s Guide. New York : Cambridge, Mass: Zone Books, 1997.

181 An essay which did not appear in October., but was later republished in the anthology The Return of the Real, by
the journal’s book series, October Books.

182 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, ‘Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of
Institutions’. October 55 (Winter 1990): pp.105-143. The theme of rough conceptualism and the arts of bureacracy
are developed in Chapter 4 on Info Centre and Chapter 6 on The Journal as Form.
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and as it has turned out, more invested in a renewal of those forms than complete independence or

difference from them.'®

October developed out of a controversy at Artforum around an intervention by artist Lynda Benglis.
'8 Whilst themselves critical of the analogies Benglis was exploring and the use of an advertisement
to do so, the three founding editors of October left Artforum overnight, distancing themselves from
the aspects of the magazine which Benglis had criticised. Annette Michelson’s understanding of
Benglis’ intervention worried ‘that the magazine itself is the brothel within which things are for
sale. And I did not see myself as the inhabitant of an intellectual brothel.”'*> Against the magazine as

‘intellectual brothel” October emphasised its critical and intellectual autonomy from the market.

Long working experience with major art journals has convinced us of the need to restore
to the criticism of painting and sculpture, as to that of the other arts, an intellectual
autonomy seriously undermined by emphasis on extensive reviewing and lavish

illustration.'®®

Restoring criticism laid emphasis on the essay form, a refusal to publish reviews or gallery
advertisements and a moderate approach to images: ‘plain of aspect, its illustrations
determined by considerations of textual clarity.”'®” This spirit of visual austerity, even anti-
opticality, would be similarly pursued by Inventory. If the return to the essay as form was
perhaps most prominently championed by October first, it depended on a complex
rehistoricisation of earlier avant-garde traditions of journal publishing which Inventory would
later develop into a singular site of interdisciplinary practice.'®® Neither October or Inventory
published ‘reviews’. Describing the relatively austere design of October, Gwen Allen
validates the close relation between paired down design, artists’ intellectual contribution and

the focus on ‘critical discourse’ that the new journal hoped to engender.

The subdued design, consisting of elegant black Baskerville lettering on a cream

background with the issue number in red, was a dead ringer for the Parisian avant-garde

183 The relationship between their own critical attention and the price of artworks has particularly dogged October
writers. Cf. Rosalind Krauss, interview in Amy Newman, Challenging Art: Artforum 1962-1974, New York;
London: Soho; Turnaround, 2004, pp.414-415.

184 Gwen Allen, Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2011, p.25.

185
Quoted in Ibid., p.26.

186 Editors, ‘About October’, October, no. 1 (1976), p.5.

187 Ibid.

188 One which arguably pushed beyond October’s concentration on the relation between criticism
and art.
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literary journal Tel Quel an homage that signaled the kind of intensive critical discourse
that October sought to foster. In addition to texts by art historians, critics, and theorists,
including Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Julia Kristeva, Douglas Crimp, and Craig
Owens, October published texts by artists, filmmakers, and writers including Eisenstein,
Daniel Buren, Tricia Brown, Laurie Anderson, Hollis Frampton, Michael Snow, Samuel
Beckett, Yvonne Rainer, Robert Morris, and Carl Andre, demonstrating the intersection

between theory and practice that the publication sought to chart and advance.'®

189 Artists’ Magazines, op. cit., p.28.
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Albert Camus
Notes de lecture

Printemps 1960 ﬂ

Image: (left) October, Special Issue on George Bataille, No.36, Spring 1986 (right) Tel Quel, No.1, Spring, 1960
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Allen’s list assembles many notable artist-writers or filmmaker-writers, crucially these artists’
writings are not presented as exceptions, but in a continuum or on a shared plane of relevance
with philosophers and cultural theorists in terms of the ‘intersection between theory and
practice’ which October charged itself with exploring.' It is this establishment of artists’
writing (pioneering translation and reappraisal of writings by proponents of the inter-war
avant-gardes surrealism, futurism and constructivism) on a plane of equivalence with theory
in general is the primary element Inventory drew from October. Correlating to these
developments, even if it emanated from art-criticism and art-history, were the empowering

equalising consequences for the writing of artists.

This does not exclude accommodating or supporting the interpretive schemas of
professional art historians and critics, but, rather, that the voice of the artist is at no point
subordinate to these schemas, meaning that, in any ensuing dialogue, the artists own

voice is substantive rather than merely exotic or exoteric.'

Whilst Inventory drew directly on debates staged within the pages of October and ancillary
publishing ventures, here I wish to emphasise that the credibility granted to artist’s writings
licensed Inventory’s own efforts ‘to position themselves in relation to a past in which they

could invest and identify with.”'*?

Art & Language and The Fox

The artist-group Art & Language constitute a seminal and singular practice informing contemporary
art in the UK and post-conceptual art globally. Forming a shape-changing ‘intellectual network’'®, ¢
around a community of ideas’ the group Founding an eponymous journal in 1969 Art-Language,

welcoming contributions from core members of this network and initially outsiders, the increasingly

expansive practice, encompassing exhibitions, performances, posters, installations, public art works

190 Ibid.,

191 John Roberts, ‘Writerly Artists: Conceptual Art, Bildung, and the Intellectual Division of Labour’. Rab-Rab:
Journal for Political and Formal Inquiries into Art, no. 01 (2014): pp.9-20, p.14.

192 Ibid., p.13.

193 ‘woven by the artists who were part of the collective, including Terry Atkinson, David Bainbridge, Michael
Baldwin, Ian Burn, Joseph Kosuth, Philip Pilkington, Mel Ramsden and Dave Rushton, together with art historian
Charles Harrison. In the early 1970s, Art & Language also included an extensive list of New York-based
contributors, most especially Michael Corris, Andrew Menard, Kathryn Bigelow and Preston Heller.” Museu de
Arte Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA), ‘Press Release: Art & Language Uncompleted: The Philippe Méaille
Collection’, Barcelona: MACBA, 2014, available,
https://www.macba.cat/uploads/20140916/ENG_NdP_Art__Language.pdf
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and songs, returned again and again to discourse and linguistic acts anchored but not isolated to its

journal.

Through this practice, conversation — which is often considered a commentary on labour
— becomes the workplace itself; in other words, it takes the place of the art object rather

than being a vehicle that signifies the work."*

The ‘conversation’ and journal allowed the undefined actors behind the monikor Art &
Language to write and produce works whilst frustrating any determinate framing of their work
as art work. Within this practice, which sought to test, criticise and refine the modernist
propersition of art as a system, writing and language became the key area through which the
group exercised challenges to, and parodies of the existing boundaries of art as defined by art

criticism.

writing theoretical texts in a tone that oscillates between academic philosophy in the
analytic or Anglophone tradition and a parody thereof. This writing often postulated
hypothetical art-works or imagined situations involving art and then speculated about
them in detail to arrive at a variety of provisional conclusions. Fairly quickly, it ceased
to be a discourse subsidiary to art objects and art situations real or fictive and became
itself the main thrust of Art & Language’s practice when Art-Language took over for a

number of years as the collective’s main outlet.'*

Inventory exhibit direct acknowledgement of Art-Language through the text-based cover layout
which worked as a template for the complete run of the journal. Secondly, the primacy of text to the
journal and eclecticism of textual formats (lists, reports, essays, diagrams, indexes, letters, emails)
reflected similar experiments by Art & Language. Beyond these semblances, Art-Language and
Inventory would appear to part ways significantly, since Inventory by no means restricted
themselves to writing about art, its conditions or the limits of its concept, rather instead they used
the journal as a platform to launch an ambitious and wide-ranging interrogation of extra-artistic
social phenomena. However, as a journal produced by artists, and not an art work, Inventory could
be understood to take ‘the place of the art object rather than being a vehicle that signifies the

work’'*® and therefore Art-Language and the expanded, but difficult to delimit, group practice of Art

194 Ibid.

195 Robert Bailey, Art & Language International: Conceptual Art Between Art Worlds. Durham: Duke University
Press, 2016, p.15.

196 ‘Press Release: Art & Language Uncompleted: The Philippe Méaille Collection’, op. cit.
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& Language provides a crucial conceptual and organisational model for Inventory. These appear
initially distant from Inventory but in fact the two groups share a whole host of occasional
appearances in publications, indicating not only the widespread and diverse influence of Art &
Language on Inventory’s peers but also that these peers conceived of Inventory and Art-Language as
very much part of a similar framework of artists’ publishing and writing."”” Nonetheless, as I shall
explore in this section, engagement with The Fox, a publishing venture which developed out of
international conversations initiated by Art & Language, allows some pivotal differences to emerge

which help develop Inventory’s specific orientation.

Art-Language and The Fox were initially overlapping initiatives which sprang out of the formation
of an English and then International group or network around the art-making and art-writing
collective Art & Language. First published in 1975 The Fox emerged in New York out of a sense of
alienation with the increasingly narrow line taken by the earlier journal Art-Language, founded in
1969."*® Though both journals addressed the task of developing ‘a forum for conversation about
how best to organize artistic practice relative to the current state of the art world’, The Fox
established itself specifically to broach the perceived tendency of the development of a party line
within Art-Language, by self-consciously ‘[i]nviting plurality and even contradiction’.'”® However,
the organisations were neither identical, nor were they entirely separable. The picture is
complexified by the knowledge that participants of these separate publishing initiatives overlapped
within the broader group of Art & Language. Therefore rather than understanding these two
initiatives as merely competitive and rivalrous they in fact served to perform two organisational
tendencies, one ‘centripetal’ and one ‘centrifugal’ — one open, the other closed. In this light, it is
necessary to understand the naming of The Fox, through its specific allusion to Isiah Berlin’s gloss

of Greek poet Archilochus, as a performative gesture part antagonistic part mimetic.

For there exists a great chasm between those, on the one side, who relate everything to a
single central vision, one system less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of which
they understand, think and feel — a single, universal, organizing principle in terms of
which alone all that they are and say has significance — and, on the other side, those who
pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, connected, if at all, only in

some de facto way, for some psychological or physiological cause, related by no moral

197 Inventory appeared alongside Art & Language in Everything Magazine, op. cit.; Frozen Tears, op. cit. and Jakob
Jakobsen & Henrietta Heise, Infotainment, London: Info Centre, No.2, 1998.

198 Ibid., p.109.

199 Ibid., p.110.
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or aesthetic principle; these last lead lives, perform acts, and entertain ideas that are
centrifugal rather than centripetal, their thought is scattered or diffused, moving on
many levels, seizing upon the essence of a vast variety of experiences and objects for
what they are in themselves, without, consciously or unconsciously, seeking to fit them
into, or exclude them from, any one unchanging, all-embracing, sometimes self-
contradictory and incomplete, at times fanatical, unitary inner vision. The first kind of

intellectual and artistic personality belongs to the hedgehogs, the second to the foxes.?”

The Magazine as Intersubjective Community Space

The Fox sought to extend the conversations begun within Art & Language outwards to unknown
others, possible collaborators or critics. Writing in its initial mission statement ‘It is the purpose of
our journal to establish some kind of community practice. [...] those who are interested, curious [...
are encouraged, even urged, to contribute’.””* Art & Language had begun to engage in opposition to
the status quo within the art world, seeking to unmask the power and authority of publications such
as Artforum and institutions such as MoMA. It did this through what Robert Bailey describes as ‘an
intensely intellectualized and deliberately contrarian collaboration involving its two namesakes’.**
The Fox was a forking path in this existing sub-institutional name play, it both dispersed this
activity and concentrated or intensified it. One way of defining a game by which one sought to ‘not
just embody a commodity mode of existence’ entailed ludic refusal to conform to a pre-established
corporate identity, thus the contrary and shifting but crucial differences developed between Art-
Language and Art & Language, which were then spun out through The Fox.* The journals seized
and supplanted the authority of art critics and theorists by taking up writing and publishing as an
activity carried out by artists. This took the form of the exploration of the essay form within The
Fox, whereas Art-Language tended to develop other more idiosyncratic formats.** Through these
three hybrid organisations A&L instituted communities through their varying and new configuration

of the production relations of artist, writer, editor, reader. This did not mean they somehow exited

200 Isiah Berlin glossing Archilochus in Isiah Berlin, The Hedgehog and the Fox: An Essay on Tolstoy’s View of
History, p.2 quoted in Ibid., p.110.

201 The Fox, Vol.1 No.1, 1975, p.iii (n.p.).

202 Bailey, op. cit., p.1.

203 Art & Language, ‘Introduction,’ p.10. quoted Ibid., p.4.

204 1bid., p.111.
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the commodification labour which is the basis of capitalist society and therefore social relations
within it, or the circulation of their own publications as commodities, but it did allow for some
control, flexibility and critical engagement with what those relations meant inside self-organised
initiatives. Community development is now something that is done to us by the government, the
council, our school, the police, but for Art & Language community development meant something
else: a certain self-consciousness about how communities are formed and take shape inside the
production and circulation of art.”” From Art-Language Inventory inherited conditions in which
publishing was explicitly politicised both as a rebuke to the external management of art by art
criticism and the market, and a site of social critique (critical sociology) and autonomy from the
mainstream media, yet by opening their publication to a stream of external and sometimes

anonymous contributors Inventory were closest to the centrifugal tendencies of The Fox.

205 ‘The notion of communities has only recently been researched by sociologists. A view of the history of art based on
the changing ambitions due to community ideologies should be revealing. What A&L is doing is making this
community space explicit—deliberately social and institutionally based — intersubjective rather than subjective.’ Ian
Burn and Mel Ramsden, ‘Problems of Art & Language Space,’ Art- Language 2, no. 3 (September 1973): pp.70-71,
quoted in Ibid., pp.68-69.
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Pre/Postscript: The Profound Purchase

Before concluding, I want to discuss briefly a precursor project to the journal which was formative
for Inventory. I place this discussion here because the ‘Profound Purchase’ was generated at a
moment at which those who would become future editors and contributors of Inventory wanted to
make a project, to do something collective, but they did not yet know what this project was yet to
be. This sense of not producing something ex nihilio but building it from the ground up without a
clear plan nor end result begins with continues after “The Profound Purchase’ and continues
afterwards to permeate and structure the journal. I feel “The Profound Purchase’ it is indicative of
the synthesis Inventory made of the different orientations of the examples discussed above, but “The
Profound Purchase’ stands alone, a marker and moment in which the group formed without a past,

and not yet with a common future.

The preoccupations of Inventory’s first collective text, The Profound Purchase, are ‘unwholeness’,
consumption, the commodity, knowledge, ‘unknowing’, system. There is an early prefiguration of
the radical ungrounding of subjective-objective social synthesis which the method of a fierce
sociology would later systematise: ‘it is a process (recognising, seeking, assimilating) centred upon
an object rather than the object itself which defines a purchase as PROFOUND.’** The text
emphasises that the mode of, what we might call after Alfred Sohn-Rethel ‘social synthesis’, is not
restricted to western capitalism, but ‘that process is situated within the malaise of cultures,
ethnology, societies, civilizations etc. More specifically [...] it is a process prevalent within those
areas occupied by capitalism and state capitalism.’*” There is also a kind of prescription for what
would become the ‘task’ of the journal an investigation into ‘products’ — the commodity, but also
the subject (labour power) as a commodity, a lifestyle: ‘Is this then our task for the day? To tease
apart the products which simulate codes of living and those which enable us to stimulate living
codes...”.*®® Inventory are immediately differentiated here from their teachers by the confidence in
the ability of text and its performative presentation to invoke these mediatic objects. Where a
previous generation were drawn to photography as a mass and artistic medium in which criticality
had to be carefully constructed in order to wrest the medium from the magnetism of commercial

circulation, Inventory’s attraction to text suggested a step back from art works towards theory, or the

206 Simon Neville, Nick Norton, Tony DeSilva, Morisa and Adam Scrivener, The Profound Purchase, p.3. Digitised
unpublished typewritten manuscript collection of Nick Norton.

207 Ibid., p.1 (n.p.)

208 Ibid.
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production of cultural texts, since the post-structuralist understanding of all cultural productions was
as cultural texts. Like Art & Language, Inventory implies the self-suffiency of linguistic
propositions to encompass art and go beyond it. The Profound Purchase suggests both the self-
sufficiency and insufficiency of text, it constantly implies processes and movements, even in its

invocation of repetition and feedback: ‘the process restarts’.*”

Conclusions

Four important conditions are hereby established for Inventory. Firstly, the artists by whom they
were taught (Patrick Keiller and Neil Cummings) had thoroughly absorbed the new framework for
writerly artists established by conceptual art and the avant-garde: the artist could theorise; the artist
could produce criticism to defend the boundaries of their practice and those of their peers and the
artist could use text, or writing, in their work. Secondly, after conceptual art there was a movement
by many politically committed artists to explore forms of ‘publication’ to intervene in both mass
media and other communication networks. Thirdly, the impetus towards independence provided for
by the defence of ‘self-expression’ in the art school passed onto publishing as a strategy for
interdisciplinary research denied in the UK university system. Fourthly, within the mix orientating
various tendencies towards the ‘writerly’ was the exploration of theoretical research outside of the

art historical canon, this included philosophy, semiotics, sociology and anthropology.

Inventory is a collective enterprise set up by a group of writers, artists, and theorists
looking to explore alternatives to the limitations imposed on these disciplines. It
operates on a number of fronts: as an experimental journal, in the presentation of
material in diverse formats and as an ongoing process whose form we can only guess

at 210

The group’s emphasis on limits, suggests both a collective effort to exceed disciplinary boundaries
and the an attempt to make an ensemble, or produce a total work, whose form would not be
predetermined either by art or another disciplinary framework. Nonetheless, as I hinted in the
introduction, this conception itself is close to the romantic conception of the art work, a project to

‘[tlo make things of which we do not know what they are.”*!" This, however has a double valence in

209 Ibid., p.1.

210 Inventory editors quoted in Virginia Nimarkoh, Indent, Camberwell: the Camberwell Press, 1999, p.33.

211 Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, (Trans. Robert Hullot-Kentor), London; New York: Continuum Press, 1997,
p.114.
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Inventory’s work, for the journal, or the investigations it acted as a vehicle for intended to steel
itself against capitalist use values, and moreover since the journal itself was conceived in

fragmentary terms — ‘to make homogeneity seem impossible’ — and not as a ‘product’, the true
product might be deemed the fleeting community generated through the process of making and

reading Inventory.*"

The family resemblance of October and Inventory’s covers, particularly the inclusion of contents on
the front page and the single colour (often red) highlight on an otherwise black and white cover,
comes to take on more complex resonances if we consider that October drew closely upon Tel Quel,
itself the outcome of a French intellectual tradition of journal publishing rooted in 1920s and 1930s
surrealism. This is a tradition which Inventory were self-consciously explicit about recovering and
they did so through the lens provided for by October, but also as autodidacts and ‘intellectual
partisan[s]’ very much attune to the critical approaches to research, theory and media personified by
their British intellectual forbears in and outside of the art school milieux I have sketched in my
introduction. Inventory’s encounter with surrealism gave a distinctive twist to the way they
navigated the intellectual and artistic currents and social phenomena of their time. Through it the
self-obsessed and parodic approaches to community generated by Art-Language were deepened and
turned outwards, pursuing the centrifugal tendency of The Fox but in a more sustained form with
the journal operating as the ‘central research spine’ for Inventory’s editors’ and others’ activities
over an extended period.*" This established the confidence for artist-writers not only to write on
subjects of their choosing, but to also appropriate disciplinary apparatuses for their own ends.
Through it experimentation with textual and publishing form is not restrictively contained by the
bureaucratic tendencies of conceptual art but gains a commitment to exploration of the existence of

communifying moments at the margins of human experience.*"*

Surrealism’s joint interest in psychoanalysis, sociology and ethnography are understood as
tools viable for reappropriation to the ends of these commitments. The retrieval of political
currents of the surrealism of the 1920s and 1930s and central to it the political interpretation
of surrealism by Walter Benjamin empowered a movement turning inside-out and away from
Art-Language’s critical concentration towards art and instead turned to the study of social
phenomena and one of its central animating mysteries, the commodity. Though Inventory like

Art & Language retained a critical eye towards sociology, surrealism and sociology, in

212 Indent, op. cit., p.34.

213 Adam Scrivener, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, http://www.wildcapital.net/ [accessed 5/02/18].

214 On bureaucratic tendencies within conceptual art cf. Benjamin Buchloh,‘Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the
Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions’, October, No.55 (Winter 1990), pp.105-143.
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methodical terms and in the complex and original constellation in which Inventory remade
them are then the focus of my next chapter. Across these first three chapters I have, firstly,
looked at Inventory formally (Chapter 1), then in terms of extraneous models which provided
examples of formal exemplars, thematic content and modes of organisation which Inventory
followed or developed (Chapter 2). Subsequently, in Chapters 3 and 4, I will attempt to isolate
something like Inventory’s method and this is developed out of debates they staged in the
journal by drawing on methodological debates which have a relation to the publishing models

developed here.
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Chapter 3

Georges Bataille,
Ethnography, Surrealism
and Fierce Sociology
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Introduction

A Benjaminian or Bataillean Method?

The focus of this and the following chapter examines Inventory’s relationship to two major figures
in 20th century cultural criticism and philosophy: Walter Benjamin and Georges Bataille. As
indicated in Chapter 1, Benjamin provides the primary source for the Inventory’s name and journal
title through a phrase drawn from his ‘Moscow Diary’. This phrase ‘The inventory of the streets is
inexhaustible’, is the quotation Inventory’s editorial group used as the epigram to their first editorial
for the journal and this remained displayed prominently in the only official online archive of their
work." While the naming of the journal is to be considered of great significance, this initial editorial
equally draws on the opening statements of the formation of the College of Sociology, a para-
academic meeting and discussion group initiated by Georges Bataille, which Walter Benjamin
himself briefly attended between 1938-39.% I argue then in this and the following chapters that the
specific genesis of Inventory journal was brought about through the fusion of interests and themes
of the work of Walter Benjamin and Georges Bataille, imagined as if at the moment of this
encounter between them (the late-1930s), in an atmosphere of pre-war crisis, rising fascism and
deeply politicised sociological ambitions.’ Benjamin provides the philosophical problem of
experience, Bataille and his milieu orientate the practical solution (the journal), the epistemological
framework (sociological study), and, conjoined, the pair register a common political framework
(anti-fascism, communism, sovereignty) amidst a shared frame of cultural reference (surrealism,

romanticism and critical sociology and philosophy).

1 Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5. ‘four texts (by Caillois, Bataille, and Leiris)
constituting ‘For a College of Sociology’ were the lead articles in the Nouvelle Revue frangaise for July 1938.’ in
Denis Hollier (ed.), The College of Sociology, 1937-39, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988, p.7.

2 Benjamin ‘assiduously attended the College of Sociology’ and was scheduled to present his own work in a series of
lectures to the College on fashion in Baudelaire, just before his internment in 1939. Aside from The College of
Sociology, 1937-39, op. cit., pp.388-389, the key account of Benjamin and Bataille’s mutual interest is Michael
Weingrad, ‘“The College of Sociology and the Institute of Social Research’, New German Critique, no. 84, 2001,
pp.129-61.

3 See Chris Shilling and Philip A. Mellor, The Sociological Ambition: Elementary Forms of Social and Moral Life,
London; Thousand Oaks: SAGE, 2001. One of the key works of this period which indicates an attempt to read the
crisis in both cultural and economic terms through the direct experience of those who were subject to its ravages,
‘not wretched people, but conditions that make people wretched’, is Siegfried Kracauer’s The Salaried Masses. In
1931 Walter Benjamin’s reviewed this classic work of ‘crisis literature’, part labour sociology, part cultural
reflection on the years immediately following the great crash and leading up to the National Socialists seizure of
power in Germany, Walter Benjamin, ‘An Outsider Attracts Attention’ — On The Salaried Masses by S. Kracauer’ in
Siegfried Kracauer, The Salaried Masses: Duty and Distraction in Weimar Germany. London; New York: Verso,
1998, pp.109-114.
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Benjamin and Bataille’s influences over the group are furthermore evidenced thematically and
philologically within the journal. Themes close to Benjamin’s heart: utopias; utopian architecture;
arcades; commodities; refuse; the outmoded; fragments; childrens’ toys; myths and ruins abound, in
pictorial and textual form, throughout the complete run of the journal. Benjamin is frequently
quoted, cited and alluded to in the journal. His work was clearly inspirational not only to its
founders and editors but also to a very wide range of journal contributors, including their former
tutor at Chelsea College, Neil Cummings®, notable Benjamin scholars (Esther Leslie) and scholars
and translators of surrealism and Bataille (Michael Richardson, Krzysztof Fijalkowski, John
Cussans). If only on this superficial level, a lengthy exploration of Inventory’s relationship to the
writings of Walter Benjamin and Georges Bataille would be justified. However, I shall go further in
this and a subsequent chapter by attempting to establish the grounds for an original interpretation of
Benjamin’s method and the methodologies engaged with by Bataille within Inventory journal. Not
only did Inventory emulate Benjamin and Bataille at the level of style, but they emulated the form
of their research and its presentation — specifically by developing formats for experimentation with
the feuilleton, or short essay, in dynamic combination with lexicological fragments, in the form of
glosses collected in a cumulative glossary. The significant forerunner of this approach is the
‘Critical Dictionary’ developed by Georges Bataille in the journal Documents (1929-1930).° The
critical or philosophical dictionary, fragment, glossary and essay are, however, also forms to which

Benjamin and Adorno ascribed a methodological, aesthetic and philosophical significance.®

The ‘fiercely sociological’ approach of Inventory shall be shown to orientate itself via strongly
Bataillean themes: sovereignty, games, tragedy, mourning, myth, mimesis, violence, the sacred. At

the level of form, Bataille’s writing is also strongly influential. Short and long form contributions to

4 ‘Given my interests in material culture, in museums and collecting I’d been introducing Georges Bataille and
Walter Benjamin into undergraduate lectures. On the MA, I remember Susan Buck Morse’s book The Dialectics of
Seeing being very influential - for thinking about fragments, collecting, ruins, retail culture and capital, and my
interest in Bataille was via Mauss, anthropology and surrealism - James Clifford’s The Predicament of Culture - so
using The Accursed Share, ideas of general and restrictive economies, of the informe as a disruptive process or
thing. Chelsea Library has a complete set of Bataille’s Documents. Baudrillard too, the Baudrillard of Symbolic
Exchange and Death (1993) with his analysis and critique of a political economy.” Neil Cummings interviewed by
the author, 1 June 2018, transcript included in appendix.

5 In Adorno and Benjamin’s correspondence a passing comment suggests that Benjamin, in previous drafts of his
‘Baudelaire Studies’, may have even been following Bataille in arranging his text according to categories (‘dust’
being one of the most famous entries in Documents ‘Critical Dictionary’ section), single words describing the
materials evocative of the society in discussion: ‘Were there not once sections according to materials, like “plush”,
“dust”, etc.? The relationship between Fourier and the arcades is not very satisfactory either. Here I could imagine
as a suitable pattern a constellation of the various urban and commodity materials, an arrangement later to be
deciphered as both dialectical image and its theory.” Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Adorno to Benjamin Hornberg, Black
Forest, 2 August 1935’, Ernst Bloch, Theodor W. Adorno, Gyo6rgy Lukéacs, Bertolt Brecht and Walter Benjamin.
Aesthetics and Politics, ed. Fredric Jameson, London: Verso, 2007, p.115.

6 Here I am substantially indebted to the discussion explored in Stewart Martin, ‘Adorno and the Problem of
Philosophy’ Phd, Middlesex University, 2002. http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/6707/ pp.155-161.
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Inventory journal frequently explore techniques of alarming ontological subversion found in
Bataille’s work of the 1930s and as I have argued in the preceding chapters this emulation extends
to innovative elements of the journal as a form developed in Bataille’s publishing projects as an
editor and organiser as well as a writer. Nonetheless Inventory by no means prioritised only
Bataille’s approach. Bataille’s colleague in the College of Sociology Roger Callois’ work,
particularly his concept of ‘diagonal science’ as ‘diagonal classification’, is also cited with regard to
Inventory’s method and is frequently engaged as a source bearing upon methodological questions in

other essays published in the journal.”

In their first editorial Inventory wrote that ‘the urgency of a correct classification of things has
meant that Inventory had to come about.”® Command over systems of classification, over the very
social construction of the meaning of words was for Inventory a way of developing sovereignty and
critical purchase on the social field. In parallel to the influence of both Bataille and Benjamin’s
writing in terms of mutual interest in classification systems and their disruption, the editorial group
directing Inventory sought self-consciously to encourage the development of ‘the essay as form’ in
the journal.’ This concept, originally developed by Theodor W. Adorno in his famous essay (1954—
1958) describes the essay, as a form that falls between the sciences and humanities, in which,
‘thought's utopian vision of hitting the bullseye is united with the consciousness of its own
fallibility and provisional character’, and of which he proposed Benjamin as an exemplar.'’ In these
three thinkers writings a crucial sociological element licenses the ambitious study of human society
meets and this in turn finds integration with the critical and historical reconstruction of aesthetic
experience. Inventory’s project thereby incorporated not only Benjamin’s theoretical system, but
aspects drawn from the work of his close friend, ally and correspondent Theodor W. Adorno in two

significant ways: through discussion of the essay as a form and through a significant debate on their

7 Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: a Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, op. cit., p.151. In Adam Scrivener’s
study of the National Lottery he draws extensively on Caillois’ typologies and classifications of games and his
efforts to develop a form of sociology derived from games, Adam Scrivener, ‘The Mystique of Numbers’,
Inventory, Vol.1 No.3 1996, pp.42-54; In the essay ‘Orpheus Street’ and visual essay ‘Urban Odyssey’, recalling
Caillos’ “The Mask of the Medusa’, Inventory explore the mythic resonances of London street names, ‘Orpheus
Street’, ‘Hercules Road’ and so on, opening them up to ‘diagonal classification’; Inventory, ‘Orpheus Street,
Inventory,Vol.2 No.1 1997, pp.4-7 and Inventory & Gauthier Deblonde, ‘Urban Odyssey, Inventory, Vol.1 No.2,
1996, pp.66-67; Michael Richardson’s essay on ‘Paris in its Myths’ alludes to a lecture Caillois gave at the College
with a very similar title, See FN#84.

Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, p.4.

9 Inventory reference this text, firstly (without citation) in the ‘Notes to Contributors’ included in the first issue,
Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995 (inside back cover) and every subsequent issue of the journal, and, secondly (with
citation) via a sustained discussion on what the essay as a form meant within their practice, in their final editorial,
Inventory, ‘We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.5-13, p.6.

10 Theodor W. Adorno, ‘The Essay as Form’,in Notes to Literature Vol.1, Ed. Rolf Tiedemann. (Trans. Shierry Weber
Nicholsen), New York: Columbia University Press, 1991, pp.3-23, p.16.
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common endeavour to renew methods of materialist research. The subsequent Chapter 4 therefore
reconstructs an important methodological discussion between Theodor. W. Adorno and Walter
Benjamin through its revisitation in the journal." This chapter (Chapter 3) establishes the central
debate around ethnographic surrealism and Inventory’s ‘method of a fierce sociology’. As a central
component in the following chapter (Chapter 4) I seek to illuminate the stakes of the debate
between Adorno and Benjamin for Inventory’s editorial group and how it transformed the journal’s

purported sociological method and impacted on the journal’s practice.

Benjamin’s method, as we shall see, was informed by ‘speculative’ and historical experience. In a
general conceptual sense we can consider Inventory’s mode of writing and publishing vehicle a
synthesis of Benjamin’s ambition ‘to read what was never written’ and Georges Bataille’s aspiration
towards the impossible, the visceral attraction of the unknown and the subversion of existing
systems of knowledge."? Pursuing superficial formal attribution, one could consider the two distinct
sections of the journal an attempt to create a synthesis and dynamic tension between Benjamin and
Bataille’s approaches. Inventory’s Glossary section can be shown to be directly modelled on the
critical dictionary developed in Documents, and Inventory’s short essays modelled on Benjamin’s
feuilletons. However, these positions are arguably interchangeable: Bataille was likewise a master
of the essay form and contributed extensively to all manner of publications; Benjamin also
published anonymously, was also fascinated by philological and lexicological issues, and organised

several of his major works around ‘keywords’ and aphoristic formats." He described One Way

11 The debate is examined in detail in an essay by Inventory editor, Paul Claydon, ‘“Botanizing on the Asphalt”:
Walter Benjamin and the City’ (1996); cited in an important methodological statement by the editorial group, ‘Do
You Feel Crushed?’ (1998); and much later discussed again extensively in their recent work, The Counsel of Spent
(2018).Inventory, ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.1, 1998, pp.4-8; Paul Claydon, ‘“Botanizing on the
Asphalt”: Walter Benjamin and the City’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.2 1996, pp.36-65 and Inventory, The Counsel of
Spent, London: Book Works, 2018, specifically pp.55-57.

12 ‘to read what was never written’ is a quote by German poet Hugo von Hoffmanstall to which Benjamin repeatedly
referred in his writings, perhaps most pointedly in the final paragraph of ‘On the Mimetic Faculty’. Walter
Benjamin, ‘On the Mimetic Faculty’,in Walter Benjamin Selected Writings Volume 2, Part 2, 1931-1934, Eds.
Howard Eiland, Michael W. Jennings and Gary Smith, (Trans. Rodney Livingstone), Cambridge, Mass; London:
Harvard University Press, 2005, pp.720-722. The concept of the ‘impossible’ is distributed across Bataille’s
writings, forming the enigmatic title of the last book published in his lifetime. Here I wish to make the connection
specifically to Bataille’s method of writing and its form of presentation. ‘In a sense the unlimited assemblage is the
impossible.” Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion. New York: Zone Books, 1989, p.9. Stuart Kendall summarises
the significance of the concept in terms of Bataille’s writing practice thus: ‘Bataille did not write for recognition, far
from it: He wrote to disrupt the assumptions and processes that might make recognition possible. He wrote to ruin
words, to reveal the ultimate impossibility of complete communication and to open a sphere wherein the impossible
— the heterogeneous, the different, the sacred — could be communicated.” Stuart Kendall, Georges Bataille. London:
Reaktion, 2007, p.8. For further discussion of this concept in Bataille’s work see: Denis Hollier, ‘The Use Value of
the Impossible’, in Denis Hollier, Absent Without Leave, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) and
Michel Leiris, ‘From the Impossible Bataille to the Impossible Documents’, in Michel Leiris, Brisées: Broken
Branches San Francisco: North Point Press, 1989.

13 E.g. One-Way Street, and the unfinished Passagearbeit. This format finds other notable adherents within the
Frankfurt School, both preceding Benjamin (Max Horkheimer), and following him (Adorno’s late works). It is a
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Street as a ‘booklet for friends’ of ‘my aphorisms, jokes, dreams’.'* Bataille’s oeuvre consists of
many texts unpublished during his lifetime often written for small circulation among informal
groupings of friends and political allies.” Both figures experimented with innovative publishing
formats, arrangements of text and image, short lexicological texts or glosses, and pseudonymous or
collectively authored texts.'® Like Bataille, Benjamin’s thought was closely, but not uncritically,
allied to surrealism. Their relation to institutional philosophy was equally problematic, Benjamin’s
thought, according to Adorno, remained a form of ‘philosophy directed against philosophy’."” The
multiple points of engagement (as philosophers, publishers, essayists, political thinkers) with these
figures in Inventory substantially transforms any simplistic translation of them as sources for the
journal. Remembering, in Chapter 1 I articulated the separate elements of the journal as a system of
moving parts enacting a coarticulation of elements within the whole, thinking this relation through
Benjamin and Bataille we encounter various efforts to develop a unity of thought and object

through formally innovative, and even performative, aspects of the presentation of their work.

format I discuss at in Chapters 1, 4 and 5 of this study.

14 ‘The new project, a “booklet for friends” of “my aphorisms, jokes, dreams,” was written in short sections, many of
which were published separately as fragments in daily newspapers. They appeared together in 1928 as
Einbahnstrasse (One Way Street), and included as possibly its earliest component the revised, politicized version of
the 1923 fragment “Imperial Panorama: A Tour of German Inflation.”” Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of
Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999, p.16.

15 A key example being Bataille’s ‘Letter to My Current Comrades’, Georges Bataille, ‘“The Use Value of D. A. F. de
Sade (An Open Letter to My Current Comrades)’, in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-39, (Trans. Allan
Stoekl), Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985, pp.91-102

16 Some pseudonyms Benjamin used during his lifetime were: Ardour; Detlef Holz; O.E. Tal; K.A. Stempflinger and
C. Conrad, see Esther Leslie, Walter Benjamin. London: Reaktion Books, 2008, p.23, p.139, 140, p.146. On
Benjamin’s aphoristic and gloss-like writings see: Walter Benjamin, One-Way Street, and Other Writings, (Trans.
Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter), London: New Left Books, 1979 and Passagen-Werk or Arcades Project.
‘[Gershom] Scholem argues that Benjamin's love for the miniature underlies his taste for brief literary utterances,
evident in One-Way Street. Perhaps; but books of this sort were common in the 1920s, and it was in a specifically
Surrealist montage style that these short independent texts were presented. One-Way Street was published by Ernst
Rowohlt in Berlin, in booklet form with typography intended to evoke advertising shock effects; the cover was a
photographic montage of aggressive phrases in capital letters from newspaper announcements, ads, official and odd
signs. The opening passage, in which Benjamin hails ‘prompt language’ and denounces “the pretentious, universal
gesture of the book”, does not make much sense unless one knows what kind of book, physically, One-Way Street
was designed to be.” Gershom Scholem, quoted in Susan Sontag, ‘Introduction’ in One-Way Street, op. cit., #FN10,
pp.20-21 The practice of producing satirical dictionaries and encyclopedias has a much broader trajectory
stretching from the enlightenment through the critical theory tradition, surrealism, the inter-war European avant-
garde and post-war ultra-left, the reverberations between these and Inventory’s glossary are discussed in Chapter 5
on The Journal as Form.

17 ‘A Portrait of Walter Benjamin’, in Theodor W. Adorno, Prisms, (Trans. Samuel and Shierry Weber), London:
Neville Spearman, 1967, p.235. The specifically philosophical Benjamin was rather a late emergence in critical
reception of his work. Two comprehensive presentations of this view are Benjamin, Andrew E, and Peter Osborne,
(eds.) Walter Benjamin’s Philosophy: Destruction and Experience, London; New York: Routledge, 1994 and
Howard Caygill, Walter Benjamin the Colour of Experience. London; New York: Routledge, 1998. From another
perspective Stewart Martin investigates the problem of philosophy in Adorno’s through an extensive account of the
relationship of Benjamin and Adorno and the way their different approaches to philosophy shaped each other.
‘Adorno and the Problem of Philosophy’, op. cit.
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Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothéque nationale de France

Image: Roger Caillois, ‘Pour un College de Sociologie: Introduction’ La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, July, 1938, p.5
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Image: Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1 1995
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The Method of a Fierce Sociology

Initial Formulation of Inventory’s Fierce Sociology

In their first editorial ‘For a Sociology’ Inventory invoke the first public announcement of the
College of Sociology’s project, an introduction and essays by Caillois, Bataille and Jules Monnerot
published in the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise July 1938, grouped together under the title ‘For a
College of Sociology’." In this short text Inventory’s editorial group lay out their intention to
develop a method they described as a ‘fierce sociology’. ‘For a Sociology’ already stood in a
prominent position in the cabinet display at SOAS (1994) and later was one of only four texts on the
journal’s first web page (date unknown).” The first line of this text reads: ‘Although we are not new

we are fiercely sociological.” The last lines of the text close:

We are at the disposal of the eclectic and the specialist alike. But better, much better, the
schizophrenic who, through his ever changing speciality betrays an eclecticism
unknown even to himself, revealing hidden agendas of unquantifiable depth or
shallowness, of indeterminable duration, knowing only that the hierarchy of
knowledges, facts, statistics ... truths should be resisted and that all objects, all things
can be rendered to analysis beneath the passionately objective gaze of this, our fierce

sociology.”

In earlier drafts for the journal’s cover and their first press release this phrase is drafted as ‘surrealist
sociology’.” This came to be transformed into a ‘fierce sociology’, through appropriations from,
Bataille’s text: ‘The Sacred Conspiracy’.” This text served as an initial programme for the group

Acephale and was published in the first issue of the journal Acéphale.” The precise section from

18 Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5 and The College of Sociology, op. cit., pp.7—42.

19 http://bak.spc.org/inventory/ [Accessed 4 November, 2018]

20 Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5.

21 Various draft press material, undated, unpaginated. Inventory archive, Chelsea College of Art & Design Archive.

22 Georges Bataille, “The Sacred Conspiracy’ in Visions of Excess, op. cit., pp.178-181. ‘Conspiration sacree’ makes
mocking reference to the ‘union sacrée’, formulated by the Prime Minister Rene Viviani and the President of the
French Republic, Raymond Poincaré on the eve of World War I, a political truce between the left and the
government to suspend strikes and demonstrations for the sake of the defense of the nation, which Bataille draws
into analogy with the Popular Front’s efforts to maintain social peace.

23 ‘The Sacred Conspiracy’, Acephale, No.1, June 1936, pp.1-4. Reproduced in Georges Bataille (Ed.), Acephale ;
Religion, Sociologie, Philosophie: 1936—1939, Paris: Jean Michel Place, 1995.
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which the adjective ‘fierce’ is drawn is part of a series of paragraphs printed in bold type, and the

precise phrase ‘WE ARE FIERCELY RELIGIOUS’ is specifically capitalised.*

When Inventory’s text was written the only available English version of this text, in Visions of
Excess, translated the French term, the adverb ‘farouchement’, not as ‘fiercely’, but as
‘ferociously’.” Obviously, the phrasing ‘we are fiercely sociological’ reflects a correction to the
translation of Bataille’s text.” Other editorial texts in the journal often borrow from Bataille’s
tendency to use upper case text for emphasis.”’” It is my contention that Inventory’s editors made use
of the surrealist technique of collage (applied to both textual and conceptual apparatuses) to invent a
compound phrase drawing on the programmatic statements of both projects (The College of
Sociology and Acephale/Acéphale), to suture together a project which would unite the sum of past

efforts — what was ‘not new’, or not original — with present concerns.?

24 Reproduced from Georges Bataille, (Euvres compleétes, Vol.I, Paris: Gallimard, 1970, p.443. In English translation:

WE ARE FEROCIOUSLY RELIGIOUS and, to the extent that our existence is the condemnation of
everything that is recognized today, an inner exigency demands that we be equally imperious.

[the text continues...]
What we are starting is a war.

It is time to abandon the world of the civilized and its light. It is too late to be reasonable and
educated — which has led to a life without appeal. Secretly or not, it is necessary to become completely
different, or to cease being.

25 Georges Bataille, “The Sacred Conspiracy’, in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-39, (Trans. and Ed. Allan
Stoekl), Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985, pp.178-181. French-English dictionaries translate the
term, without ambiguity, as ‘fiercely’. Catherine E. Love (Ed.), Larousse Dictionnaire Compact: Frangais-
Anglais/Anglais-Frangais, Paris: Larousse, 1999. The validity of this translation, is confirmed by the recent
publication of a controversial text responding to the November 2015 Paris attacks, written by former members of
the journal and group Tiqqun, and The Invisible Committee, ‘La Guerre Véritable’ (The Real War) published on the
website Lundi Matin, ‘La guerre véritable: Un second éditorial’, November 2015, https://lundi.am/La-guerre-
veritable, translated into English, Lundi Matin, ‘“The Real War: a Second Editorial’, November 2015,
http://anarchistnews.org/content/real-war [accessed 1/4/2016] This text’s ill-informed celebration of terrorism is
itself of significance for contemporary political and cultural currents drawing on the legacy of Bataille’s milieus.

26 There are further similarities between the two texts, such as the assumption of a first person plural, the occurrence
of capitalised phrases in the text: ‘NEVER BEFORE SOUGHT’; ‘POINTLESS’; ‘NOT HOMO SAPIENS BUT
HOMO LUDENS!’, and the generally emphatic sloganeering tone. We must assume then, either Inventory members
had access to an alternative translation, or retranslated the term directly themselves.

27 A second key example would be Inventory, ‘I Want More Life Fucker’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.2 1999, pp.4-7.

28 ‘it wasn’t that original perhaps [laughter] that we invented collective practice.” Appendices: Interview with Adam
Scrivener. Bataille’s text “The Pineal Eye’ is cited in the fullest and most concentrated elucidation of the method of
‘a fierce sociology’, Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.5-8.
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Gallimard, 1970, p.443. (below) Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’ Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.6—7
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Passionate Objectivity

For Inventory ‘Fierce Sociology’ was to signify a form of investigation by subjects situated inside
their field of research rather than neutral to, or outside of, it. “The gleeful paradox of our
sociological activism is that we would affirm a permanent interaction; rather than the closed,
distanced observer (critic), our agent is positively bound up in, possessed by, the sociality that
surrounds them.’* Both passionate and objective — ‘passionately objective’; ‘bewitched
objectivity’; ‘gleeful paradox’ — are formulations deliberately designed to destabilise the polarities
of their constituent words — objectivity being, in Enlightenment thought, opposed to passion or
other emotions. The group spoke of developing a form of ‘contaminated analysis’ whereby the
onlooker would be transformed by the thing observed and the suggestion is that this opened a reader
to similarly transformed and transformative readings. The approach ‘For a Sociology’ sketched was
therefore willingly contradictory and eclectic, open to ‘play’ with conventions and dispensing with
‘traditional epistemological thinking’. The method was revisited in a self-critical mode in ‘Fierce
Sociology’ Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997: ‘After two years of existence we are no nearer in our drive
toward a fierce sociology’.** Here, in an editorial which addresses the method of ‘fierce sociology’
most consistently and comprehensively, which can be understood alongside the editorial ‘Do You
Feel Crushed?’ to respond to Robin Mackay’s immanent critique of the group in Vol.1 No.2, the
method is described, through references to texts Bataille wrote either side of his adventures with the
College of Sociology, ‘““as a new laceration within a lacerated nature” a convulsive communication,
a way of staring things in the face, being shaped by phenomena and responding actively to it.”*' The
editorial goes the furthest in establishing Inventory’s relation to ‘science’. Using Bataille’s text, it
supports his claim that ‘philosophy has been, up to this point, as much as science, an expression of
human subordination’*, establishing as one of the journal’s primary objects ‘the multiple
subjectivities that science (rational thought) has excluded’.** Science stands, here, for ‘rigid

dogmatism’, the ‘objectification of the world’ which excludes human experience.* For Bataille,

29 Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’ Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.5-8, p.5.

30 Ibid., p.5.

31 ‘Fierce Sociology’ op. cit., p.8 quoting Georges Bataille, ‘Pineal Eye’, in Visions of Excess, op. cit., p.80.

32 ‘philosophy has been, up to this point, as much as science, an expression of human subordination, and when man
seeks to represent himself, no longer as a moment of a homogeneous process — of a necessary and pitiful process —
but as a new laceration within a lacerated nature, it is no longer the levelling phraseology coming to him from the
understanding that can help him: he can no longer recognise himself in the degrading chains of logic, but he
recognises himself, instead — not only with rage but in an ecstatic torment — in the virulence of his own phantasms.’
Ibid., p.6 quoting Georges Bataille, ‘Pineal Eye’, in Visions of Excess, op. cit., p.80.

33 Ibid.

34 “The Essay as Form’, op. cit., p.5 and p.6.
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who both criticised and drew from psychoanalytic and sociological method, ‘[t]he object of my
research cannot be distinguished from the subject at its boiling point.”** For Inventory, scientific

method is by nature exclusionary, but this does not completely nullify its techniques.

Calling for a virulent, mythological representation of the multiple subjectivities that
science (rational thought) has excluded, one still has a residue of respect for the need to
deal rigorously with objective facts. As Bataille perceived it, science had, in proceeding
from a mythological conception of the universe, split this universe into two distinct
parts, it had assimilated and developed humankinds thirst and capacity for mental
enquiry into a ‘activity useful for mans material life’ At the same moment, in destroying
the “delirious religious constructions” of societies it in fact liberated them from
necessity and thus it ‘cast off its heavy mantle of mystical servitude’. And it is only then
that, ‘nude and lubricious, it plays with the universe and its own laws as if they were

toys’.%

Inventory’s proposition does not completely eschew ‘objective facts’, nor do they seek to ‘make
things strange’ for the sake of mystifying them in order to render them aesthetic.”” Yet throughout
Inventory’s diverse articulations of their method objectivity is troubled, this is because, in other
modes of inquiries into knowledge, ‘effects of interaction between observer and observed are never
developed’ and ‘there seems no point in attempting to mirror or maintain some idea of a wholly
objective study of a given situation, when the fact [is] that ones own subjective gaze is a
participating factor in a given state of affairs.”*® These are not, for Inventory, attempts to expound
postmodern relativism. Rather, they participate in a critical project which would cease to treat
scientific truths as sacred, but rather pry into the mythos of their creation, socialisation and resituate

human experience and agency at their centre.*

35 Georges Bataille, Accursed Share, p.10 quoted in Kendall, Georges Batadaille, op. cit., p.53.

36 Ibid.

37 ‘making things strange’ is one way of interpreting the Russian concept of ostranenie, or technique of estrangement,
central to the Russian formalist approach to art and literature, see Carlo Ginzburg, ‘Making Things Strange: The
Prehistory of a Literary Device’. Representations, no. No. 56 (Autumn 1996): 8-28. Though in a literary register

‘estrangement’ is cited by Steve Beard, ‘Anthropofferjism Manifesto’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.1 2000, pp.34-44, and I

discuss the significance of this concept further in Chapter 5, with respect to estrangement Inventory write: ‘[TThe
utilisation of such a fierce sociology is not so as to render something “strange” or ‘marvellous’. Nor is it our task to
distort or deliberately obscure a given reality as indefinite.” Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology
of the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.150-159, p.151.

38 1Ibid., p.151.

39 ‘The project that science’s sacredness makes taboo is the examination of science in just the ways any other
institution or set of social practises can be examined.” Sandra G. Harding, The Science Question in Feminism,
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986, p.8.
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Image: Inventory, “The Method of a Fierce Sociology’, Inventory Vol.5 No.1 2003, pp.4-7, pp.4-5
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Immodest Witnesses

There are two interesting vectors deriving from this account of science. Firstly though Inventory’s
true object of study was not science, but rather society, science is prevalent in Inventory’s contents
insofar as it represents a dominant system of knowledge and provides a source of contemporary
myths. Indeed, in his ‘Report Beyond Zero, Nick Norton finds ‘science’ tainted with a ‘suspiciously
holy learning: in chasing a Theory of Everything’.* This critical positioning of science, but not the
methodological consequences or practice, also forms the bedrock of constructionist approaches to
the sociology and history of science a project whose achievements leave a strong imprint on
contemporary theoretical and philosophical debates. The second significance is somewhat more
speculative, and shall be harder to pin firmly to Inventory, but in the short section which follows is
provided with its initial substance and will emerge again in the consideration of the positionality of
Inventory’s writing in Chapter 5. This is the conjecture that the position between subject and object
or as a passionate witness is a notionally feminine position. In Modest Witness, Donna Haraway
outlines one of ‘the founding virtues of what we call modernity’ describing the way a particular
partitioning of the human sensorium was established through the practice of science.*' This
scientific practice of experiment and observation established the ‘modest witness’ as the bearer of
knowledge, authorising ‘science’ and the scientific witness to be exclusively characterised as
‘modern, European, masculine, scientific’ and thus enabling the condition that decision over the
technical and ‘rational’ be separated from women and non-Europeans. The establishment of these
conventions was, according to Haraway, established through three constitutive technologies
described by Shapin and Schaffer.*” These technologies established a monopoly of objectivity in the

hands of a European male elite who wielded its epistemological power.” The culture of scientific

40 Nick Norton, “Would You Believe it: A Report from Beyond Zero’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3, 1997, pp.32—42, p.39.

41 ‘This is the virtue that guarantees that the modest witness is the legitimate and authorized ventriloquist for the
object world, adding nothing from his mere opinions, from his biasing embodiment. And so he is endowed with the
remarkable power to establish the facts. He bears witness: he is objective; he guarantees the clarity and purity of
objects. His subjectivity is his objectivity. His narratives have a magical power — they lose all trace of their history
as stories, as products of partisan projects, as contestable representations, or as constructed documents in their
potent capacity to define the facts. The narratives become clear mirrors, fully magical mirrors, without once
appealing to the transcendental or the magical.” Donna Jeanne Haraway, Modest Witness at Second Millennium:
Female Man Meets Oncomouse:Feminism and Technoscience, London: Routledge, 1997, p.24.

42 ‘a material technology embedded in the construction and operation of the air-pump; a literary technology by means
of which the phenomena produced by the pump were made known to those who were not direct witnesses; and a
social technology that incorporated the conventions experimental philosophers should use in dealing with each
other and considering knowledge-claims’, Steven Shapin & Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes,
Boyle, and the Experimental Life. Princeton: Princeton University Press.1985. p.25, quoted in Modest Witness, op.
cit., p.24.

43 ‘Naomi Oreskes points out how scientific desiderata like objectivity, when performed by a woman, simply led to
her disappearance from the record: an “objective” woman could be made out to be a mere copyist of nature, a
technician or instrument or indeed “computer.”)’, Naomi Oreskes, ‘Objectivity or Heroism? On the Invisibility of
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experiment separated the technical from the political in such a way as to present scientific
knowledge as the mirror of reality. This process effectively made a specific subjectivity, the agent of
scientific experiment and its communication, stand for objectivity: ‘subjectivity is his objectivity’.*
It is this partition of human sense perception, as well as its emphasis on systematic integrity over
‘outliers’, which Inventory attempted to restore by appropriation of the means of science — the
literary technology of the printed journal — that, in contrast to this uni-directional transmission of
facts, would be a reading-writing apparatus and a space of contending analysis, facts, but equally
experiences which have social significance and consequences. Inventory’s own model of this work
was as a ‘catalyst’, rather than establishing a relationship of perceiver and perceived, they ideally

imagined their readership, or audience in the context of art, to be capable of action.*

The ‘Method of a Fierce Sociology’ was invoked again (in Vol.5 No.1 2003), through playful text
which appears as list of techniques which form the method but incorporates equally the absurd and
the mundane: ‘14. Note-taking and carding’; ‘15. b. Statistical tests for internal verification.’; 16. c.
Bewitched spot’; ‘17. The scope of experiment a. without beginning. b. Without end. c. Taboo.’*®
The text was also read live on radio as part of a series of performances and radio broadcasts entitled
Endless Sonic Mania (2000-2003). ‘Without Intent’ (1999) discusses the commencement of
Inventory Survey Project a ‘ongoing research initiative that will investigate, through a series of
empirical and interventionist strategies, a variety of phenomena ranging from everyday practices
[...] to specific events and situations’ as an ‘impractical expression of ‘fierce sociology’.”” As
discussed in Chapter 2 this is the closest Inventory came to making something like the ‘day surveys’
carried out by the Mass-Observation group. One of the key performances in which the method was
arguably most radically experimented with was Coagulum (2000) an event, I described initially in

Chapter 1, which took place in Kingston Shopping Centre and Oxford Street.* This might be

Women in Science’, Osiris, Vol.2, No.11, January, 1996, pp.87—-113 quoted in Natalia Cecire, ‘Habemus PM; or,
irritation after the EU referendum’, Jacket2, https://jacket2.org/commentary/natalia-cecire [Accessed 17 February,
2019]

44 Tbid., p.24.

45 “All creative acts must ask questions of life, questions that an artwork or an essay cannot possibly answer alone.
This task vitally necessitates the interpretive vigour of the viewer/reader who, rather than be passively advised that
a work is (to employ stock reviewer phraseology) ‘ambiguous’ or ‘open to multiple readings’, must take a dynamic
and actively creative role. [...] we do expect and we expect this from all creative acts, is that, positively or
negatively, you ACT UPON IT. Action not reaction.’ Inventory, ‘We Refuse to Confirm Your Beliefs’, Inventory,
Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.5-13, p.8, in-text quotation, p.5.

46 Inventory, ‘The Method of a Fierce Sociology’, Inventory Vol.5 No.1 2003, pp.4-7, p.6.

47 Inventory, ‘Without Intent’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1999, pp.4-9.

48 ‘Aggregations that are mobile, multiple, constructed, overlapping, transitory and a-logical nodes of attraction and
repulsion. Provoked and guided by affectivities, beliefs, symbols, play and so on so much more complex than mere
metaphor (which does little to underpin societal forms). Thus a fierce sociology can have an element of the
‘diagnostic’ in that it ‘investigates the limits and possibilities of how we have come to think about who we are and
what we do, of how we act upon ourselves and others, and the present in which we find, and indeed discover
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thought of as a highly unstable version of Mass-Observation’s tactics, where a group gathered to
form a ‘dense mass’ — a coagulum — to briefly block the shopping centre ‘a refusal of our role, of
our work, as consumers’.** Again this action was reported in the journal and linked explicitly to the
method and its themes. As such Coagulum broke a central anthropological and sociological taboo®,
that of intervening and acting upon the object of sociological analysis, ‘For a fierce sociology is not
only concerned with the observation of social phenomena — it also wishes to act upon it, to break
open a force, summon a violent silence, that has been suppressed, channelled into the repetitive and
banal.”®" As if to emphasise the recentering of experience and feeling within this experimental form
of enquiry for its duration its ‘observers’ could see only very little apart from the floor and others’
feet. ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, published in Inventory’s
final issue brings the method into explicit dialogue with James Clifford’s ‘ethnographic surrealism’
and ‘return[s] to the supermarket’ to consider again the applicability of diagonal classification to
UK consumer society.” These statements assume a different register from almost all other texts in
the journal, they reflect on the project as a whole, over time, exercising the varying modalities
Inventory might assume (collecting, exhibition, flypostering, radio, publishing, performance).*
Whilst the group initially maintained a certain opacity to their proximity to Bataille as a source for
their appropriation of the dissident surrealism, dissident sociological tradition, in the final issue of

the journal directly tackles the method’s relation to surrealism explicitly:

[I]t is a mistake to assume that, in its early days at least, this was a visual art movement
at all — this altered guise came later and was mostly the work of one individual, Andre
Breton. Instead, if one looks at early issues of La Revolution Surrealiste or the early
writings of, say, Louis Aragon, Roger Caillois or ‘dissident’ Georges Bataille, one finds

an attitude that is concerned with the critical examination, and, therefore transformation,

ourselves.” quoting Mitchell Dean, ‘Sociology After Society’, in David Owen (ed.), Sociology After Post-
Modernism, London: Sage, 1997, quoted in Inventory, Coagulum’, Inventory, Vol.4, No.1, 2000, pp.4-11, p.5

49 ‘Coagulum’, op. cit., p.6.

50 For example, ‘There is a radical incompatibility between the demands of scientific objectivity and the personal
human involvement which participant observation necessarily entails’. Bronislaw Malinowski quoted in Dell
Hymes (Ed.), Reinventing Anthropology, New York: Vintage, 1974, p.33.

51 ‘Coagulum’, op. cit., p.6.

52 ‘Our heads buried, one could only be partially aware of the persons next-door although we felt entirely comfortable
being in such close proximity to each other.’ Ibid., p.7

53 Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005,
pp.-150-159.

54 See also Inventory, ‘For a Sociology’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.1, 1995, pp.4-5; Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’
Inventory, Vol.2 No.3 1997, pp.5-8; Inventory, ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.1, 1998, pp.4-8;
Inventory, ‘Without Intent’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.3, 1999, pp.4-9, Inventory, Coagulum’, Inventory, Vol.4, No.1,
2000, pp.4-11 and Inventory, ‘“The Method of a Fierce Sociology’, Inventory Vol.5 No.1 2003, pp.4—7.
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of material phenomena, images and ideas — a form of ethnographic surrealism, a

diagonal science.”

By making this connection explicit, in their final editorial, Inventory articulate their project (albeit
retrospectively) to a debate which runs from surrealism to ethnography in the interwar period, and
was revived from the position of critical ethnography in the late-1980s and began to have a
transformational impact upon firstly, surrealist research, and subsequently, theoretical discourses on
contemporary art practice. The journal’s deployment of its method develops incrementally over the
course of its publishing history, informed by hints, experiments, tests and trials. In a sense we arrive
at a full sense of the method’s historicity only by its end. However, through this relation to time the
method can be figured as something which is something which only takes shape through the activity
of publishing itself, immanent to its divagating process and the involvement of contributors as co-
researchers.”® The method bookends the beginning and end of the journal’s movement, firstly as
animus then latterly as a kind of key with which to understand the striving of the journal towards
‘open intellectual experience’ and finally as an open enquiry which is ‘simultaneously investigation
and intervention’, a ‘provocation that could summon further images and interpretations’.”” In this
sense, by the end of the complete run of Inventory journal we arrive at the method’s origins, the
radical reading of surrealism which launched the journal, but the method is also presented as
something unfinished and incomplete, a project that summons and opens itself to further

‘interpretations’.

55 Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005,
pp-150-159.

56 In Chapter 51 discuss Steve Beard’s ‘ Anthropofferjism Manifesto’, op. cit., which develops a post-colonial literary-
anthropological ‘take’ on the journal’s method.

57 ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, op. cit., p.151.
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Image: Inventory, “The Method of a Fierce Sociology’, Inventory Vol.5 No.1 2003, pp.4-7, pp.6-7
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Ethnographic Surrealism or Surrealist Ethnography

‘Ethnographic Surrealism’ is a term coined by postmodern ethnographer James Clifford in 1981.%®
The term became the scene of controversy and debate throughout the early-1990s and up until the
late-2000s.*® Adam Scrivener made clear he had been made aware of both Clifford and Hal Foster’s

texts through a course taught by Michael Richardson at SOAS.® This section probes this debate

58 James Clifford, ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, Volume 23 / Issue 04 /
October 1981, pp 539-564.

59 Substantial debate around the term began in the early 1990s, its most concentrated form was in a special issue of
Visual Anthropology Review published in 1991. Several articles from this review are listed below among other key
contributions to this debate: Hal Foster, ‘Exquisite Corpses’, Visual Anthropology Review, Vol.7 No.1, 1991, pp.51-
61; Jean Jamin, ‘Anxious Science: Ethnography as a Devil’s Dictionary’, Visual Anthropology Review Vol.7 No.1,
1991, pp.84-91; Martin Jay, ‘The Disenchantment of the Eye: Surrealism and the Crisis of Occularcentrism’, Visual
Anthropology Review Vol..7 No.1, 1991, pp.15-38; Suleimann, Susan Rubin, ‘Between the Street and the Salon: the
Dilemma of Surrealist Politics’, Visual Anthropology Review Vol.7 No.1, 199, pp.39-50; Michael Richardson, ‘An
Encounter of Wise Men and Cyclops Women Considerations of Debates on Surrealism and Anthropology.’ Critique
of Anthropology Vol.13 No.1, 1993, pp.57-75. Denis Hollier, “The Question of Lay Ethnography: The
Entropological Wild Card’, in Dawn Ades, Simon Baker, (Eds.), Undercover Surrealism. Georges Bataille &
Documents, London: The Hayward Gallery & Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 2006, pp.58-64; Michéle Richman,
Sacred Revolutions: Durkheim to the Collége de Sociologie, Minneapolis : University of Minnesota Press, 2002;
Steven Webster, ‘The Historical Materialist Critique of Surrealism and Postmodernist Ethnography’ in M.
Manganero (ed.). Modernist Anthropology from Fieldwork to Text, Princeton, 1990, pp.266-99; Denis Hollier,
‘Surrealism and Its Discontents’, Papers of Surrealism, No.7, 2007, n.p., available
http://www.surrealismcentre.ac.uk/papersofsurrealism/ The framework of the debate was significantly reorientated
away surrealism and towards a discussion within the parameters of contemporary art practice and theory the end of
the 1990s when Hal Foster published an essay entitled ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’ firstly in the collection The
Trdffic in Culture and subsequently in the anthology of his own writing The Return of the Real. Hal Foster, ‘The
Artist as Ethnographer?’ in George E. Marcus and Fred R. Myers, Eds., The Trdffic in Culture: Refiguring Art and
Anthropology (Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press, 1995) 302—308 and Hal Foster, ‘The
Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Mass:
MIT Press, 1996, pp.171-203. Significantly in Foster’s essay the stepping-off point this time was not only the
debate within anthropology, but also a trajectory from conceptual art, institutional critique to post-conceptual
contemporary art. One of Foster’s starting points was the conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth’s singular essay, Joseph
Kosuth, ‘The Artist as Anthropologist’ The Fox, No.1, 1975, pp.18-30, reprinted in Art After Philosophy, London
and Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 1991, pp.107-128.

60 Adam Scrivener in conversation with the author, Toulouse, August 2016. Richardson contributed to Inventory,Vol.2
No.3 1997, Vol.4 No.3 2002 and (their final issue) Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3 2005. In 2001 Michael Richardson and
Krzysztof Fijalkowski, also an Inventory contributor, compiled an anthology of political tracts by surrealists
emphasising the connections between Breton and Bataille’s circles and a globally distributed range of surrealist
factions with widespread collective and political engagements. Michael Richardson and Krzysztof Fijatkowski eds.,
Surrealism Against the Current: Tracts and Declarations (Trans. Michael Richardson and Krzysztof Fijatkowski),
London; Sterling, Va.: Pluto Press, 2001. Whilst this publication post-dates Inventory’s founding, it may still be
possible that the approach and lexicon of this publication’s editors was influential on the group’s own exploration of
surrealism and particularly the heretical surrealism, ‘base materialism’ and ‘sacred sociology’ of Bataille.
Richardson characterised the College’s approach as a form of ‘Sociology on a Razors' Edge’ which has
correspondences, at least in a titular sense, to Inventory’s formulation of a ‘Fierce Sociology’. Moreover, the
extensive introduction to Richardson’s anthology of Bataille’s writings on surrealism, The Absence of Myth
published in 1994, emphasises the longevity of Bataille’s surrealist and communist proclivities, and makes a
forceful argument that the two terms, in Bataille’s thought, necessarily imply each other. The pair (Fijalkowski &
Richardson) also translated Michael Surya’s intellectual biography of Bataille in 2002, a book which makes plain
the full extent of Bataille’s practical and theoretical political engagements with left communism in the pre-World
War 1II period. Michael Richardson’s articles for Inventory are ‘Paris in its Myths’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3, 1997;
‘Touched By Japan’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.3 2002; ‘The Look of Collette Peignot’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3 2005.
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with an emphasis upon the ways in which Inventory, as a group and as a journal, significantly
transformed its parameters and substance. In the article in which he formulated the term, Clifford
draws upon a number of tendencies within surrealism and characterises the particular development
of ethnography, or ethnology as it was known, in the 1920s and ’30s in France as specifically

modernist and subversive.®!

This account of French ethnography is supported from within that particular discipline by
Jean Jamin, Director of research at I'Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales, Paris, who

argued, after Clifford, that ‘an indiscipline was the foundation of this science.”®

[BJecause it had as its object mankind, society, culture, language and knowledge, and
because it was concerned with sociological and cultural conditioning — ethnology saw

itself as invested with a considerable critical, non-conformist function.®®

Whilst Jamin gives credence to some of the ways that we might think surrealism and
ethnography together, as mutually illuminating, modernist and subversive practices, he also
substantially qualifies the extent to which this was true. Ethnography after all was ‘formed’
and ‘institutionalised’ as a science — an ‘anxious science’, in Jamin’s words. Yet, surrealism
would not let itself be limited by mere science, it ‘could not tolerate the interposition of
“science” between its gaze and the object of its gaze.”® In Jamin’s view, ethnography partook
of a ‘second crisis in European consciousness’ and participated in the ‘critique of reason’.

There were perhaps freedoms which ethnography eventually denied by institutionalising

Of these, both ‘Paris in its Myths’ and ‘The Look of Collette Peignot’ have notable connections to Georges Bataille
and his circle. ‘Paris in its Myths’ refers directly to an essay by Roger Caillois, developed within his collaborations
with Bataille in the College of Sociology, ‘Paris, A Modern Myth’. As the introduction to the English language
anthology of Caillois’ writings, The Edge of Surrealism, notes: the essay shares ‘numerous similarities’ [...] with
Walter Benjamin’s various studies of Baudelaire and ‘Paris Capital of the XIXth Century,” written in the latter part
of the 1930s’. ‘Introduction to “Paris, a Modern Myth”, in Roger Caillois, The Edge of Surrealism: A Roger
Caillois Reader, Ed. Claudine Frank, (Trans. Claudine Frank and Camille Nash). Durham: Duke University Press,
2003. Richardson’s final article for Inventory, ‘The Look of Collette Peignot’, surveys the written work and
associations of Laure (Collette Peignot’s nickname and pseudonym), lover of Bataille; editor and contributor to La
Critique Sociale; attendee of The College of Sociology; and member of Bataille’s secret group Acephale, seeks to
evaluate Peignot’s ‘original contribution to the history of ideas’. p.68. Michael Richardson’s essay “Touched By
Japan’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.3, 2002, contains no direct relation to Bataille or his circle, however, the discussion of
cultural difference, travel and European cultural encounter with Japan is of interest for accounting for Inventory’s
relationship to critical ethnography.

61 From its disenchanted viewpoint, stable orders of collective meaning appear to be constructed, artificial, and indeed
often ideological or repressive. The sort of normality or common sense that can amass empires in its fits of
absentmindedness or wander routinely into world wars is seen as a contested reality, to be subverted, parodied, and
transgressed.

62 ‘Anxious Science’, op. cit., p.84.

63 Ibid., p.88.

64 Ibid., p.84.
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itself, nonetheless it adopted the mantle and rigours of its scientific status with anxiety rather
than disciplinary pride and power. For Jamin, at least at that time, surrealism and ethnology

represented

two distinct regions of the same critical space: a space which purports to map the paths
used by reason in its attempts to know mankind — including those paths which traverse

the irrational.®®

This is, as I understand, very much the mode in which Inventory understood ethnography and
surrealism, however this was not as they found them, so the conjoining of the two had to be re
invented.® The extent of the connection between surrealism and ethnography became the scene of
some controversy after Clifford’s text was published, and there are suggestions that he appeared to
exaggerate actually mostly isolated concrete connections with the apparent aim of inflating
‘ethnographic surrealism’ into a cultural tendency: ‘If Documents appears today as a rather strange
context for the purveying of ethnographic knowledge, in the late twenties it was a perfectly
appropriate, that is, outre, forum.”® Denis Hollier is insistent that this was not the

case: ‘[w]as there, therefore, a set of ethnographers in France around 1955 who, around 1930, had
been surrealists? Who had all collectively followed the same itinerary from Bohemia to the
C.N.R.S.? The problem is that there is no record of any such group. In fact, whatever fascination
James Clifford’s retrospectively tempting concept of “ethnographic surrealism” may still exert, such
a hybrid was never bodied forth.”®® Certainly those who counted themselves as both fully surrealists
and fully ethnographers (though usually these remained separate moments) can only be limited to
the two examples of Michel Leiris and Marcel Griaule.” Nonetheless amidst a wealth of indications
of ethnography’s influence over surrealism and artistic modernism in general, there is little sign of

t70

the opposite cultural movement.” However, it remains senseless to isolate Bataille from the

65 ‘Anxious Science’, op. cit., p.85.

66 Sadly outside the scope of this study is a historical reconstruction of the reception of surrealism and sociology in
the UK. However, it is crucial to understand that sociology and to a certain extent anthropology had by at least the
1970s become a state science tarnished both by authoritarianism and colonialism in both its state capitalist forms
(east and west). I deal with aspects of the crisis of Anthropology in the subsequent chapter.

67 ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’, op. cit., p.548.

68 Denis Hollier, ‘Surrealism and its Discontents’, op. cit., p.1.

69 See the capsule biographies contained in Encyclopaedia Acephalica, op. cit., p.162.

70 An exception is perhaps Roger Caillois who latterly denounced significant figures in French ethnography for their
surrealism. ‘At the turn of 1955, Caillois published a particularly bitter attack on ethnography in the Nouvelle
Nouvelle revue francaise, under the title ‘Illusions Against the Grain.” Responding to Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Race
and History, a booklet released under the aegis of UNESCO, Caillois denounced the ethnologist’s refusal to rank
cultures hierarchically, according to their supposed positions on a single, continuous scale of development.
According to Caillois, Lévi- Strauss (who published Tristes tropiques only a few weeks later) 5 was merely the
most recent and visible representative of a profession — ethnography — which, while claiming to criticise
ethnocentrism, was in fact practising an undercover reverse-Eurocentrism, since for ethnographers their native
culture (that of the West) remained the polarizing axis, even though they were committed to qualifying it negatively
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influence of either surrealism or ethnography.” This thesis then adopts a third position in which
ethnography and surrealism met and mutually influenced each other and understands that modernist
art provided a gateway as a vehicle of cultural translation for the emerging ethnographic

discourses. Furthermore it explores the legacy of Clifford’s text as as moment in which brief the
fusion of politics, ethnography, aesthetics and philosophy developed by Bataille’s dissident
surrealist circle returned to inform a renewal of critical theory, cultural studies, ethnography and

discourses surrounding contemporary art.

Anxious Science

For Jamin and others, science remained the critical line separating the two projects. An
invisible aspect of scientific disciplines is how they reproduce themselves as disciplines. This
means they necessarily need to confirm not only new results, but also the method that

produces those results.

If both [ethnography and surrealism] extend invitations to travel to the far reaches of
‘otherness’ to discover the ‘savage heart,” one discipline is committed to preserving it as
such, listening for the echo of repressed and buried voices there, and the other is

committed to explicating it through concepts and an interpretive grid.”

Surrealism, in both its regular and ‘dissident’ strands, did generate concepts, but it certainly
did not create or filter them through ‘interpretive grids’. This also raises a fundamental

problem, if ethnography was committed to the enlightenment vision of expanding rational

as often as they could. Most surprisingly, Caillois’s conclusion traced the source of ethnography’s crime against
Western civilisation to surrealism, claiming that the latter was imbued with a cultural resentment that led it
systematically to ridicule everything the West complacently prided itself on. Having denounced the ethnologist as a
traitor, Caillois stripped away his mask and exposed... a surrealist.” Denis Hollier, ‘Surrealism and its Discontents’,
Papers of Surrealism Issue 7, 2007, p.1.

71 Benjamin Noys critiques Michael Richardson’s attempts to portray Bataille as a sociologist or philosopher.
‘[Bataille’s] work has been used by Michael Richardson to supply a new social theory of the emergence of the
human, but this is a misreading. [...] The concept of human nature is our attempt to grasp a timeless substance
theoretically, but all we grasp are perishable elements that slip from our hands. [...] Bataille cannot provide a new
or ‘radical’ social theory but subjects social theory to parody that cannot be contained within the confines of theory.
Benjamin Noys, Noys, Benjamin. Georges Bataille a Critical Introduction. London; Sterling, Va.: Pluto Press,
2000, p.22.Stuart Kendall’s contention rather works from an opposite direction to challenge Richardson’s
presentation of Bataillae as a surrealist. ‘Richardson forces a liaison between Bataille and Surrealism that never
took place. Second, by isolating those writings from the rest of Bataille’s work as ‘writings on Surrealism’,
Richardson draws the rest of Bataille’s work away from Surrealism, to which it is surely proximate. Bataille often
writes against Surrealism but that does not make him a Surrealist.” Georges Bataille, op. cit., FN#2 p.219.

72 1Ibid., pp.84-85.

b
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knowledge making it clear, Jamin’s quote seems to suggest surrealism carried inside it a will
to preserve difference as different, to maintain a certain opacity at reason’s borders. Moreover,
there was little, according to Jamin, in terms of real transfer of methods or concepts between

them.

Even if there had been complicities and affinities between the two, or mutual defections
from one field to the other, that does not mean that there were transfers of methods or

concepts.”

For Jamin, the magazine and the museum were the two key sites where encounters between
surrealism and anthropology took place.” These two sites are equally central to both
Inventory’s exhibiting and publishing practices and as we have seen and shall see they thought
them through surrealism. Surrealism’s encounter with ethnography involved a crisis of reason,
a clash of perspectives, a rupture in object relations and ways of looking, but also, from within
that crisis it arguably sought something it wished to preserve. What shall be the main focus of
what I developed further in what follows, is the question of whether Clifford’s concept
contributed to something akin to a hybrid ethnographic surrealism bodying forth, if in a self-
consciously indisciplined and minor way and in completely altered circumstances from its

first outing in the interwar period in France?

73 1Ibid., p.84
74 Jamin’s discussion of the Musee de ’Homme is central to his article, as are the journals Documents and Minotaur,
Ibid.
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DAKAR-DJIiBOUTI
' 4931-1933

Image: Cover of the surrealist journal Minotaure (1934) covering the famous mission to Dakar — Djibouti of which
Michel Leiris was a part
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The Artist As Ethnographer

‘Who are the magicians of the earth?’ [...] ‘Doctors? Politicians? Plumbers? Writers?

Arms Merchants? Farmers? Movie Stars?’
— Barbara Kruger”

Making a key intervention in the debate begun by Clifford, art historian Hal Foster substantially
transformed its ground in the mid-1990s by publishing a text conceptualising both elements of
interwar surrealism and post-conceptual contemporary practices under the paradigm of ‘the artist as
ethnographer’.” Revisiting Benjamin’s famous formulation of the ‘artist as producer’ Foster

proposes that a ‘new paradigm’ has overtaken the artist as producer, whilst reproducing its structure,

In this new paradigm the object of contestation remains in large part the bourgeois-
capitalist institution of art (the museum, the academy, the market, and the media). Its
exclusionary definitions of art and artist, identity and community. [...] But the subject
of association has changed: it is the cultural and/or ethnic other in whose name the

committed artist most often struggles.””

For Foster, this ‘ethnographic model’ has become generalised ‘covertly or otherwise’ for ‘artist,
‘artist, critic, or historian’; proponents of ‘cultural studies and new historicism’.” This ethnographic
turn, which Foster conceives very much as a turn away from the proletarian and towards the ethnic
or cultural other in line with the general waning of class as central organising category within social
struggles following the 1960s, is, according to philosopher of contemporary art, Peter Osborne, also
a precondition of the global development of contemporary art after the 1960s and its intensified
expansion after 1989.” Inventory were clearly familiar with Foster’s article as well as Clifford’s and
it seems that the debate impacted upon their choice to formulate a related paradigm which would

deepen the sociological element at the expense of the artistic in their own formulation: ‘fierce

75 Quoted in Hal Foster, ‘1989: Les Magiciens de la Terre’, in Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois and
Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, Art Since 1900, London & New York: Thames & Hudson, 2005 pp.617-621, p.617.

76 There are two version of this text. Hal Foster, ‘The Artist as Ethnographer?’ in George E. Marcus and Fred R.
Myers, Eds., The Traffic in Culture: Refiguring Art and Anthropology (Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University
of California Press, 1995) 302-308 and Hal Foster, ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Return of the Real: The
Avant-Garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1996, pp.171-203.

77 ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Return of the Real, op. cit., p.173.

78 ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Traffic in Culture, op. cit., p.306 —307, p.305.

79 Peter Osborne, Anywhere or Not at All: The Philosophy of Contemporary Art. 1 edition. London ; New York: Verso
Books, 2013, pp.163-164.

189



sociology’.* Indeed, Inventory invented, on the basis of their own radical reading of surrealism,‘an
anthropology of a more radically transcultural kind’.?' Nonetheless Foster’s account is of great
interest. Whilst the criticism of superficial artistic appropriations of ethnographic authority as
‘flanerie’ would appear not to have much traction with regard to Inventory,*” instead they would
seem to be much closer to what Foster calls ‘rogue investigations of anthropology’ which ‘possess
vanguard status today’ and have the most value in his typology of practices, because ‘it is along
these lines that the critical edge is felt to cut most incisively.’®® Inventory evade a number of the
other problematic scenarios in Foster’s typology. For example, one of the most problematic areas
for Foster is the ‘sponsored’ nature of many quasi-anthropological projects where ‘the ethnographic
mapping of a given institution or a related community is a primary form that site-specific art now
assumes.’® Whilst there are one or two projects, for which I shall reprise and apply this critique in
later chapters, carried out by the group, as a journal Inventory largely remain not only unsponsored,
but sovereign, autonomous and critical with regard to these institutional agendas. Secondly, another
key element is the problematic exploration of ‘cultural otherness’ and the attendant problem of
‘ideological patronage’ (Benjamin’s phrase) which Foster associates with the new ethnographic
model — ‘this “impossible place” has become a common occupation of artists, critics, and historians
alike.”® Discussing their Coagulum action, Inventory contend, ‘[w]e had no desire to transform
social life into art or vice versa’.*® With regard to their method, Inventory contrasted it with art,
claiming instead their sociology was ‘not an attempt to fix an image of social phenomena, or a
particular flow of material culture. In fact the will to fix such instances (in Art for example), to
render them knowable and emptied of rage, is sheer folly.”® Against Foster’s schema Inventory also
distinguish themselves through ‘turn[ing] the anthropological gaze back on ourselves.’® They were
not like Foster’s artist-cum-ethnographer flying around the world setting up community projects or
delivering palatable exotic others to biennials. However, the structural appeal of anthropology as the
‘science of alterity’; that it ‘takes culture as its object’; is ‘contextual’; ‘is interdisciplinary’ and
‘self-criti[cal]’ and the structural consequences of this appeal for art are perhaps the most telling in

characterising the common conditions of advanced art after the 1970s and why ethnography or

80 The idea of ‘ethnographic surrealism’ is cited explicitly in Inventory, ‘An Impossible Project: a Fierce Sociology of
the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.150-161, p.151. Adam Scrivener made clear he had
become aware of both texts through a course taught by Michael Richardson at SOAS, Adam Scrivener in
conversation with the author, Toulouse, August 2016

81 Anywhere or Not at All, op. cit., p.163.

82 ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Traffic in Culture, op. cit., p.304.

83 Ibid., p.305

84 Ibid., p.306

85 Ibid., p.307.

86 Inventory, ‘Coagulum’, Inventory, Vol.4, No.1, p.7.

87 Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’, op. cit., p.5.

88 Michael Bracewell, The Nineties: When Surface Was Depth, London: Flamingo, 2000, p.31.
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anthropology answers to these conditions. Foster claims that through the political, theoretical and
artistic developments of the 1950s and 60s ‘art thus passed into the expanded field of culture that
anthropology is thought to survey.”® Minimalism and conceptual art being particularly crucial in
establishing access to and even the necessity for art to go out into and explore this ‘expanded

field”.”

The Artist as Anthropologist

Indeed there is an earlier link between this idea of the ‘expanded field’ and the promise of
anthropology through Joseph Kosuth’s essay, ‘The Artist as Anthropologist’, written for The Fox a
journal for which I have already made connections to as a viable model for Inventory in Chapter 2.%!
Kosuth’s text begins with a ‘mosaic’ of quotations from anthropologists, political activists,
philosophers and historians of science. Following this, Kosuth’s ‘Theory as Praxis: a Role for
“Anthropologized Art”’ is a somewhat rambling text which seeks to argue the possibility not only of
understanding the artist in ‘post-modern times’ as a kind of anthropologist, but also asserts that
artists conceived this way might be able to ‘accomplish what the anthropologist has always failed
at.”® Whilst Kosuth does not quite say what it is that the anthropologist has always failed at or
‘artist-as-anthropologist’ might succeed at, he does say what it is not. “The hope for this
understanding is not in the search for religio-scientific truth, but rather to utilize the state of our
constituted interaction.’® Arguing that ‘The artist is a model of the anthropologist engaged’, the
suggestion, supported by substantial quotations (from Max Horkheimer, anthropologist Bob Scholte
and many others), is that the artist is capable of contributing to cultural understanding through an

anthropological theory-praxis within a culture rather than outside of it.** Kosuth’s model represents

89 ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Traffic in Culture, op. cit., p.306.

90 The expanded field is a phrase used by Foster in his arguments for the attraction of art to anthropological methods:
‘First, anthropology is prized as the science of alterity; in this regard it is second only to psychoanalysis as a lingua
franca in artistic practice and critical discourse alike. Second, it is the discipline that takes culture as its object, and
it is this expanded field of reference that post-modernist art and criticism have long sought to make their own.” “The
Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Traffic in Culture, op. cit., p.305. However it also has a specific resonance with
early attempts to theorise minimalism i.e. Rosalind Krauss, ‘Sculpture in the Expanded Field’ in Foster, Hal, ed.
The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture. New York: New Press, 2002, pp.31-42.

91 Joseph Kosuth, ‘The Artist as Anthropologist’ The Fox, No.1, 1975, pp.18-30, reprinted in Art After Philosophy,
London and Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 1991, pp.107-128.

92 ‘The Artist as Anthropologist’, op. cit., p.27.

93 Ibid.

94 Here quotations by anthropologist Bob Scholte problematise ‘science’ in very similar terms to Inventory. ‘The basic
reason for this lack of self-reference lies in the widely held assumption that there is, and should be, a discontinuity
between experience and reality, between the investigator and the object investigated. If we accept this assumption
(which, ironically, is no longer tenable or practical even from a strict scientific point of view) the scientist can
afford to remain largely indifferent to his own existential, sociological, historical and philosophical environment.’
Bob Scholte quoted in Ibid., p.24.
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a rejection of his former fidelity to Wittgenstein’s form of investigation and an affirmation, or rather
annexing, of the cultural relativism of anthropology as art as a means to overcome the subject-
object dichotomy operative in other sciences.”® Kosuth’s text is not only interesting for positing an
early articulation of ‘post-modernism’ as an overcoming of modernism as objective and scientistic
culture. This text and its moment is a significant precursor to Inventory because it drew from the
model of anthropology an expanded form of enquiry and activity which could incorporate the
subjectivity and objectivity of the researcher.’® This is something which is missing from Foster’s
model, whose direction very much tracks the geopolitics of the break-up of eastern and western
blocs alongside the global expansion of contemporary art (exemplified by the exhibition Magiciens
de la Terre held at the Centre Georges Pompidou (1989)) and an understanding of ethnography,
reconstructed through art, as a mode of access to the cultural other more or less informed by the
trace of those same colonial and post-colonial cultures which were the material object of so much

modernist anthropology, albeit relocated via migration and westernisation.”

The key problem of the applicability of Foster’s model to Inventory is their resistance to and indeed
critique of ethnography or art as a discourse on the other. Inventory did not centre their sociology on
the other but turned the ‘anthropological gaze’ upon ‘ourselves’.” The findings of these researches
were not returned to the art institution but to the journal. Foster only considers the possibility of the
postmodern artist becoming a bad ethnographer, not the possibility of para-academic engagement
with ethnographic discourse. The journal struggled against simplistic identity thinking and
frequently satirised the superficial belief in identities as founded upon anything other than the
driving necessities of a coercive consumerist economic system. In practical terms, the journal
adopted a resolutely anti-identitarian stance: through the creation of an anonymous container
Inventory; an anonymous phantom organisation subject/object as editorial-author; and this

permitted proliferating forms of anonymity inside the journal (pen names, self-institutional groups)

95 On Kosuth’s change of direction at this point in his career see ibid., fn#3 page 30. What is perhaps intriguing here is
that it makes plain that Kosuth is responding at once to a perceived end of modernism and to a perceived
‘ethnocentism’ at the heart of his previous Investigations series. That these are articulated together seems of
significance. There is then latent in this decision to turn towards anthropology — a first notable post-war articulation
of the ethnographic turn in art — a version of post-colonial or theory of race to which Kosuth is implicitly
responding.

96 ‘In this Post-Modern, para-Marxist situation that the artist-as-anthropologist finds him or herself in, is a world
where one realises that objective explicit art means (in Sapir’s sens) a spurious culture. Implicit art is an art of lived
subjectivity, but at this point unreal and culturally lost in our technological era.’ Ibid., p.29.

97 Of the conjuncture of Magiciens de la Terre Foster wrote, “The year 1989 was a time for reappraisal of rhetoric on
several fronts. Not only had the opposition between the First and Third Worlds already fallen apart, along with the
dichotomy between metropolitan centers and colonial peripheries that had structured the relation between modern
and tribal art. But so, too, had the opposition between the First and Second Worlds broken down, as signaled by the
fall of the Berlin Wall in November.” ‘1989: Les Magiciens de la Terre’, op. cit., p.617.

98 The Nineties: When Surface Was Depth, op. cit., p.31.
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extended to lexical identity through the attack on the stability of categories and words in the
Glossary. Indeed, Inventory are most explicit about politics where they talk about their own self-

organisation as a publishing initiative.

Individual output is too limited to create a discursive space. It is an attempt to represent
an abolition of the cult of the individual. The trick is not to be seduced by the cult of the
collective either. Inventory does not usually operate as a collective in any standardised
social or political sense; it gives extended shelter, beneath which the ranting energy of
the ego can retain its acute volume, anonymity, its shadowy sense of ubiquity, and both

can retain fluid positions of submission and dominance.*

Though Foster is not explicit, the waning of class and the workers’ movement in terms of an
identity to affirm is clearly a strong lever shifting the balance from the central identity of the
worker, towards the diffuse figure of the subaltern.'® The ramifications of class decomposition in
the late- 20th and early-21st century are certainly an interesting object in discussion with regard to
Inventory’s practice, these tend to emerge in discussions around specific sites and social issues
(e.g.) housing and in terms of the composition and working conditions of the editorial group and
contributors.'” We can find almost nowhere Inventory falling into this trap of the exoticisation of
new ciphers for the subaltern. However, the strategy of ‘self-othering’ which Foster associates with
the ‘dissident surrealism’ of Bataille and Leiris'*?, and which we can extend to the ‘surrealist
ethnography’ of Mass Observation, which Clifford cites positively, is clearly a complex in which we
can implicate Inventory. Yet, firstly, particularly after the reconstruction above and in the previous
chapter, I can contend that in these interwar practices these strategies did not amount merely to
‘rituals’ but positions from which to think cultural problems in their difficulty from a relation of

immanence. This is not to say that Foster’s critiques do not have fruitful resonances with Inventory

99 Inventory quoted in Indent, op. cit., p.35.

100 The meaning historically of the identity of the worker as something to affirm has been unpicked in detail by a
number of groups converging around the so-called ‘communisation current’, Anglo-American journal Endnotes in
particular have contributed substantially to the criticism of the historical and logical basis of this idea and its
consequences for revolutionary challenges to capitalism: ‘Given that the expected homogeneity of the semi-skilled
workforce failed to fully realise itself, it became part of the task of the workers’ movement to realise that
homogeneity by other means. As we saw above, organisation requires an affirmable identity, an image of working
class respectability and dignity. When workers failed to fit this mold, the champions of the workers’ movement
became champions of self-transformation.” Endnotes, ‘A History of Separation: The fracturing of the workers'
movement’, Endnotes, No.4, October, 2015, available, https://endnotes.org.uk/issues/4/en/endnotes-the-fracturing-
of-the-workers-movement [accessed 8 November, 2018]

101 I return to this question in subsequent chapters (5 and 6).

102 “dissident surrealism explored cultural otherness only in part to indulge in a ritual of self-othering’, “The Artist as
Ethnographer’, in The Traffic in Culture, op. cit., p.303.
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as a project. When he argues that a ‘realist assumption’'® has become almost hegemonic across
several tendencies cultural theory and that ‘values like authenticity, originality, and singularity,
banished under critical taboo from postmodernist art, return as properties of the site, neighborhood,
or community engaged by the artist.”'* these are clearly scenarios in which Inventory can be
recognised. Indeed, the dangers whereby ‘rhetorical reversals of dominant definitions to stand for
politics as such’'® would seem to trouble exactly the minor subversions of the Glossary were it not
for the fact that Inventory’s own conception of politics never pandered to such simplistic claims.'®
On the one hand Foster suggests that after the politics of the cold war the break-up of geographical
spheres of influence and bilateral state capitalist blocs led to ‘hybridity’, ‘a negotiation between
diverse cultural space-times’ and ‘transit between these categories’ which particularly inflected
global art and could be understood to be coextensive with forms of refusal ‘that resists any further
“settlement” into separate “zones.””'”” This statement is suggestive at once of the refusal cultural
identity, categorisation and geographic confinement, issues Inventory certainly passionately
explored. On the other hand, these negations at times imply to Foster an equally vague and localist
wish for alterity. The idea that an ‘elsewhere, this outside, is the Archimedean point from which the
dominant culture will be transformed or at least subverted’ is definitely a structural problem of
some critiques formulated within Inventory.'® An aspect of the complexity with which Inventory
constructed its position of lived and transformative critique is that this outside is quite frequently
construed as immanent to and parasitic of the structures it is seen as subverting or critiquing. These
problematic areas, which definitely do turn upon issues inherited from both the ethnographic and
surrealist tradition, will be brought to bear on individual contributions (in Chapter 6), the culture of
Inventory as a project and the political milieu of which it became a part (in Chapter 5) and in terms
of the trajectory of 20th century art and theory as we can evaluate it from their standpoint (in my

) 109

conclusion However, it is, as I argue, in the extensiveness of its inquiries, its commitment to a

103 ‘the realist assumption — that the other is dans le vrai — remains strong, and often its effect, now as then, is to
detour the artist.’; ‘my concern is with the structural effects of the realist assumption in political, here quasi-
anthropological, art, in particular with its siting of political truth in a projected alterity.” p.303 and p.304
respectively.

104 Ibid., p.306.

105 ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Return of the Real, op. cit., p.179.

106 ‘we wanted to explore the various economies of social life through social situations, and so our work is political
inasmuch as it’s occurring at a time when even the word “socialism” appears to be taboo. [...] By investigating the
nature of field work, we turn the anthropological gaze back on ourselves. This could be translated into politics —
through the surrealist notion of a permanent state of revolution.” The Nineties: When Surface Was Depth, op. cit.,
p.31. See also above the discussions in Indent.

107 “1989: Les Magiciens de la Terre’, op. cit., p.618. This was for Foster still very much tied to surrealism: ‘Such
hybrid art, which reworks the Surrealist object to postcolonial ends, is wryly anticategorical in a way that resists
any further “settlement” into separate “zones.”” Ibid., p.619.

108 ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Return of the Real, op. cit., p.173.

109 Following Nicholas Bourriaud, Marcus Verhagen has pointed out the pitfalls of this multiculturalist interpellation of
identity politics into global art around the moment Foster is speaking, ‘[a]ccording to Bourriaud, “the idea of
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covert or anomalous practice (not art, not anthropology, not philosophy) and the sustained
independence catalysed by the journal, the strength that no one fragment can be understood to be
taken for the whole, as well as its ongoing and embattled efforts to not fall foul of the institutional
complicities or critical redundancies tabled here, that Inventory self-consciously made their
intervention in the field described by Foster and Clifford by reaching deeply into its shared sources
and hewing closely to the ‘impossible place’ they described antagonistically and with determinate

consequences.

George Bataille and Sacred Sociology

I have argued in the sphere of publicity and journals (in Chapter 2) Inventory drew extensively from
formats of surrealist research. In the key formulation quoted above they explicitly mention the
writing of Louis Aragon, La Revolution Surrealiste, Roger Caillois and Georges Bataille. Here, in
the following sections I shall discuss the concepts they drew from this interpretation of surrealist
research practices, these have been considered as forms of ‘diagonal science’ or ‘ethnographic
surrealism’, but can be equally considered to form a ‘dissident surrealism’ or explorations of the
‘edge[s] of surrealism’.""” In the earlier chapter I began by trying to demonstrate the specificity and
originality of Inventory’s reception and ‘use’ of Bataille, its grounding in a specifically editorial,
ethnographic, sociological and communist interpretation of his work and its associations. In the

following sections I try to explore the specifically sociological and philosophical ideas of Bataille

judging each work according to the codes of its author’s local culture implies existence of viewers who have
mastered each culture’s referential field, which seems difficult to say the least”.” He identifies this view with the
identity politics of the 1980s and 90s (his “multiculturalism”) and a declining postmodernism, which, as he sees it,
treats the cultures of diasporic communities and faraway peoples as “essentialist theme parks”. * Bourriaud views a
now-institutionalised multiculturalism as a constraining force that works to lock down and preserve cultural
identities; by the same token and like many writers before him, he disparages the tendency to represent difference
in caricatural terms as a source of exotic effects.” Marcus Verhagen, ‘Translation’s Gradient’, Afterall, No.38,
Spring 2015. Bourriaud’s account however generates other pitfalls, ‘[tJoday’s radicant artists are nomads: traversing
territories, combining sign systems and fashioning (provisional) identities on the move, they view other cultures not
as fixed and exotic configurations in need of preservation but as dynamic repertoires to be mined. They are also and
necessarily translators.” As Inventory themselves pointed out, these ‘translators’ are continuous with ‘a largely
middle class, white and male dominated art economy’ and their ‘nomadism’ consists of ‘merely operating along the
international trade routes of international corporate cultures EU and international politics, the gentrification and
“civilizing” of Eastern Europe [...] through Biennale-isation and more besides.” See Inventory, ‘On Art, Politics and
Relational Aesthetics’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.166-181, p.176.

110 See Roger Caillois, The Edge of Surrealism: A Roger Caillois Reader, Claudine Frank (Ed.), (Trans. Claudine
Frank and Camille Nash), Durham: Duke University Press, 2003 or Georges Bataille, ‘The “Old Mole” and the
Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme [Superman] and Surrealist ’in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-39,
(Allan Stoekl. Trans.) Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985, pp.32-44, p.40. Inventory, ‘An
Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, Inventory, Vol.5, Nos.2 & 3, 2005, pp.150-159.
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and his circle as they took form in Inventory’s essays and glossary entries. It is evident from the
earlier statement then that Inventory understood surrealism as a critical method, a research tool
permitting the ‘critical examination, and, therefore transformation, of material phenomena’.""
Through the following section we will see which concepts they drew from surrealism, before, in the
following chapter, examining how Walter Benjamin, in dialogue with Theodor Adorno, attempted to
reconstruct an aesthetic-political critical method by borrowing from surrealism in order to develop
an critical theory adequate to the critique of the cultural phenomena of 20" century capitalism, and

how this also informed Inventory’s endeavours.

111 ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, op. cit., pp.151.
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Image: Josephine Baker and Georges-Henri Riviere at the Musée d’ethnographie du Trocadéro, June 1933

197



PAPOLOGIE
D'ANDRE BRETON

|
‘I
'*I

pilc
i

1

|

!
11

H
il
l

1
il
hi]h!_

il _Ii ¥
1 ;Il

il
!I
i
L
i
I

H
1
:

— -

felj
i!‘f;%
i

:
l
E

o |
i
i

§

|

H
it
i
;

HiiH
i
fii:il
.EE i‘t

i
I

i
b
i H
i

i
|

{ifsi
i
i
:'f
it i

!
i
i
i

Il ne faut plus que mort cet

homme fasse de la poussiere.
Apndre BRETON / U'a Codabrs, §9874,)0

AUTO-PROPHETIE

(i Esamls mes e @ sl o0 g 0 ookis je's aled g eels on ey
i | g v o g [y e [l e sedidbb e b

. Ll
L L T e e Ty e P B o e
- H—--_li-mE——lm;
:L T e L ]

L
P FEETI, CimiEe e L e

MORT
'UN MONSIEUR

Phimn o me eeverel g | il
R L T E e Y e P
s g o

e el e, e
' = e pwed . e e

oy e ol

] e o e——
quiomd s vl e pem BiF D=
B R L e o B
v B ol g o il 0 T ——
A i - daamirt e i

¥ ™ =
By e, --|=|r-. 1k on
Ao v we, npa o o e s
e R e e . |
sepee B cpme ) g s ey e I
et
Fo sm o sl svepins i peiies, &

gty L -
i

iy S ] Al
LA e

Image: Un Cadavre, 1930 a pamphlet with written contributions by Georges Bataille, Michel Leiris, Ge-orges Ribemont-

Dessaignes, Roger Vitrac, Jacques Prévert, Max Morisse, Georges Limbour, Raymond Queneau, Alejo Carpentier and

Robert Desnos, prepared for publication by Bataille
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Base Materialism

Bataille was a fiercely religious Catholic before befriending and studying with Lev Shestov a
gifted Russian scholar and translator of Friedrich Nietzsche.'* Shestov was a critic of
idealism and drew extensively on Nietzsche’s work in his belief that man can gain access to
ultimate knowledge through ungrounded subjective thought rather than objective reason and
verifiability." Working as a librarian at the Biblioteque Nationale’s Department of Medals
Bataille encountered scholars from the burgeoning field of ethnography, non-western
museology and art history. From his childhood friend and schoolmate Alfred Métraux, an
ethnographer of Latin America Bataille gained a knowledge of the sociology of Emile
Durkheim and Marcel Maus."* With the formation of Documents Bataille worked with many
former surrealists, German émigré art historian and communist Karl Einstein and the
ethnologists Paul Rivet and Georges-Henri Riviere. Riviere was at the time in ‘charge of
reorganising the chaotic artefact collections of the Trocadero museum, and in 1938 founded
the most important museum of anthropology in France, the Musee de I’Homme which Rivet
would also work upon.' In 1931 Bataille became a member of Boris Souvarine’s Cercle
Communiste Démocratique, and contributed to the review La Critique Sociale where he was
exposed to the heterodox Marxist and left communist ideas of Souvarine, Pierre Kaan,
Collette Peignot and Simone Weill and published many of his most important inter-war
essays. From 1934 he followed Alexandre Kojeve’s famous lectures on Hegel, which
empowered a heterodox and vaguely Marxist interpretation of Hegel. The lectures redoubled

Bataille’s confidence in the critique of Hegelian idealism. '

Bataille’s interest in materialism seems to have sprung initially from his syncretic engagement

with Durkheimian sociology and desire to challenge the Hegelian idealism of André Breton.

112 George Batadille, op. cit., p.34.

113 Inventory quote Shestov’s All Things Are Possible (1977) in the epigraph to their important methodological
statement Inventory, ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.1 1998, pp.4-8, p.4.

114 George Bataille, op. cit., pp.66—68.

115 ‘Encyclopaedia Acephalica’, op. cit., pp.9-10. Rivet, was the founder with Marcel Mauss and others of the Institut
d'Ethnologie which laid down the ground-rules for field-work which became the basis for all future ethnographic
research. Georges Bataille et al, Encyclopaedia Acephalica, London: Atlas Press, 1995, p.9. The musée
d’ethnographie du Trocadéro and musée de I’homme were magnets throughout the 1920s and ’30s for modernist
artists such as Pablo Picasso, Amadeo Mondigliani, Man Ray and others.

116 ‘Kojéve’s presentation of Hegel’s thought was nevertheless decisive. In the same way that Alfred Métraux mediated
Bataille’s reading of Durkheim and Mauss, Lev Shestov mediated his reading of Nietzsche and Dostoevsky and
Adrian Borel mediated his reading of Freud, Alexandre Kojéve mediated his reading of Hegel.” Georges Bataille,
op. cit., p.92.
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In an entry on ‘Materialism’ in Documents’ Critical Dictionary, Bataille inveighs against a
materialism ‘whose hierarchical relations mark it as specifically idealist’.""” In its place
Bataille proposes ‘[w]hen the word materialism is used, it is time to designate the direct
interpretation excluding all idealism, of raw phenomena and not a system founded on the

fragmentary elements of an ideological analysis’.""®

Discussing Bataille’s Documents entry in Inventory alongside the taboo of ‘dust’ in Le
Corbusier’s architectural practice, Eric C. Puryear proposes a reading of Bataille’s base
materialism as a challenge to the idealist materialisms of western philosophy which resolves

by tidying-up matter into hierarchically organised concepts.

Base matter destroys the logical correspondence between form and idea. The power of
the base (bassesse) and formless (informe) to interrupt logic is demonstrated in
Parmenides’ query to Socrates about ‘scatological’ examples of form. Both Parmenides
and Bataille aim for the limit of form by reminding the philosopher of the emasculating
power of abject matter. ‘Dust,” a Critical Dictionary entry by Bataille, compares the
efforts of philosophers and logicians to that of the women servants, who ‘arm
themselves each morning with a big feather duster, or similarly with a vacuum cleaner’
to clear away the accumulated dust. Both the servant and the logician sweep away the

abject and retreat into a domesticated vision of reality.'"

Characterising their own collections as ‘fluid mass’ the Inventory emphasise the unformed, mobile
and unordered aspect of their ‘constellations’."”® Disrespecting any ‘permanent fixing of things’, the

text invokes a shaken system of order but one which in itself is never formed."'

As an epigram to
his text on materialism and surrealism, ‘The “Old Mole” and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme

[Superman] and Surrealist °, Bataille quoted Karl Marx, ‘[i]n history as in nature, decay is the

117 Georges Bataille, ‘Materialism’, in Visions of Excess, op. cit., pp.15-16, p.15.

118 Ibid., p.16.

119 Eric C. Puryear, ‘Dust in the Machine: Le Corbusier’s Graffite A Cap Martin’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.2, pp.10-29,
p.19.

120 ‘For, finding and losing, losing and finding, are of as much importance as collecting. Yet collecting must be
understood as a perpetual revolt against any form of stasis. Inventory’s collections, if they may be defined as such
(for this moment at least) are a fluid mass of paper, photos, objects, stickers, labels, in fact anything that may offer
differing constellations of meaning once they have been brought into play with other polluted data that can be
dredged up.’ Inventory ‘Inventory: Cool, Calm And ...”, Vol.2 No.2 1997, pp.4-7, p.4. The notion of constellation
is noted specifically by Allan Stoekl with regard to ‘many parallels between the project of Bataille and Benjamin’ in
a note to the canonical English translation of Bataille’s writing, Alan Stoekl, ‘Introduction’, in Visions of Excess, op.
cit., p.xxv.

121 Ibid, see below.
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laboratory of life.”'** For Bataille, decay, violence, death are life-affirming, generative processes.
The quote is characteristic of Bataille’s heterodox engagement with Marx and his assertion of a
‘base materialism’, founded upon the ‘unreasonable’ alterity of nature and stress upon the aporia
and disjecta of artistic, critical and philosophical discourse.'*® Inventory echo the sentiment quoting
Paracelsus in a Glossary entry ‘Stone’, ‘[d]ecay is the beginning of all birth’."** Nick Norton’s gloss
uses Paracelsus to draw out the mutability of the ‘Absolute’ or ‘totality’: ‘in the fixity of stone there
is the absolute fluidity of a universe whose nature, as the Absolute, will not be absolutely fixed.” '**
Bataille’s dictionary entry on ‘dust’ conjured an invasion of entropy into the systematic collection of
the museum from which ‘nothing will remain’."*® Inventory’s starting point for their special issue
‘Collected’ is the inevitable decay of ‘the vitrified collection’ which ‘can never be maintained and

will always fall prey to an opportunistic microbe’.'*’

Thus Inventory would oppose any object as meaningful in isolation and would mistrust
any serial arrangement or permanent fixing of things which enslaves humankind’s
communication through material culture; consigning him/her to thinghood. Only the
play of interpretation upon interpretation affirms the sovereign destructive character of
life in which relationships, meanings, stories are played out, lived through, annulled,

and discarded in the object world.'*®

Inventory’s cultural horde or ‘midden’ remain restless, in-never-quite formation. Thus Inventory
reject the reversal by which man is displaced by ‘things’, a consequence of commodity fetishism as
described by Marx, but here attributed to the museum collection. Thinghood in Marx is the result of
the reduction of human kind to the commodity of labour power, yet Inventory’s retort to the ‘fixing
of things’ is to develop a ‘play of interpretation upon interpretation’, its vehicle is the journal.
Documents as a journal famously operated as a kind of museum without walls, featuring unusually

large high quality reproductions of objects drawn from wildly diverging origins. Inventory’s essay

122 Georges Bataille, ‘The “Old Mole” and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme [Superman] and Surrealist ’in
Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-39, op. cit., pp.32-44. This has also been translated as ‘In history as in
nature putrefaction is the laboratory of life.” The sentence appears only in the French version of Capital, Paris:
Editions Sociales, 1965, p. 955).

123 Whilst Bataille revels in Marx’s highly material linguistic excess, for example foregrounding the metaphor of the
‘old mole’ for the base position of the proletariat in his theory of capital, in many ways this could be considered an
inversion of Marx’s materialism, turning away from the ‘hidden abode of production’ to the realms of circulation
and the reproduction, or non-reproduction, of life.

124 Paracelsus quoted in Nick Norton, ‘Stone’, Glossary, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3, 1997, p.37.

125 Nick Norton, ‘Stone’, op. cit.

126 Georges Bataille, ‘Dust’, Encyclopaedia Acephalica: Writers Associated with George Bataille and the Acephale
Group. London: Atlas Press, 1997, pp.42-43.

127 Inventory ‘Inventory: Cool, Calm And ...’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.2 1997, pp.4-7, p.4.

128 Ibid., p.4.
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in its Collected issue features their own installation of domestic objects in placed in the foyer of the
Museum of Mankind (1994), while Bataille’s essay on ‘Dust’ in Documents features figurative
statues or ‘mannequins’ seemingly heaped in a chaotic arrangement in a museum or department
store storeroom. Both essays leak from the museum collection to the magazine page, representing
an intended affront to its classicist facade, hierarchical organisation and primacy over the
presentation of social facts." For Bataille specifically, this animated what he coined
‘heterological’, concerns closely related to forms of ‘base materialism’: those pertaining to the
study of the heterogeneous elements of a culture, everything which was repressed, displaced,
discarded and disregarded. Just as the objects stored in the museum were in some sense the
contemporary secularised form of the sacred, also, that which is reprehensible, excluded,
disgusting, prohibited, also partakes of the taboo and the sacred. Inventory repeatedly propose to
study all forms of phenomena (without applying hierarchy to them) under a materialist but
embodied analysis, ‘a sensualist approach is taken [...] by a multi-sensorial analysis, offering a
tactile, bodily, nervous, materialism.’** From this syncretic conception of matter inscribed within a
method which implies subjectivity and body, we move on to the definition of collection and

category, then, as alluded to above, the sacred and sovereignty.

Classification / Collection

Simon Neville’s contribution to Inventory’s special issue ‘Collected’ discerns between two
types of collection, the indexical and the museum collection.'*" According to Neville, in the
museum ‘items become “whole” through an act of presentation that serves to isolate the item
as a distinct object’."* For Neville this isolation is the end of a three step process by which the
object is removed from its living context or culture, before classification virtualises the
object’s ‘geographic dispersion’ and finally ‘the effacement of that originary classification in
the mode of autonomous display of the museum.’'* For Neville ‘This journey is isomorphic
to the progressive effacement of the signs of human production in the commodity.’"** This is

the first occasion in Inventory we find a clear articulation of the comparison between the

129 Here I am alluding to Emile Durkheim’s term, fait sociaux, to be discussed shortly.

130 ‘Do You Feel Crushed’, Inventory, op. cit, p.5.

131 Simon Neville, “The World According to Dewey’ Inventory, Vol.2 No.2, 1997, pp.34-35, p.34.

132 Ibid., p.34.

133 Ibid., p.34.

134 “We begin with the index that operates like a gold standard in organising its material on a feudal basis of hierarchies
of knowledge, to arrive at the effacement of the origin to which that index refers in the general equivalence of the
sign.’ Ibid., p.34.
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subsumptive act of classification and the subsumption of labour under capital theorised by
Marx."* Through the concept of ‘subsumption’ Marx describes the systematic domination and
incorporation of labour by capital.’*® As Andrés Saenz De Sicilia writes the concept has wide
ranging implications in philosophy, but also relates on a very everyday level to the
identification and classification of phenomena, in everyday life as well as in institutional

settings.

Conceptually, subsumption immediately connects to a huge range of problems and ideas
within philosophy (almost all logic, epistemology and ontology invokes an idea of
subsumption taken in its broadest sense, as a mode of classification, inclusion or
identification, even where the term itself is not invoked directly) but also to other

disciplinary regions (law, art history, informatics, etc.)."”’

Subsumption relates to Inventory’s Glossary because through mimesis of the form of the critical

dictionary it recalls the formal naming and ordering of concepts at the basis of scientific definition.

135 This is of interest because Marxian debates around subsumption as a concept have a bearing on what we might call
the ‘false totalities’ circulating in debates about the nature of 21st century capitalism and my debate of subsumption
therefore informs the discussion of totality in Chapter 4.

136 ‘Subsumption means rather more than just submission. Subsumieren really means “to include in something”, “to
subordinate”, “to implicate”, so it seems that Marx wanted to indicate that capital makes its own substance out of
labour, that capital incorporates labour inside itself and makes it into capital.” Jacques Camatte, ‘Capital and
Community’, (1988) available, https://www.marxists.org/archive/camatte/capcom/index.htm [accessed 20 February
2019).

137 Andrés Saenz De Sicilia, The Problem of Subsumption in Kant, Hegel and Marx, PhD Thesis. Kingston University,
2016, p.2. Andrés Saenz De Sicilia writes of Kant’s use of the term subsumption ‘The concept of subsumption was
bequeathed to Marx from German philosophy of the 18th and 19th centuries, beginning with Kant, it was used to
conceptualise the process of subordination whereby an individual is brought under a general concept or category,
and thus determined as a particular instance of that category. In Kant’s first critique, for example, this process forms
the basis for cognition, as intuitions are transcendentally subsumed under the categories, and thus given conceptual
unity within the continuum of conscious experience. Marx’s use of subsumption retains the conceptual structure of
this subordinating particular-universal relationship, but deploys it in an altogether different context.” Andrés Saenz
De Sicilia, “Time and Subsumption’, unpublished paper, 2015. The concept of subsumption is closely related to
abstraction. We can relate this to the process of abstraction in computing, the way elements of a programme ‘call’ a
densely packed script or function without repeating the whole procedure. Subsumption in Hegel relates to the
subsumption of the Particular to the Universal, thought as totality, a system Marx criticises and inverts, or returns to
its feet. Marx, initially using subsumption in various preparations of notes for Capital (Grundrisse etc.) He then
deploys subsumption in The Results (known as the lost Volume 4 of capital) in such a way as relates strictly to the
process of production. Marx specifies two forms of subsumption to separate logical and historical processes as
aspects of the development of capital. Formal subsumption — the employment of relations of production as capital
finds them e.g. the seizing of an existing process and the sale of its products in a capitalistic market. Absolute
surplus value, the extension of the working day, or expansion of the quantity of labourers in a production process.
Real subsumption — the seizure, development and transformation of social production in its own image, as it suits
capital’s ends. Relative surplus value, the intensification of time, introduction of machines and technology which
squeezes more surplus labour but encounters new limitations in this drive towards efficiency. We can understand its
use as both logical and historical. Up to now the historical, or periodising valences of subsumption have been
emphasised, however, more recently, in the 2010s several Marxist scholars have emphasised the validity of formal
and real subsumption as logical and not historical categories. See Andrés Saenz De Sicilia, The Problem of
Subsumption in Kant, Hegel and Marx. PhD Thesis. Kingston University, 2016 and Endnotes, ‘“The History of
Subsumption’, Endnotes, No.2, April, 2010, pp.130 —153.
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Concepts subordinate particularities, ‘philosophy has been, up to this point, as much as science, an
expression of human subordination’.’* However, the Glossary can be understood as generating a
form of reverse subsumption or de-subsumption. By re-opening the appearance of the canonical and
authoritative dictionary to non-authoritative definition which prioritises subjective experience and
diversity the Glossary questions the stability of identities and definitions. While each edition of the
Dictionary pretends completion, the journal as a serial and multi-authored form (the dictionary is
multi-authored but pretends to singular omnipotent authorship), insists on its unfinished state over
time. Classification, identification, naming and subsumption themselves structure value in societies.
As Nick Norton questions: ‘why should any price be attached to naming and ordering names? Why
should numerical value, created value, run hand in hand with the way things are arranged? Value
that slips when touched; the warmth of a living beast.’."* In their key methodological editorial, ‘Do
You Feel Crushed?’, Inventory intepret Georg Simmel’s idea of ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’
elements of culture along lines which strongly suggest that classification and collection fall on the
side of ‘objective culture’, by which ‘forms harden, they in turn, attack and threaten the very
individuality that gave birth to them.’** Indeed in order to challenge and criticise the basis of values
around which society is organised, Inventory, to a certain extent, embraced the ‘transformative’

powers of classification, suggesting that in the ‘arrangement of things’ we arrange ourselves.

[T]he entire classificationary endeavour [is] but a means of better picturing ourselves.
Better picturing is in turn the image making device from which transformative processes
and technologies arise. In fact, one might go so far as to suggest, that the modus

operandi of collecting and classifying, of taxonomy, is in effect a transformative one.'"'

A paradox ensues because the presentation of a collection implies completeness but the act of
classification is ‘transformative’. Inventory’s ostensible solution is to diversify the collection, to pay
attention to what it excludes, and to diversify the act of classification and definition, to introduce
multiple points of view, to allow this openness to interpretation where the dictionary closes it and
pretends to finitude. Inventory’s evocation of Caillois’ ‘diagonal science’ with regard to their
method and transformation into ‘diagonal classification’ in various texts dealing with the
classification of commodities suggests transversal connections between categories, refusing the
pretense of isolation and finitude of conceptual thinking. Indeed classification has a specific link to

Durkheimian sociology and its subversive contribution to disciplinary knowledge might be

138 Georges Bataille, ‘Pineal Eye’, in Visions of Excess, p.80, quoted in Inventory, ‘Fierce Sociology’, op. cit., p.6.
139 Nick Norton, ‘Abject/Collect’ Inventory, Vol.2 No.2, 1997, pp.36—40, p.40.

140 ‘Do You Feel Crushed’, op. cit., p.4.

141 Inventory, ‘Orpheus Street’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.1, 1997, pp.4-7, p.6.
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considered its synthetic use of classification to challenge the myopic view of ‘specialist

disciplines’.'*?

142 ‘there is room for a synthetic science, which may be called general sociology, or, philosophy of the social
sciences . . . [which would] disengage from the different specialist disciplines certain general conclusions, certain
synthetic conceptions, which will stimulate and inspire the specialist, which will guide and illuminate his
researches, and which will lead to ever-fresh discoveries; resulting, in turn, in further progress of philosophical
thought, and so on, indefinitely.” Emile Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method: And Selected Texts on
Sociology and Its Method, Ed. Steven Lukes, (Trans. W. D Halls), New York: Free Press, 2014, p.10. In an essay
first published in 1903 Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss developed classification as a tool and medium for the
emerging fields of ethnography and sociology to mediate between a researcher’s established culture, his sense of
authority and the crisis affected by a cultural encounter with an other. Rodney Needham, ‘Introduction’, Emile
Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, Primitive Classification, London and New York: Routledge, 2010, Note #2 p.viii.
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Secrets are used to bring people closer
together.

N. N.

82

Image: Nick Norton, ‘Secrets’, Glossary, Inventory, Vol.2 No.1 1997, pp.81-82
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Science

By invoking a ‘diagonal science’ Inventory suggest not the rejection of scientific technique,
but its incorporation into a new method and practice. Science, as the guiding logic directing
classification, expunges ‘myth’, but a diagonal approach to categories is understood to be
potentially restorative of that which science dispels and therefore cannot access. On the one
hand Bataille accuses science of being a ‘phenomenon of dissociation’, ‘no more than a
fragmentary activity’ and of ‘emptying the universe of its human content’.'** On the other he
proposes ‘enslav[ing] science through the use of weapons borrowed from it’."* Following
Bataille, Inventory assert that science was based upon a ‘mythological conception of the
universe’ effectively mechanical. In Jan Harris’ article on the cloning of Dolly the sheep, for
example, Dolly is considered in representational and symbolic terms, she is ‘the product of
the “universal equality of things” [...] the direct result of commodification’.'* Other essays in
Inventory explore science as technique of representation and as mythos.'*® For Bataille it is
through a ‘destructive’ sociology which places social phenomena, totality and human
experience at its heart that ‘delirium escapes from necessity, casts off its heavy mantel of
mystical servitude, and [...] finally only then that, nude and lubricious, it plays with the
universe and its laws as if they were toys.”'* These views were subject to internal

controversies in the projects through which Bataille tried to animate them.'*® Yet, rather than

143 Quotations respectively from Georges Bataille, “The Sorcerers Apprentice’, in The College of Sociology, op. cit.,
note p.12. ‘Left to itself, free in the poorest sense of the word (where liberty is only impotence), inasmuch as its
legacy as the first condition of existence was the task of dissipating and annihilating mythological phantasms,
nothing could keep science from blindly emptying the universe of its human content. But it is possible to use it to

limit its own movement and to situate beyond its own limits what it will never attain [...].” Georges Bataille, ‘ Pineal

Eye; in Visions of Excess, op. cit., pp.79-90, pp.80-81.
144 1bid., pp.81-82.

145 Jan Harris, ‘Behold The Lamb’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.2 1999, pp.8—-13, p.9 quoting Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of

Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, in Illuminations, Trans. Harry Zohn, New York: Schocken Books,
2013, pp.211-244, p.217.

146 See, respectively, Damian Abbott, ‘Extensive Bodies’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.1 2000, pp.117-131 and Steven Claydon

& Neil Chapman, ‘The Opposite of a Good Idea’, Inventory, (listed as pp.94-, unpaginated insert), Vol.3 No.2 1999.

147 Ibid., pp.81-82. ‘It is only after having passed from these exterior limits of another existence to their mythologically

lived content that it becomes possible to treat science with the indifference demanded by its specific nature, but this
takes place only on condition that one has first enslaved science through the use of weapons borrowed from it, by
making it itself produce the paralogisms that limit it.” Georges Bataille, ¢ Pineal Eye; in Visions of Excess, op. cit.,
pp-79-90, pp.80-81

148 Cf. ‘the College carried with it the idea of the “active sacred”, later “active sociology” and finally redefined as

“sacred sociology”, and this was probably the reason for Leiris's second thoughts, since in Durkheimian terms, it
was an inadmissible Conjunction.” And ‘It was one thing to accept that an active sociology might encompass lived
experience if it were bolstered by a proper sociological methodology, but it was another thing altogether for it to
consist of lived experience alone.” Maria Galleti (Ed.), The Sacred Conspiracy: The Internal Papers of the Secret
Society of Acéphale and Lectures to the College of Sociology, London: Atlas press., 2017, p.84 and p.418.
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ignoring or refusing science, it is a critical method that would recover myth and science from

the myth of autonomous science not in order to destroy it but to complete it."*

Inventory interpreted myth, or its absence, as closely bound up with the expansion of Enlightenment
reason, understanding it as a ‘split[ting] the universe into two distinct parts’.' However, by
destroying the irrational constructions of religion it had ‘in fact liberated them from necessity’, the
resolution of science and recovery of myth become enjoined in a project of freeing both from
instrumentality."" This is a complex reconsideration of myth which remains open to ambiguity and

misappropriation in the work of both Bataille and Inventory.

Myth

In the essay, ‘Orpheus Street’ and art project ‘Urban Odyssey’, Inventory, recalling Caillois’ essay
‘The Mask of the Medusa’, explore the mythic resonances of London street names, ‘Orpheus
Street’, ‘Hercules Road’ and so on, opening them up to ‘diagonal classification’."** Emphasising the
temporary and arbitrary, or impassioned, reorganisation of such phenomena Inventory were not only

)

interested in salvaging ‘hidden archaic patterns’ and ‘something “not forgotten”’, but also
encouraging wild and socially generated new collective myths within a cultural moment which,
with the fall of statist ideologies (the end of the cold war), was beginning to reconsider the

emancipatory potential of mythopoeisis.'

Where classification separates, myth is understood to articulate and concatenate. Inventory
understood creative classification as a creative act, as well as a means to challenge the established
order of things. While street exploration and psychogeography sustained an aura of mystery and
even political agency in London and other European cities in the 1990s, Inventory’s essays

‘Orpheus Street’ and ‘An Impossible Project’ undermines such romanticism by applying similar

149 ‘[the man of science] has renounced the wholeness that characterized his actions so long as he wanted to live out his
destiny. For the scientific act must be autonomous, and the scientist excludes any human interest outside of the
desire for knowledge.’” ‘Sorcerer’s Apprentice’, p.14. Compare to: ‘In calling for a virulent, mythological
representation of the multiple subjectivities that science (rational thought) has excluded, one still has a residue of
respect for the need to deal rigorously with objective facts.” ‘Fierce Sociology’, op. cit., p.6.

150 Ibid., p.6 quoting ‘Pineal Eye’, op. cit., p.80.

151 Ibid.

152 ‘Orpheus Street’, op. cit..

153 1 pursue this theme in amongst Inventory’s contemporaries in Chapter 5 but here Hollier’s precis of the College of
Sociology’s position does well to express the the spirit of secularised myth: ‘myth is the very skin of social life and,
consequently, is nothing outside its ritual performance. Myth has no other basis than the social body that it unifies
and that actualizes it. It has no existence at all outside the collective rites through which it is activated. Lacking any
objective material support, nothing remains of a mythology that has become disaffected. It vanishes leaving nothing
behind, nothing to preserve in a museum or a library. It lives or dies, but does not survive.” Denis Hollier, (Ed.), The
College of Sociology, 1937-39, op. cit., p.xxvii.
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forms of mythopoesis to the heteronomous environment of the supermarket.'> Whilst degraded, for
Inventory, supermarkets and shopping centres were rare centres for collective life in the late-20th
Century and remain so at the beginning of the 21st."> This was to stage a heretical reading of
Bataille’s own more ‘tragic’ interpretation of the absence of myth, bringing it down from the
aristocratic and gnostic dreams of a ‘lost totality’ into the shabby everyday rituals of contemporary

survival.™®

As Bataille conceives here, the promise of the recovery of ‘myth’ in the inter-war period
represented the longing for a sense of completeness that the arrival of industrial society, not to
mention the industrial warfare experienced in the first world war, had utterly smashed to pieces.
Whilst both Inventory and Bataille’s articulation of myth is firmly dialectical, understanding that
indeed the irrationalism of a society organised for war and profit itself needed to generate useful
myths in order to preserve its murderous and exploitative order. A problem of the recovery of myth
articulated in the interwar period is that it finds itself difficult to separate from the ‘reactionary
modernisms’ of national socialism and fascism. This is a complex issue, difficult to resolve here
because the literature on Bataille’s anti-fascism and accusations towards him of ‘sur-fascism’ and

worse is distributed and partial™’

, what is certain is that at a crunch point in the late-1930s Bataille
self-consciously attempted to mobilise myth against fascism, but pinned under pressure between
‘German Caesarism’ and ‘Soviet Caesarism’ this position was quickly obliterated and resolved into
a position which Denis Hollier names ‘tragic utopia’."® Inventory absorbed aspects of this legacy
and I go on (in Chapter 5) to assess something of the context in which Inventory absorbed this

debate and elements of anti-fascist debates of their times during a period in which the fall of the

154 ‘Orpheus Street’, op. cit. and ‘An Impossible Project: a Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, op. cit.

155 Cf ‘Elephant’, op. cit. and ‘Coagulum’, op. cit., each ‘studies’ in a sense of the shopping centre.

156 ‘Myth is born in ritual acts concealed from the static vulgarity of a disintegrated society, but the violent dynamic
belonging to it has no other object than the return to a lost totality.” Georges Bataille, ‘“The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’,
in The College of Sociology, 1937-39 .op. cit., pp.12-23.

157 Cf. Alan Stoekl’s discussion in the ‘Introduction’ to Visions of Excess, pp.xvii—xx. Another sensitive discussion is
Denis Hollier, ‘Desperanto’, Betsy Wing (Trans.), New German Critique, No. 67, Legacies of Antifascism, Winter,
1996, pp.19-31.

158 “The RECOMPOSITION OF SACRED VALUES starts when the boots of human existence are repaired, and it can
obediantly [sic] march straight ahead once again under the whip of hard necessity. The reestablished Pharaohs and
Caesars, the heads of the revolutionary parties that today have bewitched half the inhabitants of Europe, have
answered the desire to base life again on an irrational urge. But the amount of constraint necessary for the
maintenance of too rapidly imposed edifices indicates their profoundly disappointing character. To the extent that
there persists a nostalgia for a community through which each being would find something more tragically taut than
anything to be found in himself to this extent the concern for the recovery of the lost world, which played a role in
the genesis of fascism, has as its outcome nothing other than military discipline and a limited calm, produced by a
brutality that destroys with rage everything it lacks the power to captivate.” ‘The comedy which — under the
pretense of democracy — opposes German Caesarism with Soviet Caesarism, shows what frauds are acceptable to a
mob limited by misery, at the mercy of those who basely flatter it. [...] > Georges Bataille, ‘Nietzschean Chronicle’
in “Visions of Excess, pp.202-212, respectively p.204 and p.209.
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eastern bloc served to regenerate various fascist movements. By the end of this study we can reflect
perhaps more critically on the project to recover myth by Inventory and this in some way has a

purchase on a present in which various formations of neoreactionary, alt-right and meme culture are
seeking to revive an undialectical affirmation of myth as a way to dress-up a renewed ‘conservative

politics of antagonistic reproduction’.'>

The Sacred and Sacrifice

For the disparate figures gathered within the College of Sociology the sacred consisted amidst
a ‘combination of respect, desire, and terror’ as Michel Leiris put it, in one of the four

founding texts of the College of Sociology.'®

[W]hat does my sacred consist of? What objects, places, or occasions awake in me that
mixture of fear and attachment, that ambiguous attitude caused by the approach of
something simultaneously attractive and dangerous, prestigious and outcast — that
combination of respect, desire, and terror that we take as the psychological sign of the

sacred?®

The discourse of the sacred, its ‘primary if not decisive importance’, developed highly
personal and psychological aspects within Bataille’s circle, but its deployment as a category
for the study of universal collective social life originated in the sociology of Emile Durkheim
and Marcel Mauss.'®* Within their system, the sacred and profane are the central categories

through which one can find correspondences across wildly different societies.

159 Shuja Haider, ‘The Darkness at the End of the Tunnel: Artificial Intelligence and Neoreaction’, Viewpoint
Magazine, 28 March 2017, https://www.viewpointmag.com/2017/03/28/the-darkness-at-the-end-of-the-tunnel-artificial-
intelligence-and-neoreaction/ [Accessed 2 April, 2017] and Toscano, Alberto. ‘Notes on Late Fascism’. Historical
Materialism (Blog), paper was first delivered as a seminar in February 2017 at Simon Fraser University,
http://www.historicalmaterialism.org/blog/notes-late-fascism [Accessed 25 April 2017]

160 Michel Leiris ‘The Sacred in Everyday Life’, in The College of Sociology, 1937-39, op. cit., pp.24-31, p.24. This
text, previously presented as a lecture to the College was later edited and published in Nouvelle Revue Frangaise,
grouped together with two other articles, by Georges Bataille and Roger Caillois, under the title ‘For a College of
Sociology’.

161 Ibid.

162 Quotation from Roger Caillois, “The Collége de Sociologie: Paradox of an Active Sociology.’ (Trans.) Susan
Lanser, SubStance Vol.4 Nos.11/12, 1975, pp.61-64, p.62. Michael Richardson’s article “The Look of Collette
Peignot’, Inventory, Vol.5 Nos.2 & 3, 2005, explores Peignot’s concept of the sacred, ‘a long way from the
Durkheimian notion of the sacred although its roots are doubtless to be found there.’ p.68 Peignot’s essay was
written as a response to Michel Leiris’s contribution to the founding of the College of Sociology, ‘The Sacred in
Everyday Life’, op. cit.
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Things are above all sacred or profane, pure or impure, friends or enemies, favourable
or unfavourable; i.e. their most fundamental characteristics are only expressions of the
way in which they affect social sensibility. The differences and resemblances which
determine the fashion in which they are grouped are more affective than intellectual.
This is how it happens that things change their nature, in a way, from society to society;

it is because they affect the sentiments of groups differently.'®

The sacred, in the sense that Mauss and Durkheim intended, was not only applicable to religious
institutions, but assumed a fundamental aspect of all social life and the ordering and classification
of things. It is this sense which Georges Bataille attempted to develop, radicalise and apply to
contemporary society in his work with Roger Caillois (at the time a gifted young pupil of Marcel

Mauss) under the rubric of the ‘sacred sociology’ to be developed under the aegis of the College .

Sacred sociology may be considered the study not only of religious institutions but of
the entire communifying movement of society. Hence, it contemplates all human
activities — sciences, arts, and technology — insofar as they have a communifying value,

in the active sense of the word, that is to say as the creators of unity.'*

It appears that Bataille, as well as differing from Caillois in his rejection of hierarchical social
formations, understood the sacred within a dialectical framework which marks a development and
transformation of Durkheim and Mauss’ use of the term. For Bataille the sacred designates ‘both the

purest elements and their contraries’'®

, explaining the contradiction that what is sacred might also
designated a being that can be killed with impunity as in sacrificed. As Eric C. Puryear glosses, in
an early article for Inventory, ‘The sacred, represented for Bataille by the double headed Acephalic
god, is both the sacred and the profane.’'® This dialectical or ‘ambivalent’ character of the sacred,
passed from James Frazer, Durkheim and Mauss via Bataille to Inventory, and to recognise the
importance and significant attraction, for Bataille and subsequently Inventory, of the subversive
content of the sacred framed specifically within a trajectory of secularisation within modern

industrial society."” For Inventory contributor Matthew Hyland, it was a ‘self-evident secret that

163 Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, Primitive Classification, London and New York: Routledge, 2010, p.50.

164 Georges Bataille and Roger Caillois, ‘Sacred Sociology and the Relationships between “Society”, “Organism”,
and “Being”’, Saturday, November 20 , 1937, in Denis Hollier (Ed.), The College of Sociology, 1937-39, op. cit.,
p.74.

165 George Bataille, 'The Moral Meaning of Sociology', (originally published in Critique, 1946) in Georges Bataille
The Absence of Myth: Writings on Surrealism, Ed. Michael Richardson, London; New York: Verso, pp.103-112,
p.106.

166 ‘Dust in the Machine’, op. cit., p.24.
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science hasn’t overthrown belief, but refined it beyond recognition.’'*® Inventory themselves
invoked Bataille’s concept of the sacred in the definition of their own method of ‘Fierce Sociology’

thus:

Human history and present social relationships have always consisted of an infinite web
of varying combinations of data (allegiances, beliefs etc.). In other words, varying
assemblages of the mechanical and the organic. So that, within the quotidian we find
sacred phenomena being summoned, re-enchanted, in differing macro or micro social
patterns. Moreover, the everyday contains a mixture of homogeneity, of productive
forces, from which all useless elements are excluded, and heterogeneity, which breaks
these limits introducing elements which cannot be wholly re-appropriated. In this sense
‘the sacred is only a privileged moment of communal unity, a moment of the convulsive

communication of what is ordinarily stifled’.'®

As Inventory developed a rich and mobile field of analysis out of this initial static display,
animating it further and further outside an ethnographic-academic context, the boundaries of
their enquiry increasingly pushed at limits which laid outside institutions, in the streets,
opening a space between the homeless rock-bottom of class society and the celestial roof of

metaphysics.

By excavating the fetid ditch of bourgeois culture, perhaps we will see open up in the
depths of the earth immense and even sinister caves where force and human liberty will
establish themselves, sheltered from the call to order of a heaven that today demands the

most imbecilic elevation of any man’s spirit."”

167 To discuss this aspect of the sacred is obviously to invoke a widely discussed contemporary figure, Agamben’s
Homo Sacer, the theorisation of which retains substantial Bataillean residues. Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer:
Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Agamben discusses Bataille’s theory of the sacred as mediated through Hegel and
Kojeve (in pp.112-113). He also asserts strong criticism, though not entirely convincingly, of what he calls the
‘mytholegeme’ of the ‘ambivalence of the sacred’ established, according to Agamben, by the Victorian
anthropology of William Robertson Smith’s Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1889), p.75. Inventory’s own
dynamic and dualistic conceptualisations of the sacred appear to conform to this, for Agamben problematic,
perspective, ‘Existence is dualism, it is life and death, word and deed: “The name of the bow is life; its work is
death.” as Heraclitus said. The spiritual exists as long as there is a physical: there is no one without the other. The
sacred must be despoiled by the profane.’ ‘Oracular Architecture’, op. cit., p.112.

168 Matthew Hyland, ‘La Vie Pue Meisseurs’, Inventory, Vol.4 No.2, 2001, p.93.

169 ‘Fierce Sociology’, op. cit., p.6. The unattributed quotation which ends this passage is from Georges Bataille, Le
Sacre, Paris: Les Calliers d’art, 1939, translated in Denis Hollier (Ed.), The College of Sociology, 1937-39.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988, p.427.

170 Georges Bataille, ‘The “Old Mole” and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme [Superman] and Surrealism’, op.
cit., p.43.
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Inventory followed Bataille’s ‘tragic’'”!

philosophy of ‘impossible experience’, binding the
investigation of material phenomena to the ‘freedom to live at the edge of limits where all
comprehension breaks down’.'? Yet, whilst this may sound extreme and though they were
interested in ‘belief” and the communifying collective experiences of contemporary crowds,

most consistently, Inventory sought out the sacred in the banal and every day.

[T]he passionate explorations of a fierce sociology are simultaneously investigation and
intervention, a form of inquiry that does not seek the ‘heart of the matter’ but rather
aims to exacerbate it. A provocation that could summon images and further
interpretations that force open a horrific magnification of all that we are and all that we

might be.'”

Whilst the museum might provide a contemporary ‘degraded’ image of the ‘sacred’, objects out of
exchange, but, depending on the chaos or order of the display, inside symbolic exchange, there is yet
another significant site other to the ethnographic museum, presenting objects, apparently, both in
and out of exchange, which powerfully mediated both the surrealists and Inventory’s notion of the
sacred, and provided opportunities for exercise of their homespun methods. These were the street,
the market, supermarket and shopping centre, which featured in their work as a kind of abject

museum overdetermined by commerce and consumerism.

Market and Supermarket
Clifford’s famous essay indicates one of the key sites for the Surrealist’s exploration of the

marvellous as the Parisian street market of the Marché aux Puces, which ‘was a source of the

unexpected and the significant — significant in ways that suggested beneath the dull veneer of

171 The ‘tragic’, or ‘tragic nihilism of metropolitan life’, is a theme explored in two key Inventory articles: Robin
Mackay, ‘Retro Retard’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.2 1996, pp.30-35 and Inventory, ‘Do You Feel Crushed’, Inventory,
Vol.3 No.1, 1998, p.4. As ‘Do You Feel Crushed’ indicates, the concept is indebted to Georg Simmel, himself a
great influence on the unorthodox thinkers of the College of Sociology and Walter Benjamin. A discussion of the
tragic in Inventory’s thought and reception of Bataille will be explored towards the end of this chapter. See for
example Bataille, ‘But precisely at this point arises the main question about social life. If the man of tragedy bears
within him the reality of inmost human existence lost in the immensity of the universe, it is clear that the
community — the only place this existence is realized — will have meaning in human terms only to the extent that it
provides a place for tragedy, to the extent that it acknowledges the tragic spirit as its own reality.” and ‘The tragic
spirit is freedom’. ‘Brotherhoods, Orders, Secret Societies, Churches’ a lecture written by Roger Caillois but
presented by Bataille to the College of Sociology, Saturday, March 19, 1938, in The College of Sociology, 1937-39.
op. cit., p.148.

172 George Bataille, The Impossible, (Trans. R. Hurley), San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1991 p.40.

173 ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, op. cit., p.151.
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the real the possibility of another, more miraculous world based on radically different
principles of classification and order.”'”* In Inventory, scholar and translator of surrealism
Kryzsztof Fijalkowski revisited this fertile site for the surrealist’s clash and reversal of
perspectives, supplementing it with the late-20™ century corollary of the car boot sale (in the
early-21st century we might think of online shopping sites such as Ebay or Ali Baba),
situating this potent archetype amidst a contemporary commodity culture which had appeared
to absorb aspects of the surrealist object’s ‘juxtaposition and reconciliation of

contradictions’.'”

[Flrom its earliest years, Surrealism suggested a complex equation between city,
economic object, self and other, as if window shopping, whether for things or for erotic
encounters, means looking through a two-way mirror to reveal the commodity, street
and the watcher’s expectant reflection, turned together to transparent crystal. To look
into a shop window is to recognize yourself, your world, and your desire, real and

spectral at the same time.”®

Complex forms of self-recognition and a tangible sensation of the prospect of becoming lost,
is attainable for the male European metropolitan subject in these spaces. However, closer
examination indicates that this is an operation achieved through minor, but significant, signs
of otherness — which are explicitly gendered and raced. For Fijalkowski, it is ‘part souk, part
Kurt Schwitters Merz installation” and features ‘Algerians selling lost property’."”” As well as
‘shopping for erotic encounters’, the surrealists applied an acquisitive to the problematically
racialised objects, ‘objets sauvages’ which fell under their gaze."”® Clifford and Fijalkowski
both lay specific emphasis upon the lack of function of the goods encountered in such

environments located at the fringes of commerce.

The most fascinating category of objects in these types of environment remains, today
as for André Breton, the ‘useless’ items — useless because broken, incomplete, obsolete
or unidentifiable, but also useless in the sense that they have fallen out of the technical
and economic systems they were made for.'”

174 ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’, op. cit., p.542.

175 Kryzsztof Fijalkowski, ‘Fantasy Goods: Surrealism and the Shopping Trip’, Inventory, Vol.2 No.3, 1997, pp.9-10.

176 Ibid., p.13.

177 Ibid., p.11.

178 ‘The surrealists frequented the Marche aux Puces, the vast flea market of Paris, where one could rediscover the
artifacts of culture, scrambled and rearranged. With luck one could bring home some bizarre or unexpected object, a
work of Art with nowhere to go— ‘readymades’ like Marcel Duchamp's bottle rack, and objets sauvages, African or
Oceanian sculptures. Such objects — stripped of their functional context — were necessary furnishings of the avant-
garde studio.” ‘On Ethnographic Surrealism’, op. cit., pp.542-543.

179 ‘Fantasy Goods’ op. cit., p.9.
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Inventory’s own investigations into such environments focussed, not on the loss of category
and classification, but rather its apotheosis — the densely researched and artificial, self-
consciously banal and proletarian spaces of the high street supermarket. The text, ‘Orpheus
Street’ Inventory Vol.2 No.1 1997, discussed above explores the ‘sacred’, or at least mythic,
resonances of London’s streets and the aisles of its supermarkets. ‘An Impossible Project: A
Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’ revisits the supermarket, and the method of ‘fierce

sociology’ proposing new delirious categorisations for the goods within.

Returning to the supermarket, we can see that diagonal classification need not confine
itself to the name of things. One can easily imagine aisles devoted to peculiar physical
attributes, foods made predominately from potato, reconstituted and reshaped foods, all
the red food, the purple, the yellow. There might, for instance, be a place only for round
or spherical things... Pizzas, footballs, Edam (which will also be found in the red aisle),
toilet rolls (which might occur as well in a place for things that can be stood on their end
so as to form towers), eggs, melons (yellow aisle), burgers, light bulbs, red cabbage
(purple aisle), tubs of hand cream... Capitalism enacts sleights of hand no stranger,

bullying commodities into spatial or edible categories [...].""

Inventory did not entirely eschew the aura of the surrealist market. A special issue, Inventory
Vol.2 No.2, 1997, entitled ‘Collected’, featured numerous projects related to ephemeral and
debased sites of exchange.' On such site was Holloway Road, London, which was the source
for a project by Marysia Lewandowska, ‘Currency’ featuring images of items purchased on
the street for the price of £1. Inventory’s own project for this issue consisted of four pages
containing a defaced page from Time Out’s art listings; a page of classified ads listing items
pertaining to ‘Collecting and Hobbies’ from Loot or Exchange and Mart; two images, one of
a car boot sale or street market of assorted odd shoes arranged on the floor and another below
of a street stall selling paintings of a type which could be typically seen in Paris in the 19th
and early 20th centuries and finally a worksheet describing tasks to be carried out by library
staff (belonging to Inventory member and editor, Adam Scrivener, who worked at SOAS

library).

A later performance documented on video, Sermon to the Objects, compacts the slippage

between religious and commodity culture. Featuring a performance intervention at a car boot

180 ‘An Impossible Project: A Fierce Sociology of the Supermarket’, op. cit., p.150.
181 This was a special issue of Inventory appearing in association with the exhibition Collected curated by Neil
Cummings at the Photographers Gallery and a number of other sites across London, 26 April — 21 June, 1997.
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sale held in a parking lot, possibly at a motorway service station in an unknown location, the
performance’s gag, or punchline, turns on the revelation that every shitty thing produced
might be considered ‘one of God’s creatures’ through the misguided lens of a Christian zealot.
On the other hand, the upending of the social order manifested by considering the lowliest,
indeed second hand, commodity-thing sacred can be taken more seriously given the intense
pursuit by Bataille to worship such base material. It is this oscillation, between the base and
the holy — sacred and profane — which produces laughter. And, I might add, it is for the
viewer/laugher a laughter which is unsure of itself — unclear whether it laughs at the pitiful

objects, the ‘mechanic preacher’, or the rites of sacralisation and religiosity itself.
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Sovereignty

Though Bataille’s conception of ‘sovereignty’ was clearly determinate for Inventory sovereignty has
diverse interpretations. Its inflection in the early-21st century tends towards the opaque. As I write
this study the UK remains in upheaval. The 2016 Brexit referendum and its consequences have
seemingly ripped open the steaming void on which parliamentary democracy is founded. Brexit we
are told is a ‘matter of sovereignty’, but debates in the UK over what sovereignty might consist in —
rule by elected EU representatives; rule by local UK representatives; rule by a combination of
elected and unelected parliamentary figures and unelected royalty; indirect governance by the
economic needs of the City of London; direct democracy? — are not only inconclusive but mostly
incoherent. Crudely put, sovereignty is a mystery in the UK because its inhabitants have very little

experience of it. According to Wendy Brown

a composite figure of sovereignty drawn from classical theorists [...] suggests that
sovereignty’s indispensable features include supremacy (no higher power), perpetuity
over time (no term limits), decisionism (no boundedness by or submission to law),
absoluteness and completeness (sovereignty cannot be probable or partial),
nontransferability (sovereignty cannot be conferred without cancelling itself), and
specified jurisdiction (territoriality).'®

As Brown proposes, this is not necessarily only a local issue, with the waning of state power in the
late-20th century classical theories of sovereignty do not become defunct, but rather the ‘promise of
sovereignty’ becomes available and mobilised by extra-state actors and agencies. Sovereignty in
Brown’s terms is an invariant across modern history, albeit in a waning and spectral state in our

present times.

Earlier, in the context of Inventory’s interest in the English revolution, I mentioned how the mystery
of sovereignty in the UK is partially due to the dual power of Crown and Parliament. Esther Leslie’s
‘money montage’, ‘Notes on Notes’, riffs on this constitutional contradiction opening with a
montage of quotations expressing despair at the European Central bank’s refusal to include ‘the
sovereign’s head’ on euro notes.'® In the French context, Bataille understood the execution by
beheading of King Louis XVI as the moment by which sovereignty was distributed across the

population. For Bataille, sovereignty derived from the sovereign, but through his bodily destruction

182 Wendy Brown, Walled States, Waning Sovereignty. Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 2010, p.22.
183 Esther Leslie, ‘Notes on Notes — a Money Montage’, Inventory, Vol.4, No.2, 2001, pp.28-47 p.28.
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it is distributed in an egalitarian form. For Bataille, capitalism worked to erode popular sovereignty
by imposing work and necessity, but sovereignty ‘begins when, with the necessities ensured, the
possibility of life opens up without limit . . . Life beyond utility is the domain of sovereignty.’ '**
Bataille understood sovereignty as a historical concept, but one utterly opposed to modern
utilitarianism and societies geared towards production. Bataille argued, in the post-war period, that
in the 20™ Century, the sacred had lost its link with social cohesion, in fact it began to seem even

‘anti-social’ in character.

Where it had once been the sacred — or heterogeneous — elements that had established
coherence, instead of constituting society and social bonds, it could well now represent
nothing else but its subversion.'®
Similarly, he saw sovereignty and unproductive consumption as subversive to contemporary
society. Yet, for Bataille sovereignty was not necessarily ‘kingly’, but rather, popular. For
Inventory, sovereignty was not constituted in state or party forms, but was a matter of individual
experience, fleeting feelings of self-possession countermanded against modern alienation. ‘[T]o
navigate the world as if it were your own, for it is our own and without the messy business of

formal possession.’'*® The city, the mundane and everyday was its crucible,

To be drunk is to be sovereign. Maybe this is the meaning of the expression ‘drunk as a
lord’, or perhaps it is quite different. [...] as to whether alcohol abuse is an addiction or
a disease a kind of ‘natural/cultural’ argument. I think it is neither, I would like to
contend that is is an act of possession; to drink is to be possessed.'®’

Inventory’s critique of the autonomous sovereign individual at the heart of Enlightenment thought
and political institutions, directed the criticism of society in towards the forms of collective life in
and against society from a position of collective research — necessarily a culture and collective
organ of enunciation without either a clear purpose, nor property of any one individual, patron or
institution. Where towards the end of the 1990s a discourse of autonomy became moreorless
hegemonic on the disorganised left (mostly through a very slow and fragmented reception of

elements of the Italian political movements of the 1970s), an earlier tendency on the left in the UK

184 Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share II & 111, p.198.

185 George Bataille, “The Moral Meaning of Sociology’, (originally published in Critique, 1946) in, Bataille, Georges,
and Michael Richardson. 1994. The absence of myth: writings on surrealism. London; New York: Verso, pp.103-
112, p.107.

186 Inventory, ‘Towards a Tactical Sovereignty’, in Jonathan Rabagliati (Ed.), George Hanson Critical Forum: Eight
Round-Table Discussions from the Department of Communication Art and Design at the Royal College of Art,
London, London: Department of Communication Art and Design, Royal College of Art, 2004, pp.32-37, p.33.

187 Inventory, ‘I Kingsland Passage’, Inventory, Vol.1, No.3, 1996, p.5.
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had already criticised autonomy as in relation always to heteronomy.'® Instead, probably through
Bataille and the Situationist International small groups began to experiment with approaches to
problems of political sovereignty, and they sought it by diversifying political debates outside of
existing frameworks and developing alternative modes of knowledge production and distribution.
By the 1990s monolithic media was looking obsolete and began to give way to smaller and more
accessible media forms. In the UK 1990s the defeat of the workers’ movement (felt tangibly in the
1986 Wapping dispute and 1984-85 Miners’ strike), the break-up of the Socialist bloc and end of the
cold war were widely perceived as consequences of globalisation (aggressive development of media
and of energy markets). However, they also signalled a general dissolution of monolithic entities
and this ushered in, or at least lent confidence to more molecular formations. Self-organisation, as I
will discuss in Chapter 6, was widely championed, whether it be by think tanks promoting
entrepreneurialism, or activists promoting dissenting social movements. This could take the form of
journals, unorthodox public or private meetings and new technologies such as radio and the
internet.'® Through such movements conceptualisation of self-made and accessible sovereignty
(sovereignty as the absence of authority and the unseating of habitual subjectivity) was oriented
closely into the patterns of everyday life through reconceptualisation of everyday expressions such
as ‘drunk as a lord’; characterisation of new tendencies in culture as ‘sovereign and vague’ or the
promotion of the experience of the city through the ‘disorientation of habitual reflexes’.® In a more
reflexive framework, Inventory proposed a ‘tactical sovereignty’ a concept which necessitates active
criticism of capitalism: ‘[the idea retains sovereignty only when the relations between the host
(idea/quality) and the parasite (commodity/quantity) are properly addressed.”'*! Inventory’s
discussions of sovereigty situates questions of political community inside struggles within the field
of culture, locating there interactions with governmental, economic, mythic, theological even

cosmological frameworks of sovereignty.

188 On autonomy see Pier Vittorio Aureli, The Project of Autonomy: Politics and Architecture Within and Against
Capitalism. Temple Hoyne Buell Center for the Study of American Architecture. New York: Princeton Architectural
Press, 2008. For discussions of sovereignty in this scene, see Chapter 6 of this thesis.

189 To cite two characteristic examples: in 1998 Info Centre held an event at which a version of Howard Slater’s text
‘Post-Media Operators’ was presented via a recording as ‘an imaginary address’,
http://infopool.antipool.org/Stamm.htm; In 2001 Inventory held a journal issue launch in the atrium of an automated
bank on the fringes of the City of London.

190 Quotations respectively from, Inventory, ‘I Kingsland Passage’, Inventory, Vol.1, No.3, 1996, p.5; Howard Slater,
‘Post-Media Operators: Sovereign and Vague’, Datacide No.7, August 2000, http://datacide-magazine.com/post-
media-operators-%e2%80%9csovereign-vague%e2%80%9d/ and Guy-Ernest Debord, ‘Introduction to a Critique of
Urban Geography’, Les Lévres Nues No.6, 1955, available, http://library.nothingness.org/articles/SI/en/display/2

191 Inventory, ‘Towards a Tactical Sovereignty’, op. cit., p.32.
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Tragedy

Whilst Inventory’s references to tragedy (a Nietzchean concept which has strong resonances in the
work of Bataille, but also Georg Simmel, Georgy Lukacs and Walter Benjamin) are distributed
across their work in the journal and elsewhere, in this initial survey I place two key texts from the
journal centrally. Robin Mackay’s singular contribution to Inventory journal, ‘Retro Retard’ is an
unusual intervention in the journal because circumstances around its publication and Mackay’s
activities with rival self-publishing group CCRU mean, with hindsight, we must understand it as an
attack on the position of the journal and its editors, even if it was not initially understood in this
light.'** Designating a contemporary cultural phenomena it names ‘pomophobia’ — suggesting a
position which finds postmodernism repellent — and invoking, without specifically naming, ‘new
tragedians’, the text implies a corresponding cultural tendency: ‘modern tragedy is omnipresent in
the popular postmodern’, it aligns ‘tragedy’ with attempts to recover the critical tradition of the
Frankfurt School. In what I perceive as their response to this complex, and initially obscure, attack,
the editorial ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, Inventory mobilise the work of Georg Simmel to affirm the
concept of ‘tragedy’ positively.

Georg Simmel was a founder of sociology and one of the first philosopher’s to take Nietzsche
seriously. His interpretation of Nietzsche was critical, but he sought objective reasons with which to
explain this dynamic of ‘historical saturation’ and theorised it in cultural terms as a struggle

between subjective and objective elements in culture: a struggle between life and form.

We are confronted by countless objectifications of the mind: works of art, social forms,
institutions, knowledge. They are like kingdoms administered according to their own
laws, but they demand that we should make from them the content and norm of our own
individual lives, even though we do not really know what to do with them, indeed often

feel them to be a burden and an impediment.'

192 Robin Mackay, ‘Retro Retard: Pomophobia and the New Tragedians’, Inventory, Vol.1 No.2 1996, pp.30-35.
Mackay subsequently published a closely related version of the same text, co-authored with Mark Fisher, rewritten
to include a satire of the launch of the Inventory journal issue in which the text first appeared and therefore
clarifying the text’s initial ambiguities as a direct attack on Inventory. The epigraph to this second version of the
text is a recognisable description of the launch event held for Inventory Vol.1 No.2, 1996 held at the Horse
Hospital, London: ‘As cutup Super-8 reels of Stalin’s funeral flicker on the white walls, Donna Summer's “I Feel
Love” plays on the sound system, overdubbed by blasts of spoken-word Adorno text. In another part of the room,
slides of old people on holiday flick by. Cultural detritus, discovered in junk shops and church fetes, forming a
jaded carnival of negative authenticity. A joyless juxtafest where “found objects” recline passively, waiting for your
listless stare to turn their way.” Robin Mackay and Mark Fisher, ‘Pomophobia.’ Abstract Culture, swarm 1, 1996,
available, http://web.archive.org/web/20131115004003/http://www.ccru.net:80/swarm1/1_pomo.htm. [Accessed
May 2015].

193 Georg Simmel, ‘The Crisis of Culture’, in Georg Simmel, Simmel on Culture Selected Writings, (Eds.) David Frisby
and Mike Featherstone, Delhi, Thousand Oaks, London: Sage, 1997, pp.90-100, p.91.
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Fundamental differences between Simmel’s and Nietzsche views appear in relation to their
positions on fatalism and historicity. Where Nietzsche saw ‘oversaturation’ as something strong-
willed subjects should struggle against and overcome, Simmel presents this as an unending and
dynamic struggle, in some sense dialectical, or, at least, dualistic.'™ Inventory’s position is closer to
the latter, which seeks to develop Simmel’s critical left-Nietzscheanism, ‘[w]e regard nihilism in a
pro-active, Nietzschean sense, as something to be worked through’.'®> Whilst both figures saw the
outgrowth of ‘objective forms’ as ‘hostile and dangerous to life’, Nietzsche tended to view those
who suffered under it as weak and feminine, characterised by ‘growing effeteness’.'® In the
positioning of the concept of tragedy in Mackay’s text we see for a second time Inventory
positioned as feminine. In significant contrast Simmel was optimistic about the possibility of the
‘alternative development of a female culture (WeiblicheKultur)’.'”” He saw the positive side of the

‘struggle’ between life and form, subjective and objective elements.

With each and every new form of existence which it creates for itself, its perpetual
dynamism comes into conflict with the permanence or timeless validity of that form.

Sooner or later the forces of life erode every cultural form which they have produced.'®

This ‘struggle’ is the terrain of a ‘tragedy’ of culture, in Simmel’s formulation, one which is cited by
Inventory in their defence and self-consciously affirmed (with a nod to Mackay’s aggressive attack):
‘we would actively affirm such a dynamic tension: a positive play of aggressive forces’.'® This is
understood as a universal dynamic but with a qualitative and quantitative historical specificity, ‘a
matter of quantitative vastness’, developing out of the intensification of ‘objective factors’ in

industrial modernity by which ‘[i]Jndustries and sciences, arts and organizations impose their

194 ‘the creative dynamism of life produces certain artefacts which provide it with forms of expression and
actualization, and which in their turn absorb the constant flow of life, giving it form and content, scope and order:
for example civil laws and constitutions,works of art, religion, science, technology and innumerable others. But a
peculiar quality of these products of the life processis that from the first moment of their existence they have fixed
forms of their own, set apart from the febrile rhythm of life itself, its waxing and waning, its constant renewal, its
continual divisions and reunifications. [...] They have their own logic and laws, their own significance and
resilience arising from a certain degree of detachment and independence vis-a vis the spiritual dynamism which
gave them life. At the moment of their establishment they are, perhaps, well- matched to life, but as life continues
its evolution, they tend to become inflexible and remote from life, indeed hostile to it.”Georg Simmel, “The Conflict
in Culture’ in Simmel on Culture Selected Writings ed. David Frisby and Mike Featherstone, Delhi, Thousand Oaks,
London: Sage, 1997, p.76.

195 The Nineties, op. cit., p.31.

196 Friedrich Nietzsche quoted in Mackay, op. cit, p.31.

197 David Frisby and Mike Featherstone, ‘Introduction’, in Simmel on Culture Selected Writings, op. cit, p.2.

198 ‘Conflict in Culture’, op. cit, p.76.

199 ‘Simmel perceived such tensions and paradoxes in modern culture long ago. That of the subjective spirit in danger
of being subsumed by the objective spirit resulting in the tragic nihilism of metropolitan life.” ‘Do You Feel
Crushed?’, op. cit, p.4. Cited by Inventory is Georg Simmel, ‘“The Conflict in Modern Culture’, in On Individuality
and Social Forms: Selected Writings, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971.
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content and pace of development on individuals’.*® For Simmel, these were, in his own time, the
indicators of a profound ‘cultural crisis’ and ‘philosophical crisis’.** Simmel intimated a certain
drive against form itself in the new movements of art, specifically expressionism, futurism and
Dada. In this sense Simmel saw the contours of this cosmological struggle between life and form,
the subjective and objective as already migrating into culture as a kind of anti-cultural attempt to

fuse closely, in his opinion impossibly, art and life.

Mackay uses tragedy to indicate a situation characterised by entrapment and impossibility and an

attitude, or orientation within it.

Irony can be coextensive with modern tragedy insofar as both consist in ineliminable
and harsh cognizance of the terms of general economy whilst retaining an afterimage of
some grand project, or its personal internalisation. They only exist as a resonance of a
certain tension between half-remembered values which haunt the irradiated zones in the

form of their own death,and the pulsating immanence of the general economy itself. **

The dynamic, which Mackay develops as a continuity between ‘irony’ and ‘modern tragedy’,
describes a situation in which we understand the problems and limits of our agency. We aspire to
‘some grand project’ but cannot realise it. In this sense it is fateful. According to Mackay it a
problem evident in the ‘seamless bricolage of incongruent cultural detritus’ and is mobilised by an
ineffectual nostalgia for ‘some sort of cohesive unity’.** Ultimately, the promise of this unity, for
Mackay, is false. He contends that it depends upon a Kantian framework which Mackay

understands as ‘regulative’ and productive of rationally justified ‘simulations’.?*

the rent which divides modernity: between the cherished ‘supersensible’ realm of
‘personhood’, freedom, religion and world-history, and the world of synthetic cognition
and science superheated by intensifying industry and economic development, lies a big
gulf. The call for a structure to bridge this gulf echoes through Kantian and neo-Kantian

thought, and indeed through the great political projects of modernity.**

200 ‘The Cirisis of Culture’, op. cit, p.91-92.

201 Simmel wrote the three texts quoted above, which each construe crisis and tragedy with slightly different emphases
and senses of urgency, during World War I, thus it is no wonder that such a profound sense of crisis impacted upon
his writing, see ‘The Crisis of Culture’, op. cit, p.92

202 ‘Retro Retard’, op. cit, p.32.

203 ‘Retro Retard’, op. cit, p.32.

204 ‘Retro Retard’, op. cit, p.32.

205 ‘Retro Retard’, op. cit, p.32.
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Despite its orientation towards Kant, this partition is in fact derived from Jean-Francois Lyotard.**®
Mackay aligns his critique of ‘Pomophobia’ with Lyotard’s through similarly affirmative gestures,
though clothed in nihilistic style, dismissing ‘reverence of the self’, proposing ‘a machinic
genealogy of post-modernity’ he urges confrontation, i.e. alignment, with the ‘thought of alien
intelligence; of multiplicitous decoding and transcoding systems which use humanity as a
subroutine, drowning the plaintive voice of the tragico-modern beneath the hum of ever-
sophisticating machines’.?”” “Tragedy’, then demarcates the dramatic tension between life and form,
or life and capital, which Mackay intends to exit by rescinding critique and affirming capital as
‘pullulating immanence’ and ‘the future’, leaving what was called human life behind.

Like Mackay, though with less ‘glee’, Inventory subscribe to a crisis theory of the present society.”*®
Inventory attack ‘the present picture of postmodernity as an impossible web of heterogeneous
fragments’.** They do not propose resuscitating the surrealist method of collage, but instead
resuscitating fragments from society’s shattered image as ‘emblems’. Thus, rather than resting in
alienation, accepting modern tragedy, they propose constructing ‘the social picture’ in ‘recognisable
yet still complex relationships.’*'° They propose collective study using precisely those tools Mackay

appears to abandon.

The subject will never dissolve completely, perhaps only reconfigure, displace itself ,
and reconfigure again into new and evermore sophisticated variations of the same

dilemmas.?"

This conscientious denial of the disappearance of the subject balances other statements across the
journal, and in this text, which place collective effervescence and desubjectifying experiences
centrally to an ‘an awareness fuelled by the utter most patience and objective rigour’.*"* Inventory
subscribe to an openness to phenomena and being: ‘Inventory is interested in all kinds of
phenomena, all variations of being. Any subject/object that is expressive of differing, complex,

relationships, which make up our cruel, effervescent, banal, laughable, existence.’*"* While Mackay

206 Famously understood as launched by the publication of The Postmodern Condition but anticipated in 1974 by his
attacks on critical theory and Marxism in the text, ‘Adorno as the Devil’, which in turn licenses Mackay’s
association of tragedy with postmodernism. Jean-Frangois Lyotard, ‘Adorno as the Devil’, Telos, 1974, No.19, 20
March, 1974, pp.127-37.

207 ‘Retro-Retard’, op. cit, p.34 and 35.

208 ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, op. cit, p.5.

209 Ibid., p.5.

2101Ibid., p.5.

211 Ibid., p.6.

212 1bid., p.7.

213 Ibid., p.7.
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seek an exit from western epistemology through the desubjectifying experience of contemporary
technology and dizzyingly obscure theoretical intertextuality, Inventory are both more sober and

resolute in facing the arcane and archaic composite mess of their ‘current constellation’.***

Inventory identify a continuum of Simmel’s concept of ‘tragedy’ with ‘the subjective spirit in
danger of being subsumed by the objective spirit resulting in the tragic nihilism of
metropolitan life.”*"> Bataille had radicalised this dynamic drawn from Simmel into an almost
apocalyptic struggle in which the force (or even party) of life, equated with ‘tragedy’ and
every ‘monarchical authority’ and ‘every insurmountable barrier’ which opposes it.*'®
Inventory range between these two positions, implicating a dynamic, rooted in metropolitan
life which, from their perspective, has not been overcome by the onset of the postmodern
condition. In ‘I Want More Life Fucker’ (1999) make an impassioned (all caps) gambit to
‘BREAK [...] THE TRAGIC MANACLES OF OBJECTIVE CULTURE’.*"” In ‘Do You Feel
Crushed?’ the tone is less playful or desperate and more considered, the situation of tragedy is

one of movement and ceaseless working through ‘incompleteness’ rather than overcoming.

In our post-modern moment, there are constant and repeated attempts to overcome this
exhaustion, and theoretical appeals are made toward some form of philosophical or
critical play. [...] Perhaps only a positive, life-affirming, nihilism seems possible or
viable. One that holds life within an enthusiastic, tragic, and dynamic state of

incompleteness. Until death finishes the job.*"®

214 ‘In this present moment, our current constellation of cultural forms is sometimes presented as a sensory overload of
images, expressions, signs, and ideas, too vast and complex to ever possibly assimilate. The subject feels crushed
under the weight of such stimuli, buried under the excess energies of production; a glut of objects, concepts, etc.
That lie, piled up upon one another, dormant or exhausted of meaning.’ Ibid., p.6.

2151bid., p.4.

216 ‘On the one side a constitution of communal forces riveted to a narrow tradition — parental or racial — constitutes a
monarchical authority and establishes itself as a stagnation and as an unsurmountable barrier to life; on the other, a
bond of fraternity, which may be foreign to the bond of blood, is established between men, who among themselves
decide upon the necessary consecrations: and the goal of their meeting is not a clearly defined action, but life itself
— LIFE, IN OTHER WORDS. TRAGEDY.’ Georges Bataille, ‘Nietzschean Chronicle’, op. cit., p.205. A
comparison between phrasing and typography of this text and ‘T Want More Life Fucker’ would be illuminating.
‘Inventory, ‘I Want More Life Fucker’, Inventory, Vol.3 No.2, 1999, pp.4—7.

217 ‘I Want More Life Fucker’, p.4.

218 ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, op. cit, p.6.
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A positive or active nihilism does not only revel in the destruction of old values but seeks to
generate new meaning.”" This, as we shall see, is in continuity with Benjamin’s account of the

way in which destruction makes possible new experience.

A Constellation of Methods

The intention of this study is to understand how Inventory proposed their project as a kind of ‘paper
assembly’. In this sense the journal can be considered a kind of democratic political space in which
‘speech acts’ could occur; a collage or construction involving heterogeneous or individual elements;
a construction from out of paper: i.e. ephemeral and perishable, elements. In light of the discussion
of ‘fierce’ and ‘surrealist sociology’ above, itself a kind of disciplinary collage, and with regards to
the forthcoming discussion of Benjamin’s method, this hopefully already provides a few images
with which to consider something like a methodology for Inventory as a journal. If Inventory have a
method at all it is fragile, and open to accidental conjuncture with its target objects. At the
beginning of the their editorial, ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, Inventory state clearly that ‘We have little
in the way of method in fact what little it is leads to paradox and contradiction.’**° A little further
on, they state: ‘[t]hus, we wish to employ an emblematics, a critical heterology, whereby form and
formlessness, image and text are linked in a methodology which is at once historical,
anthropological and poetic’.*' In short order we encounter both a denial of method and an actual
sketch of a methodology, one which as I have shown here consists in some rich substance in
historical debates. I contend that what Inventory staged, and I have reconstructed here, is a tension
between method and no method. This is the negation of method per se, its characterisation as
paradox and contradiction, and the proposition of a methodology which is flexible, premised on the
heterogeneity of phenomena. And lastly the contradiction between method and no method as an
operative ground for the investigation, not assuming, but ‘seeking’ what will subsequently be

described as a ‘bewitched spot’.

219 This is position of ‘active nihilism’, with reference to Nietzsche, is again reiterated by Inventory’s editors, and here
explicitly brought into articulation with reference to Inventory’s transformation of anthropological field work, in an
interview: ‘We regard nihilism in a pro-active, Nietzschean sense, as something to be worked through, and
empowered by. By investigating the nature of field work, we turn the anthropological gaze back on ourselves. This
could be translated into politics — through the surrealist notion of a permanent state of revolution.” Michael
Bracewell, The Nineties: When Surface Was Depth, London: Flamingo, 2000, p.31.

220 ‘Do You Feel Crushed?’, op. cit, p.4.

221 Ibid., p.5.
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Chapter 4
That Bewitched Spot:

Inventory, Georges Bataille

and Walter Benjamin
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