Stefan Szczelkun 54 Sharsted St. SE17 3TN 0171 7356221

Kent Institute of Art & Design, Maidstone

MA in Time-Based Media with Electronic Imaging
Tutor: John Gange

Title:
The Epistemonical Status of Working-class Culture

Epistemonical: ‘capable of becoming an object of knowledge' OED.

September 1996



Contents

ABSTRACT /ﬁﬂi

TERMS OF THE DEBATE
1. The mobility of Class terms.

2. Cultural negotiations.

3. Folk culture - repression and Revival

4. Popular culture - Castigation and defence

5. Art (and time-based media) X
6. Peoples art; A Working class culture?

THEORETICAL FRAMES
7. Habitus, Field and Cultural Capital ——_ 2 2

8. Reflexivity m—o — 26 x*
9. Aesthetics and taste 2.9.
10. Discourse and knowledge D7, X

CONCLUSION
11. Working class voices and archives

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Books and chapters in books
Journal Articles, papers, manuscripts etc
Exploding programmes annotated (a selection)

APPENDICES
T1. Transcript of interview with Simon Evans

T2. Transcript of interview with Duncan Reekie

2



A3. Valerie Walkerdine article

A4. Emmanuel Cooper article.

AS5. The BBC and Lord Reith

A6. Examples of artwork from Xploding Cinema Programmes.




STEFAN SZCZELKUM MA Thesis Sentember 1996 KIAD Maidstone
UL TDT MONICAL STATUS OF WORKINC CLLASCS CUTTIIRE .
THE EPISTEMONICAL STAT US OF WORKING CLASS CULTURE:

I investigate my themes through a discussion of terms and theoretical
frames, finally illustrating some points from two interviews and in-
troducing the idea of the archive to bring things to a focused conclu-
sion.

TERMS:

Class is a concept which has been confused by a major historical shift in the C20th
nature of work from manual to mental. This has been accompanied by an increase in
the intellectual education of the population which has brought conflicts with a basic
tenet of classism, that working class people are lacking intellect.

Working class identity does not have a biological base determination, a difference
with race and gender and one which defi any reduction to an essential identity

and to a neat circumscriptio
Culture exists both in diff
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art. Class relations and valu
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ues are intimately reflected in culture.

Working class culture has existed in discourse within various labels: Folk culture,
which is mainly associated with rural traditions, has been alternately repressed
and revived in modified form by those in authority. Popular culture, most broadly
defined as all that is not high culture, focuses more on urban, commercial and
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forms. It too has been attacked, devalued and demonised by an
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intellectual establishment of both right and left. The defences by Herbert J.Gans
(1274) and Richard Shusterman (1992) are e:amined.
Finally before looking at working class culture with reference to the work of
Emmanuel Cooper I define High art as a specific and recent historically formation
nisms of legitimation. 4 T questioned the position of the working

with ongoing mechani
class artist here and the problems that their exclusion from Coopers genre bring

THEORETICAL FRAMES:

I then reviewed the ideas of a leading sociologist and theorist of culture - Pierre
Bourdieu, summarising his concepts of Habitus, Field and Cultural Capital as concepts
which might usefully frame my analysis. The importance of another concept,

reflexivity, is examined in relation to class and education. Besthetics as a field
of discourse is examined for defences of popular art. Problems in the full
appreciation of cultural values by those outside of that culture are underlined.
Shustermans re-appraisal of John Dewey Aesthetic of E:perience is highlighted.
Finally the class nature of di urse is indicated

WORKING CLASS VOICES AND THE ARCHIVE:

pn?l long series of quotes from two interviews with people who collect cultural
in very different locations. Their collections are e"amined as archives.
s
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structures by which

v
ourselves is contained in the public presentation of Knowledge.
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failing to reflect the complexzities of Britain in the 1990s (see Joyce
1865) . The crude image © lass derived from occupation, designated A
to E, ignores the plurality of positionings occurring within society

which have been counterpointed by recently emergent black and femini
ritings problematising older rigid ideas of identity (see Hall 1987).
The inadequacy of the old economist class tegories has been put down
to material changes in social structures and the veracity and
relevance of a class analysis has been questioned (see Pakulski 1995).
However it will be argued that the inadequacy arises from its
reductive definition as a diminishing and one-dimensional location in
the labour market which, on its own, gives us few clues about how
class effects socio-cultural relations.
‘'‘Academia has rarely developed complex understandings of working
class people. Even celebrated studies like Willis (1977) can be read
as an indictment of the working classes; they are so stupid they
invest time and energy into ensuring their own oppression... There
has to be better ways of writing about class in academia. For too
long it has been trapped in the male, Marxist mode where the focus
on materiality neglects the elaborate psychological complexities of
soclal class. Unsurpri Lgly the excellent examples which exist are
11 Femlnlst texts wril n by acade ics from working class
r an f disciplines (Steedman 1986,
gs 1996)'’ (Reay 1997a).

the major formative forces within
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ur lives (see Devine 1992). Because the terminology is

and inadequate does not mean that we should avoid the area
r. For some of us, who are caught on the sharper edges of
class dynamics, the issue is one which feels urgent.

The view of class I will use is not one of an unproblematic binary
opposition but one which imagines dynamic class relations as one
aspect of a complex social world which is continually being formed by
many dynamic forces. Generalisations must be used but should always be

understood as indicating contested tendencies within a complex field
of local realities (see Foucault 1980).

In looking at the way class relations impinge on any single life we

an examine the usual sociological categories such as education,

€2

0
income, housing, occupation (past and present); but we should also
d

examine the cultural and psychological value systems expressed in
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presented almost entirely in the terms of upper class culture. There
arose a section of the working population which saw itself as
‘respectable’ rather than ‘comm ﬂn’. With the increase in white ccllar
work, especially since the 1960s this group, strategically labelled
middle class by the state, has become a voting majority.

The other main contribution to the division of the working
population has been the massive increase in higher education from the
1960s. The mechanisms of classism had deflned the working class by
their supposed lack of 1nte1llgence The graduate certification
therefore provided a magical elevation of class status. Graduates not
only got their degree but a new identity to go with it.

Within the spectrum of identities pommonly included within ‘Equal
Opportunities’ working class 1dent1ty is t e only one that is
contingent on education. In Diane Reay’s study the working class

women she interviewed:

Drew on ‘‘metaphors of exzclusion to describe their own and their
children’s experience of schooling. There were repeated mentions of
being silenced, of being physically excluded from the learning
context, analogies of communication with teachers as ‘like talking
to a brick wall’, incidents of ‘fobbing off’ and infantilism and in
two women’s accounts actually being expelled’’ (Reay 1996a).

Working class people internalise the myth of their own lack of
intellect. They do not on the whole have an image of themselves as
intelligent. Working class young adults who do manage to achieve
academic success cannot be accepted back into the working class
community. There is simply no place for them. In spite of this many
of the value structures and cultural sympathles of working class
culture are maintained in some way by those who have ‘moved out’.

In addition to defining working class as ‘all those who have to work
for a living’ I also need to define working class by negative
effects, as all those people who have been on the receiving end of
the stick of oppression that is classism... or who have had negative
effects passed onto them. This includes the effects of poverty but
also psychological conditioning violences such as the myth of
inherent low intelligence and disruptions of community such as those
inflicted by arbitrary relocations of industry or by land
development.

And, positively, as all those people who have a heritage of working

class cultural values and forms, however fragmented or buried.




TERMS OF THE DEBATE 2. Cultural Negotiations

/ﬁ
‘‘Culture as such is exercised in manv directions. It even attacks
the reactive forces of the unconcicus and the most subterranean
digestive and intestinal forces’’ (Deleuze 1962).

Cultural agencey constitutes a kind of thinking, often non-verbal,
about our situation, which then allows a society to adapt to changing
conditions. To fulfil this function culture cannot be rigidly
formatted. It must be capable of innovation (Worsley 1968). Culture
has variously been seen as the business of specialists and
coinnoisseurs which we should look up to; or, initially by
anthropologists such as Claude Levi Strauss, as the customs, artifacts
and behaviours of daily life (Williams 1958).

The cultural processes and artifacts of a group express a distinctive
set of values. They exist within the framework of a particular geo-
political outlook or viewpoint on the world. It is this set of values
which constitutes the implicit aesthetics of any cultural group. The
culture therefore both exzpresses that group’s particular history and
conditions and records their own unique response to them. Culture
provides a communal base for each persons identity.

The most important cultural innovation of the last millenium was
probably the invention of the printing press in 1450 and the bourgeois
literate culture that followed it (Febvre 1958). Oral and literate
culture have fundementally different characteristics. Some of these
are related to the structural differences deriving from the spoken or
written/ printed language (Ong 1982), but in addition the oral is
associated with 'lower' class cultures and the literary is embedded
yithin the bourgeois ethos.

Contemporary western urban culture is characterised by its plurality,
it exists simultaneously on various planes. There are local cultures,
class cultures, sub-cultures, religious and national cultures - whose
planes all intersect in complex temporal dynamics which are probably
rarely the same for any two individuals. The priority of any these
planes of heterogeneity, at any particular time, will be contingent on
current situations and needs. To make the complexity even more dynamic
one of these myriad planes of culture might dissolve into another at a
particular historical nexus or by individual agency.

The last might be illustrated by the case of the working class person
who goes to (art) college. Two culture systems clash and the student
must negotiate this without the guidance of a priesthood or

traditional rituals. As Valerie Walkerdine has pointed out (see
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appendix A3) this can sometimes lead to mental breakdowns or at worst
suicide. As the academic high art tradition 11 often seem to regquire
complete silence on traditional cultural heritage this can lead to a
student rejecting higher education or engaging in a painfull pretense.
ut more complex negotiations are also possible where parts of each

are retained and a new heterodox dynamic identity is created. Th

=

might have two or more personas which can each appear separately i
different situations speaking with different voices - both literally
and metaphorically.

These complex mergings between the vectors of cultural difference,
full of both brutal conflict and sparkling invention, are I would
suggest, highly important to any understanding of contemporary
culture. They are the flux points and intersections at which break and
reverse flows can occur. They are the points of puzzlement and

turbance below indistinct aporia of knowledge. Indistinct because
they indicate transgressive states, like ‘working class women
novelists’ which would disrupt dominant categories of class if brought
into sharp focus. ‘Working class women novelists’ do not exist as a
category within western knowledge and are a ‘non-existent’ because the
novelist represents the height of high art intellectual prowess and so

denies the very definition of working classness which is posited on a

lack of Just such intellectual prowess. The publishing establishment
would not publish such a book and it has been up to a group of working
class writers to reify this category by publishing a book themselves
(Richardson 1996) . The Enlightenment ideal of knowledge, which is our

norm, is nevertheless presented as open, neutral and objective.

People are like comets. Their past stays with them as an evanescent
tail which follows them through time and space. The tail is not all
visible to the naked eye but even the invisible parts exert their
influence on the nature of our trajectory. This invisible tail seems
to extend several generations into the past.

I would suggest a principle function of culture is to reify, to put
into concrete forms, our more abstract relations to each other or our
environment. A dynamic exchange of information between the individual
and wider social groups which ideally ensures the optimum health and
security of all. So that social structures evolve and adapt to fulfil
and protect individual needs in a changing world. So an effective

lture must be produced by the consensual responses of that group to
the conditions in which it finds itself. This implies people with

close and direct contacts with each other. It also implies prior
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research and experiment by many individuals or small
complex society is inevitably made of specialists who
ake collective wholes. This can be a job £

after winning the Booker prize James Kelman said:

‘‘There are writers all over the world saying, ‘Our culture is OK’',

it applies to places like Yorkshire and Cornwall as much as
Scotland. Your own culture is valid. My culture and my language
have the right to exist and no-one has the authority to dismiss
that’’ (Guardian October 1994).

TERMS OF THE DEBATE 3. Folk: Repression and Revival

Before capitalism and before even the development of cities people
lived, and still do, in what Claude Levi Strauss has usefully typified
as myth-based societies (Levi Strauss 1978). Culture is orally
transmitted and embedded within daily life. The stories and images
generated in myth creation interconnect different aspects of life
providing meaning and shared understanding to aspects of life which
might otherwise be too abstract or complex to be shared or celebrated
in common. The heritage of this culture has become known as
‘traditional’ or folk culture.

A ‘Folk Revival’ of the early C20th set a warped frame for our
perception of this oral tradition which was even effective when the
movement became driven from below in the Fifties and Sixties.

The Revival leaders, Cecil Sharp and Ralph Vaughan Williams and then,
in the fifties A.L.Lloyd, organised a set of institutions which
created the dissemination of our image of native English culture in
classic hegemonic fashion. The English Folk Dance and Song Society,
the Morris Ring and The Folklore Society presided over a variety of
£o0lk and dance clubs, mummers teams and so on. Later in the 1950s the
Workers Music Association hardly challenged these models of acceptable
working class culture (see Boyes 1993).

The model was of songs, dances and rituals handed down from a distant
and idealised past. This material had to be handed down intact and
could not be the product of contemporary invention or pastiche. In
contrast the contemporary Music Hall songs were castigated as vulgar
and worthless.

‘‘The cardinal premise in the survival theory was, therefore, a
definition of the Folk as manifesting a comprehensive absence of
creativity’’ (ibid p.12).

The early C20th revival was influenced by Romanticism and 1its

10



medieval myths of a rural ‘Merrie England’ in which everyone was
content in their class roles, and was preéeded by a widespread
enthusiasm for the study of ‘Popular Antiguities’. It was also
influenced by the development of Darwinian anthropology which evoked a
gradual rise or evolution of ‘the savage’ to the heights of
civilisation. This was used to prove the superiority of the Aryan race
and the inferiority of women within a broader context of a
justification for the excesses of imperialism.

ccording to Georgina Boyes the early revival was motivated by the
fear that:

‘‘The sheer weight of working class numbers, combined with their

inherited physical and moral weaknesses would inexorably lead to

the political and cultural obliteration of the race, the nation,

the empire and the social structures that supported them’’ (ibid

p.24).

By the early C19th communal and seasonal customs, which had until
then been seen as useful to a rural economy, came to be suppressed by
a new code of decency and decorum. These often rowdy ceremonies were
replaced with an increasingly formalised and constructed royal, civic,
military and religious‘pageantry.

“‘Women were especially vulnerable to such social pressure and from
the 1820s and 1830s their public participation in customary
performances was greatly reduced’’ (ibid p.28).

After the initial period of suppression had created a nostalgic
longing, there then followed a period in which folk pageants, cleansed
of vulgar elements, were presented as a revival of ‘Merrie England’ 1in
the grounds of the local manor house.

Astute politically minded men saw the potential of Folk Revival as a
source of hegemony in a new modern culture of Naticnalism. In the
early C20th Cecil Sharp followed the pattern set by the revival
pageant except that he used modern channels of social control to
disseminate his representations; first through the burgeoning school
system and later through Lord Reith’s BBC (see Appendixz AS). Clearly
the power of these hegemonic institutions was many times greater than
that of the Manorial pageant.

Songs were cleaned up in terms of grammar, scales, techniques of
delivery, and, of course, content was bowdlerised. Revival style folk
dancing became a part of village fetes and national celebrations
across England.

The process still held a danger that working class people might take

~ontrol of the movement and turn it from ‘revival’ to celebration. To

11



P R — - T = + +
combat any such danger Sharp made sure that
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Throughout, the English Folk Dance Society, the Folk Revival was

(ibid p.107). Even then the process was not uncontested. It was in
fact a woman, Mary Neal who had initially started folk dance revival.
She was a good organiser but her connections with the suffragette
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harp’s Fabians and use of working
clipsed by the machiavellian S

TERMS OF THE DEBATE 4.

Popular culture: castigation and defence

ar art has not been p“pular with aestheticians and theorists
t least not in their professional moments. When not
ad

Al

alto ignored as beneath contempt, lt is typically vilified as
mindless, tasteless trash’’ (Shusterman 19 - p- 167
Britain was the first nation to industrialise but it was only in 1850
that a majority of the people lived in towns and it was only in 1900
that the vast majority was urbanised. These urbanised ‘masses’ lost
their rural cultural identity in several ways: 15 hour working days

B/
1d rural communities were displaced and split up;
the new urban situation, a change from cyclical to linear time,

taken over by upper

demanded new responses; cultural ‘management’ was
class philanthropists and ‘socialists’; a lack of resources fo
s; the promotion of ideals of high
s prime achievement and goal.
all these factors the new industrial towns presented an
entirely new scale of human closeness. And when people get together
begins to sprout.

werful when people gather in large
numbers. Perhaps the most imp rtant cultural form that arose from the
new urban situation was the pub based ‘free and easy’ in which
everyone was invited to do a turn. This developed in scale, by the
1830s professional performers were used in pub backrooms and by the

pecial hall was required. These ‘music halls’ soon became

e
o
wn
(@)
)]
oY)
wn

12



i
hall forms that were, and are still, important to the autonomy of
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active working class culture. There are many modern equivalents from

the Northern Working Men's Clubs to the many rock pubs, comedy
a

and Karaokes which enliven todays urban scen

of urban populations. Sinc he C19th this negative propaganda was
extended to leisure behaviour in general. Both right w
conservatives and later Marxzist radicals joined hands to make common

-

Gans 1s recognised in current literature on the aesthetics
based on two

n
nts: firstly, that popular culture does reflect aesthetic

ndly, that people have a right to their culture of

inextricable, overlapping and interpenetrating.

culture as the values of a group or class of

r
nd parts of their lives in various

sans 1dentifies four themes in the criticisms commonly levelled at

(He mostly does not reference these critics):

f popular cultural: Which supposedly is remotely

e riven and producing a standardised
product designed for the lowest common denominator. Gans argues that,
h

igh culture is also mass produced and standardised, such as
13

books. High culture is also often quite predictable whereas some

F

ture, like

-

ap, is quirky, unpredictable or improvised.

nly to its own diversity and judges
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most average product of popula

2. The negative effects of pop culture on high culture: The only

substance of this criticism seems to be that low paid high culture
artists might be poached by the popular culture industry. But, of

y 0
course, resources are spent from the common tax pocket to subsidise

opera and ballet which has only a very small audience. These resources
might more fairly be spent, as Gans argues, on non-commercial popular
arts.

Roger Taylor (1978) argues that, rather than popular culture
threatening to corrupt high culture, it is in fact high culture which
has such a monopoly on the concept of Art that it corrupts wo
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his implied withdrawal from art is a dubious
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strategy and leaves the superiority of Art challenged.

3. The negative effects of popular culture on its audience: These

effects may be summed up as a brutalising exzploitation of sex and
violence. But such effects are not supported by any evidence aft
repeated surveys. The popular audience is not, as a whole, as passive,
vulnerable and uncritical as it was assumed at that time.

s no evidence to suggest that deleterious
rom popular culture outweigh the considerable advantages.
4. The negative, de-civilising effect on society:

worst popular culture threatens not merely to cretinise

p Y
our taste but to brutalise our senses while paving the way to
t 1 ism’’ (Gans 1974 p.44 quoting Bernard Rosenberg).

Or later, paraphrasing Herbert Marcuse; ‘the mass media atomise and
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ly, individual creativity, and the rejection of group
norms are not reflected in popular culture so it is in fact seen to
dilute or threaten these ideals.
In dividing culture into several layers Gans ignores the non-
commercial aspects of popular culture such as family photo albums (see

Jo Spence 1991). This gives his analysis a serious bias as it is here
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popular culture (see Savage and Frith 1993) might be traced to the
0

One of the most interesting aspects of the attack on popular culture

is the involvement of the left who in thei neral espousal of
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working class interests might be expecte
‘‘Pleasure hardens into boredom because, if it is to remain

easure, 1t must not demand any effort and therefore moves

orously in the well worn grooves of association. No independent

st be expected from the audience: the pr ct prescribes

gen
0 be sympatheti
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every reaction: not by its natural form (which collapses under
reflection) but by 51gua;5. Any logical connection ca ;ing for
mental effort is painstakingly avoided’’ Theodo Ador (from The
Essential Frankfurt School Reader Continuum NY 1987) quotev in
(Shusterman 1991).

Adorno produced his influential theories about culture in the late

forties and fifties (see Dialectics of Enlightenment 1947). But it was

not until recently that left intellectuals became critical of Adorno’s
position. Richard Shustermans (1992) strategy is to argue for the
value of sensory appreciation and response: ‘‘The sensory immediacy
(of rock) is negatively misconstrued as entailing effortless nullity

The somatic quality of our response to rock disqualifies it from
argues that the fallacy here lies

Y e ic and intellectual are exclusive domains
within a Platonic tradition. Although I agree that the somatic and

intellectual are not separate domains, Shusterman’s argument aveoids
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discursive hegemony which does not allow the intellectual potential
within working class culture to take flight. Nor does he go far enough
+

the central place of this somatic/intellectual split in

Pierre Bourdieu claims that the internal references that are required
e missing from popular art (Bourdieu 1979 pp33-35 &
Shusterman points out that this is a fallacy which is due to the
fact that someone imbued with one culture cannot read the deeper
references in anothers. A point already made by Gans and one I will

0 - you can only read complexity in a culture within which you
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Renaissance. The categories of painting and sculpture were the purest
visual forms in which unusually talented artisans were supported
rich patrons. Theatre, opera, ballet and cla a
from this period. All these art forms relied on opulent presentation,
the selection of rare genius and concentration of skills from amongst
many artisans and popular entertainers. v
Capitalist exploitation became increasingly efficient and enormous
wealth accumulated in towns and cities. Much of this surplus wealth
was spent on the arts which as spectacle and in their excellence of
skill outstripped anything that had been seen in Europe since the
glory and horrors of the decadent Roman Empire - a dominance that
lasted until the advent of the mass media in the twentieth century.
By mid C19th sections of the proletariat had achieved sufficient
surplus income and leisure to become cultural agents themselves.
Capitalism, ever responsive to new markets, developed the technologies
of mass media: newspapers, cinema, paperbacks and radio. The ruling
elites had to preserve their own ‘high culture’, which was the
buttress of their superiority, from the onslaught of newly literate
and culture hungry plebs. At the same time they had to manoceuvre to
manage and direct the power of the new mass media.
such management with Cecil Sharp and John
sponse of many fine artists and writers was to retreat
icism which could only be appreciated by the

congnoscenti (Carey 1993). However the power of the new media was
£
4L

+

m, whether Jeffersonian or Marxzist, that for
n tarian,

a
the first time in history, the common man, citizen or prole
would at last, come into the 7

joyful appreciation of high art -
this, once so buoyant and confident dream, is now dead, moribund’’
‘Jerome Stolnitz quoted by £Doherty 1988)

The power of a global digital media is such that fine art can only
still be seen as superior by those who live in the past. However the
myth of its superiority is still highly active. High art is now a
symbol of status and a crucial playground of tactile experiment and
innovation. Control of this zone of innovation defines standards and
maintains the cultural leadership of the capitalist class: as
epitomised by the ‘public’ Saatchi Gallery in London. This zone is
mediated in various ways: through education (as a gateway to

7
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Habitus, Field and Cultural Capital

dentity at any point in time.

Habitus: The concept of habitus describes the psvchic environment
e

Q.

which 1s generated by particular materialities and social

o]
O
)
}71
-
O
=
fas
]

]
w0
[
-

Q

enerates complex layers of semantic maps which are
derived from a study of capital distributions. Power is seen to be
articulated by more than a staightforward relationship with capital
that can be measured by financial wealth. Class positionings, which

had been presented as an unproblematic bin:

&)J

ry opposition of interests
can be seen to be maintained and reproduced through various ‘fields’
of human ac
The habitus is seen by Bourdieu as having:
orms an adaptation to
y takes the form of

Within habitus we have identities which share the commonalities of

nd which in themselves

1t

This 1s not to suggest that a habitus cannot include relatively
stable predispositions as well as elements which are in flux. In fact
I would like to argue that we can even map low level commonalities
across different habitus with a shared superiority/ inferiority power
relation. We might usefully see this set of habitus, which might
include such already broad and diverse groups as working class, women

S
and blacks within a common operating system which organises an

important underlying set of predispositions which has been known as

Just as much as habitus is a paradigm of the social world it also is
internalised and normalised as ‘second nature’. Class meanings are

S
embodied, perhaps within the most cellular levels of our organism.
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in a rela shi
homogeneity refl

e eity
characteristic of their social conditions of production. Each
individual system of dispositions is a structural variant of the

' lari thin the class

Field: A field as defined by Bourdieu is a context within which

practices take place. A field might be a particular educational or art
i

system and is derived from historical conditions generated by th
interests of various forms of capital. The boundaries of these fields
are not rigidly defined as they are intended are tools to be set up

for use in empirical investigations rather than as a grand system
which becomes imposed on and then comes to define reality. There is of
course a strong link between habitus and field. Field, as an objective
historical relations, both structures and is structured by the
habitus produces cognitive constructicns in its relations

e
d. It is these concepts which make the field meaningful to
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ue. It is these same cognitive

sses by which culture becomes
he habitus is that of knowledge from a working class
' o}

2

past, ‘‘a knowledge that has its own logic, which cannot be reduced
to that of theoretical knowledge; that in a sense, agents know the
social world better than the theoreticians’’ (Bourdieu 1993). This
may not be overt knowledge but schemes of perception which operate
below the level of verbal discourse and incorporate the fundamental
vectors of force which structure a soclety and produce a common-
sense normative consclousness. It 1s the theoretician’s Jjob to make
this practical knowledge explicit.

The sense of the class we are seen to be in, with its normative
force, may conflict with an internal sense of class which is not an
social label but a swarm of complex associations and signifiers. These

e rise to deep seated corporeal dispositions which can exist
1

ions and be quite discordant with them

<
Hh

ear. These ‘corporeal dispositions’
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CONCLUSION Ch.11 How can Working class culture gain the

status of Knowledge?

‘‘There is no political power without control of the archive, 1if
not of memory. Effective democratisation can always be measured by
this essential criterion; the participation in and access to the
archive, its constitution, and its interpretation’’ (Derrida 1995) .

So far I have made my arguments through the discussion of key terms

The interviews were accompanied by participant observation and the
are selected to, not only simply illustrate my themes, but
h

orce - an oral ‘voice’, albeit
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b
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Hh
o
n
[}
t
D
=
=
’._‘I -
(G
[o)]
(&)
]
o
(G
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()
h

is a crucial motor in the

orward for analysis.

Simon Evans has a collection of audio and video tapes, photographs

and slides which record local performing folk arts from Kent
traditional dance, song, music, drama, seasonal rituals, and Gypsy
lifestyle. This also includes contemporary music from his 15 years

The Xplodihg Cinema, as represented by my interview with one of the
n Reekie, 1s on the other hand an urban phenomena
focusing on film/vid

‘‘*Although ther primary screeﬁ, visual
r i

ere 1
events are strongly acentr r ides bouncing off the
walls, short loops of film wobbling crazily in and out of tin foil
frames and manifestos on over-head projectors smeared barely
legible across the he'W*ﬂg” (Fuller 1994)

Fuller goes on to give a flavour of the films shown:

‘It could be a short documentary someone’s made on their pet
hampsters; a paranoid sci-fi horror about the underground trains in
London being really giant flesh eating worms; or some cataclysmic
animation, with unnameable debris seething into chaotic life. There
is undoubtedl3 some compere berating or coaxing the crowd between
each film’’ (Fuller 1994). See also Appendix A8 excerpts from

Xploding Cinema programmes.
The process of selection was generous and inclusive. By all accounts
nothing was refused a showing as long as it was short. The result was

34



Reflexivity of interview subjects (as primary mediators)
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will be among this number. Apart from the photocopied programmes (see
Appendix A6), which record the films shown by title and maker, the
Xploding Cinema Collective alsc encourage artist’s networks and

g g
independent festivals (eg ‘Volcano’ forthcoming November 1996). They
are currently launching their first compilation tape amidst
controversy as to whether this will produce a selective history which

11l misrepresent the diversity of the live event.
Working class cultural capital could be seen to exist in dispersed

vated as power unless it 1s concentrated.

[

forms but capital is not act
3y

One of the mechanisms which concentrates cultural capital is the

g

Unless the distillations of the archives are available a complex
annot be reflexive, cannot come into full consciousness of
tself and so cannot adapt intelligently. The dominant culture, the
eritage of the Enlightenment, is typified by a reason so cold and
calculating that it becomes a distraction from or even justification
£

oppression. Working class culture is warm and somatic but denied an

inclusive and integrated realisation of its intelligence as power.

‘'I have tried to establish the ‘cold’ aesthetic of high culture,
with its cerebral and intellectualised appreciation, and the bodily

M 2
and sensuous pleasures of ‘low’ cultures. What is most important is
to understand thc different conditions in which these pleasures -
and th and hopes - ar

b,

produced. In the
r

ain
Ddltl ns of

oppressive co ourg ‘animal passions’ are
regulated, the ‘rising of the masses’ is feared, the individual is
defined in terms of brain or brawn, the only way out offered is
through cleverness, guile, making it, wc*?ing, trying. And so
embourgeoisement is the only dream left in all those desires for,
and dreams of, difference ...'’ \Wal}eLul ne 1990).
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27th November 1993, ‘Explocding Cinema, DURTY ART, Cleaning Fluid,

Good Taste 125ml.’

Sat 12th June 1993 or 94, ‘Meet the Professionals, EXPLODING’.
*‘President and financiers who oppress us, are as empty as their

lives. Their money is as worthless, as the products they shit. And
all the cbjects of their culture, are as meaningless as their
flags.’'’ (my punctuation)

2nd April 1994, ‘HOT CR

0
*YJust say NO. Spreading the virus, no more leaders, nc more ex-
rtask

erts n ore a
perts, no more a

29TH October 1994, ‘BACK WITH A VENGEANCE’
Includes a centre spread seven point guide on how to ‘‘Be a Success-
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APPENDIX T1 MA Thesis at Maidstone KIAD

Interview with Simon Evans 4th July 1996

The interview took place at West Peckham, Kent. Recorded on Hi-8
(See notes at end for discussion of what is not transcribed.)

Starting off in Simon Evans study bedroom..

Note: Simons intonation goes from staccato rapid fire to slow and measured. ..
TRANSCRIPT

What sort of stuff have you got here? (in the archive) let's have a look round the room at it. ..

With regard to my personal research the stuff which I'm particularly interested in to do with
Kent... no let's start again the stuff I've got here falls into various categories I spose there's stuff
that actual research into local folk cultures such as local folk traditions what we might loosely call
the performing folk arts traditional dance, song, music, drama, and perhaps seasonal festivals and
seasonal rituals from Kent. I'm particularly interested in Kent because that's were I happen to be
and there have been plenty of collections that cover the whole of the country but a lot of them leave
Kent out because its assumed its been... cosmopolitan and built up for too long but that's not
necessarily the case. Other things I have here are a lot of stuff to do with programmes I make
drawing upon that material, but also a lot of the tapes... there's cupboards full of them downstairs
that's actually to do with contemporary folk performance so its not just to do with the traditional
stuff which we've had from years gone by but because of all the work I did on radio, producing
programmes about folk music in Kent for a 15-16 year stretch on Radio Kent it means that
anybody who performed in the county during that time, all the local singers and musicians,
somewhere along the line came onto my programme and I have ended up with all these tapes of all
these people. It's actually quite an interesting snap-shot of what the contemporary folk musicians
were doing, as it were, based within the tradition

So the relationships become clear do they? Between the traditional stuff and the. .

Yeah.. you see the so-called folk scene is quite a separate thing to what I might call the traditional
folk culture. That is the folk scene may be something akin to the jazz scene or the classical music
scene, as an area of contemporary endeavour which, to some extent, is divorced from its roots. And
it's because I got involved with that contemporary folk scene that started to nurture my interest in
the traditional folk customs of the area. Because I felt that a lot of the performers, when they got
up and sang a song, it might be a sea shanty from Cornwall or it might be a miners song from
Durham but very few people who are saying 'We are folk singers' are singing stuff to do with
Kent, so that made me think that... well and... I got involved with traditional dance..

So the lack of stuff rather than the actual positive connections are saying this is a traditional song my
grandfather taught me. ..

Very little of that...for various reasons for a start a lot of stuff wasn't collected and in Kent second
a lot of people involved in the folk scene are not necessarily indigenous to Kent, shall we say, or
have traditional song passed through their family because it a...

I's'pose the life of the traditional culture had changed by then in any case you go to other parts of
the country perhaps Northumberland or Yorkshire then traditional folk song is still perhaps part
and parcel of the local working class culture to a larger extent there than it is here ...so therefore...
it's still easier to find traditional singers in those areas.

Yerr.



Just because of that... T wasn't really going to take no for an answer... people say Oh no that's all
gone its died out 'round here but I really didn't think that'd be the case... also then they are
predetermining what is folk and what is worthy of documentating and what is worthy of collecting.
A lot of people involved with the folk music scene who go and collect, research and document stuff
have a quite narrow definition it is of what they are looking for.. and they tend to define it in terms
of previous cultures.. an unchanging previous culture.. which ain't the case.

One of the things I found interesting about the (vour) presentation I experienced at Cecil Sharp house
was the fact that you were collecting things in photographs. and video and tape and writing things... it
seemed quite a bit like transmedia.. which is quite like folk culture. it doesn't have strict boundaries like
'music’ and yu' know. it comes from ritual and people responding to things in... however they think
appropriate rather than necessarily thinking 'I'm a musician' or something or I'm a ..

People tend to compartmentalize their researches, it seems to me, so you had people that were
perhaps in the past folk song collectors.... 'I'm a folk song collector'..and they would go out and
document folk songs or document folk music or go and research a whole range of things but they
were only interested in one particular aspect of what it is they were looking for perhaps folk
drama or whatever. Uhm..and in a sense the study has suffered because of that..Uhm.. my
approach, I suppose, has been to say well..if this is a folk song, or this is a piece of music or this is a
piece of traditional drama..all those activities are art forms... and art forms are expressive and
creative..therefore.. of What culture are these things an expression?

So then you've got to cast your net much wider and get involved with contextualising this stuff.. a
song has to come from a culture..and a dance has to be part of a culture... what did it mean to those
who did it?.. Something else that the folk thing, that the term, has suffered from is people
divorcing.. the actual, erh, art form, music, song, dance, drama, whatever.. from the way of life of
which was a part..

Yerh

.. be interested in that but.. that's the way of looking at it. What's happened is that the more I've
started to examine the actual, as it were, the creative artifacts, if I can use that word..

I've become interested in what they represent in terms of.. traditional culture... and look harder
and harder for that. So yeh in order to do that documenting I have to use video, so if I want to go
and record traditional dance.. or traditional Gypsy step dancing in Kent, obviously I take a video
camera with me.. If its songs and reminiscences I'm interested in I take a tape recorder-... but
also..I take a lot of photographs as well.. and obviously the photographs are recording
contemporary way of life, recording things to do with the here and now..

(Stefan asks where the photographs are.. in the darkroom in the attic. He takes a pan around the room...)

In a sense the written part of what I do..looking at the files of material...doesn't appear to amount
to that much..... because I've really been quite specific about what it is I'm looking for.. and also
it all goes and gets put on my computer in any case.. but

there are things which I find of particular interest..

and they are for instance the season festivals..how people celebrate Christmas, spring-time and
autumn is often left out. People think of May day and maypole and stuff... they think of Yule tide
and Christmas carols... When we look at what actual went on also.. around the end of October and
the beginning of November that was another potent festival..and in Kent there were some very
interesting, rowdy things that occurred throughout the C19th in all the local towns. Total mayhem
in actual fact! Extraordinary stuff....

[ don't know about that in autumn.. what..would that be Guy Fawkes an that..

Yeh...Things got so bad, in Dartford for instance..
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it says "running battles between the police and the populace”, because..they tried to ban it they
had these bonfire riots, people dressed up in fancy dress, put on masks, blackened their faces..and
wore outlandish costumes and rampaged through the streets.. " The fifth of November Public
Notice"... it says (reading from an old bill-poster).

"certain ill disposed persons attempted to prevent the lawful festivities of the public on the fifth of
November.." It goes on;

"This is to give notice that a reward of ten shillings will be given for the head of every
policeman..and one pound for the head of every inspector which will be delivered to the
parish..pound to a gentleman who will be there authorised to receive it. God Save the Queen
Dartford November the 4th 1863."

And erh.. Gravesend, Dover, Folkstone, Cantebury, Maidstone all these places had it.

So this theme of disruption isn't something that crops up much in books about folk, folk customs and
things like that...

No it's not.. No it's not and there.. but all the traditional festivals...erh. Bonfire festival is like that
the autumn one, in

The Mayday festival certainly, until the 18th century, was certainly a very rowdy and very bawdy
affair... licentious dancing... the whole thing was very sexual and quite outrageous.. And that
gradually became suppressed until the Victorians finally managed to gentrify the whole thing.. the
Victorians, as well, who were also gentrifying the bonfire, as well and gradually suppressing it.
And all these things... also during the bonfire one... we come across mock Mayors, because the
major of London and also the Majors of local towns were ...... on November the 9th..

the people of the town would also elect a Mock Major which they would.. hang up from a lamp
post and set light to.. And so yu get this inversion of the established order.. At Christmas time
you'd get this inversion again, you get boy Bishops. When a choir boy becomes a Bishop for the
day.. In the Navy, the Ratings, y'know, the officers wait on the ratings..

In Spring time people likely have got Robin Hood and all he represents about the over-turning of
the order.. Of common justice shall we say. and getting one over on the rich and powerful..

In all the seasonal folk festivals there seems to be, an examination of peoples role.. respective to
each other politically.

and an overturning and exploration of that.. and that's why they were feared by the authorities.
Sometimes these things did get badly out of hand... the theme of law and order seems to me an
interesting..

(picks up the 'phone in error)

This is written stuff that I've got in here..and this... tapes, interviews with people, song..

what I used to do erh... roles of tape under here...

(Simon has full copies of all the radio programmes he has made)
What happens when you have got this material..

I'll look at it and think well what shall I do with it..
what interest is it and obviously one thing you can do is write as an end product of researches...
And I'm doing that at the moment compiling stuff into a publishable format..

So how many hours of material have you got here?

I don't know. I don't know.. I haven't measured it really. When you see on here its a total mixture,
its stuff to do with... there's a lot of interviews here with local people and old people, and young
people, but also there's tapes of music I've recorded.. but also...

I tend to include things I'm interested in.. you get demo tapes, a local rock and roll band bungs out
a demo tape... and that's...

also of interest as it becomes part of the local culture again.. and so being in a privileged position
doing work for the local radio station people send you things..

W



some of it is no good and some is good and needs hanging onto..
So how do you deal with the rock and roll demo tape.. that's an interesting thing.

I put it on the shelf?
In terms of a radio slot for a folk. it doesn't really enter into that does it? Usually John Peel or
something..

...... the kind of music programmes T used to make were very eclectic and very broad.. I don't think
there was a compartmentalisation, in any case I think it's actually detrimental to musical
creativity..

"We are a blues band" or we are a folk band or whatever and people like to.. "I like country
music"

Tonly like Jazz. So what happens is the broadcasters tend to compartmentalize this stuff.. So they
have 'normal’ music during the day, which is middle of the road adult orientated rock.. The they
have specialist music programmes. So then anything which is not normal becomes specialist..

Of course if there was never an experimental element to culture. it would never adapt or change so
there's that idea that folk and tradition is a kind of fixed..

That's something else again and the reason it has been perceived as being static in the past is that a
few problems arose when people started theorising or whatever, finding out about it.. There was
an accepted viewpoint for a long time that the tradition was something that was static.. That we
shouldn't change it or ... meddle with it..

What happened really was that in the latter part of the last century.. the early part of this
century... the notion of being a folk collector or of going out and doing this research really started
to take off. Because it was an exercise which hadn't been done before... documenting the working
class culture by members of the middle classes.. and they came across beautiful songs, and
beautiful tunes...

and I don't think they could equate that level of creativity..

with ordinary working class uncultured people who had never studied music.. This stuff was
actually part of the common tradition of folk song.. that was changing... People did write songs
and make them up.

In a sense it was denying people their creativity. So if they didn't make it where did it come from?
And it begs the question... It brought up, all sorts of problems of definition... In order to qualify as
a folk song it had to be anonymous.. It had to be handed down by word of mouth and all this sort of
stuff..

It presumes there was some sort of big bang theory for folk culture ... somewhere in the distant
past it spontaneously arrived.. But of course that's nonsense. (Stefan decides to change the position
of the camera).......... It is a changing thing and it does move on.

That's quite important that point vou were just making actually ..

What that it moves, tends to develop...

The problem then is.... My mind starts to get exercised on the next point leading on from that...
Where is it now? The contemporary folk scene people who learn some songs at college on their
guitars..who go out and become part of the folk scene... I do not perceive as being part of the folk
tradition..

Although perhaps in 2 modern day tradition they are part of a folk tradition... rather than
learning this stuff off their grandparents knee or round the fireplace.. or whatever, they've learnt
it off records.. Now that's not to say...

(Interrupting) That's true. there's no reason why the means of transmission should not change as well as
the actual material..in adaptation to different social relations..



It's difficult to perceive where it is now. Like all..

These things are determined in retrospect. When you go and study history and look at things...
How they've evolved into something.. I'm concerned with where it is here and now.. Cos you feel as
if you want to start pushing in new direction or something.. People do write.. I dunno...
contemporary songs.. about things that concern them..

There are, of course, communities in different parts of the country where people are still writing
and performing within the tradition and even though it's changed.. and writing about the new
things that concern them..

but there where you draw the line between what is a folk song and what is an art song.. art music,
which can include any kind of singer song writer..

Does it matter..?
Can it matter?

It matters to the point that people feel that its part of their own it's something to do with their own
community.. is there a sense of ownership involved or something like that..?

Sometimes its community, sometimes its family, sometimes its ..... national as well ... is Land of
Hope and Glory a folk song as well ..
a football match or the last night of the proms.. People identify with it....

(interrupts) Will Footballs Coming Home' become a folksong now?

Perhaps it is already. A folk song is as much what people identify with and this is another thing
really is that a lot of songs that are in what has become accepted as the traditional folk repertoire,
were obviously written by somebody.. Or if I think about the body of work that was created by
some of the C19th London Music hall singers..

People were writing songs... if it wasn't for the houses in between..

about their way of life, about their London town.. Other people,

in their locality or people living in London could identify with the music hall audience... would sing
along with the chorus. It would be hard to say that that is not folk song as well..

It came from a community and (was) identified with by that community.. and perpetuated by that
community.

I'm also thinking that diversity... one of the Uhm...characteristics of working class culture has always
been regional diversity.. Even in small changes in village to village or region to region.. Nowadays.
because people have been moving around so much and.. Not only is there regional variation but on top
of that there are also other dimensions of variation.... in one region vou could have different ethnic
communities or different people doing different things.. Or different styles. people taking on different
sub cultural styles to produce music..

Radio and television the mass media has a part to play in that too.. As well as people who rub up
against each other.

So its very complex...really...

Yeh yeh .. ... of super endeavour ...

It might be quite a good idea to look at some pictures...

We were talking about communities and communities need not necessarily be defined by where
people live, perhaps a village.. but,

perhaps by their culture and their family and certainly, in Kent.. there's a very high Romany
Gypsy population, far higher than most people realise.. so I tend to become interested in all aspects
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of that culture. I first got to know a lot of the local travellers through

local travellers through songs and music. Because I play music

and I'was interested in that side of what they do. But inevitably vou start getting drawn in, in a
bigger and bigger way..

Photographically 1 s'pose I spend quite a lot of time documenting contemporary Gypsy lifestyles..
But in addition to that I do quite a lot of research going and looking for what evervbody considers
to be the old style traditional Gypsy life style..

(some of these are pictures taken by a local press journalist.. photographer, freelance, during the
1940s, '50s, and 60s..)

and also when I go and photograph people they always, then quickly start to drag out the family
photos.. And these are all family pictures. And there's a singer for instance who ...

and some people I end up interviewing... there's a chap called Ambrose Cooper.. who writes songs.
He's got a large fund of traditional songs which have come down through his family..

... up in some of these pictures here as a young boy.. So-

bits of the jigsaw start to fit together.. So much for traditional Gypsy lifestyles.... I wanted an
exhibition of my work of contemporary photos.. and people who came to the exhibition said.. so
that, actually, that only tells us half the story.. what it looks like now. And some of them said 'We
think you should have a bit more infoermation about the whole thing so I prepared one board which
actually documented the old style..

I did another board which actually brings us into the 1960s..

people were moving off of the road were it was getting harder and harder to live this sort of
traditional lifestyle.. Because the hop picking has been replaced by machines..

....traffic and laws regarding stopping beside the road have prevented this sort of horse-
drawn lifestyle.. So what tended to happen was that people were getting herded together beside the
road in huge metal trailers and in woods.

During the 1960s, very much a time of turmoil, people getting evicted from the roadside, with
nowhere to go.. and then we end up ...

are these taken by vou?

No some of these are family photographs..

or taken by a local freelance press photographer

So you have sites (1960s) in which you have the old horse drawn caravans but also the modern type
as well.. a time of change.

It became quite an intense story press wize. Norman Dodds, during the 1960s, fought for the
Caravan Sites Act..

More commentary on the photograph boards...25.00.00 to 44.00 approx.
Simon tells the story of the eradication of the Gypsy lifestyle or the containment of the Gypsies in
the space of one generation.
"There has been no coherent history of this change published in any form." Due to the Gyvpsy
culture being oral.. "History is something that is alien to their culture history is something that is
held in the head"
We then moved into the attic /darkroom to look at more framed photographs.
He shows framed pictures from an exhibition he had a grant for called 'Romany Lives' It was a
travelling exhibition in a caravan in the Kent County mobile unit. It travelled around the town
centres
Stef note: the working class' is in fact made of many sub groups such as Gypsies for are identified
as more different from than similar to working class as a whole. Simon observes there are no votes
in Gypsies. their numbers are too small to effect voting and nobody will vote for them.
Different cultural values can be critical. The Gypsy difference of inner and outer. .. Romany. The
inside of the caravan can be spotless the outside a mess.
Which is what the outside world sees.
Kent is full of people with Gypsy connections. ..
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"How different cultures rub off on each other."

"The importance of recognising cultures”

His own Gypsy heritage from his grandfathers repertoire of songs in the East End of London had
songs which are part of the Gvpsy repertoire.

The connection to the East End...of London

Stef notes: We are motivated and captured by difference it is more difficult to see the every dayv that
we are embedded in. To what extent do we make a romantic map of difference when we are trving
to capture working class lives?

transcription restarts. ..
Do your own family become integrated into this collection of photographs or what?

To tell you the truth I don't have many historical pictures of my family here at all. They are in a
couple of big suitcases at my parents house, they've got them so I don't necessarily have them
here..

Its quite interesting that before we were talking about the past how the middle class collectors ..
....... how their own values effected the way they collected things..

You're collecting with a different background but vour own values will effect how vou collect as well
SO...

I'm interested in whether vou map that at all or think ..

T do because it starts to raise questions about.. If your're starting talking about cultural
explorations, folk culture, middle class culture or whatever, one starts to consider your own back
ground who you are and where you've come from and if you're going back in my own family say
two generations on both sides working class families..

one was more... shop keeper class I spose,

Were cither of those two families singing when you grew up?

Yeh my grandad was I've got some tapes of him down stairs I'll play some in a minute .. I've got
his mouth organ downstairs. When he died he left me £25 and a mouth organ so I bought a camera
with the £25 and that's what set me off on the photography..

That's a good conversion of media! He He That's lovely... I like that!

And T still play the mouth organ! So it's very much working class on that side.. the other side are
more shop keepers er um...

It does beg the question.. Now the family, through a couple of generations, has become educated..
Do we say we are no longer working class or.. Do we say we are we working class people who are
educated or are we now middle class.. It brings up the question of...

cultural definitions of what class is.. Just because we've had a certain education or been lucky
enough to be bright, or could handle school work or could cope with grammar school, or whatever,
then you suddenly become something else.. And then do you drop one set of cultural values and
adopt another..

and there is of course a lot of that.. and once they find themselves as it were, elevated.. in the eves
of the rest of society, by having had a certain sort of education.. The people find themselves duty
bound to acquire the trappings of their new position.. A certain sort of motor car, a certain sort of
house and a certain sort of lifestyle..

It's a place... but I'm not sure about that... it's historical isn't it. Again its implicit in a lot of work 1
do.. Looking at folk culture/ working class culture is something that is not recognised..perhaps.. as
such.. by those institutions that promulgate Culture.. There is this idea in our country that your're
either cultured or your're not. Working class culture or folk culture is not 'culture'.. That (it) is an
absence of culture. It goes back to the Victorian education system in away..



Dragging people off the streets... "vou can better vourself.."

And aspirational ideas about moving up the social ladder..

and as I was saving earlier about rowdiness and behaviour associated with 'the rabble' during
public holidays and public festivities..

It's all very well when we're studving some foreign culture and watching the Aborigines... or somebody
like that 'go crazy' but when it starts to happen down the road from where vou live.. It's a bit more
disturbing...

And very much frowned upon by the Victorians who said we can prevent this rabble from
behaving like this any more by giving them culture. We can cultivate these people and make them
something else.. And I think its's a shame and erh... working class culture or folk culture,
whatever happened to it or wherever its gone or whether it ever existed or not, it doesn't matter, It
is not something that's valued by cultural institutions. In fact I think most of them do their best to
steer people away from it..And if you go and study English or another language, you are not
encouraged to study or understand dialect or colloquialism, you are told that is not the correct way
to write.. It is not the correct usage of grammar... perhaps the grammar that you grew up with...
that everyone in your village or your town speaks... is not correct!

When you go to art school the kind of painting your're encouraged to do will not have any
relevance to a cultural connection.. but it is defined only in terms of other painting movements.
Like you make reference to Impressionism or Expressionism, whatever going right back.. and
people will attempt to define contemporary painting in the historical terms of that..

When it comes to folk art.. that then gets a pejorative label like naive.

It shares some things with women's art really doesn't it so if your're doing a quilt.. or knitting vou can't
really go an do a degree

You can do textiles can't you..
But its a 'lower' art form even then

Sure, sure.. it would be..

Folk art is seen as being primitive or naive.

Which goes back to what I was sayving that both terms imply a lack of culture..
or a lack of understanding.. And that's unfortunate..

Stefan announces ten minutes left. ...

He shows more photos.. working as a photographer in residence with kids on a Council
Estate...contemporary folk culture.

Also concerned with changes that go on in the country side...

Comments how the quaint and picturesque environs of working class culture is taken over by the
richer middle class with example the conversion of oast houses.

A good metaphor of how we can't inhabit our own cultural history.

plays mouth-organ and then tapes of grand father singing in the 1960's recorded by his dad on his
Grundig Dictaphone... Then Robin. whose one and a bit has a play of the mouth-organ!

Note on Omissions

The omission of the central section about Gypsy culture may very well reproduce the anti-traveller
bias of the non-nomadic population and at the same time shoot myself in the foot. Gypsy culture is
clearly a very good example of working class culture. Working class culture is made of just such
hetereogeneities!

However I've decided to leave this as is to illustrate the point that on the one hand I'm not tryving to
set up a them and us situation and on the other that this critique is very much from my own bed of
interests.

@
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APPENDIX T2 MA Thesis at KIAD Maidstone

TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW WITH DUNCAN REEKIE : 13th July 1996
The interview took place in his front room in Dulwich. South London.

Interview was casually videoed on Hi-8

Interviewer Stefan Szczelkun

I thought I'd quite like to start off - I don't know how you feel about this - but just to do a five minute
autobiography.

All right, an autobiography of me.

Like. where was Duncan born? And how did he get here? In five minutes.

Well, T should say that, to begin with, Xploding Cinema is a collective so talking to me is basically talking
to one member of the Xploding and the story of the Xploding Cinema and its activities is basically a
collective history. I'm just an example.

I just don't want to be a spokesperson. I can be an example of one of the people who's involved.

In terms of how I got to be involved in the Xploding I suppose the two most important things were that 1
always wanted to make films and I was always interested in film.

What was your earliest memory of being interested in film? Was it really a childhood thing?

Yeah, to me it was always ... I was like a television addict when I was a child. 1 spent a great deal of my
childhood watching television and sort of fantasising about television, to the extent that I couldn't say it
was a separate sort of structure from my own consciousness. It was totally embedded in television and I
organised my lift to a great extent ...

But did vour parents let you watch television as much as vou wanted? Was it that casy going?

They kind of did. T came from a family with six kids in it.

Where abouts in the country?

In West London, originally in Teddington and then we moved to Twickenham,

That's the area where I come from.

Yeah, six kids in the family and we just kind of ran wild really because there wasn't much you could do
with us. And I just used to watch TV all the time.

Did vou have colour television?

No, we didn't, not for a very long time. That was my parents' kind of discipline, that they were going to
get a colour one. 1 remember seeing colour television for the first time, being taken to see it by my father
and being quite amazed. But no, we had a black and white one.

Give us a few early programmes that vou remember.

I suppose things like Department S would be a favourite programme of mine, or some of the kids'
programmes. I really used to like the kids' programmes.

I don't remember Department S.

Department S - it was a kind of very strange, it was like a camp seventies version of The X Files which
was much stranger than The X Files. There was a character in it called Jason King played by Peter
Wingard and he then got his own series. There was another very strange programme I used to like
called Ace of Wands which was about a kind of hippie warlock detective. That was in the seventies as
well. They should revive that.

[ misscd all these things. It's interesting because that was when I was a dropout and I missed watching
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television.

There was a few very strange attempts to have a counter cultural pulp sort of genre, hippie detectives
and things, which were quite interesting. But I used to watch everything. I was very omnivorous. I even
used to watch things like, I remember watching Open University when I was, like, seven and stuff and
not knowing what it was about but just knowing that it was kind of interesting and stuff. So then ...

So. did you get a degree by the time you were ten?

No, no, not at all, no. I didn't really understand it. I just sort of picked up bits of it that kind of went
into my consciousness.

Are there any bits that vou picked up?

I remember watching something where they were saying that you could tell the difference between the
past and the future because structures always go into chaos and this never happened the other way round
and they did this thing with snooker balls. I remember watching the snooker balls and they were saying
you can tell which is the set-up of balls before and which is after, because one has structure and one
doesn't. I remember thinking that this was a kind of huge revelation to me at the time. But I didn't
really connect any of this with anything else that was going on in my life. But yes, I just used to watch
TV and I never really thought about what I was going to do anyway, really. I never thought I was going
to be a film maker particularly but I just used to watch TV all the time and then I kind of ...

Eventually, I went to college after I left school but then I gave it up.

What. art college or what?

No, I'left school. T was at quite a strange school. It was a secondary modern that was going to be a
comprehensive in Richmond Borough, which was like one of the last boroughs where there was a
grammar school system.

What year was this? Was this the seventies?

Yeah, seventies. I must have come out in '76, I suppose. So, it was like this very strange school that was
like a mish-mash. It was a very liberal school and vet it was also like a high Protestant school and it was
a secondary modern but it was going to be a comprehensive. It was weird anyway. So, I went to school
and Graham Harwood, in fact, do you know him?

Yes.

I went to schoel with him.

Oh no. I didn't know that.

Yeah, yeah, we were in school together, the same school.

That's amazing.

Very odd. We did a magazine together, in fact.

You haven't got it?

No. When we were about 13 we did it.

[Interruption]

That's just my sister getting back from holiday.

That's amazing. that you went to school with Graham.

Yeah, me and Graham went to the same school. And we then went to the same college, actually.
Anyway, so I went to college and then I dropped out of college and eventually I ended up doing this



course in drama and ended up at university doing drama. T was doing plays. 1was writing plays and
stuff and I kind of realised that what I was doing in the plays was I was trying to recreate the filmic
experience as a live event and I realised this was kind of probably ... T might as well just start making
films because what I was doing I was using actors with slides and actors with bits of film and actors with
projections, and I was using scene changes with blackouts which were basically kind of cuts in film. So I
suddenly realised, this was a revelation, I was actually making film, but live. I suppose one of the things
that really made me think a lot at that time ...

Did vou record any of those?

What, of the plays? No, I've got the old scripts. I never recorded them. They weren't performed. They
were performed maybe two or three times each because in this theatre you couldn't get much time. But,
I suppose one of the things that was really interesting then, to me personally, was the discrepancy the
methods we were using to study and the material we were studying and also the kind of way that
everything was like separated off, 'cos I did film there.

Could you explain that a bit. What were those discrepancies?

The most obvious one would be that there is a whole edifice of film study and film theory which is
essentially literature - it's a form of literature, and it's a genre which is literature and it has its own
structures, which are literary structures, and the magazines, the periodicals have their own structures.
But what you're actually writing about is film and this occurs again and again and again in, kind of,
educational establishments. There's this discrepancy between the study and the thing itself so that ...

What would vou say the thing itself is then?
Well, in film making it would be film.
You mean it's not a literary thing,. it's essentially something completely different?

It's something completely different, yeah exactly, it's completely different. It's not literature. Literature
is completely different from film. And then one of the things that happened was that when theorists
started writing about film in a scientific way, with like semiotics and structures and stuff like this, they
kept coming up with these when they're going, "Oh my God, film's a language, it's got grammar”. And
you talk about the grammar of film and you talk about the language of film and maybe you talk about
the different dialogues or sort of dialects in the film, something like this. And this incredible kind of
splendid metaphor happened where they're saying film is like language. But film isn't like language. 1
mean, film is like film. The trouble was these people were using literature to decode film so, of course,
film appeared to be like literature to them because that's what they were using. I mean, things become
what you ... And if you analyse something with certain tools, you know, then it's the tools that are
actually gonna sort of characterise your analysis. But the same thing was happening with lots of things,
like drama was being analysed in literature. I was studying drama and film and there was, like, no
crossover between drama and film - none whatsoever, no analysis. Do yvou know what I mean? Like,
there was no analysis of some kind of study of acting, for instance, where it's like vou get this massive
extended structural sort of analysis of film, you don't have to do that with acting and the reason is that
acting's too difficult to do it to. You couldn't do it basically. But why not? Do you know what I mean?
It's like everything gets separated off into its tidy little compartment.

Can [ just flip back for a second now? This is really interesting but I want to. you know. vou've had all this
kind of massive experience of TV which is very kind of of the now. of the 60s. 70s kind of television. In vour
family did you have any traditional stuff coming through as well or was there any cultural ... Were you taken
to things or were you shown things or did you have books or was there any of that stuff coming out?

I don't know. My family's kind of weird anyway because I have four adopted brothers and sisters who
were all of mixed race, and they were all different mixed race, so I have a ... My brother is mixed race,
Afro-Caribbean. Ihave a younger brother who's mixed race, European-Mexican, and a sister who's ...
So

Adopted at an early age?

Yeah. Yeah. Adopted as sort of toddlers, really.
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They didn't bring their culture with them?

No, no, not at all. We were basically ... Apart from the fact that in my family we've got mixed race kids,
we were brought up as a typical suburban white English family, with no other culture whatsoever.

No history ...

No history at all, no nothing. I mean, we didn't even really have any kind of history that was like sort of
that characterised our own, whatever, class or location or anything. We were just completely of
modernity or whatever. Our culture was like youth culture, the culture of the 60s and 70s and TV and
records and stuff like that.

It relates to me. onlv a decade earlier.

Yeah. I'mean, my father was ... My father and my mother were very old socialists, kind of like post-war
socialists, who met in the Labour League of Youth and went out to Yugoslavia and helped Tito rebuild
hospitals and shit and stuff. So they've got that history but they were even very kind of reticent about
that. They didn't really tell us about that. We had to kind of wheedle that out of them.

So they may have known somebody like E.P. Thompson or somebody like that. His brother was killed there.

Probably, yeah. My dad probably did. He knew a lot of people like that. He certainly ... You say this
person, he goes "Oh yes, I knew him", and stuff like this.

[ find it interesting how things seep through into people. vou know what I mean?

Well, yeah, T mean most of my information about ... Yeah, I suppose my whole childhood, my childhood
was like seeping, you know, there wasn't any kind of great revelations or moments where, you know,
things were said and suddenly everything was thrown into sharp focus. No, it was just kind of like
consciousness, like things coming in, vagueness, you know.

Okay. let's fast forward again to where vou were before.

Oh, right. So, anyway. Like I said, this is just kind of my kind of history. My kind of history was that 1
then came out of university and was very frustrated about what had gone on there in terms of, like, I
could see that,... I hated the academic system, I found it really paralysing.

In which vou studied what?

I studied drama and film studies. I mean, drama was interesting because at least it was physical, at least
there was a physical element to it and there was an element of a kind of physical discipline to it, but also
a kind of discipline, a three-dimensional discipline to it. I mean, you were actually moving about and vou
could move people about and you could actually go from room ... You know, it was a thing about rooms
and environments and spaces and stuff. It wasn't simply paper based, a paper based literature thing. So
that was interesting. But the great frustration to me was I did drama and I did film, and film was like,
at East Anglia University where I was, film there was like this incredible cutting edge, forging ahead,
kind of like Marxist structuralist, post-structuralist thing, which was like probably the most advanced
discipline of all the disciplines at the time. And then there was drama. And drama was like stuck in this
kind of weirdo, sort of mystical, humanist, sort of fucking namby-pamby liberal rubbish, vou know,
where no analysis was going on whatsoever. And they were both hived off into their ... Nobody was
making any connections between the two. So that kind of... T came out thinking I was annoyed about
that.

Anyway, the next thing that happened was I got together with some friends and we said, well, what we're
gonna do is we'll make a film. So we said all right. And we thought, how do you make a film? So we
thought, we'll get some money to make a film. So we went to the funding agencies. No. I know what
happened first. I wrote the fucking script. So I wrote this script, this script took me ... It was a horror
film, it took me about three months to write, and I wrote it. All the time this friend of mine was saying,
yeah we'll get the money. We then went to the funding agencies and the funding agencies just were not
interested in this script at all and were very patronising. We mistook their patronising attitude for kind
of, like, largesse and affection but in fact they were just getting rid of us, you know. So then we said, all



right, we're not going to get the money. So I said, so we all said, let's just do it anvway. So we said, right
we'll do it anvway, how do we do it anyway? We started to find about actually making a film. We found
about Super 8. I'd heard about a couple of things in America where people had used Super 8 to make
longer films, so we went and we slowly taught ourselves about Super 8 film making and the whole thing
gathered momentum in a kind of crazed way that we couldn't actually stop it. And we ended up going up
to Norwich which was where it was located and making this Super 8 feature film, feature horror film,
with sound and dialogue and actors and everything, everybody and ...

So was this a Night of the Living Dead kind of influence? That was about the time then.

It was. It was kind of influenced by The Night of the Living Dead and The Evil Dead I think had also
come out by then which was a big.... And we kind of believed this mythology, this big Hollywood
mytholegy of people making films for nothing. So we kind of believed this. We thought, we'll do it. And
we went up and we just got enough people to believe that we were doing it and, once people could see that
we really were doing it, we made this feature film. And then, once we'd shot it all, we kind of had it put
on video and came back to London and set about ... We also did it as a collective as well. That was the
first collective thing I was involved in and it was basically this insane collective in which we actually
rotated the functions of the film crew.

We had this idea that we'll do this collective thing. We thought, we'll rotate the things because
everybody wanted to direct and evervbody wanted to be the camera person. So, there were four of us
and we said what we'll do is we'll do a four day rota. So every fourth day I was director and every
fourth day I did camera and every fourth day I did sound and I can't remember what the other job was.
What was the other job? Camera, direction, sound and I think it was general organiser or something.
So we rotated the jobs and we had children and dogs and blood and graveyards and everything and it
was just a complete nightmare. And then we took it back to London and we tried to edit it, also
collectively - the four of us sitting in a room collectively editing this thing. And we kind of watched it
and realised that we'd forgotten to shoot whole scenes which made the film have some kind of sense and
we also realised the sound was completely out of sync and we also realised that we now hated each other
because we'd been together for too long and the whole thing kind of dissolved into misery and it's now in
a cupboard. But we did, we actually got one edit, like a kind of rough edit out of it and it's now in a bex
downstairs. There's this huge box containing this mess which one day I hope to kind of resuscitate, just
out of period interest. Anyway, so then after that I thought, well, the thing to do is to learn how to make
films a bit more proficiently. So I did a couple of film courses. Did a course at Goldsmith's which is a
really good course. Well, it was a really good course because I went for the course that gave me
maximum access to the machines, really, and the teachers were just dreadful, awful. But I got access to
the machines. So then I made another film and it was a kind of big 16 ml dialogue, all talking, action
movie thing, 15 minutes or something. It was kind of like a post-modern structuralist Godardian thriller
thing, it was pretty awful actually.

What was it called?
Called? It was called Only The Only, it was called. And this had a measure of success.
It sounds like it had some sort of ironic tone if it had a title like Only The Only.

Only The Only. It was a kind of attempt to ... It was about terrorism but it wasn't really about
terrorism. It was about ... It was kind of about film making to a certain extent. It was about what it's
like to make a film and also it was about a kidnapping and the kidnap was like a metaphor for making
the film and it was about the kind of ...

I should probably hurry vou on at this stage. Ikind of want to get on to the Xploding.

Yeah. The point is that I then made this film and thought, well, great, this is it, I've broken in to the ...
And at this point I started to actually learn about certain things and the things I learned about were the
way the film industry worked and the way that the funding organisations worked and I started to meet a
lot of people who were involved in the funding organisations or who were involved in so-called political
film making or oppositional film making or whatever you want to call it and independent film making,
And I began to become very disenchanted with the whole thing and I began to realise that, if you were
going to make political films, then you had to rethink the project, the project had to be totally rethought.
Okay.



When you say the project. you mean the whole business of making. showing. the whole process.

Yeah, really, the whole thing. I mean, the sector that I was involved in, that T was interested in, was
essentially the independent scene. But there were also other questions which were, like, how could you
have, sort of, the incredible radical film making of the 60s which went as far as popular feature films, it
got that far, it got into cinemas, it got into people like Godard, and people like, I don't know, the whole
fringe, new wave and certain English film makers - how had that happened and then just sunk back into
sort of history and disappeared? And you've gone back to a situation which was perhaps worse than the
pre-60s in terms of feature film making and the film industry. How could you have movements such as
the English movement which was called, uh, I've forgotten it, which was the movement which was like
Karel Reisz and Lindsay Anderson and Dick Lester and people like that who did the movement called
free cinema, the free cinema movement - how could that have happened and then disappeared? How
could the English underground film movement and the Co-op have happened and then become so
ineffectual, so appropriated and stuff like this? And I began to get very interested in that. And at that
point I kind of began to realise that, if you were interested in political film making or oppositional film
making or subversive film making, you had to sort of rethink the whole project. And I then ... I'd been
going round slagging off the Film Co-op for quite a long time on very little evidence and people started to
say to me, well, how can you slag off the Filmmakers' Co-op when you don't know anything about it? So
I thought I'd better for the sake of, you know, justice and freedom, I'd better go and check it out. So I
went and worked voluntarily at the Film Co-op for six, no three or four months. And it was just really a
miserable experience and involved me ... Tbecame involved in the Co-op politics and the collective
politics, the democratic politics that was going on and basically it was infighting and horrible personality
clashes that were going on and it basically confirmed all my worst prejudices, which was very gratifying.
So I sort of left that in a very smug way.

Can we have an update of what vear ...

That was 1991. Then what happened was ... The big turning point to a certain extent for me was the
Gulf War came along and in the middle of the Gulf War, the height of the Gulf War, I did some sort of,
went on a couple of marches and stuff, and around that time there was a festival in London at the
Riverside Studios and it was the second festival of ... It was called the BP Expo and it was an
international festival of student film sponsored by BP and it took place over the course of a week and it
was a mixture of student film, independent film, art film, experimental film. It was very high profile,
posters all over London, leaflets and everything and TV, everything. And it took place at the Riverside
Studios in Hammersmith. And at that point I was just leaving another course. I was a bit of an eternal
student because this was the way, if you want to make independent films, to get your hands on good
equipment. It's either to teach or to be a student. That's the way things are, or used to be. And so I'd
just finished another course to get my hands on some more equipment. Then this festival came along. It
was the Gulf War and I just couldn't believe that all these old radical film makers and students and
people were going along to this festival, sponsored by an international oil company, during the Gulf War,
and nobody so much as even ... It wasn't as if they had questioned it, it just didn't occur to anybody, it
never occurred to anybody that there was even a contradiction here, the slightest contradiction. It
wasn't even on the agenda. It was so far from the agenda that people were just amazed when you even
raised this issue. And at that point in my own personal story I'd already been thinking that the thing te
do here is not to make films about political issues but to make films and projects that in themselves are
political issues or political weapons. So it's like saying, in my opinion, political content within films is
redundant. In fact it's probably ... Political content within films is actually reactionary because what it
does is it presents people with a spectacle of action but, if they watch a film in which there's a political
issue being investigated and analysed, it actually sort of like emolliates the situation. It's kind of like you
then watch a programme and say, oh well, somebody's doing something about it because, if somebody's
making a film about it, then obviously something's being done about it. So then I said, well that's not
true, in fact it's the opposite. If somebody's making a film about a political issue, it means that the lid's
being kept on the issue, the actual sort of contradictions and things are being ... So I decided at this
point the thing to do was to make films that were themselves or make projects that were in themselves
sort of toxic. This was the idea, to make toxic things. So I started doing two things around that time.
One thing was I was applying for funding from agencies who were never going to fund me and I knew
lots of people who were also applying for funding. So I then realised that what we were doing was we
weren't making films, we were applying for funding. This was our major activity in life. Our major
activity in life was filling in forms for funding and going to openings of other people's films where you
met the right people. So I thought, if this is my main activity, then I should actually put some kind of ...



Can I just pause for a second? [Interruption - car door opening|]

So then for a very brief period I came up with this plan. The plan was to apply for funding. Well, it was
a kind of double plan. It's like I said, at this time you would talk to people and say, who is your audience
for your film? And this was another thing. This had never occurred to people. Well, you know, actually
it's not about who your audience is, it's about what I want to make, what I want to express. And then
you'd say, well, who do you want to express it to? And they'd say, well everybody. And you'd say, who is
everybody? Where are you going to show it? This did not occur to people. So I sort then of thought,
well I'd better identify my audience and my audience seem to be the funding panels who are the only
people who are seeing my work because I'd have to send them work so that they could look at it and see
if they were going to give me any money. So I thought what I'll do is I'll just make films for these people
and it's much more personalised than any other audience because I can find out who they are and then I
can just make films for them. And so I began to sort of put in these outrageous funding applications for
films which I knew were never going to be funded but I was doing it actually as a kind of like an
experiment, targeting my audience. So I did that for a bit.

Did vou have people speak off screen to the Arts Council officers?

No, never. I never got that far. At the time when Xploding happened I was working on the final thing
which was to try and get momentum behind the funding for a documentary which would be about
corruption within the funding system so that you could set up this horrible little toxic sort of circle, like a
dog eating its own tail, where these people would then be presented with this project which was like
investigating their corruption in funding and yet, if they didn't fund it, you could then accuse them of
being corrupt because they were hiding something. And I thought this was a kind of nasty little thing for
them to deal with. So, anyway, this happened at the BP Expo and then I did, like, a propaganda leaflet.
I'went in and T gave out these propaganda leaflets which were kind of fake leaflets which were basically
attacking the festival. And they hired security. After I'd done it I went back and there were all these
security guards there, like watching all the leaflet racks, and I thought this is great, you know, because
it's obviously ... And I talked to somebody who actually knew somebody who was working on one of the
desks and I said, what's going on, and they said, well, this bunch of anarchists have like infiltrated the ...
And I thought, well, that's me, you know, it's not a bunch of anarchists and I started realising how easy it
was to play with these people's minds. That was quite interesting.

Right, which brings me to what happened at the Xploding. What happened in Xploding was there was
this old suntan oil factory on Effra Road in Brixton which had been empty for years and vears and an
arts group called Pullit squatted it and they were very sort of direct in what they wanted to do there.

But they also had quite a good measure of like openness to other projects and started inviting people in to
do whatever they wanted. And I then heard that there was ... Somebody'd seen a note saying, come to
the Coulthard and show your films.

This was the name of the building. Cooltan?
It was called Cooltan, a suntan oil factory.
Can you give a date to that?

This was the end of 1991, this was in the winter, no the autumn of 1991. So I went along there and there
were two things going on. One was that there was a group there run by Ken MacDonald who was a kind
of underground Super 8 cinema impresario who's been running a club called Reel Love ever since the
80s and, kind of, he disappears and reappears and is very kind of shifty and mercurial, and he was doing
a show there and at first I thought that this was what this was about, I suppose. That was really exciting
because here was a room full of people watching Super 8 films and what I really noticed about the event
was that everyone was drinking and smoking and this in a way kind of totally changed the atmosphere of
the event because you had a kind of social ... It was a night out, it was like a social night out. It was no
longer this incredible sort of sacred concentration upon the screen. And people were talking to each
other and it was actually fun, you know, it was like, it was similar to like going to a gig or something and

Or watching television ...

... or watching television. This was the other thing. It was like watching television at home with a bunch
of friends except it was much better because there was also the possibility, the same possibilities that go
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with any social event which is you can meet people, you can meet women or whatever, men, or you can
Just get in, you can get into any kind of social situation you can, which is impossible in a cinema. A
cinema is like a kind of sealed, hermetic suspension of life. You know, life is actually suspended for the
duration of the film whereas in a small room where you're doing this kind of thing life actually goes on.
And the other sort of exciting thing about what Ken was doing at Reel Love was that he was so inept. He
was so incredibly inept. He would get the wrong films on, he would break the films in the middle, the
machinery would break down for long periods, he didn't know ... He would talk over the film. He would
get incredibly stoned and talk over the films. It was just a complete fucking shambles. And whereas this
irritated people, to me this was amazing because you suddenly ... It was revealed to you that vou could
do this. Anyone could do this. It was possible to do it. In fact, with Ken it was so obvious that you could
do it better than him. It was such a revelation because you just said, well, anyone could do this better
than Ken. He's so bad, do you know what I mean? He's just so inept and this was brilliant. And then,
shortly afterwards, I met Stephen Houston who was the person who'd put this thing up about forming a
group. There was him and his girlfriend who was called [Cathy Gibbs?] and I remember there was a
meeting and I went along and we sat in this freezing cold room with no windows and kind of talked
things through about forming a group and this had been something I'd been after for a long time,
probably before the Co-op but also especially after the Co-op. I thought, the Co-op's dead, there's no
way you can disentangle its history, you know, it's fucked, its whole structure is, like, completely fucked,
there's nothing you can do with it. So you've gotta form a new group if you want to do this. And I didn't
know how to form a new group. Ikind of thought, maybe you start a magazine or something, I don't
know. It was Kkind of vague. And suddenly here were these people saying, let's form a group. And so I
thought, this is for me. So I then started going to these meetings on a regular basis and eventually ...

At the Cooltan did this start?

This was at the Coulthard, it was all based at the Coulthard. And the group kind of slowly got members.
I'mean, to begin with all the group was was a group of people who met and talked, that's all it was. We
didn't even show films. Of this group something like three people made films and the majority of people
had never made a film in their lives, which was kind of good as well, and, of all those people, the only one
who had really had any in-depth knowledge of the kind of nasty crawling space that was the independent
film scene at the time was probably me, so I kind of like was really refreshed by this because there was
no ... The cynicism, the kind of incredible cut-throat careerism, was just absent. And I Jjust thought,
God, this is great. So - we kind of had meetings and we talked and talked and talked. And then what
happened was Reel Love, Ken's show, left the Coulthard. So we were then in the position of, if there
were gonna be film screenings at the Coulthard, we would have to do them. So we then decided we would
do it. Initially - this was in the winter of 1994 - so we then said, right, what we'll do is we'll do them in
the same space, which was a kind of cold storage room down the back of the Coulthard. And the winter
was really cold, it was really fucking cold. It became impossible to do these shows in this cold storage
and everyone had coats on and hats on and gloves and scarves and it was a dead loss. So we said, right,
we'll have to move the show and what we'll do is we'll move the show to the café in the Coulthard. And
this ... basically that kind of, like, structural whatever you call it, economic, meteorological effect,
actually made Xploding Cinema, because that was the most vital thing that happened. What happened
was that we moved it into the café and once we moved it into the café everything changed because then
you had ... Instead of having ranks of seats facing the screen, you had tables with chairs around them.
This broke up the space and, to a great extent, completely changed the atmosphere. It changed the
atmosphere because it broke up the space, but it also changed the atmosphere because people were
facing each other in a social situation rather than facing the screen. So they'd turn to watch the film, but
if they turned back, they were facing each other. It becomes a kind of different atmosphere. Also we
made food and we actually had ... The kitchen itself was in the room with the film, so that all through
the film me and Stephen Houston, we'd both work as chefs as well, so we did food. And there was like
frying noises and saucepans being banged together and stuff like this. And this kind of made it kind of,
like ... And there were smells as well, and that was one thing we always used to say was like, you got, all
your senses are catered for, because you can smell. And ... Then, so there we are, we're showing Super
8 films and home videos. I mean, we were different from Reel Love in that we'd got 2 monitor and
started showing video. So we had TV, menitors, food, smells ...

Did you have things plaving at the same time. simultaneously?

No, we didn't. We started doing that quite slowly, mostly on ... There was a staircase going up the early
Coulthard and we started putting projectors on that and ...
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With loops?

With loops on, yeah. And we started doing ... The first time we used loops we actually did it outwards.
We did it onto the windows of the building so they could be seen from the outside, so that people would
be brought in. Then we turned them inwards and put them on the walls and on the screens and things
like this and slides and ... That kind of developed slowly. The MC thing happened ...

Did that develop ... Was it a knowledge of the kind of happenings that vou used to. vou know. the sixties
happenings or early seventies happenings or anything like that? Or was it more just to do with. like. lots of
material pouring in or something?

Umm. I had knowledge of the sixties happenings to a certain extent, a limited knowledge, and other
people did as well, but I would say that people didn't actually call on that knowledge, although they knew
it. I would say what happened was - it was really very much dictated by the dynamics of the event, that
once we'd gone down that road everything else followed. Once we had begun to say ... Like, originally
we had one projector, okay. So, I mean, we had one projector and all we could do was show on the
screen. Then somebody bought ... You know, we'd go to jumble sales and we'd get a couple of other
projectors. And then you start saying, well, you know, what do we do with them? And then the ideas
slowly came round. Well, we can do things with them. We can show films on the walls and we can show
them on the stairs and stuff like this. And also we had Lech KB (?) who was in the group at that time.
He's kind of like ... he's still around and he's always been a kind of fellow traveller. He's always been ...
he'd come in and show his films.

He's a musician. is he?

He's a musician, yeah. But he would also do things which involved ... If left to his own devices he would
go off and do stuff. If he saw a projector there, he'd say ... And next thing vou'd know he'd done
something with it. And so he did stuff like that as well. He introduced ... he was the first person I saw
using mirrors for effect, like he'd put mirrors all up on the wall and then project onto them. So that was
interesting. But... Yeah, and going on with the MC, well that kind of developed, sort of evolved,
because the MC ... We had to have someone to introduce the films, so they introduced the films. Then
they would introduce the films and they would introduce the film makers and get the film makers to
come up and talk about their films. Then ... The projectors weuld be constantly breaking down and
everything would be breaking down the whole time. So it would help if the MC would do something. So
vou either had to just do some kind of like, just talk to the audience for long periods, or like there was a
girl, Jenny Marr, who used to be in the group and she would sing, or you would say to the audience ...

Unaccompanied?

Unaccompanied, veah, completely unaccompanied. And we would say to the audience, is there anybody
in the audience who can sing or can play the guitar or whatever?

And there was a kind of sense of humour around all this to make it kind of possible so it wasn't like a disaster

No, no, we kind of evolved a way of doing it which was the audience ... A lot of the audience would come
and they wouldn't know what it was gonna be like and they wouldn't know that things could break down
or they wouldn't know how amateurish we were. And so... Like sometimes when I was doing the MC's
and it would break down, I would then kind of be very straight and say we were gonna have a discussion
about the last film and people would believe this and it would be ... And because they'd come, because
some of them had come from a kind of very stulted sort of like co-op, like they'd been to the co-op and
they knew vaguely about structural materialist films and the only other kind of artist experimental film
makers they'd met before were ones who were incredibly dour straight-faced people. You could lead
them along and you could say, well, you know, vou could start coming out with some kind of structuralist
rubbish and say, well, what do you think of this? And they would go along with it, for a little while, and
then they would realise we were taking the piss, you see. That worked quite a lot. We used to say you
can't smoke.

So. vou're using a microphone at this time?

Yeah, yeah, we used a mike. Simply because there was a PA. And so the whole thing just kind of
evolved like that. 1 was really conscious, quite. As it evolved I became quite conscious, like, I'd seen the
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Co-op, I knew what the Co-op was like and I'd met even some of my friends out there in the independent
experimental scene and I knew how cut-throat it was. And I was quite worried. T was thinking this is
really great but, you know, we're being so open and so incredibly welcoming to people. We are really
just like here. If somebody wanted to come along and sort of fuck with us and basically try and take it
over, try and be a leader, enforce their will ... Because what was really refreshing was nobody enforced
their will on anything. We would sit in this room and have our meetings and they would go on for hours,
vou know. And we would go out of our way to make sure that everybody had their say. And if somebody
wasn't being heard you could say, excuse me but we're ignoring this person, can this be ... Or new
people would come. And it became like laughably sort of democratic and egalitarian. We would be so
welcoming that we would, like, welcome in these people and halfway through a meeting we would realise
that they were completely just deranged, you know what I mean, which was a problem because, you
know ...
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If Tracey had seen

my student video she

might sfill be alive

ALERIE Walker-
dine knows the
fear and loneliness
working class stu-
dents can feel
when they are plunged into
the rarefied atmosphere of
university.

As the daughter of a semi-
skilled manual worker from
Derby, she felt alienated and
infertor in her first term at
Goldsmiths’ College, London
University.

Even now, as a professor of
psychology at the same college,
she remembers the experience so
vividly that she has made a video
to help students from poorer
home backgrounds adjust to the
middle-class world of academia.

And she believes that if
only tragic Oxford Univer-
sity student  Tracey Cole
had seen her film, she
might still be alive today.

Tracey, who achieved the high-
est marks in the country for her
A-level sociology exam, was
found hanging from the ceiling of
her college room just days after
starting her degree course earlier
this month.

Police believe the girl brought
up in an Exeter council house
killed herself because she was
“completely overwhelmed™ by
her first few days at Oxford’s
Lady Margaret Hall College.

But Valerie, 45, says: “If only
she could have seen my video she
would have realised that she was
not alone.”

The film features five working-
class women who tell of the anxi-
ety they felt when they first en-
tered the hallowed halls of one of
the country’s leading universities.

“Sadly this feeling of loneliness
is not uncommon among work-
ing-class students who get places
at top universities.”

“Next year 1 would like 1o
screen the video during Freshers
Week so that any working-class
students who feel cut off can see
that other people have been
through the same experience and
survived.

“It is a very painful film. The

SUPPORTIVE: Prof
Valerie Walkerdine

‘I felt like a
freak until
| found a
friend from
the sume
background’

LONELY: New students can feel alienated

by MATTHEW BENNS

women in it are coming o terms
with their alienation from both
their family roots and from their
academic circle.

*1 certainly think the film
would have helped Tracey Cole.
Students need 1o know there is
support there for them.

“I am now a prolessor of psy-
chology and am proud of my
roots, but it has taken me a long
time to be able to say that. For
much of my academic career |
had a feeling of not being good
enough. Of course | was, but that
feeling stemmed from my work-
ing-class background.™

Valerie claims the class system

is still rife in British universities.
She says the few working class
students achieving the grades
necessary to get them into Ox-
bridge feel like social lepers.
“These students get to uni-
versity and immediately
feel lefi out. Their contem-

poraries talk  differently,
have more  money, more
experience and more in

common with each other.”
savs Valerie.

Most of these students also feel
alienated from their parents, who
are often in awe of their unex-
pectedly brilliant children.

“Working-class people tend to
cope with their problems them-
selves. If a student is fecling alone

TRAGEDY: Tracey Cole

how can she turn to her parents
and say ‘1 am unhappy’ when she
has got everything she pushed so
hard for?”

Valerie was 18 when she first
arrived at Goldsmiths’ in the Six-
ties. 1 was very excited. but very
frightcned,” she says.

I also started to feel ashamed
about my roots. This fecling
came from within the college and
the staff even offered me elocu-
tion lessons so that 1 could dis-
guise my background. 1 didn’t
take them.”

“In the North there was a dil-
ferent attitude towards these al-
most mythical institutions — the
feeling is you are doing very well
to get there.

“Among the middle-class stu-
dents | met here, there was an
impression that you had per-
formed very badly if you failed to
get to Oxbridge.”

Little appears to have changed
today. One of this year’s intake of
students at Goldsmiths'. a work-
ing class gir! from Runcorn.
Cheshire, says: 1 never felt any
ditferent until 1 got here and then
immediately people started to
take the mickey out of my accent.

“Until 1 found someone from
the same working class back-
ground as me 1 felt like a freak.

“Irowas just great 1o talk
1o somebody who was in
the same boat, I can imag-
ine how lonely 1 would
have felt if T had not found
that friend.

1 was also shocked to find thal
most people go home in their
holidays or go on Interail trips
around Europe. I assumed they
were like me and spent their holi-
days working to pay off their
overdrafts. They have just got so
much more money.

“1 think it is important that
freshers are given some sort of
support when they arrive becausc
universities can be very lonely
places.”

Perhaps Valerie Walkerdine's
video will now provide that sup-
port, and go some way 1o pre-
venting another tragedy like the
death of Tracey Cole.
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The People’s Art exhibition was the first attempt
to bring together examples of objects made in the last 200
vears by ordinary men and women, to offer an analysis, and
to present modern work within an historical context. This
was admittedly a tall order, but when it was offered to the
Arts Council in 1984 the initial response was positive. After a
series of meetings the idea went onto permanent hold; it was
‘a project that interests but which we still need to think
about’. I accepted this at face value. I did not know the code
for ‘Not on your life’. I received the formal rejection letter
some time later.

As it had been suggested that People’s Art ‘would look better
somewhere else’, next stop was the Crafts Council. The
Council’s exhibition sub-committee (since disbanded) seemed
to be in favour of the show, but ominously various officers
expressed serious doubts. How would a hybrid like People’s Art
look in the fine-crafts showplace? Again after long delays, the
verdict was that the show ‘would look better elsewhere.’

The proposal fared little better at the Barbican. A meeting
with the Director elicited much enthusiasm, but nothing else.
It was the same story at the Royal Festival Hall. Again lots of
interest, meetings, slide viewings, even a lunch. There were
imaginative ideas about setting up fairground rides outside on
the South Bank. But nothing was really decided and amid
vague mutterings about the fullness of the programme, fund-
ing and the difficulties of forward planning, etc, the whole
thing was quietly dropped. '

A positive response came from Manchester in 1986. Julian
Spalding, director of the City Art Gallery & Museum, had seen
the slides and liked the idea. Here at last was someone who
was in a position to do something. But no sponsor was forth-
coming, and two years later Spalding left for Glasgow. The ver-
bal agreement to mount the exhibition was cancelled.

Eventually terms were agreed with the Angel Row Gallery
at Nottingham. A private sponsor was found, a date fixed and
a contract signed. Two other galleries agreed to take People’s
Art on tour. Yet to date no venue in the South has been per-
suaded to show it.

Convincing a publisher to produce a book to accompany the
exhibition provided a coda to the People’s Art saga. The
Gulbenkian Foundation helped fund the original research, but
they rarely publish books. The big art publishing houses ‘liked
the idea’ but were deterred by the cost, particularly as the
theme was limited to the Britain and would, therefore, be diffi-
cult to sell abroad. Eventually the Edinburgh-based publishers
Mainstream signed a contract and the Crafts Council chipped
in towards the cost of colour reproductions.

What can we can conclude from this epic? Gallery
space is not finite, resources are limited and countless excellent
exhibition proposals go down the toilet every day of the week.

Appar\d’- x A4

Not in my Gallery,

Emmanuel Cooper, Curator and author of the People’s Art exhibition and

You Can’t

book, chronicles his ten-year battle to

win a hearing for ‘industrial folk art’.

Yes, of course. Yet I do think People’s Art was fighting a battle
on many fronts. I do not believe the problems lay in the quality
or creativity of the work itself or in the combined
exhibition/book idea. Rather, it lay in the deeply conservative
nature of an art establishment which has severe problems with
material which does not fit its modernist aesthetic.

The Hayward Gallery fights shy of any work which may
appear to undermine its role as the premier showplace for mod-
ernist art. Regularly under attack by the left and the right for
elitism and remoteness, the Hayward is continually defending
its programme amid mutterings of discontent. An exhibition
like People’s Art might have beeen seen by the officers as too
risky at a time when any excuse for chopping is in the air.

An equally testy problem has been the determination not to
cross the art/craft divide. Never once has the Hayward shown
anything which could be construed as craft, which is a pity
given the brilliance of current work. In this respect, People’s
Art posed especial difficulties — it was neither high art nor fine
craft. Arguments about its popularity, its social relevance and
its inventive visual aesthetic failed to move any hearts. I sus-
pect that if the work has been made in the folk tradition of the
United States, or culled from remote towns of Peru it would
have met the rigorous Hayward standards. Being homegrown,
it failed to make an impression.

But there is another ‘difficulty’ with People’s Art. That is its
implicit allegiance to working class culture. This rarely stated
or acknowledged political element is intrinsic to the work.
Many of the objects have to do with trade unions. Other images
express a patriotism which is loyal and conservative, but no
less working-class for that. Some of the work can be deemed
sexist by the politically correct.

By definition People’s Art is about working class rather than
middle class culture, the usual constituency of art institutions.
The irony is that many of the directors and exhibition officers
would identify themselves as lefties, despising the current gov-
ernment and longing for a change of régime. Yet when it came
to putting their agreement to a project which would appear to
be controversial, they quietly withdrew.

People’s Art is published by Mainstream at £25. No full-length
review has appeared in the national press to date. Emmanuel
Cooper’s other book The Sexual Perspective: homosexuality and
art in the last 100 years has just been issued in a new edition
by Routlege (£12.99/£40). There was an accompanying exhibi-
tion at Jill George Gallery in London from 3-16 September.
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APPENDIX 5

The BBC and Lord Reith

Of course Sharp wasn't a lone wolf. This the manner in which the mechanisms
of class acted at that time. Another character even more powerful than Sharp
was John Reith who set up BBC radio. A few quotes will give an insight into
the type of classism operating beneath the civilised and cultured public
appearance:

'"The pronunciation of the King's English is a sore trial to students of our own
language. it is also a matter of considerable concern and irritation to ourselves
... One hears the most appalling travesties of vowel pronunciation. This is a
matter in which broadcasting may be of immense assistance" (John Reith 1924
quoted in OSSEI 1996).

"A long talk with Lord Byng after lunch at the Athenaeum... He said | ought
not to keep anyone on in the B.B.C. after being divorced, irrespective of the
circumstances, which is what | have felt all along, although | was glad to have
his confirmation" (Reith Diaries 2-2-1927 quoted in OSSEI 1996).

"In six short years Sir John Reith has made himself more even than the
guardian of public morals. He has become the judge of What We Ought to
Want... Sir John has taught us to regard him as the last surviving Victorian
father, the man who alone knows what is good for us"(Helen Wilkinson M.P.
Evening Standard 16-6-1931 quoted in OSSEI 1996)

Note: Helen Wilkinson was a working class author

These people were apparently incredibly successful. They infiltrated the the~
Labour Party and other working class leadership and hollowed out socialism
and filled it with their own ideals. In many ways we still live in their shadow.
But perhaps all they achieved was a massive confusion rather than any
permanent surgery: David Hevey is working class photographer who is now
making television p{grammes... perhaps a future head of the BBC?

"The issue for me, then, is to explore and show how obscuring of objective or
subjective class relations has not meant their absenting but their physical and
psychic intensification. What is the process by which we make sense or create
order from the denial, disavowal and oppression?" David Hevey (Roberts
1993).



A friend of mine who is working for a Soho based product
company phoned me up to say he’d been desperately tryi
to get hold of me as they are working on this brilliant
project for the ICA.

Basically the ICA and it's ad agency have come up with

the best thing to hit the art scene. Yes, we artists are

personally invited to submit ideas for a 5 second slot to g

. towards a fat ad showing how diverse the ICA is and ho

| in touch and hep they are.

J Boy was I excited. I thought - me on telly and I can make :

| own story featuring ME! Then they will send in this

) brilliant Euro film director and his chunky crew to film m

| idea and then they will finish it off brilliantly with a n

} ICA logo. And there we will all be, completey fucking

| sucked in and labelled as ICA property, in our 5 second sl

~ And I thought we all get 15 minutes of fame.

- The Soho types were also keen for me to get the Explodin,
Cinema in there somehow or even give 5 seconds to the EC
Like the EC could make a little ad for themselves as part
an ICA ad. This is when 1 got confused and asked how mu
money there was ... silly me. As if [ would get any money
make a film.

Needless to say, I got balled out by Exploders for being so

_ slow in getting the drift - one that smacks of

£ S % APPROPRIATION. The way this lil' institution behaves

The only pe’ople ntitled to judge ; they should swap the letters around to read CIA.
your work are the audience. |

THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE.
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somewhere foreign - it cost £1 from a charuy shop

=

Super8 4mins

A u'l/'mw;gnm\; Y
A

(PIOD:NG

CiNEMA

Now\wer?i,i\‘a\ Sale N(’Hﬁ”j in 546:

= Adaslad 2
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. . sleet. You name it and Gordon B
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5 g ‘e
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programme

SATURDAY 12th JUNE

TITIF

RIRN RARY RUPN
SALTY DOG
THE NORTH CAROLINA SERIFES
BERLIN RICKSTRASSE
FTLTHY HARITS
INTFERVATL
SKIP STORY
MY COMMANDMENTS
SPFED MONFY
MIND THE AP
SNAPS 1IN SPAIN
HATTMARIT
INTERVATI
INTERSPECIES INTERFACES
FREFWAY

AN ILI, WIND

MAKFR

Stefanie Toth
Corhard Tietz
Janis Hender son
Alan Dein

Paul Rakelite

A Dng On A String
Max Povinalti
Janis Marsh
Martin Pickles
Michele de Teon

Yasunari Mieda

Michael Frime
Andre Stitt

Film Fhoto Manray
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VHS
16mm
VHS
Super 8

VHS
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16mm
VHS
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